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The pair trudged through the tall grass, their baskets already overflowing with newly found eggs. Danny stepped into a puddle, the water soaking his black dress shoe. He frowned and paused long enough to shake some of the water loose. His mom was going to have a fit later, but it would be worth it. She’d understand when she saw the huge haul he had gotten. They had to hurry. They’d gotten distracted by a puddle full of toads near the entrance to the trail.

“How much farther?” Adam whined.

“Stop being such a baby,” Danny muttered.

“Mom and Aunt Ally said we had to check in every fifteen minutes. That was nine minutes ago, you know.”

He rolled his eyes. Ever since Adam’s parents had gotten him a cell phone, he never shut up about it. Danny already knew the reminder. Adam could check the time whenever he wanted. It wasn’t fair. He was only six, and Danny was already seven. Heck, he was halfway to eight, and his parents still wouldn’t let him have one. The more he thought about it, the angrier he got over the injustice of it all. When Adam stopped for what felt like the tenth time, Danny didn’t look back.

“What are you doing? Hurry up!” Danny called back to him.

“No, I don’t want to. We aren’t supposed to go down the trail without a grown-up. I don’t want to get into trouble. Aunt—”

“Stop calling her that,” Danny snapped.

“But—”

“If you want to stay here and be a baby, then fine. I’m not going to share any of my candy with you. I wish you would have just stayed at the park with the rest of the babies. If I don’t make it in time, it’s your fault,” Danny growled.

“How’s it my fault?” Adam complained. “You wanted to play with the frogs as much as I did.”

“They weren’t even frogs. I told you they were toads. Do you listen to anything I say?”

“I’m just saying that you’re to blame, too.”

“Maybe, but I’m not taking the blame this time. If I’m late again, I’m telling Mom you wouldn’t listen to me when I said it was time to go.”

“That’s not fair. I didn’t do anything that you weren’t doing. Besides, Aunt Ally is going to believe me before they believe you. You’re always getting us in trouble.”

“I only get in trouble because of you. Let’s just get going before you get us in trouble again.”

Danny was tired of arguing. He wanted to enjoy his candy and not have to deal with the constant whining from Adam. The two were inseparable, but in Danny’s mind, that was the problem. They were always together, and he was always in charge of watching the younger of the two. Granted, it came with its own perks at times when Adam was complaining about everything. Though he didn’t want to wait on him, he knew if he returned before him that Danny would be the one to take the brunt of the punishment.

“How far did you say it was? My feet hurt,” Adam said.

Danny scoffed. “Quit being a baby. You wanted to come out here with me. If you didn’t want to, then you shouldn’t have asked.”

“I’m not being a baby, but I’m tired of walking.”

“You’re being a baby. Crying about walking is exactly what a baby would do. Are you stupid?”

“Don’t call me stupid,” Adam cried. “I’m going to go tell.”

Danny stormed away from his friend. He wasn't going to miss out on the huge haul of Easter candy that his new friend had told him about earlier in the afternoon. Mom and Dad barely let him have any sugar, not compared to some of the other kids in his class, at least. He had every intention of finding the load and hiding it in his room so they didn't know. At seven years old, Danny knew he was ready to be in charge of his own candy. He just had to talk his parents into it as well.

Climbing up the steep slope to where he had met the nice lady earlier, Danny kept moving despite knowing his mother would be looking for him soon. It was just a little farther. He was so close he could almost taste the sweet caramel and chocolate he knew he would get. The lady had told him all about how they had bought too much candy and didn't want to throw it away. His mind raced with excitement at the thought of getting so much more than the others. He would show Adam! After reaching the top of the small hill, Danny looked around for his loot. When he didn't see it, his heart dropped.

Just as he was about to turn back, he heard someone approaching behind him and spun around. Relief coursed through him when he recognized the woman from before, his new friend. Danny already felt like he knew so much about her. When they had met earlier, she had told him all about how she worked at the hospital with his mother and father. He knew he wasn't supposed to trust strangers, but in their little community, no one was a stranger, especially if she worked with Danny's parents.

“I thought you said there would be candy here,” Danny said. “Where is it?”

“Oh, it’s here. I just had to move it because some other kids tried to steal it. I wanted to make sure there was enough left for you to have some, too.”

“Where did you put it? I can’t stay much longer. I’m already going to be in trouble when I get home.”

The woman smiled. “You, in trouble? No way, kiddo. I wouldn’t let your mom do that to you. I’ll let her know you were with me, and she’ll be okay with it. Besides, I told her that I offered for you to come over.”

“Well, if you told her and she was okay with it, I’m sure it will be all right,” Danny said. “How much farther is the candy?”

“Not too far. It’s in my car; we can be there in a few minutes. It’s just over the hill there.”

“I don’t know. Mom didn’t say anything to me about it being okay. Are you sure I’m not going to be in trouble for taking so long?”

“I wouldn’t lie to you. Besides, don’t you want to have some of the candy I’ve been holding onto for you?”

“Of course.” Danny laughed. “But I don’t want to get grounded.”

“I tell you what, Danny. We can give her a call really quick, and she can tell you what I already know. Or we can head over the hill. It won’t take but a minute or two, and then I’ll drive you home and talk to her myself. What do you say?”

“All right, just promise I won’t get in trouble.”

The woman grinned. “Trust me, your mom and I go way back. I’ll talk to her.”

The woman stretched out her hand for Danny to take. His cheeks flushed. He was seven years old. He didn't need to hold anyone's hand. Still, Danny didn't want to risk upsetting the woman and not getting all of the candy she had told him about before. Plus, she was a friend of his parents, and he’d seen her at their house a few times. She could tell them he was in the woods when he wasn't supposed to be, but she didn't. It was obvious she cared about him not getting into trouble.

Taking the woman's hand, Danny started to walk with her down the sloping hill on the opposite side of the park. The two parking lots were separated by trails and forests. He knew the Easter egg hunt was taking place on the other side, but the other kids had no idea about the candy waiting just over the hill. As they walked, the woman whistled and smiled. When they reached the woman's car, he glanced inside and saw she had a bunny costume in the back seat. He looked at her and cocked his head. She just smiled and chuckled.

“One of the bunnies got sick. I was helping out. I wanted to make sure you were able to slip away and get all your candy! Come on now, it’s under the costume,” she said.

She opened the back door and indicated for him to climb in. His stomach started to hurt as he looked back at the trail they’d just emerged from. Something didn’t feel right, but he could see the edges of candy bags beneath the costume. Danny licked his lips, his mind focused on the candy as he climbed into the back seat. He didn’t notice and didn’t care when the door suddenly closed behind him.
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“You’re going to want to change the bandage twice a day, okay? And you need to see Dr. Wrenwood as soon as you can get an appointment,” Allison said.

The burly man sitting across from her on the hospital bed chuckled and shook his head, watching Allison as she finished securing the gauze over the stump where his pinky toe should have been. Allison didn't expect him to go to his doctor. She knew he would remove the stitches on his own and only show back up if he lost another appendage to North Dakota's bitter cold. Allison smiled at him and shook her head. She had seen the injury time and time again, but it never stopped amazing her. Men!

Men like Jared Snyder didn't care about something as small as losing a toe to frostbite. She knew by the end of the day, he would be back out in the wilderness tracking down whatever was in season that month. It was a way of life in the rural area. Allison knew Jared had lived in the area his entire life. It wasn't the first toe he had lost to the cold, either. At least the man knew how to take care of it himself. He had wrapped the wound before coming to the emergency room. Still, Allison could tell he had waited several hours after it set in before coming to the small community hospital.

As she finished up the last of his paperwork and how to open the door for him as he headed back out to the lobby, Allison chuckled and shook her head. He would be back eventually, maybe if an infection set in. If not, she would see Jared next season. Turning her attention back to the paperwork in front of her, she quickly checked the time on her watch and cursed under her breath. Her shift at the hospital as the charge nurse had ended over twenty minutes ago, but she was still working. Picking up her pace, Allison rushed through the paperwork as someone knocked on the door.

Allison called out for whoever it was to come in. The door pushed open, and the most handsome doctor in the building walked in. Instantly, he made her heart start to race. Though she knew she shouldn’t show her feelings for him at work, just the sight of the man created a fire within her. Her legs started to tingle at the thought of what she wanted to do to him.

“Are you alone in here?” the doctor asked.

Allison blushed. “My patient just left.”

“So, I’ll take that as a, yes?”

“Yes, I’m all alone.”

“Good,” he replied as he closed the door. “I was hoping I could get a few minutes with you.”

“A few minutes might be all you get from me this time. I’ve had a busy day.”

“Is that so?” He grinned. “In that case, I need to take advantage of the short amount of time we have..”

“We better make it quick,” Allison said. “I know there is already a fellow waiting out there for me.”

“Well, I’m waiting for you right now.”

He approached her desk and pulled her into his arms. The touch sent the fire raging through her entire body. How could she tell the man no? While she had no intention of falling for his workplace advances, she couldn’t help but melt into the handsome doctor’s arms. He made everything else feel empty.

Allison smiled. “You can check me out, but I don’t think this is the time. Someone could walk in at any moment and catch us.”

“I don’t care, Allison. I want you right here and right now.”

As the devilishly handsome doctor smiled at Allison, her heart started to race. She couldn't believe that out of all of the women there, the head of surgery wanted her. He was brilliant, kind, and, best of all and hers. The doctor pulled her close and tilted her chin up with his thumb. The move sent a wave of desire through her as she gazed into her lover’s eyes. When his lips found hers in a moment of stolen passion, all thoughts she had of escape melted away. She didn't want to be anywhere else. Suddenly, there was a knock on the door, and the pair broke apart. She could barely keep her composure as the doctor looked around frantically for anywhere they could hide from the intruder, but it was too late; the door was already opening.

He pulled her close again. Just as Allison clung to him with a racing heart, he looked down at her. She adored that he towered over her. In heels, she barely came to her lover’s shoulders, but in the flats Allison wore to work each day, she perfectly fit into his arms. The doctor gave her a sly grin and jerked his head in the direction of the window. She laughed and rolled her eyes.

“It’s a second-floor room, darling. Face it, I think we are busted.”

He sighed. “I guess if we are going down, I’m happy it’s together. We had a good run, right?”

She nodded. “One last kiss before we face the music?”

“For you, anything, my dear.”

Just as he pulled her back into his arms, the door opened the rest of the way, and she heard a dramatic groan. It broke the moment of romance as her husband, Dr. Samuel Flynn, pulled away and smiled at the intruder.

“Don’t you know kissing is gross?” Danny asked.

Allison laughed. “Are you ready to go, little man?”

“I’ve been ready to go. I’m starving to death. I’ve been waiting out there forever.”

“It hasn’t been forever.”

“Well, it sure feels like it. My stomach is growling.”

“Okay, we’ll get you out of here and fed. What about you, Sam? Are you ready to get out of here?”

“I’ve been ready, too. I just have a few things to finish up before I can go,” Sam replied. “Why don’t the two of you get out of here and head home? I’ll get done and pick up some pizza on the way home.”

“Pizza!” Danny shouted. “I love pizza!”

Allison couldn’t help but laugh at the boy. She knew he would love the idea of pizza for dinner, and obviously, so did her husband. She smiled at Sam and gave him a knowing wink. The man was an angel. Though she was ready to go home and relax for the night, she knew Danny was just as excited to eat pizza.

“I’ll pick us up a great big one then,” Sam said.

“Awesome,” Danny shrieked.

“You sure know how to get into both of our hearts,” Allison said.

“I was kind of hoping I was already there, but I guess I can buy my way with food.”

“You can buy me with pizza or candy.” Danny smiled. “Can we stop by the pet store on the way home?”

Allison smiled. “Sure thing. We’ll have a little time before the pizza gets there, but we’re only going to look.”

Danny sighed. “Okay.”

Heading back out of the room, Allison kissed Sam on the cheek before he bent down and hugged Danny. They would only be apart for about an hour, but they were an incredibly close-knit family. She adored working in the same hospital as her husband, and Danny's school bus driver was happy to drop him off at the end of the route. It worked out perfectly. He’d spend a few hours after school with whatever nurse was working the front desk at the emergency room entrance.

To an outsider, it might have sounded terribly morbid to allow your seven-year-old to hang out in a hospital, but Mercy’s Faith General wasn’t a normal hospital. It was a rural location outside of Bitter, North Dakota, which made it more of a research facility than an emergency room. In the six years she had been working there, she’d only seen three truly gory incidents. The first was a hunting accident, the second a single-car wreck, and the third was in the house when a cooking assistant tripped and impaled himself with a tray of surgical knives.

As the group parted ways and Allison took Danny back to the reception desk to get his things, she looked over the night shift’s task list one more time. It was nice to have the holiday weekend off, but she hated Sam would still be on call. When he was bundled up in his thick winter coat, Danny raced ahead to the front doors, and Allison followed. She laughed at the excited look on his face. Between going to visit the kittens at the pet store and knowing he was getting an Easter basket on Sunday, Danny was elated to finally be done with the week. Allison's heart swelled with love.
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One of the wonderful perks of living in an incredibly small community was how little Allison had to worry about her son. There wasn't a face that passed that she didn't know and greet with a friendly wave or smile. Never in her life did she think she would end up in a place as beautiful or isolated as Bitter. Born and raised in sunny Southern California, Allison still had both her parents and older brother back in the warm state. It was her heart that had brought her to Bitter and a decision she celebrated every single day.

Danny raced ahead down the block; the pet store was only four buildings away on the left side of the road. If they had been heading somewhere that required them to cross, he would have diligently waited for her before doing so. They had done a good job in teaching him how to keep himself safe, though she still worried about him as any mother would. He disappeared into the small storefront with Allison following minutes later. By the time she made it to the counter to greet the shop owner, Danny was already washing his hands so he could play with the adoptable kittens from the shelter.

Allison knew as soon as they left, he would once again try to convince her to get a pet of their own. She would explain to him once again that it wasn't fair for them to have a pet. At least not to the animal. With the crazy hours both of Danny's parents worked, along with how active everyone was in the community, an animal would be severely neglected in their care. That didn't mean they had to stifle Danny's love for furry friends. The pet store stop was one they made at least twice a week. Allison was confident no kitten had been adopted in the community that hadn't been personally loved on by her son in the last four years.

“Hey, Loretta. How are you today?”

“I’m wonderful. I know I get to see the two of you a few times a week, but it’s always a pleasure to see you.”

Allison smiled. “Well, you should know by now that Danny is going to talk us into popping in every now and then.”

“I supposed you’re right.” Loretta chuckled. “So, has he finally talked you into getting a pet this time around, or are you here to see what we have and love on the animals again?”

“Not yet, but he does try on a regular basis.” Allison chuckled. “How is Barry doing after his heart surgery?”

“He’s great. The man is a tank, and no one can tell me any different. He’s still recovering, but so much faster than they thought he would.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear he’s doing so well. You make sure to tell your husband we asked about him.”

Loretta grinned. “I’ll be sure to tell him. Do you have everything you need for the festival tomorrow? If not, we can get anything you need.”

“I appreciate it. I think, for the most part, it’s all been taken care of. Now it’s just a matter of getting all the eggs stuffed and finding good hiding places.”

“Well, if anything pops up, just let me know. I’m glad to help in any way I can.”

“Thank you, Loretta. I’m pretty sure it’s all covered, but if I think of anything, I’ll give you a call.”

As a member of the village council, Allison absolutely adored her volunteer work. While it was time-consuming, she was able to spend her weekends helping her community grow and keeping Danny active. Along with her best friend, Carrie, they took turns setting up and watching their two boys. It was pure luck that their sons were also thick as thieves. Danny quickly ran to the two women to show his clean hands and that he had taken off his muddy shoes. Loretta chuckled and gave him the nod of approval before he raced back to the enclosed pen where potential adopters could play with the kittens.

It was rare for her to have Easter weekend off. Most holidays, they worked together to get the shifts covered so others could spend time with their families. Danny had spent most of his life at the hospital, though not in the heartbreaking way some children had to. Instead, he was watched and raised by everyone who worked there in a loving manner. Allison took great pride in the hospital's staff. It was rare for them to have an opening; their retention rate was three times that of the normal hospital average. Between her and Sam, they believed in harboring a work environment of love and understanding. Bad seeds rarely made it past the early vetting stages of employment.

Allison would give Danny about twenty minutes to play with his furry friends before rounding him up and heading home. It was only a few more blocks away and a few turns from the main business district. As she watched Danny play, Allison smiled. The little boy was her world.

“If I remember correctly, his birthday is coming up soon,” Loretta said. “Do you have any big plans this year?”

“Actually, we’ve been thinking about taking him to Disney. I have some family in the area, and they’ve been begging to see him.”

“That would be good for him, and you can kill two birds with one stone. See your family and give Danny a great gift.”

“We haven’t decided yet, but it’s looking like that’s the plan,” Allison said.

“Well, he’ll be happy about it.” Loretta sighed. “Though, we’ll miss having our big village party for the boy. You know how we love having a big shindig every year for his birthday.”

“Oh, there’s no chance we’ll be missing that.” Allison laughed. “We can still do the big party, too. It’s just going to have to be on a different day.”

Instantly, she could see the woman’s expression change. Allison couldn’t help but smile at the woman. The entire town seemed to love Danny, which was great for her and her family. The tight-knit community was something she adored about the area. Danny had some of the greatest parties ever for a child his age. She was glad she could make the woman’s day by telling her they could still do the party.

“Oh, good. I thought we’d have to miss it this year if you went to Disney, but if you’re still willing to have the party, then I’d love to lend a helping hand.”

“Don’t forget we still have four months to plan for all of that,” Allison said.

“Oh, dear. Only four months. I better get started right away then.”

“You’re just too much, but I’m sure Danny will be excited to see what you put together.”

“I’m happy to help.”

Allison laughed and looked down at her watch, quickly noticing that time was getting away from her. “Danny, it’s time to go.”

Allison absolutely adored how involved the community was, not only with each other but with Danny. She couldn't fathom them not having a big, village-wide party for her son like they had done every year before. While it may have sounded like a bit much to an outsider, it was more of a community gathering to kick off the warm summer than anything else. One of the golden rules they had put in place for Danny's very first party had been no presents. Instead, it was a potluck setup, and everybody brought outdoor games to share.

She couldn't dream of not hosting the event. Still, she missed her family back in California and was excited to see them again in a few months. The distance always broke her heart a little, but Allison was happy in North Dakota with Sam. They had built a life there together, and it was a community that needed them. Danny bounded over to them again with a smile on his face. He never argued with her about leaving. He knew the only reason they got to come was because of his good behavior. As they waved goodbye to Loretta and headed for the house, Allison focused on her son.

She had a strict rule of devoting all of her attention to her family and activities outside of work when she left the hospital. Just as she offered the same level of dedication and respect to her work when she was within its walls. Turning on to the quiet street they lived on, Allison saw Sam's truck already parked in the driveway. Immediately, Danny asked if he could run my head, and she let him. The little boy gave out a squeal of delight that elicited a laugh from his mother as he raced ahead. Allison couldn't think of a happier time in her life. Everything was perfect.
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By the next afternoon, the small-town park had been transformed into an Easter wonderland. Allison was exhausted but happy as she looked around at everything they’d accomplished with a team of fifty volunteers. A pile of thick winter coats was still growing on the row of picnic tables where snacks and a buffet lunch had been arranged at the far end. That was life in Bitter.

Even in April, the heavy jackets were still needed for most of the morning and evening. There was a sweet spot of four hours or so, though, where the sun was high enough in the sky that it reached the deep gully where the town sat. Summer was short and wonderful. Winters were serene. Autumn took your breath away, but the lapse between winter and spring, when the rest of the state was thawing, left Bitter cold, giving the town its unique name. Situated nearly smack dab in the center of the state, it was exactly one-hundred and eighty-five miles to either of North Dakota’s neighboring states.

With the Canadian border a mere three miles north of them, Bitter was a hidden haven of wild beauty. Allison had been hesitant to move there when Sam first brought her, but she quickly fell in love with everything about the small community. As she watched Danny and Adam chase each other through the playset, she smiled. A familiar figure appeared next to where she was sitting and stuffing eggs with treats for the next day’s hunt. When Carrie Gentry plopped down next to her, still wearing her hospital lab coat, Allison chuckled.

“Hey, Allison. Looks like we really outdid ourselves this year.”

“Yeah, but the kids are worth it. Speaking of which, how has Adam been for you this morning?”

Carrie smiled. “Oh, you know. He’s been running wild the whole time, just like Danny. I’m glad the two of them get along so well. I don’t know what I’d do if Adam was left to his own plans.”

Allison chuckled. “I know the feeling. If they didn’t have each other, I don’t think I’d get anything done at home. Still, it’s good to see that they’re enjoying themselves. How was your shift?”

“Actually, it was pretty slow. I don’t know. Maybe I’m just not used to how slow it is. I don’t think I’ve ever worked at a place that’s so quiet.”

She knew how Carrie felt. When she had started at the hospital, it was quite a change from what she had been used to in California. Even in the smaller areas around the city, she could see a hundred patients in a day. As it was in their area now, the small town didn’t push nearly the same numbers. Most people loved to stay busy, but for her, it was hectic and not very organized. No, she loved her job now.

“You’ll get used to it. It will just take some time. As long as you love the work, being slow can be amazing.”

“I’m finding that out.” Carrie chuckled. “The one thing I know for sure is it is a hell of a lot better than working in California. At least I have time to learn people’s names here.”

“Oh, I agree with that.” Allison smiled.

Carrie and her husband, Tim, had moved to North Dakota two years before. Their story was like so many other transplants to the area that Allison knew. They were burned out in their fast-paced city lives, and they were constantly worried about rising crime and the safety of their son. Allison and Carrie had known each other since high school, their friendship remaining intact even after Allison moved away from home. When a prestigious position came open in the lab at the hospital, Allison had immediately thought of her friend back home.

Carrie's husband, Tim, was a moderately successful author and child psychologist. He could work from anywhere, especially after the pandemic. Still, he had been able to open a small office in the heart of the village and took whatever patients needed him. Most of his work was still done through video chats. Allison had been tickled pink when Tim and Sam had first met and instantly hit it off. She couldn't have asked for a better outcome. Now, two years later, she was thrilled to have her best friend there with her.

Glancing around, she saw her husband chasing after the children. It warmed her heart to see everyone so happy. She knew tomorrow, Sam would likely get called away for some small emergency or another, but she was still happy to have him there at that moment. He was such an amazing father; it baffled her how she had gotten so lucky to land a catch like him. The setup for the festivities the following day was nearly complete, and her work was done. She couldn't wait to get home and enjoy the evening with her family.

The last thing she needed to do before she could sleep easy that night was confirm the reservations with the character company providing the village's Easter bunnies for the event. They were a reputable, if not small, business from a neighboring community one hundred miles south. For the event, they managed to secure five of the furry figures who would help hand out eggs and assist the kids in the hunt.

“How do you feel about going to dinner with the two of us tonight?" Carrie asked. “It would be nice not to have to cook after the long day we’re about to have.”

Allison sighed. “Well, normally, I would say it wouldn’t be a problem, but I’m pretty exhausted. Are we still on for tomorrow night, though?”

“Absolutely. I’ll be putting the ham in the oven before we leave for the park tomorrow morning. Should give it plenty of time to glaze just the way I like it.”

“Makes my mouth water just thinking about it.”

Carrie chuckled. “I know the feeling. What about all the sides?”

“I’ve already got them ready to go. A few little things to take care of before we leave, but they shouldn’t take too long.”

“What about the permit? Are we good to go on that side of things?”

“I got the paperwork in. Though, the deputy wanted to be a prick and try to hold it up. Why do they try to make a big deal out of the smallest things?” Allison asked.

“I don’t know,” Carrie chuckled. “Maybe they just get bored. It gives them more time to look over all the paperwork before getting approval.”

“Maybe, but the guy was a real pain in the ass. He tried to hold me up on it, saying I got it in too late for the date requested. I swear the man just likes to give me a hard time.”

“Well, you’re a true badass for getting it done. I can agree with you on one thing. That Larry Reed is a real douchebag. I’m surprised you didn’t have to threaten him.”

“I thought about it, but having an arrest record kept me from blowing up on him.”

Carrie smiled. “Way to keep your cool. You did good. He’s a dick, that’s for sure.”

Allison nodded in agreement with her friend as she stood and waved over the foursome of boys still running wild. Sam scooped up Danny and Adam both in his arms and tossed them over his shoulders. The kids squealed with delight as Tim started to tickle them mercilessly. By the time they left the park, she couldn't help but be amazed as she looked back at the decorations. Everything was perfect. She knew it would bring an entire afternoon of joy not only to the children of Bitter but to the grown-ups as well.

Lacing her fingers through her husband's, Allison looked up at Sam. He smiled at her and gave her a playful wink. The familiar flutter of excitement coursed through her as she picked up her pace a little bit. Even after years of marriage, her husband still excited her and made her want to get home where they could snuggle and be together. Danny jogged ahead and climbed into their waiting SUV as Sam held open the passenger door for her.

“Have I mentioned just how much I love you today?” Sam asked as he leaned forward.

Allison pretended to think for a moment. “You know, I don’t think so.”

Sam growled and nibbled at her neck, making her squeal as Danny groaned from the back seat. Sam laughed and kissed Allison on the cheek before closing her door and climbing in behind the wheel. As they pulled away, she couldn’t keep from smiling at how perfect everything was. She only wished Danny could have a little brother or sister to love as much as they adored him, but some things simply weren’t in the cards. It didn’t matter. He was all the little one they needed and always would be.
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When Easter morning rolled around, Allison was running around like a wild woman as she worked to keep the festival going. Their morning had been relaxing, and for that, she was grateful. Danny had come barreling down into the living room not long after his parents had woken. He tore into his Easter basket with as much enthusiasm and excitement as he could, which delighted both Sam and Allison. Still, the laid-back morning was short-lived before they had to get ready for the events of the day.

They were one of the first families to arrive as volunteers and made short work of getting the shelter house set up to sell snacks and other treats that would go to help the community library. Everything they did was with a charity or outreach program in mind. It was one reason the small village had some of the highest ranks in both its school system and outreach endeavors. Bitter was an oasis for those seeking a tranquil life. Before long, the park was packed with people for the event, and Allison was swamped with work.

Carrie had arrived shortly after Allison and quickly took over, keeping the kids wrangled, though Allison never worried about the pair. There was a set of eyes on them everywhere, someone who knew where they were supposed to be and who to find if they saw the duo getting into mischief. She never worried about Danny’s safety in Bitter. It was nothing like the larger cities where you couldn’t trust your own neighbor. Thirty minutes before the big Easter bunny reveal, she saw Sam jogging in her direction and knew what was coming.

It was the worried look in his eyes that always gave him away. No matter who needed his help, he took that job seriously. The people he worked with trusted him to keep them alive, to ensure their families had them whole again. Excusing herself from the cluster of women working the snack stand, she jogged to meet him. Depending on what had happened, she didn’t want the rest of the village to hear. Gossip was unfortunately inevitable in such a secluded place.

“I’m sorry, honey. I have to go,” Sam said. “They need me at the hospital.”

“Oh, no. What happened?”

“They’re bringing in a gunshot victim. The call said the victim has lost a lot of blood, and they need me there as soon as possible.”

“Was it another hunting accident?” Allison asked.

This time of year brought with it a constant reminder of how gun safety needed to be made a priority. They had several courses set up in the area, but it was a common occurrence that someone would come in with a wound to their legs or feet. Most of the time, it was due to the safety not being in place and the gun firing by accident. Allison hated to hear there could be another one at the hospital but knew they would need her husband’s expertise to get the man back to health.

“Honestly, they didn’t say. I didn’t get any details other than the call that I was needed as soon as possible,” Sam said. “I’m really sorry to leave you hanging like this.”

“Don’t apologize. It’s not your fault. Besides, you’re saving people’s lives. That is never something you need to apologize for.”

“Well, I hate that I have to go on a day like this. I feel like I’m starting to miss all the good things in Danny’s life.”

Allison sighed. “You’re not missing anything. He’ll get his candy and won’t care about much of anything else until later.”

Sam chuckled. “You’re probably right. I love you, honey.”

“I love you, too. Now go before the patient bleeds out.”

“Superman is on the way. Do me a favor, though?”

“Sure thing. What is it?” Allison asked.

“Take a whole bunch of pictures for me.”

“I’ll make sure I take as many as the camera will hold. That way, you won’t miss anything.”

Watching her husband disappear into the crowd of people between her and the parking lot, Allison silently said a prayer for whoever needed his skillful surgical expertise. She knew if there was any way for her husband to keep the person alive, he would stop at nothing to do so. Hearing a familiar little boy squeal with delight, Allison turned her attention back to Danny and the festivities around her. There was nothing she could do for Sam or the patient he was going to try to save. Allison trusted her nursing staff. The woman on call that afternoon had twenty years in the field and knew what she was doing.

She had long ago learned to relinquish control where she could. There weren't enough hours in the day for her to be everywhere all the time. At that moment, her son and her community needed her more than her husband and the hospital did. Before long, her attention was pulled back to the festival as the bunnies were unveiled and the children started the Easter egg hunt. If the park had been in chaos before, now it was a complete madhouse as hundreds of children frantically searched for as many of the candy-filled eggs as they could.

Danny and Adam both were engrossed in the hunt along with the rest of the children. Allison could see Carrie watching the pair from the sidelines as she chatted with a group of citizens. Making her way over to the entrance, where she saw a family she recognized coming in late, Allison waved to the group and handed them their complementary baskets before looking around the area satisfied one more time. There was only one person in the entire park who wasn't smiling. Allison frowned and headed over to the officer leaning against his cruiser.

“Larry, are you having fun yet?”

“The only good thing about this is that I’m getting overtime right now,” Larry grumbled. “Otherwise, I’d be as far from here as I could get.”

“You know, just because you’re on duty doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have any fun. Why don’t you get out there and join in the festivities?”

“I don’t get paid to have fun.”

“Wow. So, are you like RoboCop or something? You should learn to enjoy yourself.”

“What is that?”

Allison laughed. “You don’t know what…you know what? Never mind. All I’m saying is that you need to lighten up. This is for the kids, and I think they’re enjoying themselves.”

She could see he was looking around the area. The stern expression on his face told her he was not enjoying a single moment of anything happening. For a moment, Allison wondered what would cause a man to act the way that he did. Was there some sort of harsh treatment he endured growing up that kept him from enjoying himself? She couldn’t be sure.

Suddenly, the man cleared his throat. “I don’t see the point in all of this. It’s dangerous.”

“What do you mean? It’s just some kids having a good time and enjoying Easter.”

The officer shook his head. “That’s not what I see. I see a bunch of accidents waiting to happen.”

“What accidents? Are you sure you’re seeing the kids? They are all laughing and enjoying themselves.”

“Yeah, until they go around any one of those safety hazards, and then we have an accident on our hands. Or maybe you’d prefer to see them choke on something. Plenty of risk with all that small candy they’re running around with in their mouths.”

Allison rolled her eyes as she walked away from the police officer. Despite his being her age and single, she could easily understand why he had no social life. The man did not seem to find joy in anything but making money. The pair had gone around in the past, something she wasn't proud of. His lack of care when it came to the community he was supposed to be protecting, though, was astounding to her. On more than one occasion, she had come across him sleeping in his cruiser while teens flew by at twice the legal limit. In her opinion, the biggest danger to Bitter was the lack of a good law enforcement officer.

There was nothing she could do to change his mind, though, and she wasn't going to let it ruin the afternoon for everyone else. Maybe later, she would bring him a basket full of treats just to get under his skin a little more. Allison knew it was petty but couldn't help herself, given how little Larry truly cared about his position of authority. All she could do was hope when the next round of elections came, someone with more skills and dedication would run against him. Maybe then, he would realize the error of his ways. Until then, she would keep smiling.
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Several hours later, as she worked on cleaning up the remnants of the large gathering, Allison was exhausted. It was always a lot of hard work to put on the community events, but in the end, she knew it was worth it. Danny and Adam had done a fantastic job checking in regularly, showing her a great amount of responsibility in the process. She waved at Carrie as she rounded a corner with her arms loaded down with leftovers from the potluck. Her friend looked as tired as Allison felt.

The event had once again been a huge success. While they didn't have an exact tally, she knew they had raised over one thousand dollars for the local reading program. Every little bit helped. The last time she had seen Danny and Adam, they were huddled together, looking over the haul of Easter candy they'd gotten during the hunt. She knew for the next several hours, Danny would go back and forth between exhaustion and a bouncing sugar rush. Allison didn't mind. Kids were supposed to be kids, not reasonable and rational like adults were expected to be. There would be plenty of time for him to grow up later on.

Before she could race over and help her friend, her phone started to ring. She set down the empty Easter eggs she was boxing up for the next year’s festivities and pulled her cell out of her jeans. When she saw her husband's name on the screen, Allison smiled. She had been wondering when she would hear from him. Still, she had made no effort to call him herself. He would reach out when he finished, like always. She only ever called him if there was a dire emergency while he was at work.

“Hey, honey,” Allison said. “I was hoping to hear from you soon.”

“I’m all done here, but I wanted to check in and see if you needed any help with the cleanup.”

“It’s almost all taken care of. We’re just about done. Then I’ll have to round up Danny, and we’ll be heading home. No need to come here if you’re ready to head home. Just meet us at the house, honey.”

“Good. I’m absolutely famished. I might snack on something before you get home, just to tide me over.”

“Okay. Don’t ruin your appetite. I’m sure Danny will want to tell you all about his day and show you all the candy he got.”

Allison knew they would have to hold his candy hostage. Every time he ended up with sweets on the holidays, he would eat until he would make himself sick. It was something most kids did, but they had to keep a special eye on him.

“I can’t wait to see you guys. It’s been a long day,” Sam said. “I’ll probably wait to eat anything. I forgot about our dinner plans with Tim and Carrie. I’m looking forward to a good meal.”

Something in her husband’s voice caused her to pause. It wasn’t that he was upset, but there was a hint of pain behind it. Allison thought about the worst. The only times he ever sounded the way he did now was when there were complications with a patient. It didn’t happen often, but when it did, Sam would take it personally. She was hopeful she was wrong.

“How did everything go?”

Sam sighed. “He didn’t make it. I did all I could for the man, but there was just too much damage.”

Allison was shocked by what her husband had said. She knew some injuries couldn't be helped, but the questions were swirling in her mind. It had to have been something pretty bad for the man not to make it through. She wanted to ask her husband what had happened but knew the time wasn't right. Later on, when they were alone, he could give her all the details. Until then, she would have to wait. Allison could hear in her husband's voice just how disappointed he was that the man had passed.

Any time Sam lost a patient, though it hadn't happened in quite some time since they had moved to North Dakota, it broke his heart. He would spend the next few days going over all of his notes and reports to see if there was anything he could have done differently. It was both touching and worrisome when it happened. Allison knew it was his big heart causing him trouble once again, but she loved him for it. He was a good man and an amazing doctor. She was confident that if the man could have been saved, it would have been by Sam's skilled hand.

As she ended the call, Allison knew the one thing that would cheer her husband up was seeing his son. It was almost impossible to be upset whenever they were around Danny. His bubbly nature always soothed away any woes. Tucking her phone back into her pocket, she glanced around for him. When she didn't immediately see him but saw Carrie emerge from the shelter house, she jogged over to her friend. No sooner had she reached Carrie than Allison saw Tim carrying Adam out of the shelter house behind her. The little boy was fast asleep on his father's shoulder.

“Hey, Carrie. Have you seen Danny anywhere?”

“It’s been a little bit since I’ve seen him, but he can’t be far. I know Adam passed out by the heaters in the shelter house a little bit ago. He didn’t stand a chance once he got warm.”

“That’s strange. They usually stick together like fly traps. I suppose it can’t be too hard to find him. Are you sure Danny wasn’t in there with Adam?”

“That’s where I just grabbed him from,” Tim said. “If you’d like, I can run into the bathroom and see if he’s in there.”

“That would be great. I’d hate to walk in on somebody else using it. Thank you.”

“I’ll run out to the parking lot and see if he’s hanging around a friend out there. He’s probably passed out in a candy coma by now. I’m pretty sure the sugar high is what got to Adam. They can’t handle the sugar like we used to when we were kids.”

Allison chuckled. “I was the same way when I was little. I’d be buzzing around like a crazy person, and then when that sugar rush went away, it was over.”

“It’s funny how that works and how people can take things so differently. Anyway, I’m sure Danny is just passed out somewhere. I’ll go check the cars while Tim is looking in the bathroom.”

“I appreciate it. I’ll go to the other end of the parking lot. You’re probably right about him being in the car. This is why we have to regulate his candy. I know he hates it, but if he passed out from a sugar high, his stomach is going to be upset later.”

“I worry about the same thing with Adam,” Carrie said.

Looking around the now nearly empty park, Allison’s heart started to pound in her chest. It wasn't like Danny to go somewhere he wasn't supposed to. She knew her friend was right. He was probably just asleep somewhere or in one of the bathrooms. In any case, they would find him shortly, and she would remind him how important it is for him to check-in. Cupping her hands over her mouth, she yelled out his name and scanned the area as she waited for a reply. When she didn't hear him respond, she swallowed and tried to fight the rising panic. Everything was fine. He was just in the bathroom and didn't hear her.

She started to jog around the park, looking for her son in every little hiding spot she could think of, but when he was nowhere to be found, Allison felt like she was going to be sick. It wasn't until Carrie appeared from the parking lot empty-handed that she truly started to panic. As they continued to search and call out for her son, Allison could feel the fear creeping in as her mind began to race. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone, looking at her husband's name on the screen.

How was she going to tell him she didn't have their little boy? How could she tell him she didn't know where he was? No, she couldn’t think like that. He was just hiding and hadn’t heard them yelling. Allison saw Larry walking in her direction with the same grumpy look he had plastered on his face before, but this time, she wasn’t running to him to try to get a smile from the cranky man. This time, she needed his help.
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Her hands were trembling by the time Sam got back to the park. Nearly an hour had passed since anyone had seen Danny, and she was fighting a rising panic that seemed to be coming for her. He had to be wandering the woods somewhere, just off the trails in the surrounding forest. Danny was a smart boy. He would sit and wait to be found as soon as he realized he’d gotten turned around. Allison wasn’t even upset with him for going off the path. She just wanted him to turn up safe and sound. A comforting hand squeezed her shoulder, and she looked up at Carrie.

The woman wasn’t smiling, just the same as Allison. She looked worried like the rest of them. It hadn’t taken long for them to discover that Danny was nowhere he should have been. Instead, Officer Reed had called in the rest of his officers to comb the woods around the community and the part, but they hadn’t turned up anything yet. Word quickly spread through the community that Danny was missing, and the park was once again flooded with people. This time though, the somber tone was a stark contrast to the joyous festivities from earlier.

Allison didn’t know what she was supposed to do with herself. They wanted her to sit in the shelter house and do nothing in case Danny found his way back there. She was enraged over the notion that she could sit around and watch as the rest of the village searched for her son. Sam, on the other hand, was pacing back and forth as he called every person they knew in town to see if perhaps Danny had gone home with one of them. He would never leave without asking, but Allison didn’t tell Sam that. She understood he needed to be doing something, anything, to find their little boy.

When the door opened, her heart raced, but her hope was quickly crushed when she saw her best friend’s family in the office but not her little boy. Adam stepped forward; he’d obviously been crying. Carrie looked like she’d seen a ghost, but it was Tim’s expression that worried her the most. The man’s cheeks were flushed. He looked like he was ready to strangle someone. She swallowed and looked to her husband for strength.

“Did you find him?” Sam asked.

Larry shook his head. “Tim, why don’t you go ahead and tell them what you saw? It will be better coming from you since you’re the one who saw it.”

“Honestly, I think I might have been the last person to see Danny,” Tim said. "I didn’t know it at the time, but out of everyone we asked who had seen him, the timeline seems to fit with me being the last person to see him anywhere.”

“What do you mean? How long ago was this? Where was he when you saw him?”

“Just hold on, Sam. Tim is getting to that. You just have to give him a chance to talk,” Larry said. “Now, go ahead and finish telling them.”

Tim sighed. “He was walking around and talking to one of the Easter bunnies earlier today. Probably right before we found Adam crashed out in the shelter.”

“You saw him walking around with a stranger and didn’t say anything to him?” Allison said. “Why didn’t you yell for him or try to stop him, Tim? What if one of the bunnies took Danny?”

“What was I supposed to do, Allison? It was their job to mingle with the kids. It was all part of the whole Easter thing we put together.”

“Honey, you know we vetted each one of them before letting them around the kids. It was all part of the protocol we put in place so we knew the kids would be safe. We’re going to find him. I’m sure he just ran off somewhere and lost track of time.”

Allison scoffed. “Just because they were vetted doesn’t mean it wasn’t one of them.”

“I know, but right now, we don’t know anything. We have to put the timeline together to understand what might have happened to Danny,” Larry said.

Allison was struggling to keep her composure. What Tim was telling her made perfect sense. One of the people they hired for the event was the last one seen with her son, and she needed to find out who that person was right away. She was immediately on her feet and darting to the binder with the event information. The list of five names and addresses, provided by the company they were hired from, had all been personally researched by Allison. When she realized the company’s standards weren’t up to her own, she had run checks on all five of the employees.

None of them had criminal records she could find, though she knew it was possible to keep such things from your employer. Before she could take the list and start hunting the men down one by one, someone came up behind her and snatched the list from her hands. She spun around, ready to cuss out whoever had taken the list, but when she saw it was the officer in charge of the situation, her rage seemed to double. He had no right to take anything from her or even be there looking for her son. The officer hadn't once had a nice thing to say about Allison or her family. Why should he care now?

“What are you doing?” Allison seethed.

“Look, I know there are a million things going through your head right now, but let us handle this. I’m going to officially list Danny as a missing person, and I will look into each one of the people on this list individually. Does he have a phone?”

“No, but I’m thinking that would be something my husband and I should discuss once we find him.”

“You have to know he probably just ran off and lost track of time. It happens more often than you think.”

“Danny would never run off without telling me where he was going. He has never done anything like that before.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” Larry replied. “Plus, he’s a spoiled kid. They all run off at one point or another. There’s probably something he wants that you won’t let him have, and he got upset about it. He’ll turn up soon.”

“Eat shit, Larry,” Allison seethed. “You have no right to talk about my kid like that. He wouldn’t run away for any reason.”

“I know you’re going through a lot right now, so I’m going to let that one slide. That’s your only warning. If you attack me with words like that while I’m on duty, I’m going to arrest you for causing a scene and threatening an officer.”

The attitude with which Larry was speaking to her only aggravated her more, but she knew better than to push his limit. He might be a total moron, but he still had the power to arrest her for anything he saw fit. The power obviously went to the man’s head.

“Fine,” Allison muttered.

“Good. Now, you should go home and wait for us to call you. There’s a good possibility he’ll find his way home when he gets hungry enough.”

Allison was blown away by the callous words of the uniformed man. There was no chance in hell she was going to leave the park and leave him in charge of finding her little boy. Just as she lunged for him, she felt her husband's hands on her arms, holding her back. Sam dragged her to the door of the shelter house and pushed her outside to keep her from attacking the officer. Allison saw red as she spun around, ready to knock her husband out of the way to get to the officer.

Sam didn't give her the chance before he pulled her into his arms and held her tight. Her rage quickly turned to fear as she started to sob into his chest. None of it felt real. It couldn't be happening to them. Allison wanted to close her eyes and open them again to find it had all been a bad dream. It was too much to hope for, too much to ask, as the tears soaked her husband’s shirt.

Her little boy was missing, and she felt helpless in the situation. Allison had always been the one to take control, and now that Danny had been taken, she wasn’t about to let that control go to someone else. They only had a short window of time to find him, and she knew it. Her past long before she’d become a nurse, was going to save them in the situation. For four years, she had served in the US Air Force’s central intelligence. It had paid for college. Now though, the knowledge she’d gained was going for something else, something she’d never anticipated.
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“Ican't believe we are just sitting here, waiting for those idiots out there to find something! We should be out searching for him, too!” Allison yelled.

“I know you want to be doing something, but they told us to stay put here at home in case he returns. We still don't know what happened. He could have just gone to a friend's house and not told us,” Sam said.

“You and I both know that's a load of crap,” Allison said. “He wouldn’t go anywhere without telling us first.”

“I'm just trying to make sense of this all, Allison. Please stop attacking me. You're not the only one who’s worried. Give the police time to find him.”

Allison glared at her husband as she paced back and forth in their living room. She still couldn't believe he had managed to get her away from the park. Her loving husband had taken advantage of the momentary lapse in control Allison had and quickly ushered her into his waiting car. She didn't realize what was happening until they were pulling into their driveway. It didn't feel right to be there without her son.

Glaring at Sam, Allison glanced at the door once again. Her husband sighed and shook his head. He knew what she was thinking. He also knew he was faster than her. She would never make it to the car before he caught up to her. Plus, if she did manage to get away, she didn't know where to go. If she went back to the park, she was almost certain Larry would arrest her as he'd promised.

Still, there had to be something more she could do to help find her little boy. Thinking about the details they had heard about the investigation until she had stormed from the shelter house, Allison formed a new plan in her mind. If Larry wouldn't let her help, she would find her little boy without him. Taking a seat next to her husband on the sofa, Allison sighed and rested her head on his shoulder.

“I’m sorry, Sam. I’m just trying to make sense of all of this, too. What are we going to do to find Danny?”

“The first thing we need to do is pray for his safety. God will watch over him until we get him back home to us,” Sam said. “Danny is a smart boy. We can trust that. He probably got too far out and got himself turned around and lost.”

“Maybe, but you know how cold it gets out there around this time of year, especially at night. How’s he going to make it through the night without having someplace warm to feel safe.”

Sam sighed. “You can’t think like that. Not right now. We have to have faith that he’s all right and that he’s found a warm spot to be until we find him. Anything else is a waste of time. We have to pray that God will protect our son.”

Allison knew he was right, but her mind wouldn’t stop racing with all the possibilities. Still, she knew she was getting nowhere with her husband. Praying would only help so much, but if there wasn’t anyone out doing the groundwork, God couldn’t do anything to help them.

“I think I’m going to go take a shower. Maybe it will help me to calm down,” Allison said.

“That’s a good idea. I don’t know how else to ask you, but are you all right?”

“No, Sam. I’m not all right at all. My son is missing. Plus, all I’m being told is that he probably ran off and got lost somehow. Maybe I should pray about that and he’ll just magically show up again. I’m getting a shower.”

Climbing the steps to their second-floor master bathroom, Allison made a quick and quiet detour to the bedroom to grab her laptop. She listened below for any sound of movement from Sam, but as far as she could tell, he was still sitting on the sofa. She carefully slipped into the bathroom and turned on the shower but didn't get in. Instead, she opened her laptop and typed in the password while she waited for the screen to load.

During her time in the air force, she had made a handful of connections that would now work to her advantage. There wasn't a single part of her that thought for a split second that her son had wandered off into the woods by himself. He was a smart boy, one who wouldn't risk breaking the rules and having his Easter candy taken away. No, if he was out there, it was because someone had deliberately led him astray. Allison couldn't think of a single person in their lives who would do such a terrible thing. The community was a family.

Opening her e-mail, Allison quickly found the name of one such air force contact typed out an e-mail. She wasted no time in sending the list of hired characters to her friend before sending the e-mail and closing her computer. While she hoped it was all for nothing and Danny would come back soon, she knew she couldn't be too careful. If he was last seen with one of the hired people, she had to know everything there was about them. A knock on the bathroom door made her jump as she quickly tucked the laptop beneath her towel.

“Is everything okay in here? I mean, I know it’s not, but I wanted to check on you.”

“I think so. I just needed some time alone to sort things out. I know there’s not much we can do right now, but I think having a few minutes to myself helped me see that more clearly.”

“Well, I’m glad you’ve calmed down a bit. Maybe a few minutes alone was just what you needed,” Sam said. “I was thinking about going over to the café and getting some coffee. Would you like to go with me?”

“No, I think I need to be here in case Danny comes home. Plus, I don’t want to miss a call if the police decide to try to get ahold of us.”

“They have our cell numbers, Allison. I think it would help to get out of the house for a minute. It feels so empty without Danny here.”

“I know, but I’d rather just stay here,” Allison replied. “I’d feel better if I were here, just in case.”

“Okay, but are you sure you’re going to be okay here alone?”

“I’ll be just fine until you get back. I’m not upset with you, but I need to know where my son is. I don’t think he just ran away.”

Sam sighed. “I don’t think so, either, but there’s nothing I can do right now other than pray.”

“I’ll leave that to you for now. I’m going to stay here. The slight chance that he could walk in that door any minute is the only thing keeping me together.”

“I understand. Will you be here when I get back?” Sam asked.

“I promise I’ll be right here when you come home. I’m not going anywhere, Sam. I just want to be here for Danny.”

“Okay. I’m trusting you.”

As Allison listened to her husband leave, she slowly started to undress to take a shower. She felt terrible for deceiving him but knew he would be upset if he found out what she was really doing. While Sam had blind faith in the local law enforcement, Allison wasn't as confident in their abilities. Every second that passed, Danny could be in danger, yet they were simply combing the woods like he had wandered off. She trusted her gut, and it was telling her Danny wasn't just a missing child. It wouldn't take long for her contact in the air force to get back to her.

Jumping into the shower, she quickly washed off before climbing back out. Sam wouldn't be gone for long, and she needed to take care of a few things before his return. Grabbing her laptop once again, she darted to the bedroom and checked her e-mail. Just as she had suspected, in the ten minutes she had been in the shower, her friend was able to use several less-than-legal avenues to find out everything possible about the men they’d hired for the event.

Allison heard the front door open and knew she didn't have time to read through everything. Instead, she quickly hit the print button and waited for the sheets to shoot out from her desk in the corner of the bedroom. Just as Sam could be heard coming up the steps, she quickly tucked the documents under her pillow and leaned back as if she had simply been resting. When she had something solid to go on, then she would bring it to her husband. Until then, she just had to play it cool.
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“Have you lost your mind?” Sam hissed.

“Would you please calm down? I’m not asking you to go with me,” Allison said.

“Well, you sure as hell aren’t going by yourself! This is a terrible idea. Do you know how many laws you’re breaking? That you’ve already broken? An illegal search with the help of a government agent? Jeez, Ally—”

“It’s better than sitting around, doing nothing,” Allison snapped back.

It didn’t matter what he said. She was going to talk to the men who had been at the party with or without him. She couldn't understand why her husband wasn't jumping at the opportunity to interrogate the workers and find out if they knew where their son was. Sam was a wonderful father, but his trust in the law always baffled her. She had seen first-hand at the hospitals in California just how drastically the police failed to protect children and women from abusers. Allison refused to let her son become another statistic.

She knew Sam was upset with her, but he wasn't going to be able to stop her from leaving. If it came down to it, she would fight him to get out of the house. Snatching the keys from the end stand, she turned to glare at her husband one last time. Allison couldn't believe he was still standing there and not racing with her to the car to follow the lead. There was more information about the five men that had worked the Easter party that she could share with him, but they had to hit the road first. In earnest, she didn't want to be following the trail without the man she loved at her side.

Allison couldn't force him to come, but she hated that it was even a question in his mind. She would have followed him to the ends of the Earth and back.

“It’s just a bad idea, Ally. I mean, think about it. You’re going to go on the hunt for someone who took our son, but we don’t even know if anyone took him.”

“I know he was lured away from there. You know Danny wouldn’t up and leave without at least asking if he was allowed to go, especially when he had all that candy. He knows he would lose that by even being late.”

Sam sighed. “What good would you be able to do from inside of a jail cell? Think about Danny.”

“I am thinking about Danny. He’s the only damn thing I’m thinking about. Are you even hearing yourself right now?”

“Honey, I didn’t mean it like that. I know we’re both worried about Danny, but I think we should let the police handle it.”

“I just want my baby back, Sam!” she screamed.

Allison knew he didn’t mean what he said, but it still hurt just the same. The thought that he wasn’t supporting her hurt the most. She would do anything for her husband, even if it went against the very core of her being. Her heart was racing, and her mind was filled with every thought of what could have happened to her son. With or without her husband, she was going to find him.

“Do you really not trust the police to be able to handle this?”

“I don’t know. Larry didn’t exactly give me the highest level of confidence with the things he said. I’m never going to be able to forgive myself if something happens to Danny.”

“We can’t think like that.”

“You might not be able to think like that, but I can. I won’t forgive myself or you if something happens to him and we just sat here and did absolutely nothing about it.”

Instantly, Allison regretted what she’d said. The look she saw in her husband’s eyes broke her heart into a thousand pieces. She was shattered by his devastated expression. She hadn't intended to be so harsh with him, but she couldn't and wouldn't forgive herself if she sat there and did nothing while Danny might be out in the wild fighting for his life. Allison swallowed as a tear fell down her cheek. She quickly brushed it away and turned for the door again. She felt Sam's hand on her shoulder before he moved to hold her. Allison never wanted him to let go.

“Let’s go track this bastard down,” he whispered.

In seconds, they were in the car and racing down the highway. The first on their list of men lived roughly fifteen miles away from them. With Sam behind the wheel, though, they would likely make it in half the time. He had no regard for the speed limit in the rural community, especially knowing that all of the law enforcement agents were still out combing the woods. Just as she'd suspected, they had put no stock in her theory that one of the costumed actors had taken her little boy.

There were far more important things for her to be focused on. The police could stay at the park and keep chasing their tails for all she cared. She was determined to find Danny, and they weren't going to stand in her way. Allison reached into her purse and pulled out the stack of paperwork she had printed. Between the pages, there was enough information gathered on their five suspects to keep them busy all evening.

“Are you sure you want to do this? I don’t want to force you into anything,” Allison said.

Sam nodded. “I’m sure, Allison. I want to help find our son. Even if we break a thousand laws, I don’t care.”

“All right. Well, you can help me go through our list of suspects then.”

Sam sighed. “Who do we have first?”

“Our first suspect is Bruce Ford. He has a record, though it’s been expunged, for assault and battery.”

“I thought they vetted all of the people who were there. For that very reason, they were supposed to check them all out before allowing them to work with children.”

“Yeah, but you know as well as I do that people can hide things from an employer.”

“Well, I guess we’ll do our own background checks from now on. I can’t stand the idea that a dangerous criminal was that close to our son,” Sam said.

“It’s bound to happen from time to time, but for now, I need you to focus.”

“Okay. So, are we going to check out all five of the employees who worked the festival? I figure if one got by, then maybe they all did.”

“No, only three of them are in the suspect pool. The other two were completely clean without any kind of background,” Allison said. “Plus, they each had families of their own, and everything about them came back clean.”

“Whatever it takes, we’re going to find him. I promise we will do everything in our power to get Danny back home where he belongs.”

“I know, sweetheart. I’m glad we’re doing this together. I don’t know what I’d do if we lost him altogether.”

Sam sighed. “We’re not going to think of that as a possibility. We’re going to get him back.”

Reaching across the center console to take her husband's hand, Allison smiled at him. She had to keep the faith alive. No matter what, she had to keep believing Danny was perfectly fine. Each time her phone vibrated, her heart would start racing. Allison prayed she was wrong about her gut feeling. She hoped her boy had simply wandered into the woods, and at any minute, the police would be calling to tell her he was back safe. Yet she couldn't shake the feeling that something was wrong. Her gut told her that her little boy had been taken.

By the time they got to the run-down apartment complex where the man lived, Allison was ready for a fight. As they climbed out of the car, she pointed out the man's apartment number to her husband. Before they could reach the door, it opened from the inside, and a guy stepped out onto the walkway. His eyes darted to the couple immediately, and he froze. Suddenly, before either of them could react, he bolted in the other direction. Before Allison could move, her husband was chasing after him. She wanted to follow, but to her surprise, the apartment door opened once more, and a man glared at her from inside.

In that instant, she looked down at the mug shot and realized her husband was chasing after the wrong suspect. The man they wanted to interrogate was standing right in front of her. Seizing the opportunity, Allison quickly turned her attention to the guy at the door. She wasn't going to let him get away that easy. He crossed his arms, his broad shoulders taking up the entirety of the threshold. Allison was slight, but she was fast. She was confident in her abilities if he tried to get away. Plus, why would an innocent man run?
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“What the hell do you want? Whatever you’re selling, we aren’t buying it. So, unless it’s that sweet ass, beat it,” he growled.

Her jaw dropped at the man’s audacity. She had spoken to him while he was in costume at least half a dozen times, and not once had she heard such vulgarity. Every instinct in her body told her to violently punch the man in the face, but she withheld it. Instead, she balled her hands into fists and smiled with as much forced politeness as she could muster. Allison hated being talked down to by men. Much like the law enforcement she’d come across in California, they had their fair share of misogynistic pigs as well.

Of course, Allison knew those types could be found everywhere across the country, not just in one state. It was men and women like Carrie and Sam who gave her hope for humanity. They were good people, and she knew others existed out there as well. From the vibe she was getting from Mr. Ford, he wasn’t one of the good eggs. Grinding her jaw to keep from saying something she might otherwise regret, Allison cleared her throat.

“Do you remember me, sir? We met just a few hours ago at the Easter festival. I was the one who hired you and a few others.”

“Yeah, well, no refunds, and you can’t prove I puked in that suit, either,” he growled.

She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. The man had no idea why she was there, and even knowing she’d employed him, he didn’t seem to care. Allison once again felt the urge to snap off his head, but it wasn’t going to do her any good. She needed every bit of information she could get from the jerk.

“I’m not here about any of that, but I’d like to know if you remember seeing this boy while you were working,” Allison said, showing him a picture of David.

The man scoffed. “I saw a lot of kids at that party. I couldn’t tell you which one was which. Hell, I couldn’t tell you what time I was there, for that matter.”

“Look, my son is missing, and I’m just trying to find him. Could you please look at the picture again and tell me if you remember seeing him?”

“I don’t care about no missing kid.”

“He’s just a little boy. Look again, please,” Allison said. “I don’t need anything else from you other than whether or not you remember seeing him.”

“Like I said, I don’t give a shit about no missing kid. Now, as long as the check clears for my work earlier today, then we won’t have a problem.”

The audacity of the man in front of her was enough to push her to the verge of violence. She never wanted to hurt anyone in her life, but when it came to her son, nothing could stop her from finding David. The man grinned at her. His missing tooth and bad breath pushed her over the edge. She snapped.

“What in the hell is your problem? I’m just trying to find my son. You can help me, or you can’t.”

He chuckled. “And what are you going to do to me, hot stuff. Smother me with that beautiful wet—”

“Listen to me, you piece of shit. I don’t care what you think you’re going to get out of me. It’s not going to happen. I’ll tell you one thing. If you hurt my son at all, I’m going to kill you.”

“Piss off, lady. I didn’t take no damn kid.”

Allison saw red as she lunged for the guy. He grabbed her and shoved her aside, but she was ready for him, tackling him to the ground as she pushed off with her weight against the doorframe. They went tumbling through the front door just as she heard sirens outside. Instantly, she was on her feet and racing for the door, but she was too late. Three officers, Larry among them, were waiting for her outside. She thought they were there for the man behind her. It wasn’t until Larry put her in cuffs that she realized what was happening.

Instantly, she started to curse at the office, any notion of pleasantries gone now. She didn’t have time to be wasting in the back of a cruiser; her son needed her. He shoved her without ceremony into the back of the cruiser before speaking with the man in the apartment. Allison glared at Larry as he walked back to his car and climbed into the driver’s seat. She knew he was loving every second of the power trip but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing he was getting under her skin.

She wanted to smack the smug look right off his face. When he started the car and backed away from the parking spots, her heart started to race. Where in the hell was he going? She couldn’t leave Sam behind. As a matter of fact, she had no idea where on Earth her husband had ended up. Hopefully, he was having better luck than she was. It bothered her not knowing where they were going. She was going to have to break the stalemate if she wanted to get out of there before Sam came back to get their car and her.

“Where are you taking me, Larry?” Allison asked.

“I think that’s pretty obvious. I’m taking you to the holding cell in town. We’ll hold you there so you can cool down.”

“Seriously, Larry? You should look into the guy. He’s a real piece of work. Or is it because you’re too scared to do the right thing?”

“I already did look into him. Just like I said I would. I found out he had a record, and I did a little more digging. Turns out he has an air-tight alibi. There’s no way he could have taken Danny.”

“Then why the hell didn’t you tell me?” Allison demanded. “You could have saved us a lot of hassle here.”

“Well, remember how I told you that you should go home and wait for our call? “

Allison scoffed. “Yeah, I remember. Though, it was more like an order.”

“It was an order you should have followed. I tried to tell you we cleared him, but you weren’t home. I told you we would handle it. We’re going to find your son, but I can’t do that if you’re making me run around to arrest you.”

“I wasn’t doing anything wrong. I have a phone you could have called. Who else are you looking into?”

Larry chuckled. “Even if we had another suspect, I wouldn’t tell you. Hell, you’d probably show up at their house, too. No, I don’t have anything else at the moment.”

“What are you going to do now?” Allison asked.

“I’m going back to the search grid to see what else I can find. I still don’t think anyone took him. I just think he ran off or got himself lost.”

Allison’s mouth snapped shut. She couldn’t believe what the officer was telling her. They had already looked into the man and cleared him, but what about the rest? He wasn’t going to do a damn thing about them. She was too stunned to speak as they pulled onto the highway heading back for Bitter. Why wouldn’t anyone believe Danny would never run away from home? He didn’t even go on walks around the block without someone watching his every move. Allison felt betrayed by the officer and by her own community.

No one had seen him leave. She couldn’t believe it. Someone out there, somewhere, had to know something about his abduction, and she wasn’t going to stop until she looked into every last lead they had, including the hired Easter rabbits. After she was done with them, Allison would move on to the other vendors. Then she would do a door-to-door search herself if that was what it took. Anger and pain coursed through her undiluted, mingling together. She was furious that he was gone and terrified about not knowing what had happened or where he was. Danny was the glue that held her together. They had to find him.

It didn’t take long for them to get back to town. Her cheeks burned as she was led into the station past people she’d known and been friendly with for the last six years. Immediately, there were going to be rumors about what was going on, but she didn’t care. Allison wanted to know why people weren’t out searching for her son. It didn’t take long for her to understand. On television, the local station was broadcasting the story about her son. There was Larry assuring everyone in town that it was a runaway child case and nothing more. Her body shook with rage. He was the reason no one was looking.
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Allison was tossed into the small town’s only holding cell, where she could be gawked at by everyone working at the station that day. She glared at all of them. It was nothing but a good ol’ boys club. Three of the four officers working were there because their parents had a seat on the council, with Larry the only one of them elected to his position. Allison was going to make damn sure that he had someone running against him in the upcoming elections. Seeing him in action beyond missing a few reckless drivers had truly been enlightening.

That was a battle for another day. At that moment, all she wanted was to find her son, and she certainly couldn’t do it sitting in the small cage. She had only been sitting there for a few minutes when the door suddenly burst open, and a familiar, angry voice filled the small station. Instantly, Allison grinned. It was a tone she knew well. Not many locals knew her husband was smart beyond your average man.

Before he’d discovered his passion as a doctor, Sam had taken the state bar in California and passed with flying colors. Since moving to North Dakota, he’d made it a hobby to keep up with the state bar there as well. He was legally able to practice law even though he didn’t. What’s more, he was surprisingly good at it. Samuel didn’t usually have a mean bone in his body, and the anger and stress of being an attorney had never suited him.

Still, on those rare occasions that he needed to bring out that monster, he did so with flourish and skill. Instantly, she was on her feet as he barged through the station directly to Larry’s office. Slamming the door behind him, she couldn’t hear what he was saying but was delighted that the chief looked miserable.

The whole thing had her angrier than she had ever felt. Though she knew she shouldn’t have attacked the man, he deserved it. The way he spoke to her about her son was more than she could handle. When she lunged at the suspected kidnapper, she hadn’t thought of the consequences. She could only see bringing her son back home. Now, with the cops doing everything in their power to keep her from looking for Danny, she wasn’t sure what she was going to do to get herself out of the mess she had created.

She suddenly heard her name from behind her. When she turned around and saw her friend, Carrie, standing there, she was thrilled. One of the few people Allison knew would have her back was there to support her, unlike the police, who had taken her power away to look for her son.

“Carrie, what are you doing here?” Allison asked. “How did you get here so fast?”

“Well, we heard it through the grapevine, and I had to come to see it for myself. My best friend locked in a cell.”

“Well, I didn’t really have a say in the matter. My new bracelets didn’t go with my outfit.”

Carrie chuckled. “The good news is that you won’t be in here long enough to change into the matching outfit.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sam’s here to break you out of this place. He set up a work center at your house. A bunch of the neighbors are already there, helping out. We’re going to find Danny, with or without the help of the police.”

“Wow, I don’t know what to say. I mean, that’s amazing. I can only hope it leads us to something that will help us find him,” Allison said. “Thank you so much, Carrie. This all means a lot to me.”

The doors to Larry’s office flew open, and Sam stormed out, a victorious smile on his face as Larry followed him to the holding cell. He glared at Allison as he unlocked the door and stepped aside. There were more than a few things she wanted to say to the man, but one warning look from her husband and Allison was silently heading for the door. That look conveyed to her that the police likely had enough to charge her, and it was only by some grace that she was free. In any case, she listened to him and quickly jogged out the front doors without waiting.

She saw her husband's car still running out front and made her way to the passenger seat. It wasn't long before she was joined by Carrie as the woman climbed into the back. Allison was fighting to keep herself under control. It felt like no one was listening to her about Danny. Allison knew her little boy better than anyone except maybe Sam. There were still a few names on the list of hired characters that she wanted to check out.

Just because Bruce hadn’t been the one seen walking with her son didn’t mean the other four were off the hook. Two she’d put on the back burner. They had no criminal records—listed or unlisted—but the remaining two were both former criminals with long rap sheets. It infuriated her that they had been at the festival to begin with. Next year, Allison would personally vet anyone who came to the event. Her heart lurched. Next year. She couldn’t think about next year. Hell, she couldn’t think about the coming hour without wanting to cry. Where was her little boy? The door opened, and Sam climbed inside, giving her a wink as they pulled away.

“So, what agreement did you have to make to get me released like this?” Allison asked.

Sam sighed. “I’ve been ordered to keep you at home. Basically, you’re under house arrest until this whole thing is over.”

Carrie laughed. “Is that going to be your plan, too? Keeping Allison in a different kind of cell.”

“Honestly, after a long talk with Larry, I don’t believe a thing the fat pig has to say. He’s so full of crap that it just pours from his mouth. Every word he said made me want to punch him in the face a little more.”

Allison chuckled. “Trust me, I know the feeling. So, what’s the plan?”

“It’s your call, honey. Whatever you think we should do, I’m all in.”

She was enjoying this side of her husband. When everything first happened, she wasn’t sure if he was going to be on her side. Allison knew her husband was a stickler for trusting the order of things. He held the belief that the cops would handle everything and they would find their son, but since he’d seen first-hand that they were incapable of doing their job, he’d jumped ship.

“Well, I think we need to keep the police off our asses for a little while. There are a few things we still need to look into.”

Sam smiled. “So, back to the house?”

“Yeah. We’ll figure out a few things and formulate a plan. It will also take care of the police in case they want to check in on me. If they think I’m staying home, they might back off, and then we can get back to finding Danny.”

It elated her that Sam and Carrie both were on her side now. Still, she didn't want to go after whoever took her son with a half-cocked plan. They needed the time and the space to figure out what had happened to Danny. From the last time he was seen to when they had noticed he was missing, they needed to trace his every step. Allison still had a few favors she could call in with the air force, but she wanted to do everything in her power to find him on her own first. When she did call those favors in, it would be as a last resort.

Nearly six hours had passed since Danny had last been seen. Despite how hard she tried not to think about the numbers, they wouldn’t stop racing through her mind. Children who were abducted had the best chances of being found in the first forty-eight hours. Even then, it was a long shot. If someone in the small community had a record with children, the whole town would know about it. That didn’t mean friends or family, even a total stranger to Bitter, couldn’t have come to the festival. How could she have been so careless?

Allison thought they had a good system in place—check in with an adult every fifteen minutes and always stay together. Adam had a phone for emergencies, and they’d already picked one out for Danny’s big birthday gift. She hated herself for holding out on getting him a phone. How could she have cared about too much screen time when it might have saved her son from being snatched? If they didn’t find him, she would hate herself forever and wouldn’t blame Sam if he did as well.
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As soon as she walked through the front door of their home, Allison was blown away by what she saw. In the time that she and Sam had been gone, Carrie and Tim had set up their house as a call center of sorts. Her kitchen table was moved to the side, adorned with a tablecloth to keep the wood from being scuffed by the coffee pot, trays of snacks, and utensils that covered it. In the living room, their furniture had been moved to the side, and two folding tables were set in the middle together.

A half dozen laptops and cell phones scattered the top, along with pads of paper and pens floating around. Tim and his parents, Nick and Renee, waved from where they sat around the table. Allison looked at Carrie in complete dismay as she shook her head. Her friend smiled at her.

“They are calling everyone in the community to build a timeline of when he was last seen. They’re also working a volunteer list, people who had outsiders coming in for the holiday, guests, that sort of thing,” Carrie said.

“This is amazing, Carrie. I can't thank you guys enough.”

“Listen, we just want you to know we’ve got things under control here. Any good tips or information we get will go right to a group text with both of you in it. I know you, Allison. You aren’t going to sit around here while that idiot Chief Larry looks for Danny. You’re his mother; your instincts are fierce. We just…we’ve got it here. Go find our boy,” Carrie said.

Tears sprang to her eyes as she pulled her friend into her arms. She was completely blown away by what they had done and were still doing. Never in her life had she expected such an outpouring of love and support. Breaking away from Carrie, she wiped the tears from her eyes and turned to Sam. He handed her a hot cup of coffee in a paper to-go cup.

“I know this is a lot,” Sam said. “Although, I also know you have an idea forming in that beautiful mind of yours right now. So, what’s the next step?”

“How much I tell you is going to depend on how you answer this one question.”

“Okay, so what’s the question?”

Allison smiled. “Well, this could get a little sketchy. I need to know how many laws you’re willing to break in order to find Danny.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to get our son back. If that means we have to break some laws to make it happen, then so be it.”

“Good. I was hoping you would say that. We’re going to have to do a few things the police aren’t going to like if we’re going to do this.”

“Where do we start?”

“I like the way you think, handsome. Well, the first thing we need to do is question the second name on the list.”

“Won’t Larry already be on that list? That’s how he caught you last time. Maybe we should skip ahead on the list so we’re ahead of him.”

Allison scoffed. “No, he already let me know he had no more suspects from that list and that he was heading back out to the area because he thinks Danny ran away. He’s not looking into anyone else. So, we’re free and clear to question anyone else who worked at the festival.”

“I’m ready to get started when you are,” Sam said. “Larry is useless, and if he’s not going to check each one of them out, then I think we should. The sooner we get to question them, the faster we can get our boy home.”

“I agree. Let’s get going now. I don’t want to lose any more time on this.”

There was no time for a long goodbye or to visit and thank the volunteers. As they jogged back out to their SUV, though, she felt like there was hope for the first time. Allison knew the house, and the search was in good hands with the group inside. Tim climbed behind the wheel as Allison programmed the next man’s address into the GPS on her phone. It was twenty minutes to the man’s house in a little town not far from them. From the satellite images on the GPS, she knew he lived in a small house.

She silently prayed he would be more helpful than the last man they had encountered. It still felt like they were going on a wild goose chase. How could any of them really be involved in Danny’s disappearance? It was brazen. Each one of them had to know they would be a suspect high on their list. Allison ground her teeth together. They weren’t, and that was the problem. Sam and their family, blood or not, were the only ones looking for Danny with any real intent. Larry and his merry band of morons were out walking the woods like their little boy had simply wandered away.

Allison wasn’t going to forgive them, not ever, no matter what the outcome of their hunt. She had a lot of rage that needed to be channeled, and it was landing square on the shoulders of the local law enforcement. Come hell or high water, she was going to bring them down after she found her baby boy. Sam reached across and squeezed her hand as they pulled up to the house in question. She had been lost in a daydream, reunited with her son once again.

“Are you ready for this? I can talk to him alone if you’d like to wait here,” Sam said.

She shook her head. “No, I want to do this with you.”

He nodded and climbed out as she followed suit. They walked together to the front door, and Sam knocked. A few seconds later, the door opened, and a slight man in a green apron answered the door. He smiled at the pair, a faint glimmer of recognition in his eyes.

“Hey, I remember you two. You hired me and a few others to work the festival. Is everything okay with the job I did? I don’t usually have my employers checking in on me.”

“There’s nothing wrong with your work. I was hoping to ask you a few questions. My son was kidnapped earlier.”

The blood drained from the man’s face. “Please, come in. I’ll answer whatever questions you have.”

“No, thank you,” Allison replied. “It won’t take long. Can you tell us where you went when you finished working the festival?”

“Sure, I didn’t do anything after I signed out. I came straight home, and I’ve been here ever since.”

“Do you have anyone who can prove you’ve been here?” Sam asked.

“I can do you one better, actually. See that camera right there?” he asked, pointing to a security camera on the corner of the porch. “I have it linked to my phone.”

The man pulled out his device and clicked on the screen. Turning the phone to Allison and her husband, he showed them both the video of him walking into his home about twenty minutes after signing out from the festival.

“Well, that’s good enough for me,” Allison said. “Would you recognize him if you saw a picture?”

“Possibly. If you have a picture, I can tell you if I saw him.”

She quickly pulled her phone out and showed the man a picture of Danny.

“Oh, yeah. I remember seeing him earlier in the day. He was walking around with another little boy by the trail opening. I’d say it was right around the time I was leaving.”

“Thank you,” Sam said. “You’ve been a lot of help.”

“I hope you find your son.”

Allison couldn’t believe what she had heard. He had possibly been the last person to see her son before he had disappeared, but she knew he had nothing to do with Danny going missing. Adam and Danny had been by the trail entrance. There had to be a reason they had gone that far away from the rest of the activities going on. She felt like she was going to be sick as they climbed back into the SUV and headed home.

They had to talk to Adam again and see if there was anything he could remember. She knew the two boys were close. It was getting so late, though, and the day had been exhausting. Adam would already be tucked in bed. Waking him in the middle of the night to try to get him to talk was a terrible idea. It would have to wait until the morning. She felt like she was going to be sick as she closed her eyes and started to pray. There were worse things than losing a toe to frostbite in Bitter, North Dakota.
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Allison didn't want to go to sleep when she got back to the house, but between her husband and best friend, they managed to talk her into going upstairs anyway. After tossing and turning for a few minutes, she finally broke and took a sleeping pill just to get some rest. It felt wrong to be sleeping while her little boy was missing, but she knew she wasn't any good to him without a clear mind.

Hours later, she woke to Sam curled up in bed next to her. The sun hadn’t yet risen, but something had caused her to stir. For a split second, she’d forgotten the events of the day before and was rewarded with a fresh round of heartbreak as it all came flooding back. There was no time to think about it, though. The noise that had roused her reverberated through the house once again. Someone was pounding on the front door. She couldn’t help but think the worst as her stomach lurched. Allison quickly shook Sam until he woke as she grabbed her robe and darted into the hall.

She took the steps two at a time, with Sam following behind her until they reached the landing, and she jerked open the door. Seeing Larry and two of his uniformed men at the door nearly broke her. Allison could tell from the look in his eyes that they’d found something. She swallowed, trying to force herself to ask the question, but the words wouldn’t come out. She felt like she was going to faint as she leaned against Sam, using his body to hold herself up.

“Why are you here?” she whispered.

Larry cleared his throat. “Would you mind if we came inside for a minute? I think it’s best we were sitting for this conversation.”

“Oh God…he’s not…” Sam stammered.

“No, no. We haven’t found him yet, but there has been a development.”

Allison nodded and stepped aside to let the three men in. Sam led the way to the living room, where they all sat down. She could barely keep the world from spinning as she waited for the officer to tell them the news.

“Well, it’s not as bad as you thought it was, but we did take a phone call on the tipline that said they had spotted a costume at a rest stop about five miles outside of town.”

“That’s not much to go on. It was a one-time job. They could have just tossed it after the festival, especially if they were anything like the first guy we talked to.”

“That’s not the only thing we found when we went out there.”

Allison forced herself to keep breathing. “What do you mean, Larry?”

“We found a set of kid’s clothing at the rest stop. They were right next to the costume. I’m going to need you to verify if they were Danny’s.”

Allison’s heart dropped. She sat in front of the officer, speechless. Up until that point, she had hoped he had been right and Danny was just lost out there somewhere. Knowing they had found a little boy’s clothing in the same area as one of the bunny costumes was almost more than she could take. She nodded.

Larry pulled out his phone and scrolled through a few pictures containing the clothing they had found. As soon as she saw the jeans, she knew they were Danny’s, but she couldn’t say anything. Allison looked at her husband with her eyes filled with tears. He nodded, letting her know he knew they were his, as well.

“Yes, those are Danny’s,” Sam said.

“Well, now that you’ve identified the clothing, we’ll focus more on the kidnapping side of this investigation,” Larry said. “I’ve already told my officers to treat this as a kidnapping rather than a missing person’s case.”

She couldn’t give words to the rage Allison felt coursing through her at that moment. They had lost precious hours by fighting with Larry to make it a kidnapping, yet he hadn’t budged. The entire force could have been scouring houses and running checks on people. Hell, they could have found Danny’s clothing and the costume hours ago, but no, instead, they’d been meandering through the woods and wasting time. She clenched her jaw, fighting the urge to lunge across the living room table and strangle the life out of him.

He didn’t deserve to be wearing a badge. Her little boy had been snatched by someone in one of the costumes, yet he refused to believe Danny had been taken until there was proof in his hands. Now, it might be too late. Everything they had, from the description of his clothing to who he was last seen with, was useless. They could be anywhere. It did no good knowing someone had taken him. Allison knew Danny could hold his own against the harsh North Dakota elements but not against a fully grown man. There was still one name on the list they hadn’t checked. It had to be the man who had taken Danny.

Had the police done their job and looked into the hired help, Danny might be back with them already. Instead, they had wasted time. As her body started to shake, Allison channeled her rage into the conversation with the officer.

“If you would have listened to me in the first dame place, we wouldn’t be standing here, having a conversation about it being a kidnapping. I already knew that. I told you he wouldn’t run away,” Allison snapped.

“I’m only doing my job, Allison. There’s a protocol for this sort of thing that I have to follow. I had to—”

“I swear to God, Larry, if one thing happens to my son, I’m going to make you pay. This is your fault, and if anything happens to Danny, you’re going to see a side of me you don’t want to see.”

“Okay, Allison. I know you’re upset, but you need to calm down,” Larry said.

“Did you find that badge in a cracker jack box?” Allison shouted. “You’re the sorriest excuse for a cop I’ve ever seen. You’ve mishandled this from the very start. I don’t give a damn about your protocol. You should have done better.”

“I’m giving you a lot of leeway here. I understand you’re upset and your emotions are taking over, but this isn’t my fault. I’m just doing my job.”

The rage flowing through her body continued to grow. It took everything in her power not to lunge at the man sitting across from her, holding a badge. If he had done anything other than come up with his own suspicions of what had happened, her son might be home by now. The only way to get through to him would be to make sure he never worked in that town again.

“I’ll have you know your job—the one you say you’ve been doing—is on the line. If my boy doesn’t come back home safe and sound, I’m going to have your badge.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“No, sir. Not at all. I don’t make threats, just promises,” Allison seethed.

She felt Sam’s hand on her arm before she knew what was happening. He pulled her away from the living room and into the kitchen, where they were out of earshot of the officers. His cheeks were flushed. She knew he was just as mad as she was. Why were they not calling up the media then and letting them know what a terrible job Larry was doing with the case? They needed to be loud if they wanted to find their son. Allison glared at her husband and jerked her arm free.

“Allison, we have got to keep it together. I know you’re pissed, and so am I, but having those pricks breathing down our necks right now won’t get us closer to Danny.”

“So, we’re just supposed to play along and be nice? That son of a bitch refused to believe Danny was taken. Do you know how much time we’ve lost because of him?”

“And how much do you think he’s going to share with us if we piss him off? Nothing. We need to get them out of here and find that man. That means answering questions so they can leave,” Sam said.

She drew a deep breath and nodded, knowing her husband was right. Allison knew he was only trying to protect her. After all, she was no good to any of them in a holding cell, and judging from the flush on Larry’s cheeks, he was just about to toss her back in. She nodded and smiled at her husband, letting him know she was ready to listen to what they had to say. She would do whatever it took if it got them closer to Danny.
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They made their way back into the living room, where the others were still waiting. Right away, Allison saw they had taken out a small tape recorder and set it on the table between the officers and where she and Sam had been sitting. On the table next to the audio device was a yellow folder that made her stomach twist immediately. On the cover was a name she hadn’t seen in years and one she hadn’t wanted to ever see again—Caroline Saunders.

Almost immediately, her hands started to shake, but she felt Sam’s strong arm wrap firmly around her as she sat back down. They had to keep it together. She couldn’t help him from behind bars. In earnest, Allison was slightly impressed with Larry. He must have done some actual police work if he’d dug up the ancient file from California. She couldn’t hide her anger. How was it he had time to dig into Sam and herself but no time to actually look in the right direction for her son?

The secret was one that, until that moment, only Sam and Allison knew about. Her California family knew about Danny’s true lineage, but no one in their North Dakota community knew, and for good reason. Danny never needed to know the truth. Allison knew it was only a matter of time now before everyone in the community found out. She felt like she was going to be sick. They had to be breaking some laws by digging into sealed files, but if they were, it was Sam who would know, not her. One look at her husband, and Allison was certain Larry was about to make a dangerous enemy for life.

“So, I have to ask you a serious question,” Larry said. “Is Caroline Saunders your son’s biological mother?”

“Why in the hell should that matter?”

“Please, just answer the question. I have to know all the facts about anyone we’re looking into.”

Allison’s heart was racing at Larry’s line of questions. There was never a need to bring up the truth of where Danny had come from, and she didn’t want to answer the question now. Still, she knew by admitting it, they’d have a better chance at finding her son. All that mattered was that Danny was her son, and nothing said would change that fact.

“No. I adopted Danny when he was two months old. He is my son, and that’s the only thing that matters right now.”

“I understand that, but I had to ask. If there’s any chance she had something to do with this, I have to know the truth about everything. I’m not trying to pry into your personal life, but there are going to be a lot of things that come to light during this investigation. If there’s anything else you’d like to add, tell me —”

“Danny is my son. Yes, I adopted him when he was two months old, but he is mine,” Allison snapped.

Sam sighed. “The adoption records are sealed for a reason. I’m sure this has nothing to do with Danny’s kidnapping. How could it?”

“As I said before, I’m just looking for answers here. Are you Danny’s biological father?”

Sam sighed. “Yes, I’m his real father, but none of this has anything to do with his kidnapping. Can we please get back to the task at hand?”

She could feel the rage seeping out of her as she glared at Larry. If she so much as blinked, she knew her self-control would be shattered and she’d be tossed back in the holding cell with an assault charge. Danny was her son in every sense of the world except by blood. His biological mother had given birth to him in prison, her web of lies having conned Sam as a young man into thinking she was a good person. Instead, she’d used him, robbed him blind, and ran his credit into the ground while selling her body and drugs.

By the time he had realized what kind of a monster she was, she was behind bars and three months pregnant. It was at the inmate’s sonogram that the two had first met. Allison had been a new nurse at the county hospital and was eager to prove herself. Sam had quickly swept her off her feet. By the time Danny was born, they were already engaged. The woman had happily signed away her rights to the precious little boy. Allison was sure the only reason her son had been born without drugs in his system was that his biological mother had been busted.

On the streets, she knew he might not have made it into the world at all. Every day, Danny was a blessing for Allison and Sam. Her heart ached for her son.

Two years later, they were notified about her release, and eight months later, a death notification was sent when she overdosed in a California alley. Allison couldn’t remember the last time she’d thought about the woman but was enraged that Danny’s lineage was being brought up now. There were so many other avenues the officers should have taken. First, they’d refused to look into the Easter bunnies, and now they were trying to dredge up something that had nothing to do with him going missing. The woman was dead, she had no family, and Danny was Allison’s son.

“Still, I need to know how the adoption came to be,” Larry said.

“Danny’s biological mother is dead, okay?” Sam said.

“I know that. I was able to unseal the report, and I read that, but I’m curious about a few other things. Are there any other members of her family who would come after Danny? You know, wanting to get him back for one reason or another?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. As far as I am aware, all of her family was dead. Even if they weren’t, I don’t believe they would know anything about Danny.”

“We aren’t looking for them, but I do think whoever took Danny was someone close to you. Seems to me like you have a lot of secrets,” Larry said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re hiding more than you’re revealing. It’s like pulling the old lawyer trick.”

Allison looked at her husband and could see the rage building inside of him. Sam was gritting his teeth and moving his weight from one side to the other. The same way she felt every time she had to talk to Larry. She couldn’t be sure, but the man was getting under Sam’s skin, and it looked as though he was ready to lunge for the officer’s jugular.

“So, are you telling me this because you think it’s going to help find Danny or because you’re trying to find a way to hang me out to dry?”

Larry scoffed. “Right now, I’m trying to help find your son, but you are definitely at the top of my suspect list. You have too many secrets to just overlook. Besides, you never know what we might dig up.”

“Why, you son of a bitch! Who do you think you are? If you keep digging into me and my past, it’s hard to tell what—”

It was Allison’s turn to keep Sam from doing something stupid now. She grabbed his hand and squeezed it tight to keep him sitting next to her. It didn’t matter that she felt the same rage he did. They couldn’t act on it. One look at Larry, and she could tell he was goading them. The whole reason he was there was to try to get a rise out of the pair, and now, she saw that.

She didn’t care what he wanted; Allison wasn’t going to let Larry get his own way. Her mind raced through the series of events. If one of them took a swing at the officers, they would have a reasonable suspicion to seize everything in the room. The whole operation would be shut down, and they’d be back at square one. She couldn’t let that happen. The chief could play his little games and try to get them to draw first blood, but it wouldn’t work.

The one thing keeping her grounded was strong enough to prevent her from budging an inch. She was determined to find their son, and Larry wasn’t going to stop them. Digging her nails into her husband’s arm, she gave him a pleading look and watched his rage turn to one of understanding. When she was sure he was going to be good, she let go of him and turned to smile at the police chief. The man was obviously enraged his plan had failed, and it tickled her to the core. If there were any question before in her mind about bringing down the crooked cop, it was gone now.
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The lines had been drawn, and Allison knew Larry wasn’t going to give them anything he didn’t want to give. It was infuriating, but again, there was nothing they could do. She itched to tick him off, to make it clear that he posed no threat to them, but she wouldn’t give him the pleasure of seeing her ruffled. There were moves they could make and favors to be called in, but once they were placed, they couldn’t be undone.

“So, tell me, Larry—”

“Chief Reed,” he growled.

Allison smiled. “Tell me, Larry, what are you doing now to find my son? You said there was clothing and the costume left behind. I’m assuming you’ll be running tests?”

“Of course we are. They’re with forensics now.”

“And you’ll keep us updated?” Allison asked.

He nodded.

“Then we have nothing else to discuss. If you don’t mind, we are having guests over soon and would like some time to ourselves,” Allison said.

Larry glared at her but said nothing as he snatched up the tape recorder and the file. She didn’t care if she’d ruined his plans, they had work to do, and he was getting in the way. To drive her point home that she wanted them gone, Allison rose and moved over to the door, opening it before the men were even out of the living room. All three officers glared at her as they left, but she didn’t care.

Just as Larry stepped onto the small front porch, he turned to say something else to the couple, but Allison was done with him. She slammed the door in his face before he could get the first few words out. Sam chuckled behind her and kissed her cheek from behind as he moved into the kitchen. The sun was just starting to climb over the trees, offering a serene glow to the world outside. A shudder moved through her. Danny had been gone all night now. Was he warm? Was he fed? Was he safe? She swallowed and turned her attention back to Sam. It was a dangerous rabbit hole to start thinking about where their son was at that very moment.

“So, do you think Larry will actually keep us informed on what they find, or is he just blowing smoke up our asses?” Allison asked.

“Honestly, I don’t think he’s going to tell us anything from here on out. I can tell by his body language that he really thinks I had something to do with Danny’s disappearance. If not directly, then someone from my past.”

“Dammit. What is his problem, anyway? He should be out there looking for Danny, not looking into you and his adoption by me. I can’t believe he’d pull some crap like this.”

Sam sighed. “That’s not the only thing, either. I heard a few of the other cops talking, and they weren’t too happy with us.”

“What could they possibly be unhappy about now? The fact that they have to put in a few extra hours to help find a kidnapped kid?”

“Probably that as well, but there’s more to it. They were pissed off about the call center being set up at the house.”

Allison scoffed. “I figured they would be happy they didn’t have to answer all the phone calls. Did they say what they were going to do about it?”

“Not exactly. At least not from anything I heard. The only thing I know for sure is they are trying to find a way to shut down the whole thing on us.”

Allison could feel the anger boiling inside her. They had done everything to find her son, and the people who were supposed to be searching for Danny were looking into them instead. She had never wanted to hurt someone as much as she did right then. Whoever took her baby was going to pay, along with the people who stood in their way.

“Is there any way they can do that?”

“Not yet. Technically, we aren’t doing anything illegal, so there’s nothing they can do. Still, I’m sure they’ll try anyway.”

As she watched Sam set up the coffee pot and get a fresh pot brewing, she couldn’t stop her mind from wandering. Larry had been trying to get under their skin, and in part, it had worked. She hadn’t given the woman or her family a second thought in so long. The last of them who had been alive had been Danny’s biological mother, and her death certificate was tucked away in their attic along with the original copies of his adoption paperwork. It was a dark secret they let slip out of their minds, for the most part.

They were quickly running out of suspects, and Allison knew it. The day before, Carrie and Tim had cleared their last good suspect with the bunnies they’d hired. Knowing he was last seen with Adam at the trailhead was good information. She had asked Carrie to talk to Adam again before she took him to school, and her friend had agreed, but Allison also didn’t expect much to come of it. He was a good boy, and if he knew anything, he would tell them. She hated that they were put in such a tough situation.

“When are the others going to be here?” Allison asked.

“Carrie was going to stop at the hospital and check on a few things. Tim might beat her here. His parents were going to take Adam to school.”

Allison frowned. “Do you think she talked to him?”

Sam paused and nodded. “They know how important it is.”

Allison fell silent again as she looked out the window. She was still furious over Larry’s interrogation, but he’d brought up a few good leads. Even if Danny’s mother was dead, she might have a cousin or friend who could see Danny as their family. Even thinking of her son around people like that made her sick. They had to explore every possible avenue until they found him.

“I hate to ask you, Sam, but do you know anything about the woman’s family?”

“Everything I know, I already told Larry. As far as I know, she didn’t have any family, and if she did, they wouldn’t know anything about Danny. They were never part of her life during that time.”

“What do you know about the ones who you knew of?”

Sam sighed. “Both of her parents were addicts. Deep into drugs, and even when they weren’t, they had no idea what was going on in the real world. The fantasy they lived in while high was the only thing they cared about.”

“Did she have any brothers or sisters? Anyone who could suddenly give a shit about having a nephew? Maybe they just want to get ahold of that monthly check for being a relative or something like that.”

“No, not really. She had a brother, but he died. Other than that, there’s no reason anyone from her past would want anything to do with a child.”

Allison sighed. “It would be so much easier if there was something there. Not that I would forgive it, but I could almost understand. I just want my son back.”

“I know, honey. We’ll find him. No matter what it takes.”

“I hope so. Do you have any idea who would want to take Danny?”

“No, but I’m sure it’s probably some creep who is going to regret every decision he’s made in life. We’re going to find our son, and when we do, they’re going to pay for everything they’ve put us through,” Sam seethed.

Allison was happy they had each other for support. Looking around the house, she couldn’t help but think of how strange it was for them to both be there on a Monday morning. Normally, he would already be at the hospital, and she would be getting ready to take Danny to school before starting her own shift. He wouldn’t be in class Monday. Her heart lurched. Was she supposed to call the school and tell them he wouldn’t be there? Most of the elementary school staff had been at the park yesterday.

The entire community had been there. Were they all suspects now, or had some been cleared before his own parents?

Surely, they would know by now that he was gone. What about the hospital, though? They had staff meetings, and she knew Sam scheduled his surgeries for Mondays if possible. Everything was going to need to be rescheduled until Danny was home, but how long would that take? Her mind was starting to swim again as she closed her eyes. Suddenly, she felt Sam’s comforting hand on her shoulder and leaned against him. Allison would be lost if it weren’t for him. No matter how long it took, they would find Danny together.
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Alittle less than an hour later, Tim was knocking at their front door. He didn’t come empty-handed, and once again, she was shocked by the outpouring of love and support. One box after another was carried inside until five total sat at the base of the kitchen table. Together the trio started to unbox the abundance of treats that had been dropped off at Tim’s house for the day’s volunteers. There was everything from breakfast fixings to complete hams that the community had donated. It struck her heart chords to see everything laid out.

By the time they had everything unloaded, nearly half an hour had passed, but it felt good to have accomplished something. As the group moved to the living room and Tim started to open the laptops again, Sam filled him in on the interview with the police officers. To his credit, their friend didn’t flinch or look shocked when Sam told him about Danny’s adoption. She knew it didn’t matter to Tim, just like it wouldn’t matter to anyone who truly cared about them. Danny was her son, and that was all there was to it.

There was still one pressing matter that Allison couldn’t stop thinking about. Someone was supposed to talk with Adam again and see if the little boy could remember anything. It was such a young age, and she knew it wouldn’t be much of a lead, but every little bit they could learn counted. From the man the day before telling them he’d seen the pair by the trail to the clothing found miles away, they were all pieces of the puzzle, and solving it would lead them to their son. Her eyes darted to Tim, and the man seemed to understand what she was asking with a simple, pleading look.

“Yes, I spoke to Adam,” Tim said. “I tried to be as gentle as possible so he would tell me anything the two of them were doing—good or bad.”

“Did he give you anything we didn’t already know?”

“Not really, other than the two were bickering like they always do. I guess they were trying to get back, but Adam was already starting to get tired, and he didn’t want to rush.”

“What else did he say?”

“Well, I guess when they were coming back to the tent, Danny decided he wanted to go for a walk, but Adam didn’t want to go.”

Allison was hoping he would have had more information. Not that she thought Adam would have known anything else, but the hope was there. They weren’t getting anywhere. It seemed like any time they had a lead, it just led them to more questions. Still, she knew Tim would do anything to help find their son. There had to be more than Adam and her son had gotten into. They were almost never separated. The two fit together like glue.

“Are you sure there isn’t anything else Adam can tell you?” Sam asked.

“Not as far as I could get out of him. Like I said, I wanted to approach the topic with a gentle touch.”

“I just feel like Adam might have seen something; even the smallest thing could be helpful.”

Tim sighed. “Well, I did get the feeling he was still hiding something. I’ll push him a little harder to see if I can get him to tell me what else he knows. I’m sorry I can’t be more help right now.”

“Oh no, Tim,” Allison said. “We’re thankful for everything you’re doing. Just let us know if Adam remembers anything else.”

“I will. I’ll talk to him again soon.”

She was overwhelmed by what Tim was telling them. If there was something Adam knew and he was scared to share with them, it might be possible that he was the answer they’d been looking for. They couldn’t push the little boy, though, and risk him shutting down. If he thought he was in trouble or had caused Danny’s abduction, his mind might block out the events altogether. Allison hated that they were stuck doing nothing once again. They needed to find the fifth bunny that had been working the event.

He was the last link they had. Once the police got back the forensic reports and they were able to make the connection, it would get the ball rolling. Still, she had the man’s address and had every intention of paying him a visit. Not being a law officer was going to work in her favor. She had no problem breaking down his front door if she thought for even a split second that he was hiding her son. Watching her husband and Tim work on setting up the computer, Allison tried to follow along, but her mind started to drift.

Soon enough, she was looking out the window and wondering if she would ever see her child again. A few minutes had passed since Tim’s arrival, and now, she saw his wife and her best friend barreling down the road in their direction. Allison grinned. Carrie had a lead foot. As soon as she climbed out of the car, Allison could tell something else was going on with her friend. She looked like she was ready to kill someone. Her heart raced as she opened the door before Carrie could reach for the knob.

“What’s going on, Carrie?”

“I had some lab work I needed to drop off in the basement, and I overheard the coroner talking to Chief Reed.”

“First of all, I don’t understand why the coroner would be talking to the chief about anything having to do with this case?”

Carrie sighed. “I’m trying to get it out, but I’m irritated. It’s something you should have been told about.”

“What’s going on?”

“Okay, so I took the lab work down and heard the two talking. The coroner was telling Larry about the gunshot victim who came in that Sam had to leave and work on.”

“All right. What does that have to do with Danny?” Allison asked.

“The gunshot victim was identified as Isaac Reid. No relation to the chief.”

“That name seems oddly familiar to me.”

“Well, it definitely should. He was one of the people we hired to dress as a bunny for the festival,” Carrie said.

Allison couldn’t believe what she was hearing. The missing bunny was the gunshot victim that Sam had worked on and lost. Though it wasn’t adding up in her mind, there were still many things that weren’t adding up. The first of those things was the fact that Larry hadn’t told them anything new since his last visit. She quickly became more curious as to when her friend had overheard the conversation.

“How long ago did you hear this conversation take place?” Allison asked.

“Well, it had to have been a few hours ago now. I went in at three this morning to get some work done and had been there a little while when I heard those two talking,” Carrie said. “I came over here as soon as I left work.”

Her hands trembled as rage coursed through her. Allison couldn't believe what her friend was telling her. She quickly did the math in her head and came to the same conclusion as before. The chief of police had known about the man's identification before he had shown up at the couple’s house that morning. Even knowing their suspect was dead in the county morgue, Larry had insisted on interrogating them and making the already traumatic situation worse.

“That son of a bitch,” Sam growled.

“What’s going on?” Tim asked.

Allison could sympathize with her husband's reaction. She quickly explained to Tim and his wife about the officer stopping, along with the interrogation he had subjected them to. As she mapped it out for them and they realized the man had done the interrogation without just cause, the pair became as enraged as her husband. How could they not? It was a blatant overstep on the part of the chief. He was going after them now without just cause, and she’d had enough of it.

The only thing stopping her from storming out of the house and confronting the chief was the knowledge that it would go too far and she would end up in jail again. If he wanted to mishandle the case and make their life hell, she was going to have to fight fire with fire. It was time the man saw a side of her she never wanted to unleash again. The air force had paid for her education because of her brain, not because of her fighting ability. It was time she used that knowledge and started calling in the favors she was owed. If Chief Reed wanted a war, she would give him one.
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Allison knew what she had to do. Leaving the group in the living room, she ignored them as they yelled after her. She raced to her bedroom, where her phone was still charging on the nightstand, and quickly unlocked it. The number she dialed was one she hadn’t called in years, but they’d stayed in touch on social media. She waited and cursed when it dawned on her that her old friend from the air force was probably in a completely different time zone. Still, the woman answered with a groggy voice.

It didn't take long for Allison to tell the person on the other end who it was and what was going on. The conversation was brief, but in the two-minute call, Allison gave her friend all of the information she needed to make a change. Hopefully, the woman's connections with the FBI would result in someone taking an interest in the case despite it not having crossed over state lines. She refused to put all of her hope in one person. Thanking the woman on the other end, Allison quickly ended the call and raced back downstairs.

The group was waiting for her to return, and all looked at her with confusion. She didn't want to get their hopes up about the contact but knew she couldn't keep it a secret from them, either. All four have them had already sacrificed so much to bring Danny back. They needed each other now more than ever.

“I don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up, but I did put in a call to an FBI friend I have,” Allison said. “She said she was going to look into the case and give me a call back. Could be any minute, or it could be tomorrow.”

“Do you think it’s going to do any good?” Sam asked.

“It can’t hurt, that’s for sure. I don’t know if she’s going to find anything or not. I just couldn't stand it if I didn’t at least try.”

“How well do you know this friend of yours?”

“We go pretty far back. She’s on the right side of this. I just don’t know if she’s going to be able to find anything. Even if she does, it might be just as useless as everything else we’ve tried to chase.”

“Well, if you trust her, then I know we’ll get something out of it. Even if it is something small, it might get us going in the right direction.”

“Monica Wright is my friend’s name. She has always had a soft spot for kids, so I know she’s going to do everything in her power to help us out. She has several contacts in the abduction unit, and she plans to make calls to all of them.”

“Finally, someone with power who’s willing to help,” Sam said. “I just hope she can actually find something we can use. Some avenues or direction would be nice instead of going into everything blind.”

“Like I said, I don’t know when she’ll get back in touch with me, but I’m sure something positive will come out of it,” Allison said.

A depressing silence filled the room as they set up the day's workstations. Normally, when the group was gathered, it was happy and lighthearted. Now though, everything had been tainted with darkness. Would they ever be able to gather again without a twinge of sadness? She refused to let herself spiral back into the what-ifs of their situation. It never ended well. She had to keep hope alive for her son and for her husband.

Turning to the man she loved, Allison saw the spark had returned to his eyes. They weren't going to stop until every suspect had been questioned and every house had been searched. She could see he was anxious to start the hunt again, just like her. Sam didn't want to waste any time by sitting around the house when they could be out following leads. She smiled at him again, and he gave her a playful wink that still, after all that time, make the butterflies start stirring in her stomach.

“So, while Monica is checking things out from her side of the law, what are we going to do? What’s our next step?” Sam asked.

“Well, one thing we can be certain of now is that Larry isn’t going to be telling us anything now.”

“That doesn’t mean anything. Just because he won’t tell us himself doesn’t mean we can’t get the information he has,” Tim said.

Allison wasn’t sure what Tim meant, but she was sure it was better they didn’t know. Her friends had already done more than their fair share of digging to help them find Danny. Still, a part of her was more curious about what he was planning. She couldn’t help but wonder how illegal it was going to be. Not that she minded. Anything that would get her son back home to them was welcomed.

“How are you going to find out what Larry is keeping from us?” Sam asked.

Tim smiled. “Well, I’m going to need an attorney if I get caught, so it’s better that I don’t give you any of the details. I’ll need you to be my lawyer if that happens.”

Sam laughed. “If that’s the case, you just do whatever needs to be done to get that information. You’ve had our back through this whole thing. I’ll have yours if the time comes. You have my word on that.”

“Just remember, you heard none of this.”

“I didn’t hear a thing. As a matter of fact, I think it’s a good time to go take a shower. It might be best if I’m not in the room at all.”

Tim smiled. “Good call, buddy.”

“Allison, would you mind giving me a hand carrying some things from the car?” Carrie asked.

“Sure, I’ll help you out with that,” Allison replied.

It didn't take long for Allison to realize what it was that her friend needed help unloading. As soon as they reached the vehicle, she could see more boxes of donations taking over the passenger seat, the back seat, and the trunk that Carrie had popped open on the walk over with her remote. It was mind-boggling how much the community was making an effort to take care of them. While she appreciated the gesture, Allison knew it wasn't going to bring her any closer to her son. They needed information, not gift baskets and casseroles. The more she thought about it, the more Allison wondered if they should send out a media release despite what Chief Reid had said.

After all, it was quickly becoming evident that the man had no idea what he was talking about. Allison was happy she had made the decision to call Monica. If anyone could get the job done, it would be her old friend from her time in the military. The woman had more talent in her pinky finger than the entire police force of their small community combined. It was when Carrie handed her a timesheet from the hospital that she broke down and lost all composure.

“What is this?” Allison asked.

Carrie smiled. “Well, when I got to the hospital, it was at the front desk. I guess the staff went around and everyone donated a day or two of PTO to you and Sam. Altogether, you guys are covered for the next three months if needed. They’re bringing in a doctor from Colfax, but he refused to be paid. He said to send the money to you guys as well.”

She couldn't hold back the tears anymore as they started to fall. Wrapping her arms around her friend, Allison tried to regain her composure but couldn't. Not only were her friends in the community reaching out to help them, but it had extended so much further beyond that. With everyone working together, Allison was sure they would find her little boy. The alternative wasn't an option. For the next few minutes, the two women continued carrying in the donations until only a few boxes were left. Allison felt a little more composed as the morning sun started to warm the earth around them.

Just as they carried in the last of the boxes, Allison heard a car pulling down the road and turned to look. She knew everyone who lived in the small neighborhood, and none of them were police officers. Yet it was a cruiser pulling in their direction. She ground her teeth together at the site of the vehicle. Whatever they had to say, she did not care. They had no respect for Allison or her family. Why should she have any for them at this point?
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The pair slipped inside before the cop car pulled into the driveway. She didn't know what Larry wanted now, but she knew she couldn't let him see what the group was up to. He was already causing trouble; she wasn't going to give him more to go off of. Just as the pair entered the house, Sam was coming back down the steps after getting a shower. She could see that he felt better after washing off the terrible news from earlier in the day. Hopefully, whatever Larry was doing back there didn't come with more bad news.

“Heads up, chief idiot is here again,” Allison said.

Instantly, the smile faded from Sam's lips as he jogged to the door and looked outside. He closed it again and shook his head. She hated that his positive spirit had already been dashed. The chief had a way of doing that recently with his backward thinking and useless protocol.

“What the hell does he want? Hasn’t he annoyed us enough for one day?” Sam growled.

“Maybe he found out something else?” Tim offered.

“In either case, we should probably close things down for now so he doesn't see anything we don't want him to,” Carrie suggested.

Tim nodded in agreement and quickly stood, closing all of the computers as they had opened and started their work for the day. Once he was done, Tim took Carrie's hand, and they headed for the kitchen. She appreciated that they were giving the pair space to deal with the officer. Seconds later, the man knocked on the front door, and they were ready for him. Sam quickly jerked it open and glared at the man.

“What do you want?” Sam asked.

“Look, I don’t need the attitude the two of you have had since your boy went missing. I need you to both come down to the station so we can have a little chat.”

“After everything you’ve accused us of, why would we willingly go with you to the station? You’ve done nothing but hassle us since Danny was kidnapped. Don’t you think it would be better to spend your time trying to find him instead of hassling us?”

“We can do this the hard way or the easy way. It’s up to you,” Larry said.

“What is this about? Why do you need to take us in?”

“Well, it seems there has been a theft at the station. I’m pretty sure at least one of you had something to do with it.”

“Oh no, what was taken?” Allison asked. “Was it something to do with Danny being kidnapped?”

Larry sighed. “All the evidence picked up at the rest stop was stolen. Sam here is already my lead suspect, so I need to have you come down and answer some questions.”

“I don’t understand. Even if Sam is on your list of suspects, do you really think we would take something that could help you find our son? It doesn’t make any sense,” Allison asked. “What would make you think we were involved in any way with the theft?”

“Since you were the only other people I told about the evidence, I think it’s pretty clear you’re involved somehow. So, I’m going to need you to come with me to the station.”

Allison scoffed. “Even if you think we had anything to do with it, it doesn’t mean we don’t have rights. Why don’t you take your ass back to the station alone? Come back with a warrant.”

Slamming the door in the police officer's face for a second time felt fantastic, but Allison knew it wouldn't last. She could feel the rage seeping off her husband to her right. He had every right to be angry. Never in her life had she heard something as ridiculous as what the chief had tried to accuse him of. Sam had been with her the entire time; it was more likely that one of his own men stole the evidence instead of her husband.

Allison took a little comfort in knowing Larry hadn't gotten his own way. Instead, he was leaving the house empty-handed and no closer to having either of them behind bars. Allison squeezed her husband's arm to get his attention. His gaze softened as he looked at her. He wasn't going to fly off the handle or chase after the law enforcement officer. Sam was too level-headed to take out his aggression on Larry. Allison wished she had the same self-control. Given the opportunity, she knew she would knock him out cold in a heartbeat.

“Don't let him get to you. You know he is just fishing. He’s got nothing,” Allison whispered.

“He’s got evidence missing, and he thinks I had something to do with it,” Sam said. “This guy really has no idea what the hell he is doing.”

“I think it’s someone at the station,” Carrie added. “I mean, it would have to be at this point. If he didn’t tell anyone else about the evidence, and we know we had nothing to do with taking it, there’s really no others it could be, right?”

“Hell, at this point, I think Larry took it himself. He’s been screwing this case up from the beginning,” Allison said.

“As stupid as he seems to be, do we really think he’s smart enough to get away with this level of theft?” Sam asked.

“I don’t know. All I know is that I don’t trust the man, and he’s given me no reason to feel otherwise,” Allison replied. “Still, without the evidence, what are they going to do now? It’s the only thing that could help lead us to who took Danny.”

“I guess we’ll just have to dig harder. Like I said before, we're going to do whatever it takes to find him. To hell with the consequences. If they think they can get away with throwing me into the fire like this, they have another think—”

“We need to figure this out first,” Allison said. “I’m all for taking every badge in that precinct, but Danny comes first.”

“You’re right.” Sam sighed. “As you usually are, but I’m still angry about this whole thing.”

“I understand, but we’re going to find him, and then we’ll deal with Larry.”

“Finally,” Tim shouted. “Guys, I’m in. I figured it out, and we have access to the police systems.”

As everyone gathered around the monitors, they watched with shock and rage as the security cameras inside the station jumped to life. The men who were tasked with finding her missing child were sitting around the station as if it were another leisurely afternoon. She cursed under her breath as two of the officers tossed a small ball back and forth between them, conversing and carrying on as if they didn't have a care in the world. Not only was it infuriating from the standpoint of a mother with a missing child, but it enraged her as a taxpayer. The men were being paid to do nothing, and she doubted if their chief was any better.

“Can you believe this shit?” Sam asked.

No one spoke; no one could find the words. They were all just as upset as her husband was over what they saw. She had half a mind to go down to the station and tell them off, but Allison knew it wasn't an option. If she did that, they would know Tim had hacked the system. That would bring nothing but trouble. Instead, she would have to hold on to her anger; they all would. At least until they got Danny back.

Suddenly, the doors to the station opened, and three figures appeared. Each one of them looked identical in matching black suits. There were two men and one woman among them. The two men didn't stop at the front desk, instead walking back straight to the evidence room and the chief's office. The female dressed in a suit stopped at the desk and seemed to say something to the man sitting there. Obviously, the argument was heated, but before Allison could get invested in what was happening on the screen, there was a knock at the front door.

Her eyes darted to Sam's as her heart started to race. Something was going on, and she had a feeling it had to do with the mysterious individuals who had shown up at the police station. Suddenly, Tim looked incredibly worried as he closed out of the station's monitoring system. Whatever was happening, she was in agreement with him that it was best if no one saw what they were doing. As she made her way to the front door to open it, Allison swallowed and looked back at the trio still in the living room. Hopefully, she hadn't doomed them all by asking Tim to hack and help them search for Danny.
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Allison jogged to the window overlooking the road in the living room. She carefully pulled back the curtain in time to see a woman at their door. While she had expected her friend Monica to come through, she never anticipated it would be so quickly. As the woman turned in her direction, Allison realized it was not the same girl she had been enlisted with. Instead, it was someone she didn't recognize at all. Her heart started to race, wondering if they were about to be busted for hacking into the police station's cameras after all.

She didn't know what they were going to do if that were the case. If Larry had somehow managed to figure it out and brought in a government agency to help him, they were all doomed. When they did manage to find her son, he would come home to two parents in prison, all because they had tried to locate him. She swallowed and tried not to think about how queasy she felt at the idea. Allison wouldn't let that happen, no matter what. Canada was just a few miles away, after all. She would take her little boy across the border before she would let this state take him.

Movement on the road caught Allison’s attention, and her eyes darted to a familiar figure standing with yet another federal agent dressed in black. Larry was obviously losing whatever argument he was trying to have with the agent. A smile flickered across her face. If nothing else, at least she got to annoy him once again. It didn't really matter what was happening outside. Allison knew one way or the other, she was going to have to answer the door. As she walked to the entryway, Samuel joined her. He gave her a reassuring smile before she reached for the knob and tugged it open.

“Hello, are you a friend of Monica’s?”

“Yes, ma’am. She gave me a call to see if there was any assistance I could give. I’m Special Agent Morgan English.”

“It’s really great to meet you, Special Agent,” Allison said.

“Please, call me Morgan. Any friend of Monica’s is a friend of mine.”

“Okay, Morgan. What was all that outside with Larry?”

Morgan smiled. “Oh, he didn’t take too kindly to my taking over his investigation. I’ll be handling everything dealing with your son from here on out.”

“How were you able to make that happen?” Sam asked.

“It wasn’t too difficult once I got down to the technicalities of it all. See, since Danny was adopted, it actually gives the jurisdiction of the case over to the federal authorities.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like that before. Is that a new law, or is this something you’re making up on the go?”

Morgan smiled. “For now, let’s just say it’s a small loophole I’m exploiting to help a friend. Well, between that and wanting to help find your son.”

“Either way, we’re glad you’re here,” Allison said. “Larry has made a mess of this whole thing, and he’s more interested in trying to look into us than he is in finding our son.”

“I seemed to gather that from the short conversation I just had with him. For now, though, this is a federal case, and I’m in charge. Are you interested in having my help to find Danny?”

“Absolutely,” Sam said. “Please, come on in, Morgan. We’re grateful to have all the help we can get.”

Allison was completely blown away by what the woman was telling them. It finally felt like something was going to be done to find her little boy. She couldn't believe the federal government had acted so quickly. She was slightly more skeptical than most when it came to how the federal government functioned but seeing them in action gave her hope. Allison felt like it was a dangerous thing to have given the failures she had seen from the local agency so far.

Listening to the agent explain what they were going to do and the plan of action going forward, Allison knew they were in good hands. Her husband answered one question after another that the woman asked, though she hadn't yet turned her attention to Allison. It struck her as strange briefly. There had to be a method behind what the agent was doing, and Allison was anxious to find out what it was. Until then, she would listen and wait for any lead that might direct them toward Danny.

As a flurry of activity and voices filled the room around her, Allison felt incredibly suffocated. They were all there for the same reason—her missing child. She couldn't handle it at that moment and needed to get some fresh air. Slipping away from the group, she stepped out into the backyard off the kitchen and took a deep breath. There was a chill in the air, though it had warmed some from the night before. If Danny were still somewhere in the area, she hoped he was warm and safe. While it was possible to survive one night in the cold, the odds were not in his favor for a boy so young. Suddenly, the door opened behind her, and Sam emerged, letting her know they were ready to start talking and making plans. She nodded and followed him.

“The first thing we need to do is set up a base of operations for the search for Danny. I see you have a call center here already,” Morgan said. “Would it be possible to use your house for our setup as well?”

Allison looked at her husband. They had a habit of making all decisions together, but she was already sure he would agree without question. Sam looked down at her and squeezed her hand. Slowly, he nodded in agreement and looked back to the special agent standing in front of them.

“I think that would be perfect. Probably better to keep everything as close together as possible anyway,” Sam said.

“Great. I’ll have my team get everything together. Now, this is going to take cooperation on all our parts.”

“We’ll do whatever you need us to do,” Allison said.

“The best course of action we can take to find Danny is to let me and my team handle everything. We’ll actively look into anyone who had contact with him in the hours leading up to his disappearance. Along with that, I’m going to need any information you can give me on the people you know who have had any contact with your son.”

“That’s no problem. We’ll do whatever it takes.”

I’m also going to need you to let the FBI do its job. I don’t need you going rogue like you have with the chief. Granted, I understand why you felt the need to do your own investigation, but we’re here now. So, you think you can let us work?”

“Whatever it takes to get Danny home,” Sam said. “We’re happy knowing someone is actually trying to find him. The local police have done nothing but look into us.”

“I promise I have the best team put together in order to find your son. We’re going to find him,” Morgan said. “Just let us do our job.”

For the first time since Danny's abduction, Allison truly felt like they had a reason to be hopeful. It was obvious Morgan knew what she was doing, and more so, she cared about finding Allison’s little boy. Sam wrapped his arm around his wife, and she leaned into his body. The house was quickly descending into chaos as the special agent started giving orders to someone on the phone. Before she knew what was happening, Allison watched as a half dozen more agents piled in through her front door.

In her pocket, her phone started to vibrate, and she pulled it out. Her mother's name appeared on the screen, and Allison’s heart lurched. She quickly silenced the call and put the phone back. She wasn't ready to tell her parents or family what was happening. Not when it was still so raw and new. Although, if Morgan wanted to do a press release, Allison knew the conversation would have to come. Somehow, she felt like admitting Danny was missing would make it more real.

Her family was going to be devastated, and she didn't know if she could handle that on her own. In any case, it wasn't something she had to deal with right at that moment. There were other things they needed to get squared away first. Her heart was racing at how quickly everything was now moving. She couldn't believe she hadn't placed the call to Monica the day before. Praying she hadn't doomed her son by the lapse in judgment, Allison stepped back so the government could get to work.
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“Are you okay?” Carrie asked.

Allison jumped and spun around before nodding. She had slipped back outside into the warm spring air for a few minutes. The chaos that had come down on their house was a little overwhelming. Carrie stepped outside and pulled the kitchen door closed most of the way, leaving it open a few inches so they could hear if someone inside needed them. Allison was beyond grateful for all of the help they were receiving, but it brought with it another set of problems. She knew the call to her family was going to have to come soon.

The last thing she wanted was for them to learn about her son’s disappearance on the national news. She couldn't imagine a more heartbreaking way to find out something intimate and terrible. Yet it seemed nearly impossible for her to dial her mother's number and tell them what had happened. She still couldn't believe it herself.

“Is everything okay?” Carrie asked.

“It’s just so much to handle right now,” Allison replied. “I know the FBI is going to do everything in their power to find Danny, but it’s a lot to take in.”

“It’s not just the FBI looking for him. You know that, don’t you? There’s the whole town. Everybody wants to see Danny come home.”

“I just wish there was something more I could do, you know? Danny is out there, and he has to be scared. I don’t know if he’s had any food or if he is warm. I want to know we’re doing everything we can to find him.”

Carrie sighed. “I know it has to be weighing on your mind, but I promise you are doing everything possible. Don’t forget the media is here, too. It’s about to be a nationwide search to find Danny.”

“I know. It’s just overwhelming me.”

“I understand. It’s more than most people would be able to handle. Have you gotten ahold of your family yet?”

“No. I just can’t bring myself to make the call. I don’t even know what to say right now.”

“I get that. If it helps at all, I could make the call for you. Maybe someone with first-hand knowledge of what’s happening and a close friend will make it okay.”

“I wish I could make the call myself, but I can’t even bring myself to dial their number.”

“I can’t imagine how that must feel. Like I said, all you have to do is say the word, and I’ll make the call for you. Either way, they need to know what’s happening.”

“You’re right. It would be great if you’d call them for me. I wouldn’t even know how to thank you.”

Carrie smiled. “I’ll take care of it. You don’t need to thank me. We’re all family here.” Carrie smiled.

Before the conversation could carry on any longer, the woman heard movement coming from the kitchen and braced themselves to be interrupted, but nothing happened. Instead, she heard the whispered voices of Special Agent English along with another one of the FBI men. She couldn't help herself as she inched closer to the cracked door and pressed her ear against the opening. It was hard to hear what they were saying with Carrie trying to tug her away. She smacked her friend playfully, pushing her away so she could properly eavesdrop.

“We just got a fairly credible tip come in from a gas station about fifty miles west of here. We can send a couple of agents over now, but that will leave us short-staffed for the door-to-door search we’re overseeing. I wasn't sure what you wanted to do,” the man said to Agent Morgan.

There was a pause on the other side of the door, and for a moment, Allison was sure she had been spotted spying on the conversation. When she heard the other agents sigh, she realized the woman had simply been considering the options before making a decision. Allison respected her for that. She appreciated knowing Morgan was putting thought into how to best find her son. It was a wonderfully shocking and stark difference from how the local precinct had approached the situation.

“We need to get that grid mapped out. I don’t think the boy is still in town, but it gives the locals something to do to keep them out of our hair. How long will it take to wrap things up?”

“Two hours, tops,” he replied.

“Make it happen in an hour, then you and Smith are riding out to this tip with me, got it?”

“What about the family? Should I let them know about it?” he asked.

“Let's give them a little bit of time. I don't want to withhold information. Let me make that perfectly clear right now. However, they are already processing a lot. I can't imagine how difficult this was for them before we got here. I barely had to deal with that idiot in charge, so I can sympathize. We will let them know about it before we leave. Until then, keep it under your hat.”

As the conversation came to an end and she heard their footsteps fading into the living room, Allison stood back up and rested against the wall. She sighed and shook her head. There was no way in hell she was waiting around for an hour to follow the lead on her son. Allison knew she could pick up the information from the local tip line easily enough. All she had to do was get Sam to go along with her plan.

“Oh, no,” Carrie said. “I’ve seen that look too many times, Allison. Whatever you’re thinking, I’d advise you to think twice. Let the FBI do what they need to do.”

Allison smiled. “You know me too well. Still, I can’t make any decisions on my own. I need to tell Sam about all of this.”

“I don’t know what you’re thinking, but you already promised Morgan you would stay put. I think you need to stick with that promise. It’s the FBI. They know what they’re doing.”

Allison knew her friend was being straightforward with her, but there wasn’t time to have a full argument about it. Her son was out there and alone. If the FBI couldn’t make it to him in time, he could die. The thought sent a chill down her spine. No, like it or not, Danny needed her to break the promise she made to Agent Morgan.

“If they can’t get out to that lead for another hour, it could mean a matter of life and death for Danny. I can’t take that chance, and I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to him without giving it my all.”

“I understand,” Carrie said. “I just want you to be sure about doing something before you make a rash decision.”

“Thank you for keeping me in check, but this is going to have to be something I do.”

“Well, whatever the two of you decide to do, you better be careful. You bring Danny home and yourselves.

“I will, Carrie. Thank you for everything you’ve been doing. We couldn’t have done any of this without you and Tim,” Allison said.

“Just come back safe. That will be thanks enough.”

As the two women parted ways, Allison went in search of her husband. They needed to make the decision together about what the next step would be. He wasn't hard to find after a cursory glance around the house. If he wasn't in the hub of activity, she knew there was only one other place he would be. Chuckling and shaking her head, Allison made her way to the small, attached garage he often used as an office. Instantly, the smell of the legal but still frowned upon herb filled her nose as she stepped inside. She hadn't seen Sam smoke since they were in California.

Whether it was legal or not, they were both rigorously drug tested, but it was an age-old way for him to cope with stress, and she was not going to fault him for that. Not given the circumstances they had been thrown into. Tim, his obvious accomplice and supplier, quickly snuffed out the roach and gave her a sheepish grin. She adored her husband and his best friend both.

“I’ll just give you two a minute to talk,” Tim said before jogging past her back into the house.

Allison grinned as their friend went back inside and left them alone. She had no idea what her husband's reaction was going to be to her desire to follow the lead, but she was ready for anything. They had been through so much together. He had to understand that sitting around, doing nothing, wasn't in her nature. Whether or not she had his support, Allison was going to follow the lead.
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Allison had no idea how to approach her idea with Sam. At least she knew he was going to be in a relatively good mood considering everything that had happened. At the very least, he was relaxed. If he wanted to stay home and keep an eye on things, she wouldn't stop him. She only hoped he would respect her same decision not to sit there and do nothing. Her phone rang, and her mother's name appeared once again. Allison knew the conversation couldn't wait any longer. Holding up her finger to Sam, Allison answered the call.

“Hey, Mom, listen, I was getting ready to call you—”

“Allison, what on Earth is all of this I’m reading on the internet. Your sister and father are terrified! Please tell me this isn’t true.”

She cringed. “I’m so sorry, Mom. I really meant to call you before the media released everything, but we’ve been following leads and—”

“Then it's true? Somebody stole our little boy?” she stammered.

Allison swallowed, words suddenly failing her. She heard Sam coming up behind her and soon felt his comforting arms surround her.

“Yeah, Mom…someone took him, but we’re going to get him back, I promise you that.”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. Allison could understand all of the emotions her mother was working to process. She, too, had experienced them when she had first accepted the reality of Danny's abduction. To make matters worse, now her mother was going to be tasked with telling her father and sister the terrible news as well. All Allison could do was keep her word and get Danny back. It wasn't going to happen standing in the garage on the phone with her mother. She quickly ended the call after promising her mother she’d keep her posted on anything they found. It was time for them to go.

“We need to talk, Sam.”

“What’s going on?”

“I overheard a conversation between Agent Morgan and another one of the agents. They have some information they should have told us, but we have a decision to make together.”

“What were they talking about?”

Allison gave her husband a quick rundown of what the conversation entailed. The look of shock on his face was the same surprised feeling she had when she’d heard it all. She could tell he was going over the obvious choices to make first. When a sign of recognition crossed his face, she knew they were on the same page. He might not agree with her, but it was a chance she had to take.

“I know the woman who is working the call center. She won’t have a problem getting me the address,” Allison said.

“I don’t know, Ally. It’s a huge risk, and I think we should do what Agent Morgan told us to do. Just let them handle it.”

“Fine, you can do whatever you want, but I’m following the lead. The FBI isn’t making a move on the lead for another hour. Danny might not have that long. If you want to stay here, that’s on you.”

“I’m on your side. I just think we need to listen to Morgan. They know what they’re doing. Besides, how in the hell do you plan on getting past a dozen agents standing around so you can leave”

Allison scoffed. “I have a plan to get around them, but I don’t think you need to know since you’re not going with me anyway.”

Her plan really wasn't very clever, and she knew it. Still, it would work, and that was all that mattered. The FBI agents already knew she felt suffocated by having them there. It wasn't that much of a stretch for them to believe she wanted to go for a drive. She didn't want Sam to be an accomplice if he didn't want anything to do with the plan. As soon as she was clear from the house, Allison would head over to Loretta’s house. She had overheard the agents talking earlier about the different vetted volunteers taking calls, and her name had come up as the lead liaison, not that it was any surprise to Allison.

Loretta and her husband had both served in the military for several decades combined. She remembered the elderly woman telling her all about the innovations they had made when it came to military communications. It helped that Loretta was a good friend of theirs. Allison knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that the woman would give her the address of where the sighting had happened. Loretta disliked Larry Reid and his men almost as much as Allison.

Allison glanced at her phone and realized that nearly fifteen minutes had passed since she first had gotten the news. If they were going to have a head start on the FBI, they needed to leave right away. Thankfully, Allison knew every back road between where they were and where they needed to go. She could call Loretta on the way. Only one road headed south out of town, so they already had a decent lead. Looking at her husband again, Allison realized she was going to have to make the next move if she was going to get out of there without suspicion.

“I don’t have time for you to try to talk me out of this again,” Allison said. “I’m running out of time if this plan is going to work.”

“I’m coming with you,” Sam replied.

Allison knew her husband would do anything for her. When she realized that Sam would follow her, she began to have reservations. She never wanted him to feel like he had to do anything. Suddenly, she realized how hard she had been on him, and he probably had changed his mind because of the way she had talked to him. Loving her husband was as much of a priority as finding her son. Though Danny was the only thing she was focused on, she needed to be sure Sam was making the choice for himself.

“Look, don’t go doing anything you don’t want to do for my benefit. I’m sorry I tried to talk you out of it. It’s just been a mess of confusion since this happened, and I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“I get it. I had the same hesitation until I thought everything over. It was only then that I knew I had to do something,” Allison said.

“I want to do this with you. Whatever it takes, remember?”

“I remember, but I want you to be sure.”

“I’m positive this is what I want to do. Danny needs us to find him. It’s more obvious now than ever before,” Sam said. “Besides, I’d follow you wherever you’d go. I don’t want that to ever be a question in your mind.”

Her heart skipped at the words her husband spoke. Allison knew their bond was stronger than ever, and their love was shining through.

“I love you, Sam.”

“We’re going to find him, Ally. Just wait and see.”

As Sam pulled her into his arms and planted his lips on hers, Allison felt all of her worries fading away. Together they would find their son; she knew it. It wasn't going to be as easy sneaking them both out of the house, but Allison knew she could make it work. More so, she knew she could make it convincing. What couple didn't need a little time to themselves during such a terrible time? With a plan in place, the pair parted ways once they were back in the kitchen. Sam went to start the SUV and grabbed their coats while Allison snagged her purse and sought out Agent Morgan.

The last thing she wanted was for Sam to have to lie on her behalf. Sending him out to start the car and grab their jackets kept him in the dark as much as possible. She hated that the woman trusted her and she was lying, but finding her son was more important than building relationships. She found the woman hunched over a large map of the town and surrounding areas along with two of her partners. Allison did her best to keep her heart steady as she told the agent they were stepping out for a little fresh air.

The guilt only deepened when Morgan looked at her with an affectionate and understanding smile as she nodded. She handed Allison one of her business cards before telling her to call if they heard anything. As she headed for the front door, Allison looked back at the group one last time. Their attention was already back on the map. Hopefully, their services wouldn't be needed much longer, and Danny would be home safe by nightfall.
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She climbed into the SUV next to Sam and gave him a thumbs-up. Everything had gone exactly as planned. On the walk from the house to the vehicle, Allison had buried her guilt over lying to the agents. Her head had to stay on a sharp swivel if they were going to find their son. She couldn't let it be clouded with emotions such as guilt. As they pulled away from their chaotic house, Allison felt relief. It was nice to be alone with Sam, even if their mission was a depressing one.

There was a heartbreaking distance between them as they both struggled with Danny’s being gone. How could they ever be whole again when the wound had cut them both so incredibly deep. They had to lean on each other now more than ever. While she knew the FBI was doing its best to help, which was a huge improvement over the police precinct, she still felt like they were boxed in.

Allison quickly told her husband to head south on the interstate before she looked up her old friend’s number on her phone. It still baffled her that Loretta was able to use a cell phone whatsoever, let alone run an operating center at her age. She was overjoyed that her friend had spunk and spark left in her. Her husband's surgery had taken a toll on them both, and she was happy Loretta had a distraction. Putting the call on speaker, she listened as it rang several times before her friend answered.

The woman sounded stressed, but her voice continued to be cheerful, just as Allison would have expected. Loretta never seemed to feel the weight of the world despite everything she took on. She could tell from the look on Sam's face that he was a little confused as to what she was doing, but he went along with it.

“Hey, Loretta. I need to ask you for a favor.”

“Anything I can do to help. Is this something concerning Danny?”

“Yeah, it could help us find where he is.”

“Well, if it’s going to lead to finding your boy, what can I do for you?”

“There was a call that came through the call center not too long ago. It came in from a gas station and camp supply store in Bloomdale.”

Allison could tell the woman was excited to help. From their many visits to the pet store, Loretta had grown to love and cherish Danny as much as any family member could. The memories of each of those visits came flooding back to her. The pet she always said he couldn’t have. She relived the moment he fell in love with a certain puppy that went weeks without being adopted. Suddenly, she pulled herself back to the conversation with Loretta.

“I remember the call. I have the paper here in the trash. Give me a second,” Loretta said. “Yep, here it is. The man on the phone said he saw Danny with a man and had already seen his face on the news.”

“That would be the one. Do you think you’d be able to text me the address of the gas station? It could be a solid lead.”

“That won’t be a problem. I’ll send the message right away.”

“I need you to do something else for me if I haven’t asked too much already.”

Loretta chuckled. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to help you get Danny back home. What else do you need?”

“Whatever you do, don’t tell the FBI about this phone call. I don’t need them on my ass.”

“You got it. Besides, they’re kind of a stuck-up group. I’ll keep this between us.”

As she ended the call and programmed the address into the phone’s GPS, Allison fell silent. She couldn't help but think about all of the time they had spent camping together as a family. It was one of Danny’s favorite pastimes in the short North Dakota summer. They had spent many nights beneath the stars by lakes, creeks, and wilderness, enjoying the simple things in life. The last trip they had taken had been the summer before. For five wonderful days and four spectacular nights, they had lived out of a tent and off of what they caught in the river.

Of course, their meals had been supplemented with hot dogs roasted over an open fire and whatever the men managed to rustle up, but it had been great, nonetheless. They had big plans of making it a two-week excursion the following summer, but now she was wondering if her son would ever want to camp again. How many of his favorite things had the abduction destroyed? She couldn't think about the emotional turmoil he was enduring at that very moment. It didn't matter that he was young and he would heal over time. It never should have happened in the first place.

It had been blissfully warm then, even at night. Now it dropped below freezing still in some locations. Anyone who wasn’t familiar with the terrain could quickly find themselves in trouble. It was rare for GPS to work in the thicker areas of the forest that surrounded them for hundreds of miles on every side. Allison didn’t want to think about the wildlife that called the woods home, either. Hungry creatures would be waking from months of hibernation, and they wouldn’t show any mercy in how they felt. She was starting to feel like she was going to be sick. Drawing a ragged breath, Allison forced herself to focus on the good times, not reflecting on the possibility of terrible ones.

“Sam, do you remember the trip we took?”

“Of course I do. I remember it well.”

Allison smiled. “Danny is such a smart kid.”

“Yeah,” Sam chuckled. “He’s smart and good in the woods. I remember when I took him with that boy scout group. He was so excited.”

“I remember that, too. You both came home so excited to tell me about that weekend.”

“He did such a good job. They wanted to get him to join them again. He remembered everything they taught him and a couple of tricks I taught him before we went.”

“I remember you telling me he was the star of the whole weekend.”

Sam smiled. “He really was, too. He picked up everything we had shown him while camping before. Danny never ceased to amaze me. Just when we thought he wouldn’t figure something out, he did.”

“Danny was so excited to learn how to make a fire without matches. His little hands were so blistered from trying over and over that we had to wrap them for a week.”

“Yeah, but when he finally got it, he was so happy. He never gave up. Nothing was going to stop him from doing it himself, even when I said I’d show him again.”

Allison chuckled. “He’s like that with everything. Every time he has to learn something new, he doesn’t stop until he figures it out.”

“Oh, what about that play he was in last year? He had to learn one line and kept repeating it for the entire month leading up to the show. Had us both annoyed, but he didn’t give up until he knew it by heart.”

For the next forty minutes, Sam and Allison reminisced about the wonderful times they’d had together with their son and as a couple. It made her truly appreciate just how charmed their lives had been up to that point. She knew they couldn't stop until they brought Danny safely home. They drove through the beautiful countryside, but she couldn't appreciate any of it, knowing their final destination. Pulling up to the gas station and camping store, Allison felt like she was going to be sick.

It wasn’t like the leads on the bunnies they’d hired. This was substantiated enough that the federal government was coming to check it out. All it took was one comforting look from her husband as he brought the car to a stop in front of the store, though, and Allison’s heart started to steady. She wasn't looking for Danny alone. As a matter of fact, Allison never had to do anything alone again because she had Sam at her side.

“Are you sure you are ready for this?” Sam asked.

Allison nodded. “We’ve made it this far, right? We can't stop now. I’m sure the agents will be pissed, but I don’t want to wait for them to find him. I want my little boy back.”

“I know, sweetheart. We are going to find him. He’s smart, just like his mother.”

Allison smiled. “I think he gets that from you, not me.”

“Agree to disagree, how does that sound?”

“Perfect. Now let’s go find out what happened to our son,” Allison said.
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They walked into the little shop, and she was blown away. It was impressive just how much they managed to pack into the small space. Everywhere she looked, something was hanging or stacked. Some of the gear she recognized as things they’d owned in the past or currently. As a camping family, they were always on the lookout for great deals. Had the occasion that brought them there not been so somber, Allison would have adored perusing through the aisles.

A bell over the door chimed as they entered and a thick woman with wild curly gray and white hair emerged from a curtain-covered door behind a glass counter. The display had dozens of hunting knives. Her stomach lurched at the thought of the man with her son buying one. What sorts of nefarious things were being done to her poor child? Her color must have paled. Sam stopped moving and quickly took her hand, asking if everything was okay.

Allison nodded, unable to speak as she fought to regain control of her thoughts. She let her husband lead her to the counter, and by the time they got there, Allison felt a little better. The woman smiled at them in a warm and friendly manner that put Allison at ease. She was a good judge of character, and the woman struck her as wholesome. After all, she had been the one to call in the tip.

From the faded photos on the walls behind her, Allison could see she had a family of her own. The woman understood the fear Allison felt, a fear no mother ever wanted to know. Sam seemed to understand his wife was struggling as he cleared his throat and started to talk. Once again, she was grateful he had decided to come with her. She didn't know how she could make it through without him.

“What can I do for you?” the woman asked.

“I’m Sam, and this is my wife, Allison. I know this might be sort of strange, but we’re Danny’s parents, and we’d just like to ask you a few questions.”

“Oh, dear. I was so brokenhearted when I saw that on the news. That poor kid was just minding his own business, and someone came along to snatch him up. What’s the world coming to?”

“We’re looking for anything that can help us find out who did this. So, anything you can tell us. Anything you remember. It would really help us out a lot.”

“Well, I told the hotline everything I knew. The boy came in, and he was with a big man. I wasn’t sure at first, but the boy looked like he didn’t want to be anywhere near the guy.”

Allison’s heart broke a little when the woman said she had seen them. Though the call log said the same thing, it was harder to hear in person. The idea that Danny was with a man he didn’t know angered her. She needed to find her boy. She thought about the moment she would have him in his arms again. It was the only thing keeping her going. As her thoughts trailed off, the conversation took her primary focus.

“Is there anything you can remember about the man or what they might have bought while they were in here?” Sam asked.

“Well, I don’t remember much about him because I was more focused on giving the boy some attention. He just seemed like a quiet kid who didn’t feel like camping. I do remember the man bought a lot of camping gear.”

“You didn’t call the hotline when you saw them?” Allison asked.

“At the time they were here, I hadn’t seen the news. It wasn’t until afterward that I recognized the boy from the bulletin. He looked like he was okay, just tired more than anything.”

She was completely flabbergasted by the news. Someone had seen her child alive and well. Finally, they had something solid to go off of. Her body vibrated with anticipation as she tried to focus on what the woman was telling them. Still, all she was able to process was that her little boy was still alive. Somewhere out there, Danny was still fighting for his life. There was no greater feeling in the world. As recently as a few hours ago, he had walked the same steps she had taken now.

“You know, we had a string of break-ins in the area a few months back. After that, my boys set up one of those security cameras here at the counter. It records the place every time someone walks through the door. I already pulled the footage for the FBI folks who are coming, but I don’t see no harm in the two of you watching it first. Would you like that?” she asked.

“Oh my God, yes,” Allison stammered.

Her heart was racing, every beat pounding in her ears as the woman ushered them around the counter. One look at her husband and Allison knew he was just as excited to see the footage as she was. For the first time in almost twenty-four hours, they were going to see their little boy, even if it was just on a screen. Plus, they were going to see the bastard who had taken him to begin with. It was obvious the kidnapper had no remorse. They had killed the hired vendor, Reid, without hesitation just to get a hold of his costume. Whatever they were after with her son, it sure as heck felt personal.

“You’ve done a lot already, but I’d like to know if there is anything else you can tell us about what you saw?” Allison asked. “Do you remember what kind of car they were driving or what direction they took?”

“Actually, I wrote down all the information about the car from the video right here,” the woman said, handing her a note.

“Thank you. This will be a lot of help.”

“No problem. I just wish I had known earlier. Maybe they could have nabbed the guy before he could leave.”

While the woman had been a lot of help, Allison couldn’t help but think about how scared her son must have been. A million thoughts went through her mind when she pictured Danny being with a man he didn’t know. Anger began to flood her body again. When she got her hands on the man responsible for kidnapping her son, she’d probably end up in a jail cell of her own. Suddenly, the woman’s voice snapped her from her thoughts.

“There was something else, too.”

“What’s that?”

“There was another person in the car. A woman. She never got out of the vehicle, and I didn’t think much of it at the time, but it was definitely a woman. I wrote it at the bottom of that paper there. I was going to let the FBI know when they got here.”

“There were two people with him?” Sam asked.

“Yep. Like I said, she never got out of the car, but I could see a woman sitting in the passenger seat when they pulled out of the parking lot.”

As the monitor jumped to life, Allison gasped, and her hands flew to her mouth. There, in black and white, was her little boy being led through the store by a complete stranger. He wasn't struggling against the man, but it was easy to see why. The poor child looked like he had been kept up all night. She couldn't imagine what kind of monsters would do such a terrible thing to an innocent child. The images on the screen continued, but Allison had seen enough. She was going to hunt the bastards down and rip their throats out with her bare hands. Whoever the man was, she was going to find him and his accomplice.

Allison hadn't forgotten about the woman in the car. Though she couldn't see it from the view on the camera, she knew the woman was there. How could another female knowingly steal a mother's child? She thought they were safe from such evils in the world in quiet North Dakota, but it seemed the devil never rested. Her hands were shaking as Sam slipped his fingers through hers. Allison knew he was trying to keep her calm as the video monitor went black. It was all they had to find their son. She prayed it was enough.

One look at her husband and Allison knew they were not going to stop searching for Danny. It didn't matter if the FBI or the local police told them to stop. They were on the hunt. Taking a deep breath, Allison nodded in silent agreement with her husband before turning her attention back to the woman standing next to them. They needed to find out everything she could remember and fast before the agents arrived.
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Sam took her by the arm and gently pulled her away from the woman for a moment. She didn't know what he wanted to talk about, and her mind was clear on what they needed to do. Still, if he had an opinion on the matter, she would happily listen to him. Just like before, though, Allison’s mind was already made-up. No one knew the back roads of their home state, nor the trails, quite as well as Sam and Allison did.

It wasn't just the time they spent with Danny in the forest that came to mind. Even when he did sleepovers with Adam, they would sneak away and go hiking every chance they got. It was one reason she found the shop so incredibly wonderful. It was rare for them to come across any undiscovered territory within a hundred miles of where they lived. Surely Sam couldn't expect her to wait around there for the FBI to show up. If he did, he was sorely mistaken.

“Please don’t tell me you want us to stay here and wait for the FBI,” she whispered.

He chuckled. “No, not at all. I just want to make sure you understand what we are getting into with this. We are now following a trail the FBI is going to know and not like. They don’t want someone else coming in and possibly risking the investigation.”

“No, but what happens when they fail? I don’t care what laws we break. I’m not giving up, okay?”

“Okay,” he said.

Sam kissed her forehead and took her hand again as they walked back over to the woman. Allison was happy they were on the same page. In earnest, she didn't care about the repercussions that would come with their actions. If it resulted in Danny’s being home safe, there was no hesitation about what to do in her mind. She had already looked over the piece of paper the woman had given her and committed the information to memory. It was a silver van, missing the front hub cap and no license plate on the front.

The woman had even provided the last three numbers of the plate number she'd seen on the back, along with the note that the passenger-side taillight was not working, either. Well, it sounded like half a dozen other vehicles in the area. Allison knew any lead was helpful. Even if they didn't have the FBI's resources, at least now they knew what they were looking for.

“I know I keep remembering things,” the woman said. “I remember something else.”

“It’s okay. I know it’s stressful trying to remember something when you didn’t know you were going to need to,” Allison said. “What is it?”

“The man bought a map, too. He kept asking a bunch of questions about trails in the area. I tried to point out a couple to him that was really nice, but he was only interested in places off of State Route thirteen.”

“Do you have any idea which ones he wanted to know about?” Sam asked.

“Yeah, there were three in particular that he asked quite a few questions about.”

Suddenly, a large relief came over her. Allison was thankful the woman was remembering things, even if it took a few minutes to get them out of her. They finally had a solid lead and were going to be able to narrow it down to three possible locations. It was far better than trying to search the entire area with no clue of which direction they had gone. She sighed in relief, happy to know she hadn’t made a mistake by coming here before the FBI got the same information.

“Could you write down the names of these trails?”

“Of course, I’ll write them down for you. Anything to help get your son home.”

The woman started to write down the trails as Allison looked for another map of the surrounding area. She was glad to see there was still one on the shelf and picked it up. Scanning through the pages quickly, it was easy to see it was going to be tougher to figure out than she had thought.

“Is this the map he bought?” Allison asked.

“Yep. That’s the same one. I’ll take it to the back and mark which ones he was asking about on the map. Make it easier to follow.”

Watching the woman disappear, Allison wondered if they were doing the right thing. She hated that they were putting her in a questionable position. The trails she was talking about, they both knew well. Though neither of them had ventured down that particular one, she could tell where they joined together closer to their hometown. Still, it was going to be a daunting task. Not even the federal government had the resources to scour the entire woods. There was no telling which way the kidnappers could have gone. In her mind, they were just narrowing down the search field a little bit.

“We know these woods,” Sam whispered.

“I know. I'm just worried they have too much of a head start. There’s snow on the ground that will make tracking them easier, but it’s still a lot of ground to cover.”

“I'm sure once the feds get here, she will let them know the direction we’re headed. They will know we have that area covered.”

Allison frowned. “Are you sure telling her is a good idea? You don't think the feds will instead waste resources by trying to track us down?”

“Well, crap, I hadn't thought about that,” Sam muttered.

Before a decision could be made, the woman appeared again and cut the conversation short. They would need to figure things out as they went. Yet it left lingering questions she didn't like. What would happen if the FBI did end up wasting resources by tracking them and they didn't find Danny in time as a result? Allison knew there were too many variables for her to start down that rabbit hole. Shaking her head, she tried to focus on the conversation at hand.

“All of the trails lead up to the heart of the forest, but they each connect three miles over at Interstate ten,” the woman said.

“Where does it lead from there?” Allison asked.

“From there, it’s a straight shot to the border. We get a lot of illegals who cross through there, and yet they still don’t do anything about it.”

“So, they could technically hike right over the border, and we’d never know.”

“That’s right. Our tax dollars at work right there.”

The weight that had been lifted by finding the lead was back. The people who took her boy could just disappear in just a few hours. Suddenly, fear gripped her. While she knew she and her husband could handle the hike to find her son, Danny was another story. He was just a boy, and a long hike like that could be devastating. She knew they were running out of time. Before long, her son would be over the border, and there would be almost nothing she could do from there.

“How long would it take to the border from the trailhead? I assume it can’t be much of a hike from there.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not. Even with the weather, it would only take about an hour. It’s not much of a hike from that point, but the snow will slow you down a bit.”

Allison wanted to make her way there immediately, but luckily, she thought about it first. There were variables in play that she hadn’t originally considered. The weather was the first one that came to mind, and she didn’t want to go in unprepared.

Allison wanted to pick up some emergency gear from the shop, just in case. She knew they had to make the shopping trip quick. The FBI was going to be right on their tail. By her calculations, they had less than twenty minutes before the officers were likely to show up. It didn’t take a genius to know if they were still there when the feds came rolling through, there would be hell to pay. She didn’t want to step on anyone’s toes.

Bureaucratical red tape and hoops that any government agency had to jump through, though, were beyond ridiculous, especially given the tight time constraints they had with a child abduction. No, Allison couldn't risk something holding them up that could be avoided by not getting caught. With a plan forming in her mind, Allison listened to the others discuss the best route and what they would need to make the trek across the frozen landscape.

The last thing they needed was the help of the woman to point the agents in the right direction. Unfortunately, that would mean pointing them away from the couple. Hopefully, the woman would be on their side.
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Allison couldn't believe she was seriously considering asking the woman to lie for them, but as Sam wandered the shop, quickly grabbing things for their trip, the question seemed inevitable. After all, she was a mother like Allison. Wouldn't anyone in the same position do what she was asking of her? Getting Danny back was the only concern Allison had. If that meant misleading the government on their tail, she was happy to do so.

She suppressed the guilt she felt over asking the woman to lie for them but didn't let it affect her decision. Sam would never agree with her. She needed to ask before he returned. Smiling at the woman who had been a stranger just moments ago, Allison thought about how to best word her question. She hated asking favors of even her closest friends. It was going to be an awkward conversation, to say the least. The woman gave her a knowing glance, and Allison realized she wasn't as coy as she seemed.

“Penny for your thoughts?” she asked. “You know my oldest son married a pretty little thing like you. Of course, I don't think she has half your brains. I can't believe you’re going through something like this. It really makes the heart ache, doesn't it? If there is anything I can do, you just let me know.”

Allison felt a blush jump to her cheeks as she smiled. Her eyes darted around the store briefly until she located Sam on the other side. He was far out of earshot. She had her opening; all she had to do was always take it. The worst that could happen was that the woman would say no and refuse to cover for them. In that case, they would get the hell out of dodge as fast as possible and retain what little lead on the feds that they could.

“I know it’s going to be a stretch, but would you mind doing us a favor?” Allison asked.

“Well, I guess that depends on the favor?”

“Would it be possible to tell the FBI that we went to the trails on the other end of town? It would give me and my husband a head start on finding our boy.”

“Honey, don’t you know it’s a federal offense to lie to the FBI?”

Instantly, Allison regretted asking the question. She had no right to ask a complete strange to lie on her behalf. She knew she had made a mistake, but they had no other options. Finding her son was her top priority, so no matter what the woman told the FBI, it wasn’t going to matter. She was going to find Danny, and the FBI wasn’t going to stop her, either.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. I know I shouldn’t have asked, but I had to take a chance. The police haven’t helped, and I’m just worried the FBI will be more concerned with finding us than my child.”

The woman laughed. “I don’t care about the FBI or the police. Our tax dollars pay their salaries, and they do nothing but worry about a few pot plants growing in a field somewhere.”

Allison smiled. “Especially the local police in our area. Either way, thank you so much. I don’t know how I can repay you.”

“It’s no big deal. I’ll already be lying to the FBI the first time for the pot plant I have growing out back. I figure it’s not a problem to do it a second time.”

Allison laughed. “Thank you.”

“Screw them. That’s what I say. You just make sure to find your boy. I’ll throw the FBI in the other direction.”

Sam approached the counter just as they finished their conversation and unloaded everything he had picked up from his arms. As she quickly worked to tally them up, Allison started going through the gear. As she worked, Allison kept a close watch on the clock hanging behind the counter. They had twelve minutes before the one-hour mark. While there was still a chance the FBI was taking longer than an hour to hit the road, Allison doubted Agent Morgan would let that happen. The rambunctious woman seemed incredibly driven to follow up on every lead. For that, Allison was grateful.

In their current predicament, though, she was really hoping the agents had gotten lost or ran into car trouble along the way. The pair finally emerged from the shop in a sprint after promising to tell the woman the outcome of their search when they finally found Danny. Allison was certain the helpful shop owner would instantly fall in love with their little boy, just as so many others had in the past. They didn't have time to talk things through before Sam sped away from the storefront.

He knew as well as she did that they were racing against the clock. It was a straight road except for a bend a few miles up. They had to get around the corner before the feds turned to the road. From there, it would be a fifteen-minute drive to the strip of road that housed the trails the owner had told them about. Hopefully, the government believed the shopkeeper when she told them the direction Allison and Sam had fled. With her eyes on the road behind them, Allison’s heart only started to beat at a normal pace again once they were safely around the corner and out of eyesight. At least they had respite for a few minutes, if nothing else.

“Do you think the feds know we’re not coming back yet?”

“I have no idea. For all I know, they could be right behind us. They’re going to do what they want to do while you and I go and find our son. I just want him back in my arms again.”

“I know, honey,” Sam said. “It looks like we aren’t going to get any signal here.”

On the one hand, Allison knew not having a signal could work in their favor. The feds couldn’t track them if they weren’t getting any reception. On the other hand, she knew if the kidnappers wanted anything from them, they no longer had a way of making contact. She suddenly found herself conflicted on whether it was a good or bad thing. Worrying about something as small as cell phone reception seemed like a silly thing, but her mind fell into the rabbit hole anyway.

“That makes me a little worried,” Allison said. “I don’t know if it’s a good thing.”

“I’d have to say it is. The FBI can’t track us this way.”

“True, but the kidnappers can’t contact us if they want a ransom or something like that. With no signal, they can’t get through.”

Sam sighed. “I doubt they’re going to do that. I have no idea why they took Danny, but I don’t think money is the reason. I’m almost certain of that much.”

“What makes you so sure about that? I mean, how can you know that?”

“Because they haven’t called yet,” Sam replied. “If they wanted to take Danny for a ransom, they would have tried to make contact a lot sooner than now. I think something else is going on, but I don’t know what.”

Her mouth snapped shut. She knew it didn't make any sense but having a signal on her phone still made her feel better, given their circumstances. It didn't matter that the kidnappers weren't likely to call. She liked having the hope that it might be something as simple as a ransom. If they wanted money, she knew with the community’s help, they would come up with it. Snatching her son and running away with no good reason made absolutely no sense to Allison. Sam reached for her hand, but she pulled it away. She wasn't ready for him to see the wounded look in her eyes.

“Come on, Allison. I'm sorry, I didn't mean it like that. Maybe they will call,” Sam said.

Allison sighed and shook her head as she took his hand. She knew he was right. It was reaching the point where she no longer had any control over her emotions. It felt like she was on a roller coaster. All she wanted was her son back in her arms, but it wasn't Sam's fault he was gone. He was only trying to help. Allison smiled at him and lifted his hand to her lips as she kissed his fingers tenderly.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Hey, you’ve got nothing to be sorry about. Do you hear me? You are a freaking warrior. I can't believe how strong you are, Ally. Don’t ever apologize. There is nothing wrong with keeping that hope alive.”

“Thank you, Sam, for everything.”

“That’s why we make the perfect team, honey. I’ll always have your back, I promise.”
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They drove slowly the closer they got to the area on the map where the trailheads were located. By the time they saw the first of three pull-offs, it had started to snow. Normally, the fat, white flakes would bring Allison joy, but now, they simply brought more fear and trepidation. Without knowing where Danny was in the wilderness or how prepared his kidnappers were for the harsh environment, only sorrow came with the snow. There were no signs of a vehicle pulling off near the first trail.

It only made sense to keep moving to the second spot. The FBI would be right behind them. If they found nothing at the other two locations, they’d have to find a new approach. She didn’t want to think about it. They had to find a lead. A quarter mile down the winding road, they passed the second trail and pull-off, but just like the first, there were no signs of anyone going in or out. Allison was starting to lose hope once again. With each flake of snow, she felt her depression sinking in deeper. Her knee-jerk reaction was to pray, but there wasn’t time, not with the third trail just ahead.

“Oh my God, look, Allison,” Sam said.

Instantly, her eyes were open and back on the road in front of them. Off to the right was a clear set of fresh tracks. Her heart started to pound as Sam slowed their SUV to a crawl. Moving through the snow-covered gravel between the trees, a vehicle came into view. Allison gasped, her body flushing with adrenaline at the sight of it. Everything matched what the shopkeeper had told them to a tee. She was sure it was the vehicle of the people who had snatched their son. She grabbed the door handle, but Sam snatched her arm before she could open it.

“We can’t do it like this,” Sam said. “We have to take every precaution along the way.”

“They obviously aren’t coming back for the car. I think they have every intention of running to the border and getting the hell out of here.”

“That’s not the point. What if we check the car out and find out what their plan is and because we didn’t call the police, they get away with kidnapping Danny? There’s a legal process for a reason.”

“You’re going to sit here and give me a legal lesson while Danny is still missing?” Allison asked. “The longer we wait, the more likely they get away. I’m not chancing it.”

“I’m only saying that we need to call this in. The more eyes we have looking for him, the better chance we have of getting him back.”

“Maybe you’re right. Let’s check out the vehicle first. I’ll call them after we find whatever they left behind.”

Sam sighed. “You know that’s tampering with evidence, right? Even if we do find Danny before they cross the border, the likelihood the kidnappers get processed goes down dramatically the more we mess with things.”

“I’m pretty sure we’re beyond that at this point. Right now, I couldn’t care less about what the process does with them,” Allison snapped. “The only thing I give a damn about right now is getting Danny back home.”

“I don’t disagree, but the idea of making these people pay is just as important to me.”

“Well, maybe you should worry more about our son than what the police do with who took him. I want them to pay, but getting my son back is always going to come first. I’m checking the car. If you don’t want to help, then wait in the car.”

Jerking her arm free, she glared at her husband. After they’d come so far, she wasn’t going to wait around for the FBI to take over and slowly leak them information. Every second counted. To his credit, Sam didn’t hesitate to follow her. She climbed out into the bitter cold and jogged a few feet into the SUV’s headlights. Peering through the window to the back seat, she saw the remnants of several days’ worth of fast food, energy drinks, and trash. She didn’t know what might have belonged to her son and what was the bastards’ who had taken him.

As she approached the driver’s side, Allison saw someone in the driver’s seat. Initially, she started to step back, but her instincts as a nurse kicked in, and she quickly saw the man was unconscious. She reached for the door handle, but Sam stopped her. She wasn’t going to let him hold her back again. If he was dead or just knocked out, she wanted to know. Allison had a few questions for the man. They didn’t have time for another argument.

“Sam, I swear to—”

“Would you please just let me do it?” he asked.

She pursed her lips and nodded. If he wanted to take control, Allison wasn’t going to stop him. He had more training than she did, but she knew it was also his protective nature. Sam only wanted to keep his family safe. Allison stood back away from the door as Sam opened it. The man didn’t move. She watched for any sign of life as Sam pressed two fingers against the obese man’s neck. He nodded to her before smacking the man several times on the cheek, but he didn’t respond.

“The man’s been drugged with something,” Sam said. “He’s out cold, but he is breathing. So, that’s a good sign.”

“Okay, now I think it is a good time to call the police and tell them what we’ve found. Well, the FBI. They’re going to need to wake him up and see what he knows. That’s not going to happen out here, and we can’t transport him.”

“Are you sure that’s what you want to do?”

“We don’t know who this man is or what he knows. He could have heard something that will lead us to Danny. We can’t take any chances.”

“You know they’re going to shut us down after this. We won’t get ten feet away from a federal officer, and we won’t be able to investigate anything on our own.”

“As much as I want to find our son, this man needs a hospital. Even if we waited for him to wake up, there’s no telling how long that could be,” Allison said.

“Well, as long as you are sure about calling in the FBI, we’ll do it.”

Allison wasn’t sure of anything at this point. She wanted to track down the bastards who had kidnapped her son and get him back, but there was more to be concerned with. If they didn’t get this man medical attention, he could die in the cold temperatures. It was a chance she wasn’t willing to take.

“I’m sure we need to get this man some help, and I think you were right.”

“Right on which part?” Sam asked.

“You’re right about needing more eyes on the situation. Let’s call them in.”

Sam smiled at his wife. “You’re really amazing, you know that? I’m glad we’re on the same page about this.”

As Sam tried a few more times to wake the man, Allison turned her attention to carefully looking through the vehicle. The second she placed the call to Agent Morgan, they would be swarming the area. There was nothing that gave them any indication of what the kidnappers’ plan was or where her son was now. Still, Allison took hope in the fact that she didn’t see any of the camping supplies he knew they had bought. Danny was a smart boy. If he had the supplies, he might stand a chance in the harsh wilderness even if he were alone.

It still didn’t explain where the man’s accomplice was. Pulling out her phone, she knew the only way they were going to get answers was by waking the guy up, and it couldn’t be done in the middle of the woods. She had to walk a few feet out onto the road in order to get a signal, but the second she reached the agent, the woman made it clear they were not to move from the location. She could tell Morgan was ticked off. She and Sam would be in for an earful, but it was worth it if finding the man led to Danny’s location.

Once they got him back to the hospital, she would stop at nothing to get the man out of his drug-induced state. She had questions for him that weren’t going to wait until he sobered up on his own. Allison didn’t care if the man died in the process, just as long as he lived long enough to tell them where her son was. She felt a surge of rage move through her. Danny came first.
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Even knowing they were on their way, Allison was impressed with how quickly the area was crawling with FBI agents. They beat the ambulance by a good fifteen minutes, given the rural area and snowfall. She wanted to help, but they were quickly escorted, along with their car, to the first trail pull-off, where it appeared they’d set up the overflow vehicles for the new search. Allison despised that they were already being pushed out. Sam was one of the best doctors in the country. They needed him to keep the man alive, but it didn’t seem to matter to the agents.

Her stomach tightened with rage as she fought not to let her temper flare. After another agent instructed them to stay in their vehicle until prompted, she nearly flew off the handle. Sam was quick to roll up the window, preventing the man from hearing his enraged wife’s outburst. She wasn’t happy to be kept waiting, and with each passing minute, her anger only grew. Sam did nothing to help, tapping his fingers on the wheel and trying to keep her calm. In reality, it only infuriated her more.

“How much longer are we going to sit here like kids in time out? That man has to be halfway to the ER by now. Don’t you want to know what the hell is going on?” Allison growled.

Sam sighed. “What do you want me to do? Run over the police barricade? Maybe take out a few agents while I’m at it?”

“They’ll move, and those barricades are just wood two-by-fours. The SUV can handle it.”

He chuckled, but before he could reply to her smartass comment, there was a knock on her window. Allison jumped and spun around to see Agent Morgan glaring at both of them. Allison knew they were in for an earful.

“What can we do for you, Agent Morgan?” Allison asked.

“What in the hell were the two of you thinking? Any number of things could have happened, but what should have happened is you calling me before you took charge of an investigation that you have no business being a part of.”

“I just want to find my son. That’s all. We got a tip and followed it.”

“Allison, you should have called me before running down a lead that you had no clue how it would end. These people could have been waiting on you and Sam, or worse. They could have caught on to you following them and hurt Danny. I know you don’t want that.”

Allison sighed. “Of course, I don’t want that. I want Danny to be home and in my arms.”

“We’re doing everything in our power to track them down. I have agents and local police combing the area for anything we can find. We’re going to track them down. I think you need to go home and wait for me to call you. As soon as I know anything, I’ll let you know.”

“We’ll go home and wait for your call.”

“Good. I suggest you go home and stay there. If I need to, I will post an agent at your door. I don’t want to do that because we need every agent on the ground here. Do you understand?” Morgan asked.

“Yes, I understand.”

The woman stepped away from their car as she waved at the pair to pass through the roadblocks. Allison was still blown away by how quickly they had taken control of the situation. It didn’t matter, though. Just as she’d suspected, they were being kicked off the search. Allison wasn’t going to go home and sit around like Morgan had ordered. There was no chance in hell. Before they could do anything, she knew a conversation with Sam would have to come. From the way he drove with his hands tightly wrapped around the wheel, she wasn’t sure he wanted to keep hunting.

Sam adored their son, he was the man’s world, just like Allison, but he had far more faith in the government than Allison had. It wasn’t his fault for not understanding. She adored her husband, but it was impossible for him to realize how jaded her past with the police force and FBI truly was. Years ago, she had considered joining the FBI, back when she was fresh-faced and right of her honorable discharge from the air force. Allison had considered it for a brief moment in time.

The rules and regulations, along with the time and dedication it took to join the service, were stifling to her. It didn’t take long for her to decline the offer. Allison wanted to help people, as many as possible, which her work as a nurse allowed. As they moved out onto the road, she saw the ambulance carrying the unconscious man a half mile ahead of them. It turned to the right, and Allison gave Sam a knowing look. It was headed for the hospital.

“All right, Sam. What are we going to do?” Allison asked. “If we go to the right, it will take us to the ER. That’s where the man is headed. We can go home if you turn to the left. It’s up to you.”

“Honestly, I think that we need to go home. You heard Morgan. If we don’t get home and stay there, she’s going to post a guard, and we’ll never be able to track down Danny.”

“Do you really want to go home and just sit and wait to hear something?”

“No. What I really want to do is whatever it takes to find our son. He’s been gone too long and needs to be home with us.”

“You know we’ll probably end up getting arrested if we go to the hospital and not home. If not by the police, then Agent Morgan will do it herself.”

“I know, but I don’t know how much I care if it helps us to get our son home. I’m tired of these cops and FBI agents taking their time to follow leads. We should do it ourselves if no one else is going to do it.”

“I’m with you, honey. I want Danny home. If you’re okay with facing the consequences, then so am I,” Allison said.

“To hell with the consequences. Let’s try to find our boy and get him home where he belongs,” Sam said.

“Well, you know what to do then.” Allison smiled. “I love you so much right now. Let’s go find Danny.”

It didn’t take long for her to realize they were being followed. At first, she thought the vehicle was following the ambulance. After they reached the outskirts of town and Allison asked Sam to change his direction, she got confirmation of her suspicions as the black four-door turned to tail them through the residential streets. She ground her teeth, glaring through the rearview mirror at the men behind them. It didn’t matter that they couldn’t see her hateful gaze from so far back. It made her feel better.

“What do you want to do?” Sam asked, his eyes darting back and forth from the road to the car trailing them.

“Well, we can’t go to the hospital with them following us. We won’t even make it through the front door,” Allison muttered.

“So, what, do we just go home?” Sam asked.

She sighed. “I don’t think we have any choice…wait. Why don’t we go get some breakfast first?”

He cocked his head and gave her a confused look, but Allison smiled at him. She pulled out her phone and quickly called Carrie. There was a plan forming in her mind to get them to the hospital, but it was going to take help from their friends. Seconds later, she ended the call. Sam was smiling and shaking his head as they headed for the meeting point. Breakfast with friends wasn’t anything strange, right? When the restaurant came into view, her heart started to race.

“Make sure you park in the back. Harley Smith has a new SUV that looks just like ours, and Conner Niles’s pickup could be Tim’s truck’s twin.”

“Well, they both bought them from that auction last fall when the electric company went belly up so that makes sense. How in the hell did you come up with this idea? Are you a superhero in hiding?”

She chuckled. “Nope. I just remember everyone who comes into the hospital. Harley brought her little girl in last week and was tickled pink about her new car, so we all went to look at it. Conner, well, you know the Niles’s boy. I don’t think there is a soul in Bitter who hasn’t heard him bragging about the work he’s done to that truck.”

Sam shook his head. “You really are something else.”

“I’m just a mother determined to get her child back, nothing more.”
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When Carrie and Tim arrived at the restaurant, they parked and were dressed like Allison had told them. It was going to be interesting to see who the agents waiting outside followed. They took their time working out the details over coffee as the couples swapped information on how the last few hours had progressed. Carrie and Tim were just as anxious to get Danny back as his own parents. It wasn't long before the foursome parted ways again. This time, though, they had all swapped vehicles.

Tim and Carrie left before Allison and Sam did. She watched with a racing heart as the FBI agents who had tailed them followed their SUV—and, therefore, their friends—onto the road. The plan had worked. Now all they needed to do was get to the hospital and interrogate the man who had taken their son. She could only hope that most of the agents were still combing the woods. If they had descended on the hospital, it would make it challenging for the couple to get to the man in question. Pulling into the hospital's parking lot, Allison saw a guy dressed in a suit right inside the sliding doors. She cursed under her breath.

They were going to need a distraction if they wanted to slip past him unnoticed. Sam found a parking spot near the edge of the lot that faced the entrance. As he put the borrowed pickup into park, she heard him sigh. It was easy to understand his frustration. Had it not been for all the sneaking around, they could have found their kid by now. The FBI not wanting them to help was only slowing things down. She could understand their reasoning for it, but they had combined skills that could be an asset to the investigation. It was infuriating that they were being closed out.

“Looks like they have agents posted at the entrances of the ER,” Sam said. “Do you have a plan for getting us past them?”

Allison tried to think of some kind of distraction that would get them through the doors, but everything that came to mind would get one of them arrested. She watched the men in suits as a guy approached. The first thing they did was to ask for identification and then check him for weapons. Nothing was going to get them through the door without some sort of distraction. They needed to find a way past the reinforced security the FBI had placed at the hospital.

“I think we’re going to need some help with this one,” Allison said. “There has to be something we can do to get them away from the doors.”

“Yeah, but the only thing I can think of will get one of us tossed in jail.”

“That’s the same problem I’m having right now. I can’t think of anything that will get us through without getting us in more trouble.”

“Well, you could call the hospital security. I think Bob should be manning the office today. He owes me a favor, anyway.”

“Do you think that he will help?”

Sam sighed. “I think he’ll come up with something to help us get in there. It’s not like we’re asking him to break any laws. Besides, we work there.”

Allison took out her phone and started to dial the hospital security extension. Before she completed the call, she changed her mind and pulled up his personal cell phone number. Keeping a low profile was going to be crucial to them getting in. Typing a quick message to Bob, she explained the situation and what they needed from him. She pushed send and looked over to her husband.

Sam smiled. “Now, all we have to do is wait.”

“The waiting is the worst part. How do we know if he’s going to do something?”

“We’ll know the minute one of them leaves their post.”

The truck fell into silence as they both watched the door. It was easy to see the agent from where they were parked, though the glare of the sun coming up made it nearly impossible for him to see them. She wanted to jump out and rush the building but knew they had to continue to wait until he was gone. Every minute that passed by was pure torture, and soon enough, her mind was racing down the path of what-ifs despite her best efforts to keep it from happening. What if they couldn’t get him to leave his post? What if the man who had taken her son had already died? What if they never got Danny back?

“There,” Sam suddenly said.

Her eyes darted back to the door that was now unguarded. Whatever Bob had done to get the agent away, she was thankful. Allison grabbed the door handle and leaped out of the truck as the pair raced for the glass doors. Without knowing how much time they had, she wanted to move fast. They slipped into the hospital and quickly made a beeline for the break room behind the main reception desk. The only other occupant jumped and looked up from the paper she was reading when the pair entered.

Oliva Gregg was a woman in her late fifties on the brink of retirement. She’d spent the entirety of her nursing career at the small outlying hospital. Allison smiled at her as she jumped up and wrapped her arms around the couple. They knew Olivia would be on their side, much like the rest of the staff. It was more like a family than a working environment at the hospital.

“What are you two doing here?” Olivia asked. “I thought you’d be home. I heard a call center was set up there to help find Danny.”

“Yeah. They set it up, but there are plenty of people running the phone lines as of right now.”

“That’s good, but what are you doing here at the hospital.”

“We’re looking for the room they put the overdose victim in. Should have been brought in recently. He’s the reason all the FBI are here,” Allison said.

“Oh, sure. He’s in room one-sixty-eight. Though, I don’t know what kind of help he’s going to be. He’s not conscious.”

Allison smiled and winked at the woman. “We’ll figure it out.”

“Well, the two of you need to be careful. There are FBI agents all over the place, and they’ve been keeping a close eye on that room.”

“I have to ask, Olivia,” Sam said. “Is everyone on our side with this, or are they on the FBI’s side?”

Olivia chuckled. “Of course, we’re on your side. Whatever you need from us to help get your son back, we’re here for you.”

Allison breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. All we have to do is worry about those agents now.”

“Is there anything we can do to help?”

“I’d rather keep this between Sam and me for now. We’re already breaking a few laws as it is. We don’t want to drag anyone else into the mayhem.”

Olivia smiled. “If you guys need anything or change your mind, just let me know. We’re here for you both.”

“Thanks, Olivia. We’ll let you know.”

The room in question was located halfway down the hall. As Allison peered out into the hallway, she saw an FBI agent resume his post at the man’s door. She cursed again under her breath and carefully closed the door before turning back to her husband and coworker. They weren’t going to get into the man’s room as long as the agent was standing there, watching guard. Thankfully, the other agent who had been stationed at the front doors was out of sight from where they were. Otherwise, she knew they’d be in trouble.

“Do you think you could cause a distraction, Oliva?” Allison asked. “It wouldn’t need to be for very long, just so we could get into the room.”

The elderly woman grinned and nodded before brushing past the pair and slipping out into the hall. Allison and Sam crept to the door again and cracked it open just enough so they could watch Oliva walk past the guard in question. They exchanged friendly nods before Oliva kept moving down the hallway. Roughly twenty yards after she’d passed the agent, the woman slowed to barely moving. She turned around, a look of horror in her gaze as she clutched her heart. Seconds later, she tumbled forward onto the linoleum.

The agent immediately darted away from the door he’d been guarding to help her. Allison was momentarily left in shock. Oliva had given such a good performance; it made Allison’s instincts race to her and help kick in. She fought the urge, knowing it was all a ploy, as she grinned at Sam. He was shaking his head in the same shocked dismay that Allison felt. Oliva should have gone into acting instead of nursing.

“Are you ready?” Allison whispered.

Sam nodded. “It’s now or never.”
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The couple darted out of the break room and raced down the hall to the door the FBI agent had been guarding. By now, a group of hospital employees had gathered around Olivia. Allison knew her friends were blocking the agent from being able to see them enter the kidnapper’s room. They quickly ducked into the room, and Allison let out a sigh of relief. She couldn't imagine what they would do if they had been caught. Agent Morgan had been understanding thus far, but Allison knew her hospitality would not extend much further.

She looked down at the man in the bed as rage coursed through her body. Part of her wanted to wrap her hands around his throat and squeeze what life was left in him out. It wouldn't get them any closer to finding her little boy. Immediately, Sam had gone for the man's medical chart hooked to the end of his bed. In a bigger city, it all would have been computerized, but thankfully, Bitter, North Dakota, was still a little behind in their technology. While Allison was perfectly capable of reading and understanding everything on the man's chart, Sam was considerably better at deciphering the doctor's handwriting quickly.

They all seemed to be able to read each other’s chicken scratch, while it took the nursing staff at least a few tries to figure it out. It was a good thing the man's fate wasn't in her hands. Allison had never felt so vindictive before in her life. Not once in her career had she questioned her judgment as a lifesaver. Now though, as she looked down at the man, there was no question in her mind that she would pull the plug given the opportunity. Her husband let out a string of muttered curse words, grabbing Allison’s attention away from the guy handcuffed to the hospital bed. She could tell whatever her husband was reading was not good news for them.

“That doesn’t sound very reassuring,” Allison said. “What’s going on?”

“It’s not good. It looks as though they put him into a medically induced coma until the drugs wear off and are out of his system. According to when they induced him, we’re looking at about twelve hours until he’s woken up.

Allison cursed under her breath. She knew their time was running out, and whatever the man knew could mean the difference between life and death for her son. Still, there had to be a way of finding out the information he had, but she wasn’t sure what they needed to do in order to get it. She muttered a few more curses and looked up at her husband.

“Danny might not have twelve hours, Sam. We need to know what he knows if we’re going to have any chance of getting him back. There has to be something we can do.”

“Right now, the only thing we can do is wait for him to wake up. Obviously, we can’t stay here and wait. We should go home and come back in a few hours after he’s been brought out of his coma.”

“Is there anything you can do?” Allison asked. “Isn’t there something we can do to wake him up?”

“Like what, Ally? I can’t speed up time, and we can’t wake him up.”

The only thing Allison could think of doing was to give the man the medication that would bring him out of his coma. There was no way of knowing how he would react to being woken up early, but she knew her husband would know the amount of medication to give him.

“You know what the dosage would be to wake him up, though,” Allison said. “You could always give it to him and speed it up that way.”

“If I do that, it could lead to a lot of complications. One of them being his death. I could literally kill this man by trying to speed up the process.”

She glared at her husband, obviously not caring that the guy could die if they woke him up too soon. Why did his life matter more than her son’s? He was the only link they had to find out where Danny was. Still, Allison could see the moral dilemma weighing on her husband. If there was a way for her to eliminate his role in things altogether, Allison gladly would have taken it. She adored his kind heart, but at that moment, it was holding them back.

Allison understood it spoke volumes about her own character that she was so willing to put the man's life in jeopardy, But if it brought Danny back, she didn't care. Shaking her head, Allison sat down in the recliner next to the hospital bed. She crossed her arms defiantly as she glared at her husband. How could she make him understand that they had no other options? What he decided to do was on him, but she wasn't going to give up.

“I'm not leaving until he wakes up. I don't care if you don't want to be the one to do it. I will find a way on my own. With or without you, I am getting answers,” Allison said.

“Dammit, Allison!” Sam growled.

He glared at her and quickly shook his head before turning toward the door. As he peered outside, Allison knew he was going to do the right thing and help her. Without another word, Sam slipped out of the room and gently closed the door behind him. Alone in the room with the man who had kidnapped her son, Allison drew a ragged breath and prayed for strength. She had to resist the urge to strangle the man.

As she glared at the guy lying in the hospital bed, Allison’s mind raced back to the last visit they’d had to the emergency room. Danny had been sick for a few days during the winter. After running several tests to understand what the boy had, the doctors told her and her husband that Danny had strep throat. Aside from antibiotics, there wasn’t much they could do until the illness passed.

Once they brought him home, Danny started to have several issues, along with trouble breathing. After trying a couple of home remedies to no avail, they decided to bring him to the ER. His labored breathing had them all frightened, and Allison started to worry when the nurse started to check Danny’s vitals. After running her son through a string of breathing treatments, he ended up being perfectly fine. Compared to the situation they were in now, that seemed like nothing.

Allison checked her phone and realized fifteen minutes had passed. Though she was worried about her son, the amount of time that had gone by made her concerned for Sam. He should have been back already. Anything could have happened in the time that had crept by. With the number of FBI agents in the building, there was no telling if Sam was spotted and taken into custody. Suddenly, the door opened, and her husband came walking through. As she watched Sam approach her, she quickly noticed that he had a syringe in his hand. While she was happy he had gotten the medication, she was happier to see his return.

Her husband's gaze fell on hers. “Are you sure this is what you want to do? Once I give him this, there is no going back.”

“Yes, I'm sure. We have no other tangible lead. With the head start his accomplice has, in the gear they bought from the shop, there is no way we are going to find them on our own. Even the FBI can't help if they get across the border,” Allison whispered.

Sam nodded. “I know. I just hate that we are in a position where we have to make this choice. It's a good thing they have him in a secure room, then. I need you to lock the door. As soon as I give him this, all hell is going to break loose in here. We'll be able to slow down the agents a little bit by locking the door. They'll have to track down one of the other doctors to get it open.”

“Thank God for old buildings, I guess,” Allison muttered.

Instantly, she was on her feet and doing what he asked. She knew he was putting his medical license on the line by bringing the man out of the coma too soon. No one could fault Sam for his actions, not with his son in danger—at least, that’s what she kept telling herself. Her heart was pounding as she moved back to the side of the bed and watched her husband move the needle closer to the IV running into the man's vein. In a matter of minutes, everyone in the hospital would know what they were doing. How long would they have before the FBI was able to break into the room? With a trembling lip, Allison gave her husband the final nod of approval.
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“It shouldn't be much longer now. His heart rate is starting to increase. That means he’s leaving the sedation,” Sam said.

“Good,” Allison muttered. “The longer we are in this room, the better the chance of us getting caught. Neither of us will be any good to Danny if we’re in jail.”

With every minute that passed, Allison’s heart raced even more. She could barely take the anticipation of waiting for the man to wake up. It was impossible to know how long the adrenaline would take to work. When she saw that her husband had a second syringe ready to go, it eased her mind some. Allison was almost certain that the second syringe contained the heavy sedative used before to induce the coma. If anything went wrong, he could put the kidnapper back to sleep.

She wondered if her husband, so kind and good, had contemplated even for an instant giving the man a stronger-than-necessary dose. It wasn't something Sam would do. He had a heart of gold and a conscience. Sam was the type of man who would rather see justice served and the comatose man in prison than carry the guilt of his death with him. On the other hand, Allison had the rage of a mother and enough sleep deprivation that her moral compass had become slightly askew.

Suddenly, the man's breathing became heavy, and Allison knew from experience that he was about to wake up. Her eyes darted to her husband once more for a split second before she heard the guy on the bed gasp. Immediately, he tried to flee but was handcuffed in place. His eyes darted open as he frantically looked around the room. Despite the cuffs on his wrists, he was able to bolt upright but not do much of anything else. She was incredibly thankful that the FBI had taken the precaution despite the man's previously comatose state.

“Where the fuck am I?” the man grumbled. “Where’s that bitch at, and what did she do to me?”

Allison tried to answer his questions. “You’re in the emergency room. Where is—”

“Who in the hell are you? You don’t look like no doctors to me.” The guy’s eyes darted back and forth between Sam and Allison.

“You listen here, you fat piece of shit,” Allison snapped. “I want to know where the hell my son is?”

The patient’s eyes bulged, and he tried to get out of bed. It didn’t take him long to realize he was handcuffed to the bed when his wrist pulled him back and he shouted in pain. It would have been a comical scene if she wasn’t still worried about finding her son and getting caught. The man in front of her was barely able to make sense of where he was, let alone tell them anything. However, that wouldn’t stop her from finding out everything he knew.

He let out a heavy sigh. “That bitch tricked me. We were supposed to use the kid as ransom to make a little quick cash. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

“What do you mean? We never got any ransom request,” Allison growled. “What in the hell did you do with my son?”

“Look, I’m not telling you a goddamn thing. I need to get the out of this shithole, and you need to give me my money.”

“Why don’t you just tell us where our son is?” Sam shouted.

The man crossed his arms. “I’m not going to tell you shit, asshole.”

Allison watched the man try to get out of bed again. His mind hadn’t fully comprehended that he had been arrested and wouldn’t get away anytime soon. She was still confused by the fact that he had mentioned a ransom when they hadn’t received any such request. Her anger started boiling over, and she quickly got tired of getting the runaround.

“This will go a lot easier on you if you just tell me where our little boy is,” Allison said.

“You’re in no place to negotiate with me. If you don’t give me the money, I’ll kill her and the boy.”

The man was quickly reaching the point of panic once again. Allison knew the drugs coursing through his system fueled his aggression and delusional state even further. The few minutes of relative clarity they had were now gone, and he was nothing but a hallucinating danger to himself once again. He was struggling to get free and making an incredible racket in the process. As he started to scream and demand they let him go, someone started to pound on the door from the outside. Their cover was blown, and they had to get out of there.

He wasn't going to be any more used to them. Rage consumed her when she realized they were no closer to finding Danny than when they had woken the man. His motives for taking Danny didn't matter. She only wanted him back safe and sound. Yet the man handcuffed to the bed had no idea where her son was. They had wasted time and effort on him. Allison wasn't going to make the mistake any longer. On the verge of a breakdown, Allison’s eyes darted to her husband's. She wasn't going to give up so easily.

Just because the kidnapper couldn't help them didn't mean she was going to turn herself in to the FBI and take herself off of the hunt. There was still time for them to get away and keep looking for Danny, but they had to act fast. Thankfully an escape plan was already starting to form in her mind. Hopefully, it would take them at least a few more minutes to get the door open from the other side.

“He’s not going to give us anything else,” Allison said. “Just sedate him again.”

Sam reached over to the tube leading into the man’s arm and turned the drip back up. It didn’t take long for him to stop moving around and pass out again. If it wasn’t for the constant pounding on the door, it would have been nice to have peace and quiet again.

“What are we going to do now?” Sam asked.

“Well, we are still on the first floor. It’s not that far of a drop if we take the window.”

Sam chuckled. “You seriously want to climb out the window of our own hospital like some kind of common criminal?”

“Unless you have a better idea, that’s the best I’ve got. I don’t think we’ll make it by whoever is at the door, and I’m sure the FBI is going to be alerted soon. If they haven’t been already.”

“I’m just making sure you know what we’re getting into. Besides, I love you, and I think it’s a brilliant plan, especially with how well you’ve been thinking on your feet. Just reminds me why I married you in the first place.”

Allison smiled. “I hope you don’t forget that.”

“How could I? You remind me every minute of every day.”

“Well, when we’re doing jail time because of my brilliant plans, I don’t want you to forget how smart you thought I was when it was all going down. But I love you, too.”

Sam laughed. “I won’t forget. Now, let’s get the hell out of here.”

The pair raced over to the window, and Allison carefully pulled back the blinds just enough for her to see out. The window faced the parking lot where their friend’s pickup was waiting for them on the other side. She couldn't see any agents lingering outside from where she was standing. Judging by the amount of commotion on the other side of the door, though, Allison felt safe in assuming they were currently all occupied with trying to get into the hospital room.

It was the perfect distraction to help them get away. From the hallway, Allison heard the telltale jingling of keys being forced into a lock. She knew whatever doctor was trying to open the door would likely stall a while longer by using the wrong keys, but they were quickly running out of time. With Sam's help, they were able to get the ancient window open after a half-dozen tries. Neither of them stopped to look back once the window was open and Allison was able to slip out. She was quickly followed by Sam, who struggled a bit more because of his broad shoulders.

When they were finally racing toward the truck, Allison felt elated to be free from the hospital room again. Now they had time to process what they had learned and time to decide on what the next step would be. They were getting close, and she wasn't going to give up hope. Jumping into the passenger side of the pickup, Allison buckled herself in as Sam gunned the engine, and they sped away from the hospital in the direction of their house. No matter what the next step was, Allison knew they would take it together.
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They made it back to their house, although it took them a little over an hour to do so. She didn't want to risk exposing what her friends had done for her by switching out vehicles. It bothered her that she had to take control of the situation and be in command. To his credit, Sam seemed perfectly fine with following her lead. Allison insisted on driving around the area several times before finally letting Sam pull into their driveway. It didn’t look like they had been followed or like the house was still being watched. She was grateful, at least, for that much. So, far, it didn’t appear as though the FBI were trying to track them down.

Her heart fluttered with the hope that they might get away with everything after all, but Allison knew better. It was just a matter of time before the police and FBI showed back up at their door. For the moment, it was a nice surprise that the house wasn’t swarming with activity. Only their friends were there waiting for them on the other side of the front door when they entered. Immediately, Allison embraced the pair and thanked them once again for how much help they had been. Without the duo, Allison was certain they wouldn’t have made it as far as they had.

The four sat down with fresh cups of coffee as Allison and Sam filled the pair in on everything that had transpired while they were at the hospital. It felt good to finally be home. Carrie quickly told the couple that all of the agents were currently out working in the field. Morgan hadn’t been sure when or if they would be back to the house to set up shop again. Carrie explained that Morgan would change the FBI’s base of operation to stay close to the investigation. And Allison was fine with that.

“Well, what were the two of you able to figure out?” Tim asked.

Allison sighed. “It sounded as though the man wanted to ransom off Danny, but whoever his accomplice double-crossed him.”

“I don’t understand. You never got a ransom.”

“That’s what I was thinking at first, but I think his accomplice double-crossed him before he got the chance to send one. Everything points to some other reason the accomplice had to take Danny.”

“What does this mean for Danny, though?”

“I don’t know,” Allison replied.

“I wonder if the woman had some kind of mental break. Maybe she snapped and decided to take Danny to make him her own. I’ve heard stories of female kidnappers doing that very thing,” Sam said.

“That kind of makes sense, though I thought they usually did that when they were babies.”

Sam sighed. “Unless she lost her child when they were Danny’s age.”

“Well, whatever the reason, we still need to find him,” Carrie said. “Do you have a plan for what to do next?”

“I’m not exactly sure what our next move is, but we have to figure it out fast. Danny can’t have much time either way before he’s gone for good.”

“We need to get some rest first,” Sam said. “We’ve been going nonstop and haven’t had a moment to think anything through.”

Allison shook her head. “Danny might not have a few hours.”

“We might not be on our feet in a few hours. We’re both running out of energy.”

“You two get some rest,” Carrie said. “Tim and I can hold down the fort until you’re ready to move again.”

She didn't want to sleep but knew there was no point in arguing with her husband. Over the course of the evening, she had gotten barely three hours of sleep, and the night before hadn't been much better. Her body was exhausted, and the fatigue was starting to take its toll on her mental state once again. Allison had noticed it at the hospital when her irritation and anger had become slightly unhinged. It was a good indicator that she was starting to slip. Sam led her to the bedroom and closed the door behind them. Neither bothered to change as they collapsed onto the bed and quietly closed their eyes. It felt heavenly to be consumed by the silence though her ears still buzzed from the chaos. Before long, Allison heard Sam’s soft snoring and slipped into her own dreams.
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She bolted upright several hours later to the sound of someone other than their friends in the house. Instantly, her heart started to race as she shook Sam awake. If the police had come to arrest them for going to the hospital, she had no idea if they should flee or not. Despite being roused by the voice downstairs, they were all conversing in a normal tone. No one was racing up the steps and pounding on the door. In her opinion, that was a good sign.

Sam hadn't moved at all. She quickly shoved him with a little more force, and he snorted awake. Rubbing his eyes, it took him a few minutes to fully wake up. Allison knew she couldn't rush him. It was a running joke between them and Danny that the little boy took after his father when it came to sleep. It wouldn't matter if the house was burning to the ground around them. Allison knew the pair could sleep through anything.

“It sounds like the FBI is down there,” Sam said.

“Probably to arrest us for interfering with their investigation. How much time do you think we’ll get for this?”

“I have no idea, but we can’t think like that. We’ll worry about all the details when they find Danny. Though, they might be here because they have information on where he is.”

“I feel like they would have called to tell us if that were the case. I just hope that if they arrest us that they’re somehow still able to find Danny.”

Sam sighed. “We’d be better off trying to find him on our own.”

“Maybe, but we can’t run from the police and look for him. If they have information about where he’s located, we have to face the music.”

Allison agreed with her husband, but she knew she was right about trying to figure out Danny’s location. The only way they could find out what the FBI knew was to talk to them. Keeping in mind that they could be arrested as soon as they made an appearance, she leaned into her husband’s embrace. Nestled into the man’s chest, she wrapped her arms around him. The only thing keeping her going was his love and seeing her son again.

“It’s going to be all right, Ally,” Sam said. “We’re going to get through this, one way or another. If we’re in jail, they’re still going to find him.”

“I hope you’re right. I suppose we better get down there before they come up here and bust down the door.”

Sam laughed. “Just know that no matter what happens, I love you, honey.”

“I love you, too,” she replied.

Sam paused before opening the bedroom door to look back at Allison. She gave him a reassuring nod of approval before they headed out into the hall. Pausing at the top of the steps, Allison could see that Carrie and Tim had been joined by Agent Morgan and another man she didn’t recognize. None of them seemed especially tense. The adrenaline coursing through her eased some. It didn't look like Carrie or Tim were secretly telling the couple to run. Plus, Allison didn't feel like the agent was there to arrest them.

Hope fluttered through her for a brief moment before she realized that if they weren't there to arrest them, they had to be there because they had information about Danny. Her eyes darted around the room, part of her wondering if they'd found her son and he was running around the house somewhere. There was no sign of the little boy. Allison knew whatever the detectives had found, it wasn't Danny himself. She wanted to go back to sleep and pretend like none of it was happening, but nothing would be accomplished by doing that.

Suddenly, Allison realized Agent Morgan had something in her hand. It appeared to be a folder. The woman saw the hopeful look in Allison’s eyes and cleared her throat. She offered the couple standing at the top of the steps a sympathetic smile that only frightened Allison more. It didn't feel like the threat of getting arrested was so daunting now. She would take a night in the jail cell over bad news about Danny's case any day of the week. Drawing a ragged breath, Allison started down the steps. There was no point in delaying the inevitable.

Morgan cleared her throat. “We’ve found something.”
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The few simple words shook Allison to the core. She wanted to ask the agent for more details, but her mouth wouldn’t work. Thankfully, Carrie quickly took control of the situation and ushered the group into the living room, which had once again been restored to its original use. With the call center in full swing at Loretta’s house and the FBI working from the police station, the only laptops now in the house belonged to the two couples. Allison knew Tim was still keeping a close watch on the police station whenever he could through the hacking software, and it brought her a good bit of comfort.

Nothing would happen without them knowing about it, at least at the station. When they were all situated, Agent Morgan opened the envelope and pulled out several large photographs. She handed them over to Allison. Her hands trembled as they looked through them. She knew the agent would be showing them anything gruesome, but it was still a jarring image when she saw her son’s original outfit for Easter Sunday, along with the bunny costume shoved carelessly into the car’s trunk.

Allison felt like she would be sick as her mind started to piece together the puzzle. They had knowingly lured her little boy away without a care for his safety or concern. She was fighting to keep control once again. Her eyes darted to the agent as she handed off the images to her husband. Sam looked just as shocked as Allison felt. At least they were on the right path. Now they just had to find the comatose man's accomplice.

“We found the stolen costume and clothing taken from evidence. It’s a match to the ones that were logged by the station. We’re positive they’re the same ones,” Morgan said.

“How in the world did someone get ahold of them to begin with?” Allison asked. “Shouldn’t they have been in the police’s possession?”

“Unfortunately, they were stolen from a police cruiser.”

“Do you know how they got into the cruiser?”

“I guess the officer had stopped to get some coffee. He didn’t properly secure the vehicle and whoever took the items had an easy way to access it.”

Allison knew the police were screwing up the case from the beginning, but she didn’t know how bad it was until that moment. While the FBI was handling things better, she still knew her son would be better off with her and her husband doing the searching. She had no plans of stopping her own investigation. Allison sighed and looked back at the agent in front of her.

“That sounds like the local force. You’d think they’d be better than that with all the training, but I would expect nothing less with how they have handled things so far.”

“Aside from your friend getting ahold of me, their complete lack of an ability to follow protocol is one of the reasons we were brought in to take over the investigation,” Morgan said. “They’ve made a mess of things, and I’ve had to have my agents comb over everything they did before we took over.”

“Where’s that evidence now?” Sam asked. “Is it secure enough that people can’t break in and grab it again?”

“All the evidence is now in the hands of the FBI. There’s no way anyone is going to get it again.”

At the very least, she was grateful for the FBI and their due diligence in the chain of custody. She was thrilled they had found the evidence once again, but the fury had returned when it came to their local precinct. How could the officers have been so careless? She hated that they were able to surprise her still after all that time. There was no doubt in her mind that the repercussions of the handling of Danny's case would be long-lasting on the precinct. Once he was back home, she was going to make sure their actions weren't forgotten.

It was impossible to tell how much time they had lost chasing down evidence they'd already had at one point. Plus, everything they had found was likely corrupted by the kidnappers a second time anyway. She had no idea how much of it would actually be admissible in court. Not that it mattered, she was still hoping the one kidnapper they had in custody wouldn't pull out of his coma again. It seemed like too kind a death almost for such a monster. Knowing they were once again going to be playing a waiting game cracked open a door in her mind for the depression to start seeping in.

It was sitting around and doing nothing that bothered her the most. At the very least, they could be out in the woods helping to search for their son. If they were lucky, the FBI's forensic lab would be able to process the new evidence considerably quicker than the local officials. Allison turned her attention back to the conversation at hand. She still had questions. They were quickly running out of time to find her son, and it didn't feel like they were any closer to the second kidnapper. Without some sort of prints or lead, coupled with the head start they had, Danny could be anywhere.

“I’m assuming you found some forensic evidence as well?” Allison asked. “Do you mind telling me how long it’s going to take before we know anything?”

“Look, I’m going to be as honest with you as I am with my own team,” Morgan replied. “I have no idea how long it’s going to take them to get us something back, but I put a rush order on everything we sent to the lab.”

“Is a rush the best you could do?”

Morgan chuckled. “Danny’s case is the top priority right now. It’s not just a rush order. It’s been put at the top of the list. It should have already been delivered to the lab, and they should have already started on everything.”

“Good. I just hope they are able to gain something useful off of something. Is there anything else we can do to help?”

“For now, we need you to stay here and wait for word from us. We’ll let you know the moment we find or hear anything about your son.”

“We just want to help. Isn’t there anything we can do?”

“Well, the woods are already being thoroughly combed along with the surrounding area. If there’s anything to find, my people will find it.”

“How can you be so sure?” Sam asked.

“I have agents on foot and manning several drones in the area. The forestry department is helping, along with agents from all the surrounding areas, to find him or any signs of him. I promise we will let you know as soon as we know something.”

“How were you able to get everyone together?" Allison asked.

“We’re the FBI. They all pretty much do what we tell them to do. Like I said, I’ll let you know the moment we find something.”

As much as Allison wanted to believe they would be kept in the loop, she’d had heard the story before, and it hadn't ended well. It warmed her heart to know people were out in the woods looking for her little boy, but she despised not being one of them. When she was busy, at least she felt like she was helping. Sitting at home, occasionally taking a nap, and worrying about her little boy wasn't going to find him any faster. Agent Morgan stood and smiled at the pair sympathetically. Allison was on her feet in an instant.

Walking the two agents to the door, Allison started to plan their next move. By now, Sam had to realize she wasn't going to do what they asked and sit around the house. He would join in whatever she decided, and she adored him for it. As Allison reached for the doorknob, Agent Morgan's phone started to ring. The woman pulled it out of her pocket and lifted a finger for Allison to wait before she quickly walked into the kitchen. When she was out of earshot, Allison heard the woman mutter a greeting to the caller. She let out the breath she’d been holding.

Before Agent Morgan had disappeared, Allison saw a name appear on the screen that made her heart skip. It was the FBI forensics lab. Her eyes darted to Sam's. While her husband hadn't seen what Allison had, he quickly understood by her expression alone what was happening. A tense silence fell over the group as they all strained to hear what was being said on the call. It was no use; Agent Morgan was speaking in a hushed tone. The only thing Allison could hear was the racing of her own heart as they waited for news.
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All it took was one look from the woman, and Allison knew she had shocking new news to share with the group. Allison hadn't seen any look in the woman's eyes to tell her the news was catastrophic. As long as Danny was alive, Allison would hold out hope. The agent cleared her throat and jerked her head in the direction of the living room. It didn't look like they were leaving so quickly after all. She didn't know if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

“I think we should all have a seat again. It seems we have a few more questions,” Agent Morgan said.

“Is everything okay?” Allison asked.

Morgan smiled and nodded. “Yes, everything is fine. We’ve uncovered some things that we need to discuss with you. As I said, I will keep you in the loop.”

Her mind was starting to race once again. They had been careful to wear gloves at the scene. Nothing should have indicated to the agents that the couple had rifled through the back seat while they were there. Still, it seemed like an awful lot of work to go through just for them to explain that they had poked around. No, something else had to be going on. Of course, her mind went to the darkest place possible. Allison wondered what they had found in the trunk or what new evidence had been discovered to warrant the agents staying behind longer.

She felt like she was going to be sick as she sat down on the sofa with Sam leaning against the plush arm to her left. Whatever news the agent had to share with them, Allison felt a little comfort in knowing Sam was there with her to hear it as well. They had to lean on each other if they were going to make it through.

“So, what have you learned?” Sam asked. “Is it anything that helps us get closer to finding Danny?”

“We were able to lift fingerprints off of the evidence and the vehicle.”

“Is that all?” Allison asked. “Just a few fingerprints?”

“Unfortunately, yes. Aside from a small amount of DNA from a strand of hair, we were able to recover. The prints were the only thing we were able to pull from any of the evidence,” Morgan said. “Though I have to say, we weren’t expecting what we found.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Allison asked. “Just come out and tell us what you learned.”

“It’s not that easy. We need to run down a few things before we get to that. We’ll have to ask you a few more questions.”

Allison was frustrated. “What questions? We’ve told you everything we know.”

“I know you both have, but we need to know a few things about Danny’s biological mother.”

“What in the hell does she have to do with anything?” Sam asked. “She’s dead.”

“We’ll get to that. First, I need to get back to the station and review everything. I promise you’ll know everything I know, but I have to go by the book with all of this.”

“I still don’t understand what any of this has to do with Danny’s biological mother.”

“The only thing I can tell you is that the prints we found came back to her. Not only that, but the DNA came back with a fifty-percent match to Danny,” Morgan said. “Needless to say, we have a lot of questions we’re going to need answers to.”

Allison had no words as she replayed what the agent had just told them in her mind again. It still didn't make any sense, no matter how she looked at it. They had seen the death certificate. They had handled everything together. They had made the decision not to tell Danny of his past, and now, it was coming back to haunt them. It didn't seem real. It felt like the universe was playing a cruel joke on them somehow. The woman had overdosed. There was no way on Earth she was involved. How could she be? She didn't have the good sense to run from the cops with pockets full of cocaine and drug money. How on Earth could she fake her own death and kidnap Allison’s son?

She shook her head. “No, you’re wrong. That's not possible. You don't understand. She was a drug addict. There is no way someone like her could still be alive. Your people have it wrong.”

Agent Morgan cringed. “Allison—”

“No! That witch is dead! You people don't know what the hell you are talking about! Do you hear me?” Allison screamed.

“Allison!” Sam hissed.

The room around them went silent. Allison instantly flushed a deep red as embarrassment overcame her. She couldn't believe she had snapped at the woman. She had no idea what was wrong with her. Obviously, the agent wasn't lying. Morgan had no reason to mislead them. Yet Allison couldn't fathom a world where the awful woman who had given her Danny was still alive. Folding her trembling hands in her lap, Allison dropped her head as the tears started to fall. It was her worst nightmare coming true.

“Allison is right,” Sam said. “It can’t be her. The woman is dead. It’s impossible that it could be her fingerprints all over the place.”

“I wish I could tell you more, but for now, that’s all I’ve been told. I received the phone call and came directly to you. I still need to go over the evidence that’s been run before I can have a good idea of what we’re really looking at. I don’t know anything more than what I just told you.”

“Could there be some kind of mistake?” Allison said. “This can’t be right. It just doesn’t make any sense.”

“I wish I could tell you there was, but I promise it’s not a mistake. The lab sent over the entire report, but I haven’t looked it over myself to see what it says. I was just told a few of the details.”

Allison was still stunned the DNA was a match for Danny. No matter how many times the woman said who it had come back to, she couldn’t believe it. Not only was the DNA a match, but she couldn’t understand why now. After all this time, there had to be something more to it. If the fingerprints came back to Danny's biological mother, that would mean the woman wasn’t dead, but it was impossible.

“Like I said, I have to get back to the station to go over the report,” Morgan said. “I’ll let you know as soon as I know anything new.”

“Are you sure it came back to Danny’s biological mom? I mean, is there any way it could be wrong?” Allison asked.

“With how good our lab is, I’d bet my life it’s her.”

She was too stunned to move, let alone show the agents out again. Allison sat in a daze as she listened to Tim escort the pair to the front door before it opened and they left. A terrible silence consumed the house. Everyone else was just as shocked as she was by the information. Doing her best to keep calm, Allison took deep breaths in through her nose and let them out again through her mouth.

The trick to keep a panic attack at bay usually worked, but now, it didn't seem to have any effect as the room started to spin. She felt like she was going to be sick. If what Agent Morgan said was accurate, she might never see her son again. What kind of monster did that? What made things even worse was knowing the woman had a genuine connection to Danny. If she told her son who she was, Allison would never forgive herself for letting him out of her sight that day. Suddenly, it dawned on her that the woman was a very real threat that could keep Allison from ever seeing her little boy again.

Allison lurched forward, putting her head between her knees to try to keep from passing out. She hadn't had a panic attack so crippling in years. Not since the last time they had contact with Danny's biological mother. She remembered the day with joy, thinking how the woman had passed away and was out of their life once and for all. It had all been a lie. They had to find the pair before they disappeared out of the country and out of Allison’s reach forever. Sam sat next to her and wrapped his arms around her to offer some comfort, but it was no use. Now that they could put a face to the monster, she thought she would feel better. Instead, it only crippled her with more fear.
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“Just take a deep breath, sweetheart. We are going to get this all sorted out. I don’t know how she’s doing this, but we’ll—”

“Please just stop. I’m sorry, but I can’t deal with this right now. I just need a minute,” Allison gasped.

She couldn’t handle him comforting her at that moment. Allison knew he was only trying to help, but she felt like she was suffocating. How long had the awful woman been planning to snatch away their son? A man was dead because of Caroline’s actions, and another was in the hospital. How could she think for a minute that she would get away with everything she’d done? How had she survived so long without anyone knowing who she was? Her mind was swimming.

Allison had to focus on something else, or she would be sick. Watching Tim as he sat down across from them. She did her best to focus on the movement of her friends and not that of the spinning room. He opened his laptop and typed away on it as Carrie stood behind him, watching over his shoulder. Whatever he was doing, he wasn’t browsing the web for funny videos. Much like her own partner, Tim wouldn’t rest until Danny was back home.

Their son was like a nephew to Tim and Carrie. The boys had spent their entire lives together growing up in the small town. She couldn’t remember the last time the two families hadn’t spent at least one night a week having dinner and playing games together. It had become a wonderful ritual whenever their chaotic schedules aligned. Whatever the man was doing, it had provided her mind with enough distraction that the panic attack was rescinding, and for that, she was grateful. Now, her curiosity was piqued.

“What are you doing, Tim?” Allison asked.

“I’m getting into the police station’s file right now,” Tim said. “You know, for a government building, you’d think they’d have a better firewall setup to keep from getting hacked.”

“Well, we already know how they operate an investigation. Did you really expect more?”

Tim chuckled. “I suppose you’re right. They don’t leave me feeling like I have high expectations.”

“Did you get in?”

“I’m in. I just pulled up the security cameras. Looks like Morgan just walked into the building.”

Allison was thankful she had a friend like Tim. There weren’t many people who could do what he was doing. At least not that she knew about. Still, knowing someone was going to be able to keep tabs on what the agent was up to gave her a little more hope. The sudden revelation that Danny’s biological mother was somehow involved had already sent her into a tailspin, but she was happy to have Tim on her side.

“Just keep me posted on whatever else you find that’s relevant.”

“Actually, I wanted to let you know an email just went out to the police department from the FBI headquarters in DC.”

“Anything worth knowing?” Allison asked.

“Well, it contained the name Caroline Saunders, and they sent an image along with it as well. I can pull it up if you’d like.”

“Go ahead and pull up that picture, honey,” Carrie said. “I think we’d all like to get a good look at it.”

She watched as Tim clicked a few buttons on his keyboard and could see the screen flickering in his glasses. Again, she thought about how great it was that he was on their team. Suddenly, Carrie covered her mouth and gasped.

“What is it, Carrie?” Allison asked.

“I know that woman,” Carrie said. “Actually, we all know her.”

Allison watched as Tim turned the laptop around and showed the couple a license photo. She gasped as her hands flew to her mouth. The woman on the screen was incredibly familiar to them. It was the woman who had been cleaning their house for the last six months. She had come from an agency. It most certainly was not Caroline Saunders, though, of that, she was sure.

“That’s not Caroline,” Sam said.

Tim spun the laptop back around and cleared his throat.

“Okay, so that was sent in an email to Agent Morgan four minutes ago. I’m going to read what the guy sent her. Morgan—Given the nature of this investigation, we immediately started digging into the file for Jennifer Benson (re: Caroline Saunders). Agents were able to uncover multiple plastic surgeries that had been paid for by Benson not long after the death of Caroline Saunders was recorded.

“It’s our preliminary belief that, given the prints you’ve uncovered and the digital footprint of Jennifer Benson changing after the death of her roommate, Caroline Saunders, they are the same individual. We believe Caroline Saunders assumed the identity of Jennifer Benson when the woman overdosed after relapsing in the halfway house they shared. Saunders, knowing Benson’s family had left her money, took the opportunity in an effort to locate the missing child. Please let us know if you’d like the image released to national media.”

Allison couldn’t speak as the room fell silent. Caroline had been alive and well for years without anyone noticing. How could a drug addict make such a dramatic change? She shuddered. It was a mother’s instinct that changed someone that drastically. The woman had done it for her son, her blood. She felt like she was going to be sick again.

“From the looks of it,” Sam said. “It sounds like she’s been planning this for a while now.”

“She took our son, Sam. Stole Danny from us. Are you impressed with what she’s done?” Allison snapped.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I want to find Danny and put this whole thing behind us. I just can’t believe it’s her.”

The shock still hadn’t worn off. While she knew Sam didn’t mean anything by his comment, it still struck her wrong. Allison quickly nodded apologetically. The last thing she wanted to do was be angry with the man she loved. Still, the one thing she was angry with was the woman they had been close to, invited into their home. Rage rushed through her as she thought about the times the woman had been so close to her son.

“This woman has been inside our home, Sam. She’s been here, and we invited her in. She was within feet of Danny, and we didn’t know who she was.”

“I know, honey. I’m just as angry as you are. I can’t believe she’s been in our house.”

“If you’re in so much disbelief, then stop standing there with a dazed look on your face. Our son is out there, and the woman you’re acting so amazed by is the reason.”

Sam scoffed. “Look, you’re kind of being an asshole right now. I didn’t mean anything, and I’m certainly not amazed by it. I’m just trying to understand what the woman would want.”

“I’m being an asshole?” Allison snapped. “Your ex kidnapped my baby. How in the hell am I supposed to act? Tell me, Sam.”

Sam’s cheeks flushed a deep red before he rose and stormed away from the group. Regret and guilt coursed through Allison as she watched him go. How could she be so cruel to him when all he was doing was trying to help. It was all so much. Danny’s mother, the biological one who had brought him into the world, had taken her child. He wasn’t hers. After all, he was adopted. Even as the thought crossed her mind, she knew it wasn’t true. She had loved and cared for him like her own because that was what he was. He was her child, end of story.

The woman who had snatched him had murdered an innocent man. She had invaded their home and snatched away a child she had no right to. Jumping to her feet, Allison started after Sam to apologize, but Carrie stopped her.

“Why don’t you let Tim talk to him? Give him a few minutes to cool off instead.” Carrie said.

Allison nodded and watched Tim jog after Sam. Something inside of her broke as she clung to her friend. Nothing was ever going to be the same again. There was no happiness in knowing her little boy was probably at least being tended to. The woman had no moral compass. There was no telling what her intentions were in taking Danny.

As the tears started to fall and she clung to her friend, Allison let the emotions come. There was no point in fighting it any longer. She hated herself for lashing out at Sam and hurting the man she loved. The final piece of the puzzle had fallen into place, and it painted a grim picture. Caroline was on the run with Danny, and she had no reason to ever look back. They might never see their child again.
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Several minutes after Tim had left to find Sam, Allison and Carrie were sitting on the couch trying to come to grips with what they had learned. She was still struggling to wrap her mind around the new information. On top of that, Allison felt terrible for how she had jumped down Sam's throat. He was such a kind and loving man. She hated herself for the way she had treated him. All she could do was hope their mutual friend was able to do some damage control. Still, it broke her heart that she had been so mean to the man she loved.

When Tim finally reappeared in the living room, he smiled at the pair sympathetically and sat down across from them. Allison still felt utterly terrible for what she had said. Her husband had been nothing but supportive during the ordeal, yet she had ripped into him like he was nothing. Allison desperately wanted to go to him and apologize profusely. If he needed space, though, Allison wasn't going to invade on that private time. She knew they all had their own ways of coping with what was happening. Allison couldn't begrudge Sam for needing to take his time.

“He just needs a little breather. He'll be out soon,” Tim said.

“Thank you for talking to him, nonetheless. I can't believe I was so callous toward him,” Allison muttered. “I don't know what the hell is wrong with me.”

Carrie wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulder and held her tight. Allison was incredibly grateful not only for her friends but for the amazing support they both offered. Without the pair, she had no idea how well they would be faring during the trying ordeal. All she wanted was her son back in her arms. Was that too much to ask?

“The biggest thing you need to realize is that going through all of this with Danny missing has been incredibly challenging for both of you,” Carrie said. “Neither one of you is your normal self.”

“I know. I shouldn’t be treating him the way I have been, though. I know he’s hurting as much as I am, but I can’t seem to control myself.”

“It will get better as soon as we get Danny back home where he belongs.”

“I hope we find him soon,” Allison said. “Have you had any more luck, Tim? Anything else that the police and FBI have been talking about?”

“Nothing new at the precinct. Agent Morgan was going through the reports that came back from the lab. The police seem to be scrambling. They are definitely keeping busy, so that’s a good thing.”

“Still nothing new, though?”

“Well, my operating system keeps picking up a signal within the house,” Tim said. “Do you have any security cameras here?”

“No, nothing like that.”

“How about an old nanny cam or something like that? Anything that could put out a signal that could be mistaken for a camera?”

“No, we never needed those cameras with Danny. Plus, you guys were the only ones who ever came over to watch him, and we trust the two of you.”

“Well, something is getting picked up by the program. I’m going to run another sweep to see if I can get the signal. Maybe we can locate where it’s coming from.”

“How long will that take?” Allison asked.

“It should only take a few minutes, and I’ll be able to pinpoint it. I can’t imagine it’s anything major, but we’ll figure it out.”

A new rage surged through Allison at the thought of cameras being hidden in their house. She couldn't help but think of all of the intimate moments she and Sam shared throughout the dwelling. Instantly, a blush jumped to her cheeks as her eyes darted around the house. They had not been bashful with each other in the least. Any time Danny went to a sleepover at Adam's house, the happily married couple enjoyed being together outside of the bedroom. Her stomach lurched. Noticing that her friends were watching her, Allison tried to pull herself together.

There was no time to process her embarrassment as Sam returned to the room. All it took was one look from her husband, and Allison was on her feet. She ran to him, his arms open as they embraced. All she could do was apologize to him over and over again. He held her tight and promised her that everything was going to be okay. His strength never ceased to amaze her. A lesser man might have been broken by the news that their dead ex-girlfriend had kidnapped his son, but not Sam. There was a determination in his eyes that Allison knew well.

He wasn't going to let the turmoil they were both experiencing stand in the way of finding Danny. It seemed as if the revelation that it was Caroline who had taken Danny had ignited the fire inside of Sam once again. She knew he was desperate to find their son, the same as she was. Once they had him back in their arms, there was no telling what she planned on doing to Caroline. The woman would spend the rest of her life locked in a cell, and for that, Allison was grateful. They just had to locate the witch first.

“Ally, I’m really sorry for everything. I never meant to make you feel like I wasn’t wholeheartedly concerned with finding Danny. It’s the only thing I care about right now, aside from loving you.”

“I know you’re worried, too. I didn’t mean to jump down your throat that way. I’m sorry, Sam. I just want to get Danny back home.”

“I want to find him as much as you do, and we’re going to get him back,” Sam said. “Plus, we’re going to have that bitch thrown in prison for the rest of her life. She’ll never hurt us or anyone else again.”

“Do you think Caroline has told him the truth about being his biological mother?”

“It doesn’t matter if she has or not. You’re Danny’s mom. Nothing is going to change that. You’re that boy’s whole world, and no matter what that woman tells him, he’s going to feel the same way.”

“You’re right. I’m just so wrapped up in him not being here that I don’t know what to think. I still can’t believe she’s been in this house and we didn’t know it. Are we to blame for letting her into his life?”

“No,” Sam replied. “This is no one’s fault but that crazy woman's. Whatever is wrong with her is nothing we could have changed. We’re going to find Danny and make our family whole again. I promise.”

Tim cleared his throat. “Glad to see the two of you reconciling. Danny is going to need both of you when we find him.”

“Any luck with the sweep and locating that signal?” Allison asked.

“Yeah, I think I definitely found something here. While I’m glad I found something, I wish it wasn’t like this.”

“What do you mean?” Sam asked.

“Take a look.”

Tim turned the laptop around to face the couple once again. As soon as he did so, Allison’s heart started to race. She felt a surge of rage coursing through her again as she looked at the screen. Tim had three separate cameras open. She prayed that was all there was. One camera was clearly placed in Danny's bedroom. Allison thought back over all the loving memories they had shared together in Danny's room. From tucking in their little boy each night to giving hugs and kisses before bed, Caroline had watched every interaction.

The other two cameras were placed in the living room and the kitchen. Allison presumed they were set up in that manner so Caroline could see the most possible of Danny. She felt like she was going to be sick as she looked at the live feeds. Sam rose and slowly moved in the direction of the camera as they all watched the monitor. He inched closer to the small bookshelf as they watched his image on the monitor become larger. She hated Caroline for taking their son. She despised her for invading their privacy.

Everything the woman had done up to that point had been with mal intent. Caroline was a murderer, and now she was on the run with their innocent little boy. As much as Allison wanted to dwell on the feeling of being violated by Caroline, there wasn't time. Knowing the woman wanted to keep their little boy, a new fear ignited inside Allison. She would be on the run, but Allison wouldn't stop until the woman was caught. She had a mother's protective instinct, and Danny was hers. It didn't matter what the blood or biology said. Allison was his mother through and through.
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They moved through the house as a group. One by one, they found the cameras the evil woman had stashed. With each one they located, Allison’s rage grew even more. How could one person destroy so many lives without remorse? If, at any point in her life, she had truly loved her son, Allison knew Caroline might have actually had a chance at building a relationship with Danny. Now though, she had burned every bridge and road possible to that happy reunion and future together.

Of course, Allison didn't like the idea of sharing her little boy with anyone, but she knew she would always do what was best for Danny. In the long run, Allison likely would have considered letting Caroline be an active part of her biological child's life. Now though, Allison felt nothing but rage and resentment toward the woman. She, or her accomplice, had shot the costumed character in cold blood. They hadn't hesitated to infiltrate Allison’s home, nor had they possessed any qualms about kidnapping an innocent boy.

That wasn't the type of person Allison would allow around her child. Caroline had taken Allison and Sam's considerations and chucked them out the window. Given what she had done, Caroline would now spend the rest of her life behind bars, assuming they could catch her. Had she intended to kill the man who had been her accomplice? From what Sam had shared with her from the man's chart, the number of drugs in his system should have sent him to his maker. As it was, given his size, he was barely able to survive.

Allison’s whole body was trembling by the time the foursome sat back down in the living room. Laying on the table in front of them, face down, was a book, a teddy bear of Danny’s, and a plastic travel mug neither had used in over a year. Each one held a camera, planted there by Caroline or her accomplice.

“What kind of person would you have to be in order to do this?” Allison asked. “Is there any way of knowing how long they’ve been here?”

Tim sighed. “Unfortunately, no. If we had known about the signal from the time they were installed, then maybe we could trace it back. Without being connected to the signal from the beginning, I couldn’t tell you.”

Allison was still reeling from finding the cameras. Not only had the woman been in their home and near their son, but she also had hidden cameras throughout the house and had been watching them for God only knew how long. What else had she seen or heard?

“Not like it matters. This just keeps getting more strange every time we learn something new,” Carrie said. “What are we supposed to do now? She’s going to know we know about the cameras. Do you think we could use I against her?”

“I wish we could use it to locate her by reversing the signal,” Tim said. “I could try to do that.”

“No, it wouldn’t do any good. I doubt she’s even looking at the cameras now that she already has Danny,” Allison said. “She was probably using them to figure out our schedule to give her the best time to take him.”

“This is bullshit,” Sam said. “It’s one thing after another. We’re going to have to let the FBI know what we found. Even if it isn’t useful at this time, it’s possible they can track down more information on them.”

“I’ll make the call to Morgan. I think she should know what we’re dealing with,” Allison said.

Allison rose and pulled her phone out of her pocket. She quickly dialed the number for Agent Morgan and paced back and forth in the kitchen as she waited for her to answer. It didn't take long, and soon, she was telling the agent about the cameras they had found. It was a balancing act in her mind to know what information to share with Morgan and what information needed to be withheld. The last thing she wanted was for Tim to get in trouble for hacking into any systems. Her friend had already closed out of everything in anticipation of the FBI's arrival.

Allison understood that they were going to want to take the cameras as evidence, but that didn't mean she had to tell them the truth about how they were located. It was just as easy to believe that the foursome had taken the last hour and searched the house as it would be for her to tell the truth of how Tim discovered them. Every new revelation brought them closer to learning about Caroline and getting a better understanding of what her plan was. All of the information in the world didn't put Allison’s mind at ease. They were only a few miles away from the border, with the wilderness where they had found the man and vehicle a mere twenty miles south.

All it would take was a fast car and a few hours for Caroline to cross the border with Danny. As much as Allison appreciated the federal government's help in locating her son, she knew there would be diplomatic red tape to combat if Caroline made it across to the Canadian side. It wasn't something they could risk. They had to cut them off and set up lookouts at any close crossings. Getting the FBI on board with the needed resources would be a challenge. She would do whatever it took, even jumping the border, to find Danny.

“Are you able to hack into anything you want, Tim?” Allison asked.

“Well, maybe not like the TSA or DEA, but most basic electronics don’t have high security installed. I guess it depends on what you’re thinking of.”

“I’m thinking about what Morgan said about them sweeping the woods with drones. If those drones have cameras, would you be able to hack into one of them so we could see the feed here?”

“Actually, I hadn’t thought of that. Those would be as easy to hack as the security at the precinct. Maybe even easier.”

“What are you thinking?” Sam asked.

“Well, if we can hack into the drones and see what they are seeing, maybe something will stand out to us. Something that they wouldn’t see. I’m just trying to find anything that will give us a lead.”

“It’s a good idea,” Tim said. “If you give me a few minutes, I should be able to pull up the feed they are using. We’ll be able to see everything they see.”

“Good. I hope we can find something useful. Something that will get Danny back home a little faster than the FBI is doing.”

Sam sighed. “I want to find him as much as you do, but the FBI agents are doing everything they can to find him. At least they are doing more than the local sheriff.”

“I know, but they could miss something that you and I would notice. I just want to give Danny the best chance.”

“Well,” Sam smiled, “you’re doing better than the police on every level. We’re going to get our boy back because of you thinking so fast on your feet. Once Tim gets into the system, I’m sure we’ll find some kind of lead to help get our boy back.”

With the FBI on their way to collect the cameras they had found hidden in the house, Allison quickly instructed Tim to continue his work in the garage. She didn't need the federal government asking questions about what her friend was doing. Legal or not, Tim was working to bring Danny home, and that was all that mattered to Allison. Her friend quickly jogged to the kitchen, and his wife followed him.

Seconds after the couple disappeared, there was a knock on the door. Allison looked at her husband, who gave her a nod. It made her heart race to think of how angry he had been with her just twenty minutes before. Not that she could blame him, but she was amazed at how willing he was to forgive her. Once they had Danny back home, Allison silently promised herself that she would show her husband just how much she cared about him. Until that time, they had other things they had to focus on.

Making her way to the front door, Allison braced herself for whatever came next as she tugged it open. Just as she'd suspected, Agent Morgan it came with a team of FBI personnel ready to collect the cameras and scan the rest of the house. As she prepared herself for the coming questions, Allison silently prayed they would make it quick. She wanted to get back to Tim and the others. Hopefully, by the time they were finished with the FBI, Tim would have something to show them on the drone footage.
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Morgan and the other agents made short work of scanning the house. Sam managed to slip away from the agents just long enough to warn Tim when they were headed for the garage. Thankfully though, they did not find any additional cameras that the group had missed. They quickly bagged the evidence, and within an hour of their arrival, the agents had abandoned the house for the police station once again. For the first time, she was happy to have them out of her house and away.

As much as she wanted to be a part of their investigation, Allison felt like they were making more progress on their own than they would be working with the agents. She didn't have time to think about how the investigation was going after the agents left. Tim came rushing into the house with an excited look in his eyes seconds after she had closed the door. Her heart started to race, knowing he had found something. Whatever it was, he was obviously worked up about it.

Instead of moving into the living room where they had been working from before, Tim beckoned the other three over to the kitchen table. It didn't take long for Allison to understand why. Pulling a cord out of the computer bag on the chair next to him, Tim plugged his laptop into the large monitor on the table, and it jumped to life. Instantly, it started mirroring what he saw on his screen so they could all see what he did without crowding around him.

“Does this mean you were able to hack into the federal government's drones?” Sam asked.

Tim grinned at him but shook his head. “No, well... yes, but it didn't do us any good.”

Carrie groaned and rolled her eyes as she looked at her husband. Allison couldn’t help but grin at her friends. They had a playful relationship that was adorable, though she knew Tim’s drawn-out storytelling could occasionally be a little over the top.

“What do you mean?” Allison asked.

“Well, I didn’t have much luck hacking the federal drones. They were more secure than I first realized. Some sort of security that I haven’t really had much experience with.”

“What about the feed from the cameras? Were you able to get anything on them to see what they were seeing?”

“I did, but it didn’t do much good. They're not having any luck finding anything at all. The feed looked more like they were making a commercial or something. Beautiful terrain, but nothing that points to what the woman did with Danny.”

“Dammit. I was really hoping there would be something that would lead us to him. I don’t know what our next move is.”

Allison was growing frustrated. It wasn’t Tim’s fault that the feds weren’t seeing anything, but she was getting tired of all the dead ends. Every time they started to get close to a lead, something would stop them in their tracks. The woman was continuously one step ahead of them. She felt like screaming until she felt better.

Suddenly, she thought about how excited Tim had originally been when he wanted to talk to them. “I don’t understand,” Allison said. “If you weren’t able to find anything on the drone’s feed, what are you so excited about?”

“Well, when I was digging into the signals for the FBI drones, I came across two other drone signals being used in the area. One was military-grade, and the other was being used by a kid a few miles away.”

“Well, spit it out. What did you see on the footage from those two.”

Tim pointed to the monitor. “So, this footage was taken by a private property owner. From what I can tell about the drone’s history, it looks like the guy who has the drone sweeps the entire property twice a day. It's not uncommon, given how his property butts up to the Canadian border. Anyway…just watch.”

Allison kept her eyes glued to the monitor. When she saw a woman appear with her little boy, Allison gasped. Instantly, she felt Sam's comforting arms wrap around her as the woman jerked the little boy hard and shoved him to the ground. Tears sprang to her eyes. With the boy on the ground, obviously crying, the woman turned her attention to what appeared to be a pile of brush. As she grabbed sticks and branches, Allison saw a vehicle hidden underneath slowly start to appear.

Minutes after the woman had cleared away the waiting vehicle, she said something to Danny, and the boy quickly rose. He seemed to hesitate for a split second before lurching away from the car and woman, but the kidnapper was too quick. She lunged for Danny and grabbed him before he could flee, dragging him over to the vehicle before unceremoniously tossing him into the back seat. A blinding rage surged through Allison as her body started to shake. She couldn't wait to get her hands on the woman who had abused her precious little boy. She had found them. There would be no mercy for Caroline. A renewed vengeance and determination rose inside of Allison. Danny needed her, and she wasn't going to let him down.

“Were you able to find when and where the footage was taken?”

“It took a little digging, but I was able to track down the information. It recorded about three hours ago. The recording was taken roughly two miles from the Canadian and United States border.”

“Is there anything else you can tell us about the area it recorded?”

“I actually already did some digging on that, too. I went through the local records and found it’s a farmer who owns all the land clear up to the border. The drone does a sweep two times a day,” Tim said.

“That’s a good thing. I’m guessing that the sweep occurs once in the morning and once at night?” Allison asked.

“You’d be right about that. It makes the most sense that he’d check the area like that.”

Allison thought about the news Tim was giving them. She knew he could hack into the drone, but she wasn’t sure if it would take too long. Closing her eyes, she pictured her son crossing the Canadian border with a woman he had never met. She knew he was scared, and she feared that, at his young age, the cold would start to get to him. She needed to do whatever it took to find what way the woman had taken him.

“I know you can hack the drone, but would you be able to hack it? How far will the drone go once you do?”

Tim smiled. “It has a ten-mile radius from its charging base. It will take a little time to hack into it.”

“How much time are we talking about?” Allison asked.

“Not long. I’m thinking it should only take me about thirty minutes or so. I’ll let you know as soon as I’ve gotten into the system.”

Allison didn't hesitate the moment she learned where her child had been. She leaped to her feet and started up the stairs, taking them two at a time. As soon as she had their things ready to go, they could hit the road. She heard the others calling after her, and after a few minutes, Sam could be heard moving up the steps in her direction. Allison wasn't going to wait for his approval. She dropped to her knees at the edge of the bed and felt around underneath it. After a few seconds of searching, her hand found the metal box she had been looking for.

Pulling out the small safe, she entered the combination, and it popped open. Snatching the two blue United States passports and the cash they kept on hand for emergencies, Allison shut the safe again and slid it back under the bed. By the time she stood back up, Sam had made his way into the bedroom and was softly closing the door behind him. All it took was one look, and she knew they were going to have an argument about her plan.

She adored Sam with all of her heart, but sometimes he struggled to jump into action. He was the wonderful type of man who thought every single move through to its completion before taking action. For Allison, though, there was no time to waste. Caroline probably already had their child in a different country. She wasn't going to give her more of a lead and risk her disappearing with Danny again. As far as she was concerned, they were lucky it was only Canada. Allison would never forgive herself if she managed to get Danny to a non-extraditing country.

Allison’s gaze leveled on Sam. “I’m going after my son.”
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To her surprise, she got no argument from her husband. He quickly jumped into action when he saw the passports and emergency cash in her hand. Grabbing their bug-out bag from the closet, he snatched the passports and cash from her hand and quickly shoved them into the bag. She adored that he was willing to go to the ends of the Earth for his son, the same as her. Allison had no idea how long they were going to be gone, but they still had the camping supplies in their car. Between what they had purchased and what they already had in the bag, they could stay on the road hunting for him as long as it took.

If Caroline thought she could outrun them, she obviously hadn't done a very good job learning about them from the cameras she'd planted. Nothing would stop them from finding Danny. No amount of time or expense mattered when it came to bringing their boy back home safely. As they hugged their friends goodbye and darted to the car, Allison silently prayed they would find Danny before it was too late. The rage continued to move through her as she replayed the video in her mind. Her little boy didn't deserve the treatment he was receiving.

He was fighting for his life, and that made Allison incredibly proud. She knew how terrified Danny had to be. Yet he was still spirited enough to try to flee from his captor. Sam didn't bother with any of the speed limits as they raced toward the farm where the drone footage had been taken. It was just a few miles away now. Her heart raced as her phone started to ring and Tim's name appeared. She was thankful to have a friend who knew so much about technology. Without him, Allison knew they would still be sitting at home, worrying about where their son was and who he was with.

“What do you have for us, Tim?”

“I called the property owner and talked to him about using his drone. I explained everything that had happened with Danny and that we thought they were heading within range of his drone. We now have full control and his permission to use it. He was very empathetic to your situation.”

Allison was thankful there were still good people in the world. Over the last few days, it seemed as though there was evil overtaking their lives. The farmer didn’t have to allow them access, but in their time of need, he had agreed to let them use what they needed to help find her son. Though she was still thankful Tim was willing to hack the drone in order to find her son, having permission was better than breaking another law along the way.

“That was quick thinking on your part. Have you found anything yet?”

“Well, I gained access to the drone and took it out over the tracks. I followed the car to the border before I lost it.”

Allison sighed. “Damn. No sign of the car after that point?”

“No, but I did hack the security cameras in the nearby area. I spotted the car a few minutes later, and it was pulling onto a dead-end road just two miles over the border.”

“So, do you have the drone following that path now?” Allison asked.

“You know me too well.” Time chuckled. “I have the drone heading that way now. I’ll let you know what I find.”

“You’re the best, Tim. Send me word as soon as you find something.”

“Will do. I’ll text you the coordinates I have for that road. You should get them by the time I get off the phone. You guys, just be careful out there.”

“We will. Thank you, Tim.”

“You’re welcome.”

As she ended the call, Allison programmed the coordinates into her phone's GPS. She never had a problem crossing the border, but this was the first time she knew they would have to lie about what they were doing there.

“We need to let the FBI know what's happening. They are looking in the wrong place once again,” Sam said.

Allison shook her head. “I promise we will, just as soon as we cross the border. It can wait a few minutes longer.”

Sam cocked his head. “Is there any reason, in particular, you are waiting until we cross? The faster we can get them moving, the more help we will have in finding Danny and Caroline.”

“If we tell them we are headed for the border and going to cross into Canada to try to stop a criminal without the proper clearances, they will detain us. We can't risk that happening. If Caroline figures out we are on to her, she might flee with Danny again. Is that really something you want to gamble on?”

He sighed. “No, I guess you’re right about that. How did you get so smart?”

Allison chuckled and shrugged. “I read a lot of mystery novels, I guess.”

As the conversation died down and Allison watched the forest pass by them on either side, her stomach started to roll. They were inching closer to the border. Before long, they would have to lie to the patrol agents, and that made her incredibly uncomfortable. She knew it bothered Sam as well, but it didn't look like they had any other options. Minutes later, as the small station came into view, Allison drew a ragged breath. The car came to a stop with two more in front of it waiting their turn.

“I think you should tell the border agents we’re only here for the afternoon. Tell them we just came up here to do a little hiking.”

Sam sighed. “I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get Danny back home, but you know how much trouble we’re asking for if we lie to border patrol.”

“Probably a whole lot, but I don’t care.”

“Why don’t we just tell them we came here to look for our son. They have to be sympathetic to our situation, right?”

“You would think so, but they won’t care,” Allison said. “Look, you’re one of the most brilliant men I have ever known, but when it comes to some things, you just don’t get it.”

“So, you think I’m smart?” Sam smiled.

“Of course I do. We can’t just drive up to the border and tell them we were just here to look for our missing son and the kidnapper who took him.”

“Yeah, but if we lie to the agents at the border, they’ll revoke our passports and lock us up.”

“That’s just a chance we’re going to have to take. If we tell them the truth, they’ll turn us away, and Danny could be gone forever.”

“I know you’re right. I’m sorry I’m so nervous about all of this. I never thought in a million years that I would have to go around lying to law enforcement and be out trying to find our son. I just want you to be sure you want to do it this way.”

“I don’t know of another way,” Allison said. “Plus, the police and feds can sort all of our indiscretions out when Danny isn’t stuck with a murderer. The sooner we get him away from that psycho, the better we will all be.”

Seconds later, a border agent approached Allison’s window and gently tapped it. The woman was smiling at them in a friendly manner. Allison rolled down the window and handed her all of the documentation she knew the agent would ask for. Along with their driver’s licenses, insurance, registration, and passports, Allison also gave her the small booklet where they kept their border crossing information. It showed they made the trip across frequently.

Between the wonderful antiquing and the beautiful forest, they had crossed dozens of times over the years to the Canadian side. They adored the travel and knew Danny loved it as well. Now though, there was a daunting amount of tension as she forced herself to smile and carry on a friendly conversation with the woman. The only way they would make it across to find Danny was if they were able to sell the lies they were telling.

She couldn't believe their son had passed through the same crossing just hours before. No one had stopped them. No one had questioned Caroline or whatever false documentation she had given to get them to the other side. As the anger started to swell inside of Allison, she forced it back down. There would be time to deal with it later on. Giving one final wave to the border agent, they were ushered through to the Canadian side, and Allison let out a sigh of relief.


38
[image: ]


Allison was still trying to catch her breath from getting across the border. In a way, she thought she might have been more nervous than her husband, who wanted to tell the agents the truth. Still, they had gotten across without any issues, and she was thankful. She pulled out her phone and got ready to make a call to Morgan when it started to ring in her hand. The call was from Tim, and she quickly answered it.

“What do you have, Tim?”

“I just sent a link to your phone. Click on the link but keep me on speaker so I can talk to you.”

She went through the messages and found Tim’s name. Sure enough, there was a link, and she pressed the screen to follow the link. While it loaded, she switched the phone call to speaker so she could hear what Tim had to say.

“Okay, I clicked the link, and it looks like I’m looking at the drone footage. What exactly am I seeing here?”

“From what I can see, it looks like she’s got them holed up at an old, abandoned summer camp. I’ve done a little research on the area, and that’s what it came back as.”

“Thank you, Tim. I think I can see the parked car sitting there.”

“That’s what I was thinking it was, too. I didn’t want to get in too close and give you guys away.”

Allison sighed. “That’s good thinking, Tim. Can you get me the address to that place?”

“I’m already sending you the coordinates as we speak.”

“Thanks, Tim.”

“It’s not a big deal. You just get our boy back and be careful.”

As the call ended and they watched the drone footage, Allison was blown away. She couldn't take her eyes off of it and didn't want to. If it meant they would miss the opportunity to catch a live glimpse of their son, she never wanted to look away from the screen again. They were so close to him; it made her heart pound, knowing they might soon be with their little boy. There was a new level of danger to things, though, knowing Caroline would stop at nothing to keep Danny with her.

“Don't forget you still need to call Agent Morgan and let her know,” Sam said.

“I know. I just don't want to turn this off,” Allison whispered.

“We will have him back soon, sweetheart. Agent Morgan needs to know he’s in Canada. I don't know what it will take to get the federal government over here, but I have to assume it will take hours. The sooner we let them know, the better.”

“I know, okay? I know you are right, but they will tell us to stop what we’re doing and come back.”

“They’ll help us put that woman behind bars. We aren’t going to go back home, not without our son. I promise you, okay?”

Allison sighed and nodded. She knew her husband was right. She was just about to close out of the program and call the FBI when suddenly there was movement on the screen. She gasped and froze, afraid that any movement might disrupt the feed. Suddenly, Caroline appeared on the monitor. Rage once again coursed through Allison at the sight of the woman. With her heart racing, Allison watched the scene unfold in front of her. It was a terrible feeling to know what was happening and not to be able to do anything to stop it.

“Sam, look,” she whispered.

Her husband didn't hesitate to pull the car over to the side of the road so he could see what Allison was watching. The woman was waving a gun around like a madman. Suddenly, Danny appeared on the screen, and her heart started to pound once again. The poor boy looked terrified as she grabbed hold of him and shoved him again to the ground. How could the woman who gave birth to such a precious child treat him so poorly? Allison fought back tears as she gripped the phone with more force than necessary. If it had been possible, she would have climbed through the monitor and strangled the woman to death with her bare hands. Even that death seemed too kind to Allison.

She felt like she was going to be sick. Suddenly, the woman noticed the drone buzzing high above her and produced the gun again. Three loud pops rang out before the screen faded to nothing but black. Allison gasped, her eyes darting to her husband as the tears fell down her cheeks. Not only was the woman armed and dangerous, but apparently, Caroline was a good shot on top of everything else. The happy couple was no match for her. Just because they outnumbered her didn't mean anything as long as she had a weapon with her.

Allison hated herself for not bringing some sort of protection. It baffled her how the woman was able to smuggle the gun across the border. Of course, she had killed a man and assumed the identity of her dead roommate. Nothing should have surprised Allison anymore. They had to get the federal government there. Otherwise, they didn't stand a chance. Quickly flipping her phone around, Allison dialed the number for Agent Morgan and put it on speaker. The situation had become deadly, and her son was in the middle of it.

“Allison, is everything okay?”

“We’ve been able to track the woman up into Canada,” Allison said. “We have live footage of her being there just a few seconds ago. She’s armed, and Danny is there. They’re holed up at an old, abandoned summer camp.”

“I’ll alert the Canadian law enforcement and let them take care of her and get your son back.”

“We’re already here, Agent Morgan. I want to know my son is safe.”

“You need to turn around and get back into the United States, now. We don’t have any business being in that country conducting any lawful business. We need to let Canada handle the situation.”

Allison scoffed. “My son was brought here illegally. I think we need to go in there before it’s too late. We have no idea what in the hell this bitch is capable of.”

“It doesn’t matter. We have no jurisdiction there. I can get ahold of them and have officials there and set up a joint task force in less than sixty minutes. We need to play this by the book.”

“The book hasn’t gotten you to where we have. I want my son back. I don’t care about the legalities that you have to deal with.”

“Allison, I need the two of you to get your ass back to this country. That’s an order,” Morgan said.

Allison didn’t take long to think about the threatening tone the woman was using. She knew the chances of them getting arrested when this was over were high. It was looking more and more like her and her husband would be behind bars by the end of the week, but she didn’t care. Her son was her biggest priority.

“I’m sorry, Morgan, but I just don’t think I can do that.”

As she ended the call with Morgan, Allison turned to look at her husband one more time. He smiled at her as he slipped the car back into drive and pulled out onto the snow-covered two-lane road. They were only a few miles away from their son now. Her heart ached when she thought of holding him in her arms once again. For so long now, it had felt like a distant dream. Now though, they were going to find him, of that, she was sure. The hope that had kept her alive and on the hunt for days was finally coming to an end.

It would take years for Danny to heal from the trauma of his kidnapping. In earnest, it would take the entire family a long while to recover from the ordeal. Allison was confident they would make it through no matter what. Caroline was going to spend the rest of her life in jail, which wasn't as good as dead, but at least Allison would know where the woman was at every second of every day. If she couldn't be out of their lives and in the ground, at least she would be locked away.

When their GPS alerted them to their destination being less than a mile away, Allison looked at her husband again and smiled. They were close. But before they went into the abandoned campgrounds, they needed a plan. It would take teamwork if they were going to get Danny away from the woman without risking his life or theirs in the process. Caroline was obviously not mentally stable. If anything happened to Danny because of her, Allison would stop at nothing to have the woman's head.
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As soon as the abandoned road came into view, Sam killed the lights on the SUV. The large vehicle moved noisily through the crunchy snow until he brought it to a stop a quarter mile away from where they could see the peaks of a dozen buildings beyond the overgrown brush. She couldn't believe they had finally made it to the location where their son was being held. It took all of her self-control not to let the anxiety and anticipation consume her. They still had a lot of work to do before Danny was back in their arms.

The first thing they needed was to put a plan together. They couldn't go in there without knowing what the end goal was. She knew it was to get Danny back safe, but if all they could do was prevent the woman from running with him again, it would have to be enough until the government could get there. It broke her heart to know they might not be able to do anything for her son for an hour or more. Anything was better than nothing. Sam turned off the SUV and looked at her, obviously waiting for the next step.

Allison had to remind herself how far they had come in just a few days. They went from having no hope at all to knowing where he was and who he was with. She knew the situation could have been significantly worse. He was with someone who, in her own twisted way, cared about him. Children were abducted every single day with much more grim outcomes than the one Danny had. Her stomach rolled at the thought of what other parents might endure if their kids were kidnapped. She had the resources and the connections to find her little boy but knew not everyone was so lucky.

“So, have you had the time to come up with a plan, or are we going in guns blazing?” Sam asked.

Allison smiled. “You know I’ve been going over all of this since we found out. Though I don’t have a plan, we’re going to get Danny back.”

“Well, I know you’re not going to like my thoughts on this, but I think we need to hang out and watch. We should wait for the police to get here. It’s going to be Danny’s best chance of getting him back safely.”

“I’m worried about him, too, but Danny might not have that much time. We don’t even know what she wanted from him in the first place. Hurting him could have been her plan all along.”

“We’re not even armed, Ally. We already know she’s armed, and we have no idea how dangerous she can really be,” Sam said. “The ‘guns blazing’ comment was certainly a joke.”

“Fine, we’ll wait and watch, but if I see Danny being hurt in any way, I’m going in after him. There’s no way I’m going to sit back and watch my son be harmed.”

“I’ll be right there with you,” Sam said. “We’re not going to watch that happen for even a minute.”

She couldn’t help but think about what her son’s kidnapper could be planning. Allison wished they had brought Sam’s old hunting rifle. If they had a weapon, they could go in and save Danny without having to wait for the police.

Allison sighed. “I wish there was something more we could do. I don’t like the idea of waiting for something to happen.”

“I know. We could disable the car just in case she tries to leave with him before the police show up.”

“I think that’s a good idea.”

Allison couldn't believe how bitter the wind was as they climbed out of the SUV and carefully closed the doors behind them. It wasn't that far from their home, yet there seemed to be a ten-degree difference in the chill of the air. She took some comfort in knowing that her son at least was inside and not suffering from the cold and frostbite. No matter how much she tried, she couldn't seem to get her heart to stop racing at a wild pace. They crept carefully and quietly to the entrance of the campgrounds and saw two rows of five buildings, each on either side of a snow-covered driveway.

In the middle of the drive was Caroline’s stolen vehicle. From the GPS satellite images, Allison knew they wouldn't be able to run along the backs of the buildings. There was a tall fence that butted up against them, and it would prevent any effort to sneak behind. Instead, they were going to split up, and Sam would move through the houses one by one until they were both positioned at the last buildings where their son was being held captive.

Climbing through the broken window of the first small outbuilding, Allison lowered herself in with the help of Sam and carefully turned back around. She wanted to keep watch for her husband while he ran across to the building that mirrored the one she was in. Before he left, she kissed him once more. Allison knew they would make it through the ordeal together as a family, but it still broke her heart when they had to separate. She always felt stronger when they were together. She had to keep the faith alive that before long, they would all be reunited as a family once more. Then they would be able to put the ordeal behind them and not look back.

“I’ll keep watch,” Allison said. “There hasn’t been any movement from the big building so far.”

“Good. Just promise me you won’t do anything.”

“Sam, I told you I wouldn’t. I promise I will stay put until the police get here.”

“I know we agreed on that, but I also know how much you want to get Danny back. We have to play this smart. I don’t want to tip her off by doing anything erratic.”

Sam knew her well. There had been too many times that she had agreed to something and then went and did it anyway. Not like she always did it on purpose. There were just some things that were important enough that she had to go back on her word. Still, she had promised to wait, and she had every intention of doing just that. Unless something happened to Danny. If that were to happen, she had no idea how she would react or what she would do to the woman who took him.

“I’ll stay here. I’ll wait for the police and watch to see what happens. I’ll tell you one thing. If Danny is going to be in any kind of danger, I won’t stop until that woman pays for it.”

“I know, honey. I’ll make sure to do my part, as well.”

“I’m glad you’re here, Sam. Just be careful. I don’t want to have to rescue my husband and my son on the same day.”

“You can always be my hero, Ally. I love you. Just keep an eye out for anything. If you see something, let me know.”

“I will. I love you, too,” Allison said. “Be safe. I’ll let you know if I catch any movement.”

She kissed him once more, not wanting to let him go as he slowly crept away from the window. Keeping her eyes on the large building at the end of the drive, she gave Sam a nod when there was no movement. Allison watched as he raced across the driveway to the other row of buildings. Her heart pounded the entire time, waiting for Caroline to appear and take aim at the man she loved. Still, though, if the awful woman was outside, at least she wasn't inside with their innocent little boy.

When no movement came, Allison drew a ragged breath and started to creep carefully through the building to the other side. With every step she took, she listened for any noise coming from beyond the doors. Every minute now counted toward finding Danny. The last thing she wanted to do was spook the woman and cause her to flee again. They had to immobilize the vehicle as soon as possible. At the very least, it would give them a little more time before the FBI got there if Caroline realized what they were doing.

When she reached the end of the building and saw the window was still intact, Allison whispered a curse under her breath. She would have to open it and pray it didn't make too much noise. It was slow and daunting work, but it would be worth it, in the end, to have Danny safe and sound. Allison knew she couldn't rush things. Quickly stealing a glance across the driveway, she saw her husband was working his way into the second building and knew she had to move fast.
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All the buildings were covered in years of dust, cobwebs, and filth from teens and the homeless using them as shelters over the decades. She watched carefully as they both crept from one building to the next by any means necessary. Every few seconds, Allison’s eyes would dart to the large building at the end where her son was being held. It took every ounce of self-control she had not to race to the front door and burst through. She was sure she could tackle Caroline before the woman was able to get a shot off.

Yet after witnessing Caroline shoot down a drone in three shots, Allison knew there was a good chance either her or Sam wouldn't survive the charge. She was happy to sacrifice her own life for Danny but wouldn't put her husband's or her son's life on the line with the same cavalier notions. Part of her still felt the lingering guilt over his disappearance. If she had been watching him closer, perhaps she would have seen the signs. It devastated her that Caroline had been in their house, watching them and their son for an unknown period of time.

She quickly shook her head and tried to focus on the task at hand. Letting herself be consumed with the guilt wouldn't bring them any closer to rescuing Danny. As she worked on wiggling the second building’s window open, her phone started to vibrate in her pocket. When she saw Tim’s name appear on the screen, Allison knew she had to answer it. There was no telling what information he might have discovered. Any information on the case could be crucial to their survival and success. She answered the call in a hushed whisper, not wanting to expose their presence or location to the kidnapper.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Allison. This is Tim. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, I just don’t want to be too loud right now. We’re up close to where they are, and I don’t want to give us away.”

“Okay. Well, I wanted you to know we’re tracking the officers using the fed drone. They’re assembling a team and moving to the border.”

“Do we know how long it will be until they get here?”

“Looks like you got about fifteen minutes to get there. Give or take. They’re making good time. Looks like they’re doing a great job of getting everything together.”

Allison sighed. I don’t know how long Danny has, but I hope they get here in those fifteen minutes. Thanks for everything, Tim. I don’t know how we’d have gotten to this place without you.”

Tim chuckled. “I’d be there myself if you were the one with this specialty.” Tim chuckled.

“Just tell them to keep their asses moving. Danny’s life depends on them.”

“I’ll make sure to pass along that message,” Tim said. “I do have to tell you one more thing.”

“What else is there?”

“The FBI is already swarming your house to try to find out how you knew to get up there and find them. It won’t take them long to figure it out, but I wanted to give you a heads up about what was happening here.”

“Well, it doesn’t surprise me. I figured they’d have already sent units over by now, anyway. Are you going to be okay?”

“Oh, don’t you worry about me. I’ve got everything covered here. They’ll have to have some pretty good techs to find the programs I’ve been using.”

Allison chuckled. “You are good, Tim. Let me know if you hear anything else.”

Ending the call, Allison started to work her way to the third building. Knowing the officers were on their way was a comfort, but she still had no idea if Caroline would stay in one spot. There was no question in Allison’s mind that the drone had alerted Caroline to the presence of someone, though she might not know who. Thus far, Caroline had proven to be a worthy adversary.

Allison wouldn't be surprised if the woman decided to change their location one last time in the hopes of fleeing from the law. Next line from where she was, two buildings away from the one that housed Danny and his kidnapper, she could make out her son's small figure in the window. The sight of him brought tears to her eyes as she fought the urge to race across the open land to her little boy. It wouldn't do him any good. Caroline would see her coming and her life before she got within twenty feet of Danny.

That truth did little to comfort Allison as she heard the woman's elevated voice screaming at her son. Every protective maternal instinct in Allison pleaded with her to rush forward and save her little boy from the verbal assault. She would make the woman pay for everything she was making Danny endure. Until that time could come, though, Allison would continue to play it safe.

As she crept into the fifth and final building between her and her son, her phone started vibrating again. From across the driveway, she could see Sam through the window and knew it was him calling her. They had reached the end of the road, and now it was time for the next phase of their plan, even if it wasn't yet formulated in her mind.

“I’m in a cook house,” Sam said. “There are knives all over.”

“You should grab a couple of them.”

“Haven’t you heard not to bring a knife to a gunfight?”

“Well, of course, I have,” Allison said. “It’s better than not having anything. Besides, never know when they can come in handy.”

“Fair enough.”

As they updated each other, Allison started to formulate an idea. She had never been put into a position like this before and had no idea what to expect. Still, the ideas coming together in her mind started as a haze, but the longer she thought about them, the plan started to form.

“Sam, can you get to the car?”

“I don’t know. I think I could get over there if I had some kind of distraction to keep her off of me.”

“I’ll give you a distraction in three minutes. Time it and sneak out at the three-minute mark,” Allison said. “I’ll take care of the rest.”

“What should I do when I get to the car?”

“Take the knife and slash the two tires facing away from the building.”

“What are you going to do?” Sam asked.

She wasn’t even sure what she was going to do but telling Sam wouldn’t have made him feel any better about the plan. Allison needed to do whatever she had to in order to get Danny back. Everything else in her life paled in comparison to wanting him home. No matter what she told her husband, he would have told her she was being reckless. There was no time to argue with the man. Her son’s life was hanging in the balance.

“Just set the timer for three minutes and go. Slash the tires facing away. I’ll make sure you have the distraction you need,” Allison said, ending the call.

Darting out of the back of the cabin where the wood fencing had completely rotted away, Allison crept toward the side of the main building. She had to fight every instinct in her body not to open the window he sat beneath and yank him out. There was no question in her mind that Caroline would shoot at the boy the second she saw him being snatched away. She seemed like the crazed sort of woman who would shoot first and ask questions later.

Her body shook as she moved through the snow. Allison had no idea if it was the cold, the fear, or the rage that had brought the tremble, nor did she care. It didn't matter why she was shaking, only that her hands continued to work long enough for her to save their son. With every step, she worried the crunching of the snow might bring Caroline out the front door of the house. If that happened, and she caught Sam trying to slash her tires, Allison knew they would all be in trouble.

She couldn't help but replay the woman's actions in her mind as she moved. Had she killed the man days before simply for the costume, or had he slighted her in some way? Did she have a relationship with the man lying in a coma in the hospital, or was he just another Ponzi in her scheme? Allison quickly realized Caroline was a sociopath with no moral compass. The realization made her even more concerned for her son's life. Caroline’s mentality thus far had only been to take care of her own selfish needs. What would she do when Danny's no longer suited her?
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She had been counting down the seconds in her mind ever since the call with Sam. The only other building on the property was a small shed behind the large building that was roughly ten-foot square. It was situated twenty feet behind the main building and had two large windows that weren't yet broken facing the structure that housed her son. Allison knew it had been roughly two minutes since their conversation had occurred and that he would be headed to the car soon. From where she was standing, she could make out a half-dozen paint cans leaning against the back of the house.

There was no way to tell whether they were left over from repairs or simply forgotten. From the drips running down the sides, Allison knew they were at least used and wouldn't weigh as much as a full can. Ducking down, she crept along the back of that building to where the cans were and quietly picked up two of them. Creeping back around to the side, Allison took a deep breath and focused her attention on the window as she lifted one of the cans. With one fluid motion, she sent it through the air toward the window and cringed when it shattered.

The noise was what they wanted, but it didn't make piercing the silence any easier. In rapid succession, she quickly tossed the second can and shattered the other window. The noise was everything they had hoped for. They had to draw Caroline out of the house and away from the front, where she might see Sam slashing the tires of her car. Every little bit they could do to slow down Caroline’s progress was helpful, and Allison knew it. The police would have to be arriving before long, then they could storm the structure and free her little boy. At least now, Caroline couldn't flee if she tried.

Allison paced her way along the side of the building. She took her time to ensure her direction wouldn’t give away her position. The last thing she needed was for Caroline to catch on to where she was. Not until she was ready to make her move. Though, she was hoping for the police to get there before she needed to.

As she got to the area she was planning on, Allison made her move. She raced toward the back side of the building. Just as she rounded the corner at the edge of the building, she heard the back door open, and Caroline came walking out. Her heart dropped the moment she saw the woman.

While she had a rush of anxiety and fear coursing through her, Allison only thought of her son. Anger took over her fear. Before she had a chance to decide what to do, Caroline started to walk her way.

“I know someone is out here,” Caroline shouted. “Come on out and face me. I’ll kill every last one of you if you come any closer to this building. Where are you?”

Allison had a line of sight on Caroline, but it was the other way around. Even though the woman was walking her way, she was keeping her eyes on the other buildings. She didn’t have a lot of time, so when Caroline turned away again, Allison rushed back to the front of the building. As she came to the corner of the building, she looked back to where she knew Sam was waiting. He quickly ducked into the back door, and she raced to the building across from it.

Allison watched, waiting and praying for the door to open and for Caroline to appear, but she didn't. As the seconds dragged into minutes, Allison questioned whether their plan was going to work at all. It didn't matter. Soon the police and the Canadian force would be there to free Danny. As they waited, though, another terrible thought occurred to her. Caroline had shown no mercy to either the people who helped her or her own bloodline. What was going to stop her from making it a hostage situation?

It felt like an eternity had passed, and Allison was starting to wonder if they needed to make another move. Danny wasn't safe with the woman, and her mental state continued slipping. The more she thought about it, the more Allison hated the idea of the cops coming in with full force. Her son had already suffered through enough. She didn't need to be taken hostage on top of everything else. They had to find a way to separate Danny from Caroline long enough to get him to safety. After that, Allison didn't care what happened. She knew Sam would agree with her. Keeping him from harm was their main concern.

Somewhere in the distance, Allison was sure she heard the sound of approaching sirens. As she stayed quiet, the noise seemed to come to go of its own volition. Her heart raced each time she thought they were getting close, only for the noise to fade again. After several tense minutes, when she again heard the familiar sirens, and they didn't start to fade but instead grew louder, hope soared through her. Still, it wasn't lost on her that they could still be miles away. All they were succeeding in doing was giving Caroline a good warning they were on approach.

The one thing they hadn’t wanted to do was lose their element of surprise. Allison knew something was lost now. There was just one thing she was hoping for, and that was the idea they had just put their son in more danger. Suddenly, she heard the opening of another door, and she turned around quickly.

For the first time since her son was kidnapped, she saw Danny. The woman was dragging him out of the building and toward the car her husband had disabled. Allison was suddenly thankful Sam had been able to flatten the tires. They couldn’t afford for the woman to get away now. Caroline started to scream.

“This is all your fault,” Caroline shouted. “I had a nice setup here, but you had to go and fuck it all up. Now, we have to leave.”

“I just want to go home,” Danny said.

“You have no home now. Do you hear me? They don’t want you back there, so now you’re with me.”

Anger flooded through Allison’s core. She couldn’t believe this woman was telling her son he was no longer cared for. She wanted to rush out to her little boy and make the woman pay for making him cry. Still, she had promised Sam that she wouldn’t make a move until the police had gotten there. Time was running out.

“I want my mommy.”

“You need to shut that little mouth of yours. If we get caught, I’m going to shoot you before I take another trip to jail. Do you understand, you little brat?”

“Yes, but why can’t you just let me go? I promise I won’t tell anyone about anything.”

“I told you to shut your damn mouth,” Caroline said and quickly backhanded Danny across the face.

Instantly, her son broke out in tears.

Allison saw red as Caroline grabbed hold of Danny and shoved him violently into the back seat of the car. Her little boy scurried to the other side and tried to open the opposite door. Caroline must have had the child locks on because he failed to escape and instead tried to roll down the window, but it, too, had been childproofed. Her heart plummeted when she saw the absolute terror in his eyes. When Caroline climbed into the driver seat and slammed the door behind her, Allison felt like she was going to be sick. They couldn't let them leave.

The engine rumbled to life, and the car lurched forward. Between the snow and the flattened tires, though, it didn't move. Instead, only two of the tires started to spin. For several seconds the woman tried to rock it back and forth by popping the shifter in reverse and back into drive, but it quickly became clear that her ploy wasn't working. Allison held her breath as Caroline climbed back out of the car and slammed the door, cursing as she did.

Suddenly, Caroline froze, her body tensing as her gaze fell on the building across from Allison. In that instant, Allison knew Caroline had seen Sam. Allison's body trembled as she realized her husband's cover was blown. Caroline would waste no time in eliminating Sam. Yet the woman still didn't know Allison was there, a detail that would work to their advantage if she could move quickly. Caroline dove back into the car, and Allison knew she was going for her gun. They had to act and fast.
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Where in God's name were the police officers? Where was the Canadian government? Allison felt a mixture of rage and fear coursing through her as she tried to stay still. There would be no hope if both Sam and she were captured together. Something in her gut told her Caroline would not hesitate to put a bullet in both of them just to get away with Danny. What sort of life did she think they would have together? Allison ground her teeth, her nails digging into the palms of her hands as she tried to remain calm.

Allison watched as the events unfolded in front of her, seemingly in slow motion. As much as she hated her husband’s battling the woman alone, she knew it was better if Caroline didn't know Allison was there at all. At least if Sam could keep her distracted for a little while, Allison might be able to get her son out of the car. Instantly, the woman dove into the vehicle to retrieve her gun. Sam raced out of the building and was able to tackle her just as she appeared outside the vehicle again.

The gun went flying from the woman's hand, tumbling through the snow to land ten feet away from where the pair were now battling it out on the ground. It was clear the woman had a good bit of physical strength. That bit of knowledge was something they already had from watching her manhandle their innocent little boy. As the two struggled, Allison thought once again about running out to help her husband, but she held back. They had to know it was safe before exposing them both.

Just as Allison decided to run out and help her husband, she saw him break free and run for the weapon. With a shocking amount of speed, Caroline darted after him and tackled him back down to the ground. In the next ten seconds, Caroline got the upper hand and raced for the gun once more. Just as she wrapped her hands around it, Sam managed to get to his feet and lunged for her a second time. Allison knew she had to act.

The two of them started to wrestle over the gun again. Seconds felt like minutes as she watched them fight over the gun. Swinging their arms back and forth, trying to gain the upper hand. Sam and the woman were both on their knees now. Neither one of them would give up an inch to the other. Allison knew she had to make a move, but she had no idea what kind of help she could be.

Just as Allison prepared to make a run for it, there was a loud crack that made her ears ring. While she hadn’t been around many guns in her life, it was easy to tell it was a gunshot. The first thing she noticed was Sam slumped up against a tire. Her heart sank, and she let out a gasp. She quickly scanned the scene and noticed the gun they were wrestling over was lying on the ground, several feet away from where Caroline stood.

She looked at Caroline and quickly saw a pistol in her hand. Allison never thought about whether the woman had another weapon. As she watched the woman, something stood out about the weapon in her hands. She didn’t know why, but the gun didn’t look like anything she had ever seen.

Allison covered her mouth so the scream wouldn’t come flooding out. There was no telling how bad her husband was hurt, but seeing the look in his eyes sent a shudder through her body. She looked at her husband, and it nearly broke her heart. Sam shook his head, seemingly telling her not to come for him. She didn’t know what to do next, but she kept watching the woman with the gun.

Caroline had the second weapon still pointed at Sam. Allison tried not to scream as the scene unfolded in front of her. With Caroline’s back to her, she had no idea Allison was there. Before she could make a decision, her husband shot her a brief glance. At that moment, it was clear he didn't want her to move. Whether he was trying to protect her, protect their son, or both, Allison couldn't be sure.

Caroline was obviously a good shot, and Allison couldn't risk racing out to her husband's aid with the woman armed. It went against every instinct in her body to watch as the woman gloated over Sam. Where in the hell were the police? They should have been there minutes ago, and yet the couple was still fighting for their lives on their own. If something happened to her husband or her son, Allison was going to make sure the nation knew about their government’s failings. How could they be taking so long to get there when a little boy’s life was on the line? Did they not understand how much peril they were truly in?

Allison watched with bated breath as the former flames glared at each other outside. She could see her son still pounding on the window from the back seat of the car, but Caroline didn't seem to notice or care. Only Sam was looking at their little boy. She knew and felt the joy Sam did in seeing Danny was physically okay, even if the emotional turmoil was only starting. With the sound of sirens still working their way to the location, Allison prayed her husband was able to stall the woman long enough for the police to get there. Why didn't Sam want her out there? She could sneak up on the woman and get a drop on her before Caroline ever knew what was happening.

“That’s it, Sam. It’s over. You can’t stop me from taking him, though I am surprised to see you come this far to find me,” Caroline said.

“What are you doing?” Sam asked. “What are you going to do with my son?”

“Well, I’m not sure you’re going to be around long enough for it to matter, but I plan on getting the hell out of here. I’ve already made plans to get us to Argentina. Even if you’re alive long enough for that to happen, you’ll never get to us there. So, like I said, it’s over.”

“Do you really think you’re going to get away with this? You have police from two countries looking for you, along with government agencies. Plus, your face is going to be all over the news soon enough.”

“Oh, Sam. I’ve already gotten away with it. They’re not going to be able to find me before it’s too late. I’ve won.”

“Won what, Caroline? Why are you doing this to him?”

“Doing what to him? Showing him where he came from and telling him the truth? You’ve kept him from me and lied to him for too long.”

“They’re going to find you. This is far from over.”

“You’re wrong about that. I just wanted you to know your son is never going to be seen by you again. Goodbye, Sam,” Caroline said.

Allison watched as the woman pulled the trigger twice, and two shots rang out. As her husband slumped to the ground, Allison could see the life leaving Sam’s eyes.

She looked back at the woman and couldn’t help but wonder what kind of gun the woman was using. It didn’t look like anything she’d seen before, and the shots that came out sounded different, too. While she knew there were three-dimensional guns that could be purchased on the internet, she suddenly found herself wondering how many other weapons Caroline could have. Allison looked back at her husband’s body, shocked to see he still had life in him.

Every inch of her fought the urge to scream as she watched her husband’s eyes slowly close. Caroline didn't seem to care as she reached for the back door and jerked it open. Seconds later, she was dragging Danny, screaming and crying for his father, into the woods that surrounded the camp. Her heart ached, but she knew she had to stay put just a few minutes longer until Caroline was out of sight. Danny was upset, but he was still alive. It was Sam who needed medical attention. Allison wasn't going to lose either of them.

She waited a full ninety seconds before racing out of the building to where her husband was against the car. Instantly, she felt like she was going to be sick at the sight of the blood pooling around him. Allison dropped to her knees, her nursing instincts kicking in as she looked over him. Danny was still out there with the crazed woman, but Allison had to know Sam was alive before giving chase. As tears started to cloud her vision, Allison pleaded with Sam to wake up and be okay. She couldn't live without him. She didn't want to.
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The woman had already disappeared into the woods with their son. Given the harsh Canadian terrain, Allison was sure they wouldn't make it very far. Worst case scenario, she would take their little SUV and go trekking through the forest with it instead of chasing them on foot. Still, Danny was alive, and Sam was barely conscious. She had to prioritize what to do. Her fingers moved instinctively to Sam's throat, where she could feel his pulse. It was strong, though his heart was racing.

“Where the hell are the police?” Allison hissed.

It didn't make any sense how he was still alive and apparently thriving, given the close range he was shot by the woman. Why had he silently insisted on confronting the woman alone? Didn't the man know her world wouldn't be the same if he wasn't a part of it? Allison had to make sure he survived just so she could tell him what a fool he had been. You didn't put it all on the line when you had a woman and boy waiting for you. They could have gone up against Caroline together. Instead, she was praying to a god she wasn't sure she believed in that her husband's injuries weren't fatal and they hadn't lost their little boy forever.

She couldn't help but mentally kick herself for allowing him to attack Caroline first. He was a wonderful man, but it was Allison who had the military training. All of the things she could have done differently minutes before raced through her mind despite knowing it wouldn't do her any good now to think about what might have been. Caroline had disappeared again with Danny, and Sam was bleeding out on the ground. She had to focus and pull herself back to the present situation.

Suddenly, Allison heard a moan. She turned to see Sam was moving, and she gasped in surprise. She had seen him take two shots to the chest at close range and wondered how he survived. Sam slowly rolled to his side and opened his eyes to look at her. She rushed to pull his shirt up and check out his wounds. The entire time she was silently thanking God for keeping him alive.

“How’s it look?” Sam muttered.

“It looks like you’re going to live.”

“Well, I guess that’s why the Derringers weren’t mass-produced. The small caliber they take probably didn’t do enough damage to kill me.”

“Both shots hit you. I’d take a guess that the reason you’re still here with me is that she wasn’t a very good shot. Both bullets went all the way through, but they didn’t hit any organs. You’re going to be all right, Sam.”

“That’s good to know, but now isn’t the time to celebrate. You need to go.”

“I can’t leave you right now. The police will be here any minute.”

“That might be too late for Danny,” Sam said. “You need to go after Caroline and Danny and get him back.”

“I don’t want to leave you,” Allison said. “The police will be here and be able to track them down any minute.”

“The only thing that matters right now is that you get Danny as far away from that woman as you can. I’ll be all right. You said the bullets went through and didn’t hit anything, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Okay. I’ll go get Danny and bring him home.”

“Take the gun, Ally. Our son needs you. I love you and watch yourself.”

“I love you, too.”

Her heart soared, knowing her husband was okay. She still didn't want to leave him but knew it was the only way. Scrambling off the ground, she kissed his cheek before jogging to the gun Caroline had dropped. It felt like it weighed twenty pounds in her hands, though she knew it wasn't nearly that heavy. It didn't matter that she was familiar with how to use it. It was something she never wanted to do. Guns had never been something she wanted around her son or in her house. Now, it might well save their lives.

She was still struggling to wrap her mind around the reality that Sam had been shot. Letting her mind split into two, Allison followed the trail and watched their footprints as they moved through the snow while simultaneously worrying about her husband back at the camp. From the way their tracks fell, Allison knew Danny was slowing Caroline down a good bit. If she could keep at the same pace she was holding, she would catch up to them in no time at all. Suddenly, the phone she had completely forgotten she had started to vibrate in her pocket.

Allison paused long enough to pull it out, seeing Agent Morgan's name appear on the screen. As much as she didn't want to take the time to answer the call, Allison knew Morgan had to be updated on what was happening, along with Sam's need for immediate medical attention. What terrified her most was knowing their direction would not lead to a town. Instead, it led in the direction of a huge cliff and waterfall. Her stomach clenched as she thought of Caroline’s intentions. Was she crazy enough to take herself and her biological child over the edge?

Her body trembled at the thought of finding her little boy's body at the bottom of the waterfall. She couldn't let the terrible possibilities consume her. There was still time to get to him and save him, but she had to keep moving no matter what. When the police arrived, they were welcome to push Caroline over the edge, but her little boy was coming home with her. Allison ground her teeth together and picked up her pace once more. Reminding herself that her son was still alive and well, she vowed to keep it that way. She would protect him for the rest of his life.

“Where are you guys at?” Allison said, answering the call.

“We’re about ten minutes out,” Morgan said. “Where in the hell are you?”

“Caroline took off with Danny after she shot Sam. It looks like she’s taking him near a cliff in the area, and I need to stop her before something happens to my son.”

“You need to get your ass back to the park. Like I said, we’re only ten minutes out. You have to let us do our job.”

“Ten minutes could mean the difference between Danny being killed and Caroline getting away with him. I can’t let that happen.”

Morgan scoffed. “Do you understand what you’re doing here? You’re taking a risk that might not pay off. You need to get back to Sam and wait for us to get there. I promise I will get you your son back.”

“I wish I could do that, Agent Morgan, but everything in my gut is telling me that Danny doesn’t have that kind of time. I’ve seen some of what she is capable of already. I don’t trust her, and I don’t think you’ll get here on time.”

Allison wanted to hang up the phone, but part of her was hoping for some sign from the woman that she was doing the right thing. She was taking a big chance by following Caroline. She would do anything to save her son from the clutches of his biological mother. She shook the thought from her mind. Caroline wasn’t any kind of mother to her son.

“Look,” Morgan said, “I can’t condone what you’re doing right now, but I will say that you need to be very careful with this.”

“I will be. I wish I didn’t have to do it like this, but I can’t chance something happening to Danny before you get here.”

“I understand,” Morgan said.

Hanging up the phone, she was a little surprised by Agent Morgan's reaction. She understood the woman was doing her a favor. Nothing was going to stop Allison from getting to her son, something that the agent seemed to know. In the distance, she could hear her son crying out and knew she was getting close. Her heart lurched with every noise he made. Allison made a silent promise to him to reunite soon. Picking up the pace again, she did her best to move silently in the same steps Caroline had taken to keep the snow from crunching with fresh steps.

Allison continued to move, her mind going back and forth between Sam's situation and the progress Danny was making with Caroline. A quarter mile from the camp, Allison could see a scuffle in the snow had occurred. She smiled, knowing Danny was doing his best to escape the woman. The poor child not only had to be terrified but heartbroken as well, thinking his kidnapper had killed his father. Soon enough, Allison would reassure him they were all going to be okay.
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After carefully traversing another half mile through the thick forest, Allison saw the clearing that contained the waterfall in the distance. She approached the edge of the woods carefully, her gaze scanning the area for her little boy. He was easy to spot in a red jacket against the white and greens of the landscape. The instant she saw him, her stomach clenched with fear over how close Caroline was holding him to the edge. Even the slightest wrong movement could send him tumbling out of her hands.

Tucking the gun into the back of her pants, Allison made sure the safety was on before tugging her shirt and jacket back down over it. She wanted to be able to access it but didn’t need Caroline to know she was armed. Not wanting to frighten the woman and risk her doing something she would regret, Allison stepped into the clearing to make herself known. Each time Danny cried out, it felt like her heart was breaking all over again. She tried not to panic at the sight of her little boy so close yet still so far out of her reach.

Somewhere in the close distance, a helicopter could be heard on approach, and Allison knew they were heading for the cliff and camp to hunt down Caroline. She was happy she hadn’t waited on them to arrive. The situation was dire but incredibly delicate. Allison didn’t want the police’s bruit show of force to push Caroline over the edge, not as long as Danny was within Caroline’s reach.

“Caroline!” Allison yelled.

She lifted her hands to show she was unarmed as the woman spun around. Just as Allison had suspected, there was a crazed look in her eyes. Danny, on the other hand, looked overjoyed at the sight of his mother despite his perilous location at the edge of the cliff.

Caroline grabbed Danny and pulled him in front of her. Though she could see the joy in his eyes, the fear he felt was visible, too. The anger she felt continued to grow inside of her. For the first time in her life, she truly understood what it felt like to want to end a person’s life. For no reason other than saving her son, she wanted Caroline dead.

“Don’t come any closer,” Caroline screamed. “One more step in my direction, and the boy is going to take a nice little trip over the edge of this cliff.”

“It’s over, Caroline. There’s nothing you can do to get yourself out of this mess. The FBI is on its way here now. You’re not getting away with any of this.”

Caroline chuckled. “I had a really good plan until the two of you had to go and ruin it. It’s not over until I say it’s over.”

“What are you going to do? Are you going to shoot all the agents who come to find you? Even if you get away, the world is going to be looking for you. You’ll never have a moment of peace.”

“I only came to get what was mine. I’m not going back to jail. I can’t. I just want what’s mine.”

“Danny’s not something that belongs to someone. He’s not property that can just be passed around.”

“Maybe not, but he’s mine, and you know it,” Caroline snapped. “If I can’t have him, then no one can have him.”

“Don’t you think this is the time to show Danny how much you really love him?” Allison asked. “Just let him go. Show him who you really are.”

For a split second, Caroline hesitated. It was all the opportunity Allison’s little boy needed to break away from his kidnapper. Her heart soared at his bravery. Not once during his ordeal had he stopped fighting against the people who had taken him. Time and time again, Allison had seen signs of Danny's willingness to fight for his freedom. She wanted to hold him and tell him how courageous he was. There would be time for that later.

The little boy was terrified and exhausted. He was no match for Caroline’s paranoid alertness. Caroline lunged forward before Allison could react and grab ahold of Danny. Her quick actions had cost her, and the gun went tumbling from her hand. Instantly, she dangled Danny over the edge of the cliff as the little boy screamed in fear.

“No!” Allison screamed. “Jesus, please. No, just tell me what you want. I’ll do anything, please!”

The woman paused as a malicious sneer appeared on her face. Allison felt the adrenaline coursing through her as her face flushed. Never before had she been quite so terrified. The panic consumed her each time the evil woman threatened her child's life. Allison had to stay strong and confident for Danny. She was terrified, but she couldn't fathom how petrified the poor boy was in his position. Allison had promised to never let anything happen to him, and now she was going to uphold that.

“I will do anything you say. Please just don't let go of him,” Allison pleaded.

“Well, I don’t like the idea of you having a weapon that you can turn on me. Why don’t you drop the gun? If you don’t, I’ll toss him off the edge and count the seconds until he hits the ground.”

Allison slowly bent over and laid the gun on the rocks near the edge of the path where she stood. She had no other choice than to do what the woman said. The look in her eyes told her she wasn’t kidding about letting her son die. She wasn’t going to let that happen without a fight.

“We’ve got a car at the end of the driveway at the entrance. You can take the car and get the hell out of here. All I want is Danny.”

Caroline scoffed. “Do you think I was born yesterday?”

“What do you mean?”

“Like you’re just going to let me have a car and drive away. I’m not stupid. I know it's some kind of trap that the two of you set up.”

“It’s no setup. You can have the car and get away. The FBI will be here any minute, so you don’t have long to make the decision. Just take the damn car.”

“The FBI is probably already there waiting on me. I’m not going to fall for that.”

Allison knew the woman was right. If the FBI wasn’t there already, they would be there any minute. Still, it was worth the try. She didn’t have anything to offer the woman but seeing her son afraid was more than she could take. She needed to figure out what Caroline wanted.

“What do you want, Caroline? You can make a getaway by yourself, but dragging a kid along the way is only going to slow you down. They’ll catch up to you eventually.”

The evil smile never left the woman's lips as she seemed to ponder her options. Inching forward, Caroline picked up the gun, but thankfully, Danny was no longer dangling over the edge. Unfortunately, Caroline now pointed the barrel of her weapon at the little boy's head. The size of it didn't matter. At point-blank range, he wouldn't stand a chance. Allison felt like she was going to be sick. Despite now having the weapon and the upper hand, Caroline still kept the boy precariously close to the edge of the cliff. There was nothing Allison could do that wouldn't risk her son's life.

From the corner of her eye, she saw movement in the woods off to her right. She didn't need to break her gaze away from Caroline to know it was the federal agents taking their position and surrounding Caroline and Danny. She was running out of time to talk the woman off the edge before the police decided to take matters into their own hands and fire at her without regard for what would happen to Danny. Did they not understand her hand would convulse the second the bullet pierced her brain? If she stumbled backward in the final death roll, she would surely take the little boy with her.

Allison couldn't lose him; she wouldn't lose him. From the minute she had first held him when he had only been a few hours old, Danny had been her child. She had vowed to protect him and keep him safe from everyone, but she never imagined it would include his biological mother. Now though, faced with her murderous and suicidal thoughts, Allison didn't hesitate to think Caroline would take him over the edge just to spite her. Danny was out of time, and Allison wasn't going to let him go. Taking a deep breath, Allison looked her little boy in the eyes and smiled at him. She gave him a nod. He knew what to do. She had to trust him.
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She had to close the distance between herself and the pair near the edge. Caroline had her gun now pointed at Allison, which somehow seemed to make the woman feel better. At least it was no longer pointed at her son's head. If Caroline wanted to shoot someone, Allison was perfectly fine with it being her if it meant that her boy was safe. Little by little, as she distracted the woman, Allison inched forward. There were only ten feet now between her and the woman. A mere six between her and the gun.

It continued to amaze her how incredibly strong her son had been throughout the entire ordeal. Even now, as she watched him struggle, he was a fighter. Allison knew he got it from his father. Sam was probably arguing with the paramedics back at the camp as they spoke. He would tell them he was perfectly fine after having been shot twice. Sam would stop at nothing to get to her and to his little boy. Not that she could blame him, she would have gone to any lengths to get Danny back as well. Forcing herself to focus on any plan that could save her son, Allison drew a ragged breath.

It wouldn't be possible for her to get to the gun before Caroline managed to get a shot off. Allison couldn't risk one of the FBI agents taking a shot at her and possibly hitting her son. There had to be a peaceful resolution that didn't result in her little boy getting injured. Caroline's eyes started frantically around the forest as it dawned on her that they were no longer alone in the wilderness. The crazed look in her eye only intensified with the knowledge. Allison couldn't imagine what sort of terrible plans were forming in Caroline’s mind, but she wouldn't let her son be a part of them.

As Allison watched the woman, she kept looking down at her son. Though he was frozen in fear, his eyes met his mother’s, and the two of them stared for a moment. She could feel him giving her his love from a distance as the woman holding him debated on her next move. She couldn’t imagine her life without her son, but that was something she pushed out of her mind quickly. One way or another, she was getting her boy back.

Suddenly, Danny made a move and shoved Caroline as hard as he could. The woman stumbled and started to lose her balance. When she let go of Danny, he rushed to his mother’s side in a hurry. The few seconds Danny had given himself by shoving her off balance quickly vanished as the woman caught herself just as he reached Allison.

Though the thought of feeling her son’s arms wrapped around her was the greatest feeling in her life, she knew she had to get him to safety before Caroline fully recovered and came after the pair. She wanted to hold Danny tight and never let him go, but when she looked up in the woman’s direction, Caroline was glaring at them.

Allison quickly shoved her son into the wooded area behind her, putting herself between the crazy woman and her baby. If she was going to come, she’d have to go through her to get to him. While she didn’t have a weapon, it didn’t matter. For the moment, her son was safer than he had been since he went missing, and she planned on keeping it that way.

Caroline took several steps in her direction, and Allison stood her ground. She had hoped to have more time after Danny made her stumble, but it was enough to get him behind her. Allison turned and looked at her son before turning back to the woman who was now pointing a gun at her. Her heart raced as she realized she was staring down the barrel of the gun that had shot her husband.

“What are you going to do, Caroline. You can’t get away, and the FBI will be coming this way any moment. It’s over. Just leave us alone.”

Caroline scoffed. “Getting away doesn’t matter anymore. You took something from me, and I was just trying to get it back. You might have been able to ruin my plan, but I can still ruin his life.”

“Haven’t you done enough? You still have a chance to go. This is all over, but you can get away.”

“It’s enough when I say it’s enough.”

Caroline raised the gun higher and pointed it at Allison’s chest. Everything seemed to move in slow motion as she watched her finger slowly pull the trigger on the gun in her hand. The flash from the barrel made her flinch, and she felt the pain running through her before she heard the shot being fired.

Allison screamed in pain as the burning from the bullet continued to create more pain than she had ever felt. Suddenly, she realized the woman had shot her. While she looked up at the woman standing over her holding the gun, several other shots rang out, and she watched Caroline’s body convulse. One more shot rang through the air before she watched the woman’s body twist. Caroline’s feet tangled together, and she started to fall.

It was several seconds before Allison watched the woman’s body fall over the cliff’s edge. Aside from the ringing in her ears, there was a silence. A numbing feeling in her mind was the only thing that told her the moment was over. Danny was safe.

Allison's first instinct, after knowing Danny was safe, was to reach up and touch her shoulder. With every beat of her heart, it felt like someone was driving a knife into her chest. Pulling her fingers away from her shoulder, she realized it was completely covered in warm, sticky liquid. Despite all of her medical training, she wasn't prepared for the sight of her own blood covering her hand when she looked down. Her stomach rolled, a wave of nausea coursing through her as she stumbled backward a few steps. Despite knowing what had happened, her brain refused to process that she had been shot. She couldn't help but marvel at how it felt.

The ground came at her with sudden speed. She felt her energy depleting as her blood leaked out over the white snow. Because the world around her started to fade, she heard her little boy yelling her name. Seconds later, she felt him at her side, his frightened, trembling body curling up next to her as tears fell on her chest. She hated that she was too weak to wrap her arms around him, to hold him and tell him how much she loved him. Her heart broke for her son. He had already survived so much. It seemed like a cruel twist of fate that he should now watch his mother bleed out in the snow.

“I love you, Danny, my sweet little prince, so very much,” Allison whispered.

Even a few words seem to exhaust her. She knew she needed to stay awake but could barely keep her eyes open. The pain was no longer a factor. Only seeing Danny mattered. He had his father, he would be safe, and Caroline was dead. That was all that mattered in the end. For Allison, her life was a small price to pay to know her little boy was going to be safe from his biological mother for the rest of his life. Caroline could never hurt any of them again, at least not outside their own heads and the torture she had already caused.

“Mommy, please stay awake, please, Mommy,” Danny said.

Allison smiled and opened her eyes. “Your father and I are so proud of you; do you know that? We saw what a fighter you were. I know it's going to be okay, sweetheart.”

“I'm so sorry I left with that lady, Mommy. I'm so sorry. This is all my fault. She shot Dad, too. I saw her!”

“No, sweetheart. Don't talk like that. We are just so happy to have you back. That's all that matters. Dad is going to be just fine, I promise you. I just saw him a few minutes ago. I bet the nice paramedics are already helping him,” Allison whispered.

Danny was still pleading with her to stay awake, but Allison couldn't fight it any longer. Somewhere in the distance, she could hear Agent Morgan yelling into a radio that they needed a medic, but it sounded so far away. Even Danny's body, curled up against her own, no longer felt like it was physically there. She couldn't feel her toes, the numbness moving through her limbs with a terrifying speed. Before long, her son’s words faded, mingling and becoming muffled along with the rest of the world. Allison was ready. Her son was safe. She had done her job as a mother to protect him.


EPILOGUE
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Allison felt like she had been hit by a semi-truck as she groaned and slowly opened her eyes. Every breath she took seemed to cause immense pain as she looked around, shielding her eyes from the bright fluorescent lights. There was something familiar about them as she blinked. Her left arm felt like it was on fire as she wiggled her fingers and then her toes. It seemed she was not only alive but was in one piece, to her surprise. Before she could register anything else, a familiar voice got her attention.

The room came into focus, her son appearing at her bedside. It was obvious he had been crying, but there was a sparkle in his eyes and a smile on his face. She knew how he felt, as tears of her own started to fall. Instantly, the little boy climbed onto the bed and into his mother's arms. Pain shot through her, and she cringed but didn't hesitate to wrap him up and hold him close. She heard her husband's familiar chuckle as she glanced to her right and saw him smiling at the pair.

“Be easy, buddy. Momma has been through quite an ordeal. She’s still healing,” Sam said.

Allison smiled at them. “That’s okay, I don’t mind. I’m just happy to have this little one back in my arms. What happened?”

Sam sighed. “What didn’t? First off, they aren’t pressing any charges against any of us for the plethora of laws we broke. On top of that, Larry and his idiots all got the boot. They are bringing in rangers until they can hold a special election.”

“Well, thank God for that. What about…her?” Allison asked.

“She won’t be a problem ever again. The official report states she fell over the edge, but off the record, there were about a dozen FBI shots that might have helped her.”

Allison grinned at him as he gently stroked a few wayward hairs away from her cheek. A familiar flutter coursed through her; she couldn't believe they had made it out in one piece. Allison knew they still had a long way to go and a lot of recovery along the way, but they were together, and they would get through it. She held Danny tighter as he squirmed against her, obviously ready to be free and running wild once again. Laughter coursed through her at how quickly things had returned to normal for the little boy. She adored him with all of her heart.

“So, it’s really over then?” Allison asked Sam.

Sam nodded. “We never have to worry about Caroline again. The man she had helping her copped to everything and will be spending the rest of his life in a prison cell. Caroline didn’t shoot the man in the costume, but she sure encouraged her accomplice to do it.”

“What about Carrie and Tim? Nothing happened because they helped us, right?”

“Nope, they are back at their house with Adam. I’ll shoot them a text and let them know you’re awake here in a few. I know they’re itching to get these boys together again,” Sam said.

“When are they going to let Mommy come home?” Danny asked.

“Later today, buddy. They just want to look her over a little longer, but when she gets home, we have to let her rest, okay?”

Danny frowned. “Can I stay in your room tonight, Mommy?”

Allison felt her heart overflowing with love as she nodded. Tears sprang to her eyes as she held him closer.

“You can sleep in our bed for as long as you want, kiddo,” Sam said.

Before they could take the conversation any further, there was a knock on the door. It opened, and instantly, the room was flooded with people. Danny squealed and delight when he saw it was his grandparents and his aunt, Allison’s sister. She couldn't believe the huge show of support they were getting. She looked around the room and held her son close. Allison knew everything was going to be okay at last. The harrowing ordeal was finally over once and for all, and they could get back to living their happily ever after.
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Anna Dunny lay on her stomach on the carpeted floor of her room, feet in the air and kicking her legs like a pair of scissors. She held a doll in her left hand, and with her right she picked up then set down different pieces of clothes, struggling between a pink shirt and yellow skirt, or a purple dress. The only cohesive quality to the overall fashion was the bright boldness of the colors. Finally, she settled on a green jumper that she slid over the doll’s body and then reached for the tiny brush to comb through the already straight hair.

“Anna! Are you in bed? I don’t want to come in there to find you playing.”

Anna dropped the brush and doll and quickly scurried to her twin bed, where Bandit, the family’s black-and-white border collie, was already resting as she slid under the covers just as her mother opened the door. She pulled the flowered blanket up past her chin, hiding her coy smile beneath the sheets.

Mary Dunny saw the dolls and the play clothes on the floor then placed her hands on her hips and tilted her head to the side as she cocked her left eyebrow up, trying to keep herself from smiling. “Busted.”

Anna lowered the sheet. “I was just waiting for you to come and tuck me in.”

The mattress gave way as Mary sat down next to Anna on the bed. Bandit turned his head around, panting happily as Mary scratched behind his ear. “Lights out at nine o’clock.”

“But—”

“No buts, young lady.” Mary kissed her daughter on the forehead, stood, and pulled the heavy comforter over her daughter’s body. “Did you brush your teeth?”

“Yes,” Anna answered.

“Good.”

“Can you give me Ellie?”

Mary smiled and walked over to the pile of toys where a pink elephant rested on top. She handed the plush toy over to her daughter and then bent to kiss her forehead. She walked to the door, pausing before she stepped out into the hall with her hand on the light switch. “Night, sweetheart.”

“Mom?”

“Yes?”

Anna twisted the elephant’s ears nervously, her eyes cast downward, as her mother returned to her bedside and placed her warm, smooth hands on her arm.

“What’s wrong?” Mary stroked her daughter’s hair, smoothing out the unruly strands that sprouted in random directions. “I can’t help if I don’t know what’s wrong.”

Anna wiggled her lips, searching for the courage to finally ask but unsure of how her mother would react. “Why can’t we go home?” She raised her eyes to her mother, and the worry and sadness only brightened the baby blues that she’d inherited from her father.

Mary took a breath and then shook her head. “I’ll tell you one day. When you’re older.”

Anna frowned. “How old?”

“Older than five.” Mary leaned forward, matching her daughter’s exaggerated expression until Anna cracked a smile. “There. That’s better.”

“Are we safe now?” Anna asked, shifting to her side and getting into a more comfortable position but forcing Bandit to adjust his place on the bed as he scooted closer to her pillow.

“Yes, baby. We’re safe now.” Mary kissed Anna’s forehead again, the warmth of her lips lingering as she stood and walked toward the door.

“Can you leave it cracked?” Anna quickly sat up, her eyes wide, clutching the sheets to her chest. “Please?”

Mary smiled. “Just a little.” She flicked the light off, and the door hinges groaned as she closed the door behind her, leaving a sliver of light from the hallway just as she promised.

The crease of light cut through the darkness of Anna’s room, and with one arm holding Ellie, she used the other to reach for Bandit as she closed her eyes. But before sleep could take hold, the voices of her parents drifted from the front of the house and down the hall.

Bandit sat up, looking toward the door, his ears perked and the hackles on his neck sticking straight up as he growled, puffing air from his nose in quick spurts.

“What is it, Bandit?” Anna asked, reaching for the dog’s fur as her parents’ voices grew louder.

Footsteps thundered in the hall, and her door swung open. She shut her eyes as the bedroom light came on, the sudden burst of light painful. Her mother’s arms were around her before she even opened her eyes, lifting her off the bed. “Come on, honey. We have to go.”

“Where?” Anna squeezed her mother’s neck tightly as they stepped into the hallway, where she saw her father rush upstairs.

“Get the suitcases and head out the back!” Her father’s voice faded with his footsteps as Anna watched Bandit chase her mother down the hallway and toward her parents’ room.

Mary set Anna on the bed and then rushed to the closet. Anna scrunched her face, the tears born from confusion more than fear.

“Mom?” Bandit leapt onto the bed next to Anna as her mother removed two filled bags from the closet and set them on the bed next to her.

Mary cupped Anna’s face, her own eyes tearing up, her voice shaking along with her hands. “You have to listen to Mommy. You do exactly what I tell you. Understand?”

Anna nodded and then squeezed her eyes shut, tears leaking from the corners as her mother grabbed the bags and then left the room. Anna held onto Bandit. The beast never left the girl’s side until her mother returned.

“All right, sweetheart, let’s go.” Mary extended her arms, and Anna reached for them. Her mother lifted her off the bed and hurried down the narrow hall toward the front door near the staircase. Before they reached the end, her father descended the steps, and just as he turned to look at them, the door burst open.

Bandit barked, yapping hysterically at Mary’s feet while Anna’s heart hammered wildly in her chest. Her mother screamed, and Anna turned her gaze from the dog to the front door just in time to watch three men burst inside, one of them masked.

Charles Dunny flung himself in front of the first man that entered, and was tackled to the floor.

“Daddy!” Anna thrust her arm out as her mother sprinted down the hallway in the opposite direction, Bandit following close behind. The men chased after them, and Anna buried her face into her mother’s shoulder.

Suddenly, Anna’s stomach flipped, and a heavy thud smacked her arm. When she opened her eyes, she was on the floor, her mother behind her, kicking furiously at one of the masked intruder. Anna looked farther down the hall and saw two other men dragging her father out the door, looking as if he was asleep.

“Anna!”

She turned to her mother, those blue eyes wide and frightened from the anger and urgency in her mother’s voice.

“Run!”

Anna tried to stand, but then something hard clamped around her ankle, and she screamed. Cheeks red, she clawed at the rug along the hardwood and looked back to find a smiling, masked monster grabbing hold, her mother ferociously beating on his chest, and then the man screamed.

Bandit sank his teeth through the thin fabric of the man’s long-sleeved shirt, viciously tearing through cloth and fabric, sprinkling red droplets onto the floor. The monster released Anna, and she pushed the back door open.

“Run, Anna! Don’t stop!”

Her mother’s voice echoed into the dark night, chasing Anna as she pushed her short legs over the rocky earth and into the thick foliage of the forest. Rocks and twigs dug into her bare feet, and she limped awkwardly over the rough terrain.

Anna sobbed, too afraid to look behind her. The monsters were back there, and she didn’t want to be taken. She didn’t want to be hurt.

Wet leaves and stiff branches smacked her face, but she didn’t stop until her legs gave up underneath her and she collapsed to her hands and knees, her fingers digging into the moist forest soil.

“She ran out there!”

Anna gasped, her eyes wide as she spun around to find a beam of light flashing over the trees behind her, wiggling with every step the monster took.

Unsure of where to go, Anna tucked herself into a ball and hid behind a tree. She stayed there, silently crying to herself, when she heard voices calling out into the night.

“Aaaaannnnaaaaa.” The voice spoke her name soothingly, like a friend asking her to come out to play. “Come on out, Anna. There’s no reason to be scared.”

Anna shrank into a tighter ball, shivering in the dark with every leaf-crunching step that brought the monsters closer. She shut her eyes, wishing for her mother, wishing that they could have just stayed home, wishing to be anywhere but here.

“Aaaaannnaaaaa.”

The voice was closer now, and Anna cracked her right eye open, finding a sliver of light stretching past the tree trunk that she hid behind. The beams penetrated the darkness, but it only worsened Anna’s fear.

Three more crunching steps, and then a boot passed the tree trunk, and Anna covered her mouth with both hands to prevent herself from screaming. She tasted the gritty soil that lingered on her palms. It was cold and bitter, but she didn’t dare make a sound.

“Hey!” It was a second voice, scarier and louder than the first. “We don’t have time! We must leave!”

“Shut up,” the first monster said. “She’s out here.”

“We come back!”

Anna’s eyes remained glued to the black boot that was only inches from her leg. It shifted on the root where it landed as the light scanned the darkness up ahead.

The monster sighed. “Fine.” The boot disappeared.

Footsteps faded along with their voices, but Anna remained still and quiet in the darkness, paralyzed by fear, until she was certain the monsters were gone.

But then bushes rustled on her left. Anna scrambled backward, her palms scraping against rocks and sticks, her bottom dragging across the dirt on her retreat.

The leaves thrashed harder, and Anna’s heart pounded as she turned away from the patch of darkness and closed her eyes, whimpering as warm wetness covered her cheek.

Bandit panted and whined, continuing his barrage of licks as Anna gained her footing and wrapped her arms around the animal’s neck, burying her face into his musty fur.

“Good boy, Bandit.” Anna scratched behind the dog’s ear, and he finally settled down and lay across her lap while she stroked his wet fur. “At least I’m not alone anymore.”

Anna looked around at the darkened forest. The breeze caused leaves and branches to make ghostlike movements, turning the forest into a world of terrifying creatures.

Rain started to fall, but even with the danger subsided, Anna didn’t move. Exhaustion had replaced fear, and her eyes suddenly felt heavy and tired. Bandit licked her face, whimpering, until she pushed his muzzle down.

She wasn’t sure what to do now. She didn’t want to go to the police again, not after what happened the first time. They had separated her from her family, putting her in a cold room with grey walls and no toys. It was scary and lonely, and she didn’t want to go back to that.

But she knew she couldn’t stay in the woods, even with Bandit to protect her. She squeezed her dog again, and Bandit lay down in her lap. She stroked the wet fur, hairs sticking to her palms as she did so, and tried to think.

Anna gasped, the idea striking her quickly, and Bandit poked his head up from her lap in alarm. She smiled, grabbing hold of Bandit’s ears, and kissed his nose. “C’mon, Bandit.” She stood, and the dog joined her as she stumbled through the woods. There was a house down the street with someone she knew, someone she liked. Whenever her parents went on dates, he would come over to babysit, and they’d watch old movies together. So old they were in black and white. Bandit liked him too, because he always fed him treats. Anna just hoped that Mr. Grant was home.


2
[image: ]


The warm chatter of conversation filled the living room as couples huddled together, drinks in hand, the liquor taking hold as boisterous laughter erupted across the room. Topics of conversation ranged from the house’s décor, to the neighborhood, the great schools, and how lucky Susan and Rick were to find this place with such a low asking price.

Overall, the atmosphere was welcoming and the guests friendly. But despite the general sense of good-natured laughter and the hors d’oeuvres that accompanied the housewarming party, Chase Grant stood off to the side in a darkened corner, sipping Coke from his red Solo cup.

At six feet he was one of the taller men in the room. He rubbed his chin, catching the tiny cut he gave himself from shaving that morning. It had been a while since he’d bothered to get dressed up for anything, and even longer since he’d been around so many people. But while he could shave the scruff off his cheeks, he didn’t have time to get a haircut.

Grant had slicked back his hair, the thick black strands growing so long they were starting to crawl down his neck. He had always kept it short when he was on the force, but living out in the middle of nowhere came with a certain lifestyle, and Grant had slid into it comfortably.

Aside from the hosts, Grant knew no one and had resigned himself to the corner, watching the guests mingle. So far he found at least three people that wouldn’t be able to drive home, two of them already spilling vodka onto Mocks’s new carpet, which they tried to hide with a nearby ottoman. And he found one man, wedding band on display, flirting in the opposite corner of the room with a redhead that wasn’t his wife, as Grant noted by the lack of hardware on the redhead’s left hand. She had already noticed the man’s wedding band, but judging by the way she kept touching his chest, Grant knew she didn’t care.

Grant also found a few pairs of eyes that watched him, lips whispering behind hands and raised glasses. He had hoped enough time had passed since he’d left Seattle, but front-page headlines were hard to shake. Especially national ones.

“Hi.”

Grant turned from his observation of the guests in the living room to a blond woman holding a highball glass that was filled with nothing but ice cubes. She was a half foot shorter than Grant and wore a strapless blue dress that clung to her like a second skin and only covered halfway down her thigh.

“Hello,” Grant said.

“I’m Kelly.” She wiped the condensation from her palm and then extended her hand, the dress accentuating her blue eyes, which never left Grant’s.

Grant took her hand politely, returning the smile. “Nice to meet you.”

Kelly sidled closer, still holding eye contact as she chewed on the end of the straw from her drink. “So how do you know Susan and Rick?”

“Susan and I used to work together,” Grant answered.

“So you’re a detective?” Kelly’s eyes brightened, and she gave his arm a squeeze, giggling at the muscle she found underneath. “I bet you caught a lot of bad guys.”

“I’m not a detective anymore.” Grant sipped from his cup and turned his attention back to the living room, looking for Mocks so he could escape, but she was nowhere to be seen.

“So what do you do now?” Kelly asked, undeterred by Grant’s lack of interest and giving him a good once-over.

“Consulting,” Grant said, staring into the black liquid of his Coke, the ice cubes nearly melted.

“I’m in real estate,” Kelly said unprovoked. “I’m the one who recommended this house. I didn’t close it, but a good friend of mine helped them out.” She gestured to the home. “Isn’t it great?”

“It’s very nice.” Grant drained the rest of his Coke then gave it a little shake to signify a refill. “Excuse me.”

“Don’t go too far,” Kelly said, smiling as she bit her lower lip and watched Grant leave.

Grant bypassed the kitchen and the drinks and opened the sliding glass doors that led out to the deck in the backyard. The wood was wet from the afternoon’s rain, but the grassy back yard smelled of green and water that made everything feel fresh and new. It was one of the more redeeming qualities of living in Seattle.

He walked to the deck’s edge, thankful for the breeze that cooled the sweat collecting beneath his undershirt. He hated stuff like this. And even as he found himself alone in the backyard, he still couldn’t shake the lingering anxiousness.

The view from the backyard was gorgeous, a picturesque sight of Seattle’s downtown skyline. Lights from high-rises twinkled under the cloudy night sky, the Space Needle off to the right, slowly spinning the restaurant patrons inside.

Grant smiled at the memory of his late wife, and their third wedding anniversary, which they’d spent there. They’d lived in Seattle most of their lives but had never been. The food was good, but it was more for the novelty experience of the attraction and the views of the city.

“You can brood inside, you know.”

Grant smiled and turned to find Mocks on the deck, waddling forward with both hands on her bulging stomach, which had neared nine months of growth. But somehow, even in her pregnancy, the only weight she gained was in her stomach. The baby didn’t seem to have an effect on her metabolism at all. “I’ve always preferred to brood alone.”

“Yeah, I know.” Mocks waddled next to him, and she absentmindedly rubbed her stomach as she smiled at the view. She had cut her hair shorter since the last time he’d seen her, probably out of practicality, which brought more attention to her face. Pale freckles dotted her light skin, and her green eyes almost glowed in the dark. She was never a woman who flaunted her good looks, but women like her rarely needed to. “Hard to believe anything bad ever happens down there when it looks like this from up here.”

“Things always look good from far away,” Grant said.

“I saw you talking to Kelly,” Mocks said, nudging Grant’s arm with her elbow, that familiar grin stretched up the right side of her face. She bounced her eyebrows. “Thinking of spending the night?”

Grant shook his head. “Not my type.”

“Who cares? She’s hot. You’re single. And both of you need to get laid.” Mocks punched his arm. “I swear, sometimes I think you like doing things the hard way.”

“I just like to take my time,” Grant said.

“Well, clock is ticking, buddy. I mean, how long has it been? A year? Two years? You need to get your oil checked!” Mocks snorted as she clutched her pregnant belly with both hands.

“You keep that up, and you’ll go into labor right now,” Grant answered.

“Oh god, please, please, pleeeeease let that happen.” Mocks stared down at her massive belly. “Do you have any idea how much I want this kid out of me? I have to pee every three minutes. I can’t sleep. Everything I eat gives me heartburn, and Rick will not stop badgering me about my health and wellness.” She cocked her head to the right and then to the left as she mimicked her husband. “Did you take your prenatal vitamin? Did you read that baby book? Are you practicing your breathing?” She flung her head back, fake crying. “Just make it stop.”

Grant put his arm around her and pulled her close. “Rick is just being overprotective. I was the same way with Ellen.”

Mocks rested her head against Grant’s side. “After all of my pregnant rage, I’m surprised he hasn’t run off to Canada.”

“You’re lucky to have him.”

“I know.” Mocks lifted her head up, her voice softening as she nudged his arm. “You doing all right out there in the woods?”

Grant forced a smile. “I’m good.” And for the most part, it was true. But he decided to keep the sleepless nights and the nightmares that flared up to himself. He didn’t want to bring up bad memories. It would only worry her, and she had enough on her plate already. “So what do you have for me?”

“Already down to business, huh?” Mocks sighed, and then removed his arm as she turned back toward the house, swaying a bit from the added ballast around her midsection. “C’mon, Romeo.”

Grant trailed Mocks through the crowded kitchen and living room, stopping and smiling whenever someone made a comment, telling her how much they loved the house. Mocks nodded her appreciation, but when they made it to her office and closed the door, she stuck out her tongue and fake-gagged.

“God, I hate these things,” Mocks said, heading to her desk. “I didn’t want to do it, but Rick said we’d regret it if we didn’t.” She lowered her voice an octave to imitate her husband. “It’s part of the experience, babe.” She opened a drawer, shuffling the contents inside. “I don’t even know who half of those people are.” She plucked out a stack of folders and extended them to Grant. “Latest cold cases that were shelved last month.”

A brief rush of purpose flooded through Grant as he took hold of them. The cold cases that Mocks gave him were the one thread that still connected him to police work. He’d gotten his private investigator license last year, and as such, he could work as a consultant for a police department so long as the officer in charge of the division signed off on it.

“Thanks, Lieutenant,” Grant said, smiling when Mocks winced.

“God, I still haven’t gotten used to that.” Mocks sat down, the chair groaning from her weight as she leaned back, hands still rubbing her stomach. “After all of the shit I used to pull against Lieutenant Furst, I’m surprised karma hasn’t paid me a visit yet. I’m just waiting for another me to waltz into my department and set everything on fire.”

Grant opened the first file. “You’d be lucky to have her.”

“Save some of that charm for Miss Blond out there.” Mocks leaned forward, bouncing those light-brown eyebrows again. “You know she used to be a gymnast.”

But Grant only grunted as he scanned the first page of the case file on top. He was greeted with the picture of a young boy, age nine, black hair and brown eyes, abducted two years ago in northern Seattle. A body was never found, and the only people that cared anything about the investigation anymore were the parents. And now Grant.

“You know the chief spoke to me a few months ago after the Collet case,” Mocks said, swiveling to her left and right in her chair. “His offer still stands.”

“I’m not going to be an administrator, Mocks,” Grant said, flipping the page to examine the notes from the detective assigned to the case. “I don’t want to get stuck behind a desk.”

Mocks drummed her fingers on her own desk and nodded then sighed. “I’d be lying if I said you get used to it.” She lowered her eyes to her stomach. “But I suppose you have to roll with the change that life throws at you.”

“You’re going to be a great mom, Mocks.” Grant closed the file and then circled around the desk and knelt by her side. “The kid is so lucky to have you.”

Mocks sniffled, her eyes growing big the way they did whenever she was feeling vulnerable. It was an expression reserved for the people she trusted. The people she loved. “Rick keeps saying the same thing, but he has to say that kind of stuff, you know?”

Grant took her hands, that calmness rolling off him and onto her. “It’s true. You’re going to kick ass at motherhood.”

Mocks laughed and then wiped her eyes. “All right, enough sucking up. You’ll still get more cases next month.” She pushed herself out of the chair, Grant hovering close to make sure she didn’t fall. “So are you heading back tonight, or do you need a place to crash?”

“In the morning,” Grant answered. “I’ve got a hotel booked in the city, and I need to take care of a few things before I leave.”

“Things, huh?” Mocks asked, an accusing note to her voice.

“Nothing that’ll get me in trouble,” Grant answered. “Promise.” And it was true—it wouldn’t get him in trouble, but he kept the whole truth to himself. He didn’t want Mocks to think he was slipping backward. But it had been a long time since he’d been in the city. And there was one place that he needed to see before he left. It was a test for him, and he was hoping he passed.

“So there is no way that I can convince you to go home with the curvy, hot former gymnast for some meaningless sex?” Mocks asked.

“Maybe next time.”

“You know,” Mocks said as they walked out of the office together, “sometimes I think that I’m the guy in our relationship.”

“Me too.”
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The red digital numbers on the clock blinked in the same rhythm as the jarring blast of the alarm. A hairy, liver-spotted hand reached from beneath the covers and blindly smacked the clock, taking three tries before the alarm clicked off. The huddled mass beneath the sheets groaned as the hand remained still on the nightstand.

After a moment, the pile of old bones stirred, and Barry Carr slowly removed his covers, sat up, and planted both feet on the carpet as he stretched, his body stiff and badgering him with the aches and pains associated with seven decades of living. He turned around to find his wife, Jane, still sound asleep beneath the covers. The woman could sleep through anything.

Joints popped and muscles creaked on Barry’s slow path toward the kitchen, where he powered on the coffee pot and headed to the front door to find the stack of newspapers waiting to be delivered.

The paperboy had assured him that he would get the papers delivered on time and to the correct houses, but Barry felt more comfortable doing it himself. Plus, it made him feel as if he was still working.

The properties that he and his wife ran practically took care of themselves nowadays, and he figured it was only a matter of time before they sold everything and moved to Florida or southern California, where they would live out the rest of their days in the warm sunshine. Part of him was thrilled with the idea, and another part hated it.

Barry heaved the stack of papers brought in from the city into a wagon, and after draining his second cup of coffee and polishing off a bagel with a generous helping of cream cheese, he tugged the wagon down the dirt road of Oak Lane, where the bulk of their seven properties were located.

The houses were spread out along the road, their residents enjoying the privacy and quiet that their small town offered. Barry and Jane were lucky to have excellent tenants, though that was mainly due to Jane running the office and application process. She could sniff out bad eggs like a bloodhound. Something he was glad for back when his daughters were dating.

Barry heaved one of the papers onto Mr. Grant’s front porch, noting that his car was gone, which was unusual. He liked Grant. He was a man who understood that God gave people two ears and one mouth for a reason. Jane loved him too. But he suspected that it was because Grant reminded her of a young Cary Grant. Barry remembered when she used to say that about him.

The stack of papers rocked back and forth in the wagon, and the front right wheel slowed in mud as he approached the Dunnys’ house. Barry had his head down, grumbling to himself about putting some WD-40 on the axle again, and when he lifted his head, he stopped.

The Dunnys’ front door was wide open. Barry looked behind him, then up toward the road, then at the Dunnys’ SUV, which was still parked in the driveway, the back hatch open. He left the wagon in the road and shuffled up the drive toward the front door.

“Mary? Chuck?”

After no answer, Barry walked to the open door and peered inside. The hallway light was still on. “Anna? Bandit?” But when Barry took a step toward the living room, his old eyes still not adjusted to the dark inside, glass crunched beneath his shoe.

Barry lifted his foot, finding a broken picture frame. His knees popped as he reached for the frame, then he brushed off the shards of glass. The photo was comprised of the three Dunnys and their dog on the day they moved into the house. They were all smiling.

Barry blinked a few times, and when he looked into the living room, his jaw dropped. “My god.”

The living room had been torn apart. Furniture broken, pictures smashed, cushions torn. Barry stepped through the carnage, being mindful of his feet and to not trip over anything. The more he surveyed, the faster his heart beat.

“Mary! Chuck! Anna!” Barry screamed louder and passed through the kitchen, finding it in similar disarray. He brought his fingertips to his lips, his right hand still clutching the picture he’d picked up. He stepped from the kitchen and into the hallway, close to the back door.

Morning light shone through a small square window on the back door and onto a patch of hallway to his left. Barry squinted, noticing dark blotches. There was something violent about the stain, and fear gripped him as he forced his wobbling knees over to investigate.

Barry stopped a few inches shy of the stain, arms limp at his sides, and as the realization of what the stain was washed over him, the photo drifted from his fingertips and floated to the floor.

“Oh no,” Barry whispered, staring at the blotches of blood. For a moment, he couldn’t move, but then he took a step backward and, gaining momentum, broke into a shambling jog. He wheezed, and his joints ached as he left the wagon of newspapers in the road, his eyes widening on his retreat. He didn’t know what happened, but he knew the Dunnys were in trouble. And he needed the police.
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The dreams didn’t come as often as they used to, but when they did rear their ugly heads, they made their presence known. It was always the same nightmare. And as Grant twitched in his sleep, reclined in the driver’s seat of his rusted Buick, which sat parked off to the side of a residential neighborhood, the past was thrust to the forefront of his subconscious. But he thought they might show up. After all, he was taking a trip down memory lane.

Grant was back on the beach, the waves lapping over the sand like black tar, staining anything it touched. He was alone, badge clipped onto his belt, and his service pistol in his hand. He was cold with sweat, and he took slow steps in the sand, but he left no footprints.

The night sky was cloudless and devoid of stars. Only the moon shone down, silhouetting a group of figures that huddled together. And even though Grant moved toward them slowly, he didn’t do it willingly.

A force tugged at his chest, yanking him along at a steady pace. And no matter how hard he tried to stop or turn around, that force continued to pull him toward the figures. He looked down at the pistol in his hand. He squeezed the handle so tightly that his knuckles were ghost white. He tried dropping the gun, but again that same inexplicable force wouldn’t allow him to let go.

The closer Grant came to the figures, the colder he became, and when he stood behind them, less than a few feet away, he couldn’t stop himself from shaking.

A dozen women had their backs to him, each of them with long strands of black hair that cascaded down their backs. They stood lazily in the sand, gently swaying back and forth like the palm fronds in the breeze. And then suddenly they all stopped, frozen in place. Grant shut his eyes, looking away, not wanting to see their faces.

But that same force that pulled him down the beach now tilted his head back toward the women and opened his eyes. The sight stole his breath.

Bullet holes covered their bodies, the gruesome wounds exposed to the night air, crusted blood around the clothes, their arms and faces smeared with dirt and grime and sweat. Their mouths hung open, and tears filled their eyes.

A woman in the middle lifted her hand, reaching toward Grant, crying. “Please. Help us.” She tried to take a step forward, but a restraint on her ankle kept her in place. The shackle appeared around both ankles, and it drew taut as she repeatedly tried to shuffle forward, continuing to cry for help.

The other women soon joined her, and the chorus of grief grew louder and louder, all of them reaching for Grant, begging for help, their cries growing more hysterical, more distraught.

But all Grant could do was shake his head. “I-I can’t.”

His words fell on deaf ears as the women clamored even louder, their grief turning to rage, and their pleas turning to curses.

“You did this! You did this!”

“No,” Grant said, the pistol still at his side.

Gunshots sounded, and the bullet holes that covered the women suddenly burst with blood, each of them collapsing as one after another fell into the sand. Grant screamed, still unable to move, forced to watch each of the women die until he was alone.

The blood from the dead collected together and then traveled around the tiny mounds of sand, following the grooves toward Grant, who watched in horror as the blood circled around his feet. And when he looked down to the pistol in his hand, he saw the smoke coming out of the barrel.

Grant shook his head. “No. I didn’t do this.” Tears fell as the blood drew closer, touching his heels and the tips of his toes. “I didn’t do this!”

And then the tide crept in, but the water had turned to blood, and it rose to Grant’s knees, then his waist. The force that brought him down the beach kept him still, and he started to hyperventilate.

When the blood water reached his lips, he drew one last breath and shut his mouth, and then he was completely submerged, his feet glued to the sand, the gun still in his hand, and his eyes locked on the bodies of the dead women.

His chest ached as his lungs convulsed for air. Bubbles streamed from his nose, floating upward, and he opened his mouth, his tongue bathing in the metallic taste of the blood. His eyes burned, and just when he thought he couldn’t hold his breath anymore, one of the women rose from the group. She walked over, eyes as dead as the rest of her, now unrestricted from the shackles.

The woman stopped when her nose rested less than an inch away from Grant. And then, as his lungs were about to burst and he was about to die, the woman reached down, grabbed Grant’s hand that held the pistol, brought it to his temple, and then pressed her finger over his on the trigger and squeezed.

Grant gasped, waking in sweat as he fumbled awkwardly in the driver’s seat. He blinked, looking out through his windows to ensure he was alone, finding the residential neighborhood empty and still asleep as the first few rays of morning filtered through the windows.

Grant leaned back in his seat, shutting his eyes and getting control of his breathing. He wiped the sweat and sleep from his eyes and then raised his seat up and reached for the half-empty bottle of water in the center console. He drained it then chucked it to the floorboard, which was already littered with balled-up fast-food wrappers.

As the effects of the nightmares faded, Grant’s heart rate came down and his breathing calmed. He shifted, stiff and uncomfortable from spending the night in his car. He had lied to Mocks about the hotel, knowing that she’d offer her spare bedroom. But Grant wasn’t in the habit of asking for handouts. He wasn’t good at it, either.

Grant blinked away the fog of sleep, letting his vision clear as he set his eyes on the home two houses down on the left-hand side. It’d been four years since he’d seen it and even longer since he’d been inside. It had been his and Ellen’s house before she died. After she’d passed and he had moved out, Grant would come here at night and park right where he was now and imagine a life where his wife was still alive.

Grant envisioned their kids playing in the yard and Ellen sitting on the front porch swing he’d set up for her. He saw the family pictures taken during the holidays, and the kids going to and from school. But after all the years he spent fantasizing about an impossible future, he’d never yearned for anything more than what his grief allowed him.

And now Ellen was nothing more than a faded picture in his mind, a page of his history that he no longer turned to anymore, and because of that neglect, those pages had turned brittle, breaking apart from the weather of time.

It was the reason Grant had driven here last night. He wanted to see how he would feel, what kind of spark he could ignite. But he felt nothing. He no longer saw the ghosts of a fictional future. He only saw four walls and a roof. He had the confirmation he was scared to admit. He finally wanted more than just what could have been.

The car sputtered when Grant turned the engine, and it took three tries before it finally caught. He made a mental note to get it looked at when he got back to Deville. He should have scrapped the old heap months ago. It seemed it was time for a lot of new things.

Traffic out of Seattle was light, and while he kept his attention on the road, his eyes continued to flick toward the cases in the passenger seat. The cold cases that Mocks gave him were his main source of income. But more importantly, they were his one connection to a profession that he missed.

The highway faded into a two-lane road that pushed him through Deville’s version of a Main Street, which was little more than a string of buildings that acted as their downtown.

Grant turned onto Oak Lane, and the paved road dissolved into gravel, the ride immediately bumpier as his worn shocks bounced him around in his seat. And as he approached his house, he noticed red and blue lights up ahead. He squinted, the brakes squealing until he came to a stop.

The next house down belonged to the Dunnys. And the number of squad cars he saw parked out front didn’t bode well for his neighbors.

Grant let off the brake and drove down, parking behind a sheriff’s deputy off to the side, spotting both Barry and Jane out front, speaking to one of the officers, who scribbled their statement onto a small notepad.

When Grant stepped out of the car, one of the deputies approached, hand out in front of him. “Sir, you can’t be here right now.” The early morning sun reflected off of the deputy’s bald head, and Grant saw his reflection in the deputy’s dark glasses.

“Oh, Grant!” Jane pressed her hands against her cheeks, hurrying past the deputy and taking hold of Grant’s hand. “Grant, it’s terrible, just terrible!”

“What happened?” Grant asked.

Jane pointed back toward the house as Barry finished speaking with one of the deputies. “They’re gone! Mary, Charles, Anna, they’ve disappeared!”

“We don’t know what happened,” the deputy said, trying to calm Jane down.

“Well, then what are you standing here for?” Jane smacked the deputy’s arm, her hysteria funneling into anger. “Why aren’t you out there looking for them?”

“Ma’am, you need to calm down—”

“Don’t tell me to calm down!” Jane stomped her foot and yanked her arm away from the deputy’s hand. “There was blood inside! Blood!”

Grant placed his hand on Jane’s shoulder. “I’m sure everything is fine.” Though the words felt forced. Grant could see the yellow crime-scene tape crossed over the door, and with the talk of blood and the number of deputies crawling around the place, the events that transpired here must have been violent. He turned to the deputy. “Do you have forensics on site?”

The deputy paused, glaring at Grant. “And who are you? Sir?”

“I’m the Dunnys’ neighbor,” Grant answered.

“And what did you hear last night?”

“I was in Seattle.”

“And there are people to corroborate that story?”

“Oh, stop it, Timothy.” Jane slapped the officer’s shoulder. “Grant is as guilty as I am. Don’t make me call your father.” She wagged her finger in the deputy’s face to hammer home her threat.

“Jane!” Barry hobbled over and gave Grant a handshake as he tried to catch his breath. “The deputies need the rental records.”

“Now?” Jane asked.

“That’s what they said.”

Jane huffed and flapped her arms at her sides. “Fine.” She smiled at Grant, giving his arm a squeeze. “Good to see you, sweetheart.” She led the deputy down the road toward their office, but her husband lingered behind.

“How are you holding up?” Grant asked.

Barry shook his head. “Not sure. I’ve never seen anything like this happen here.” He grunted in disbelief. “In fact, I don’t think anything like this has ever happened in the history of this town.” He ran his liver-spotted hands over the matching spots on the top of his head.

Grant nodded in agreement. In the two years since he’d lived here, Grant had never seen anything more than a broken window from a few middle-school kids. Crime was practically unheard of in the area.

“Listen, um, Grant.” Barry scratched the back of his head, avoiding eye contact. “I know this might seem like an odd time to bring it up, but you wouldn’t happen to have that rent money yet, would you?”

“I just got a couple of cases,” Grant answered. “Shouldn’t be long.” They had let him skirt the past two months, but everyone had their limits with patience.

“Yeah, it’s just with this happening to the Dunnys…” Barry gave a little shrug and then finally worked up the courage to look Grant in the eye. “I just don’t know what this will mean for our properties. Things can get a little tight when authorities are involved. If you could come up with the money sooner rather than later, it would put my mind at ease.”

“Of course.” Grant nodded. “I’ll get something to you before the end of the week.”

Barry exhaled. “Thanks, I really appreciate it. Listen, I need to go help Jane. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Yeah, talk to you later.” Grant exhaled, watching Barry disappear down the road.

Grant’s savings had run dry months ago, and while he was paid for his “consulting” work on the cold cases, it wasn’t steady enough to provide a livable income. And Deville wasn’t exactly teeming with jobs.

“Sir?” Deputy Timothy asked. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

“Right,” Grant answered, smiling politely. “I’ll let you guys get to it.” But as he walked back to his car and drove back down to his house, he couldn’t keep his eyes from looking in the rearview mirror.

Once in the driveway, the rusted Buick groaned its thanks for being shut off. He removed his bag from the backseat, making sure to grab the cold-case files, then walked toward his front door, the red and blue lights still flashing in his peripheral.

One flick of a light switch, and the dark interior was illuminated in a dreary yellow hue by the light in the overhead fan. The living room was bare save for the desk, a single lounge chair, and a coffee table. There was a TV, but it wasn’t hooked up to cable, though he did have an internet connection. That was unavoidable these days.

On his walk to his bedroom, Grant passed bare walls, devoid of any decoration or signs of life. But Grant had never bothered to put anything up because he didn’t think he’d be staying here for as long as he had. He’d thought he’d eventually keep migrating east. But the little town of Deville was as far as his mind was able to push him. And despite all he was able to work through here, there was a part of him that still ached to be back in Seattle.

Grant tossed the suitcase and the case files on his unmade bed, making a mental note to try and remember to wash his sheets. He unzipped the suitcase, when he heard a whimper come from his closet.

His hand swiped instinctively for the pistol that would have been at his shoulder holster if he were still a detective, and then he froze as he listened to what sounded like lips being licked, and then the faint panting of breaths.

Grant opened the top dresser drawer that hid the revolver amongst his socks on his slow walk toward the closet. He cocked the hammer back then aimed for the closet door, his hand steady. The panting inside the closet intensified, and Grant slowly reached for the doorknob, pausing for a second once his fingers touched the wood, then ripped it open in one swift, clean motion.

A black-and-white border collie whimpered, slowly poking his head out from the closet, sniffing at the air around Grant, blocking a little girl from view.

Grant immediately lowered the pistol and dropped to a knee as Bandit licked Grant’s face. “All right, boy. All right.” He reached past the dog and lifted the little girl from the back of the closet. She was cold and shivering, her pajamas stained with dirt. “Are you hurt?”

The girl remained quiet as Grant set her on the bed. Bandit hopped up next to her, and Grant placed the revolver back in the drawer, emptying the bullets before he did so, and then reached for his cell phone.

“9-1-1, what’s your emergency?” an operator asked.

“My name is Chase Grant, and I’m at Fourteen Oak Lane. Tell the authorities that I’ve found Anna Dunny.”
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Grant only half listened to the deputy in his living room, asking him questions about his relationship with the Dunnys, how they knew him, the last time he was in contact with them—all of the standard questioning that law enforcement would ask. He kept his attention on the ambulance where they’d placed Anna Dunny. They were checking her vitals, giving her an IV, all precautionary steps. The girl had no visible injuries, but he was sure they’d do some scans and x-rays at the hospital.

“Mr. Grant?” the deputy asked.

“Huh?”

“I asked you how long you’ve known the Dunnys?”

“They moved here about six months ago,” Grant answered. “So for about that long.”

“And did you notice any strange activity from them lately?”

Grant shook his head. “No, nothing out of the ordinary.”

The deputy dropped his eyes to his notepad, jotting down his shorthand, and Grant returned his gaze to the ambulance.

“Is there any other family in the area?” Grant asked. “To help take care of Anna?”

“We don’t have any next of kin listed,” the deputy answered. “But we have someone from DCF coming down to take care of her until we can get all of this sorted out.”

“DCF?” Grant whipped his head toward the deputy. “You’re putting her with a social worker? You put her in that system, and she’ll get lost in it.”

“Sir, we have everything under control.” The deputy held up his hand and put the notepad away. He was middle aged, slightly older than Grant, and he squinted at him, cocking his head to the side. “Do I know you from someplace?”

“I doubt it,” Grant answered, looking back toward Anna. “What about the dog?”

“We’ll call animal control once the DCF liaison arrives,” the deputy answered.

“I’ll take care of him,” Grant said, turning back to the deputy. “It’ll save you some paperwork, and it’ll be easier for the family to get the dog back once you find them.” It took every ounce of willpower for Grant to say once instead of if, because he knew the odds. Once a missing-persons case passed the twelve-hour mark from time of abduction, the chances of a successful retrieval dropped by half. And he didn’t expect much from the Andy Griffith Show character standing in front of him.

“Yeah,” the deputy said, nodding to himself. “I don’t see the harm in that. Hey, Deetz! C’mon. Dog’s staying here.”

The partner brought the dog back inside, struggling to keep him still as Bandit jumped and barked toward the ambulance. Grant took hold of the animal, and he calmed a little bit.

“If you remember anything else, give us a call.” The deputy handed Grant his card, and the ambulance drove off, the deputies not far behind.

Grant watched them leave and didn’t shut the door until the dust from the road settled. Then he pulled Bandit back inside and shut the door.
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The cold-case files were spread out across the desk, the yellow light of the desk lamp revealing a story of dead-end leads, lack of evidence, and some gross negligence by the lead detectives, but Grant knew there was always more than what the eye could see.

Police departments had finite resources, and the persons charged with the allocation of those resources had to make sure they were being used in the most efficient ways. And those resources never matched the number of cases that detectives were forced to take on. So cases with dead-end leads or low chances of success were shelved. But that was where Grant could help now. His success rate wasn’t as high as when he was a detective, but it was high enough for the work to keep coming his way.

Less than a paragraph had been written on the yellow notepad, and Grant dropped the pencil, rubbed his face, and reclined in his chair. His mind kept circling back to Anna and her parents. None of it made any sense. But he wondered if there were things that he hadn’t noticed, something he missed.

As often as he worked the cold cases to stay sharp, he knew his detective senses had rusted over the past two years. There could have been warning signs that he overlooked, some unheard cry for help.

Grant pushed himself out of the chair, catching Bandit’s attention as he paced the room. He chewed the inside of his cheek, mulling over the options. He knew he wasn’t a detective anymore. He hadn’t been for a long time.

But ever since his dismissal from the department, Grant had missed the purpose of being a detective. And his longing for the badge stretched beyond the adrenaline rush that officers fed off of like an addict with a needle. That addiction claimed the lives of more retired cops than it should. Sitting around all day, twiddling their thumbs after thirty years on the job, led to wrapping their mouth around the barrel of a 9mm and pulling the trigger.

During those first couple of months it was hard to shake those dark thoughts. Up until the incident that kicked him off the force, Grant had a stellar career. He’d solved more cases as a detective than any other officer in Seattle history, starting in Homicide and ending in Missing Persons.

Most of the cases Grant worked were for missing children. He spoke with more terrified parents than he cared to count. But when those families were at their worst, Grant was at his best.

Before he thought better of it, Grant walked to his room, Bandit following at his heels, and opened the closet where Anna had been hiding earlier that day. He stared at the corner of the closet where she’d sat, and then reached for a box on the top shelf.

Bandit hopped on the bed as Grant set the box down on the mattress. The dog sniffed around the lid of the box, Grant keeping it closed. Dust clung to its sides and top. It hadn’t been touched since he moved here, and for good reason.

“Hey, Bandit, lie down,” Grant said, stopping the dog from scratching at the box’s sides.

When Bandit finally lowered his head, resting his muzzle on top of his paws, Grant lifted the lid. A musty scent of cardboard drifted up and into the room, and he peered inside.

The contents were random, mostly the effects from his marriage to Ellen. He grabbed the small velvet box that contained their wedding rings. He rubbed his thumb over the dusty fabric and then set it aside, along with the pictures and mementos from a life that was nothing more than a faded memory.

At the bottom of the box was a small case that contained some relics from Grant’s detective days. Latex gloves, evidence bags, a lockpick set, a Maglite, a notepad, an old badge that he’d kept, and a digital watch.

Grant ran his thumbs over the watch’s face, smearing the dust off. During his days with Missing Persons, it had been his internal clock.

Grant was going to leave it, but just before he set it back in the box, he wrapped it around his wrist, the familiarity helping to get him back into a professional mindset. If he was going to do this, he might as well go all the way. He pocketed what he needed and then put the box away, Bandit following him to the door.

Grant stopped at the front door, and the dog circled his legs, whimpering. Grant’s heart rate was jacked. He knew that the moment he stepped out of his house and walked down the street, he wouldn’t be able to stop until it was done. It was a tic that he had, but that tic had made him a hell of a detective. He looked down to Bandit, the beast panting excitedly. He scratched behind the dog’s ears and bent to his knee. “It’s okay, bud.” He rested his forehead against the animal’s head. “We’re okay.”

His heart rate calmed, and so did Bandit’s panting. He stood, instructed Bandit to stay, and grabbed a hoodie on the coat rack by the door before he stepped outside.

Bandit voiced his displeasure at being left behind as Grant walked down the street, flipping the hoodie over his head.

The lack of streetlights and high-rises darkened the night to a shade of black that transformed the landscape into a different world. But he kept the flashlight off until he reached the house. No sense in drawing attention to himself now.

The Dunnys’ SUV was still parked in the drive, and Grant peered through its windows, finding it empty and seemingly untouched by the police.

Yellow crime-scene tape was crossed over the front-door entrance in a large X. The door had been closed, but when Grant went to examine the frame, he found that it had been broken, a footprint on the door’s paneling signaling it had been kicked in.

Grant frowned, surprised that the Dunnys kept their door locked. It wasn’t a common practice in Deville, and even after a life lived in Seattle, even Grant had gotten into the habit of keeping his front door unlocked. He made a mental note of that and donned his latex gloves before he broke the seal of crime tape and pushed the door open.

Nothing but dark shapes revealed themselves inside, and Grant reached for the flashlight. The beam cut through the black and exposed the crime scene in circular bits.

The hallway that cut through the middle of the house was marked with red evidence markers that identified footprints and bits of broken glass that shimmered in the flashlight’s beam. But the first thing to catch Grant’s eye was the blood spatter near the front door.

He bent down, examining the spray, which suggested the splatter came from a blow to the head. He turned around, noting the broken-in door. There was a scuffle here, most likely between Charles and the intruders. Though he couldn’t rule out Mary being hit.

Grant crept through the hall quietly, flashing the beam of light up the stairs to his right and then into the living room on his left. He stepped into the living room first, finding it trashed.

Stuffing from pillows and cushions covered the floor, and furniture and tables were flipped to their sides and broken. Broken glass from picture frames and a mirror sprinkled the floor, and Grant picked up a few of the pictures that had been discarded.

One was from a trail here in the woods. Another was taken at the front door of the house. There were a couple from their trips to Main Street, most likely from their first week in town, but as Grant flipped through the photos on display, he noticed one glaring consistency: they were all recent.

Most family homes were adorned with family pictures that stretched into the past of both parents and documented their lineage from birth. But there was no such documentation of the Dunnys. In fact, the only older picture that Grant found was of Anna when she was a baby, being held by her father as they both slept.

But there were no photos of family vacations, gatherings, or signs that the Dunnys had lived anywhere but here in Deville. It was as if their family had just been put together six months ago at the snap of a finger.

Grant set the photos down and then moved into the kitchen, which was in similar disarray. Cabinets and drawers were open, their contents spilled and smashed onto the tile. Grant skirted the broken plates and glasses and the torn-open bags of food and dented soup cans and made his way back out into the hallway, which dumped him near the back door, where he found another evidence marker.

Grant shone the light on another clustered blood splatter, the drops of crimson most likely coming from a puncture wound, which explained the blood Grant had seen on Bandit’s muzzle. The dog had attacked one of the intruders, which meant that at least one suspect was sporting a wound, most likely on a hand, forearm, or calf. He made a mental note to check any recent hospital admissions.

He examined the back door, finding no signs of forced entry, unlike the front door, and then turned his attention to the master bedroom, on his right-hand side.

Inside, Grant saw three suitcases on the bed. When he opened the first one, he found clothes, toiletries, and a wad of cash. The clothes were neatly folded, the bag meticulously organized. If the attack happened as quickly as he thought it did, the family wouldn’t have been able to put together a bag this nice that quickly, which meant they were packed prior to the abduction. But what they needed a quick to-go bag for eluded him.

Grant returned to the hallway, shining the light toward the front door, visualizing what happened. He saw the headlights of a car approach, Charles and Mary got spooked, and they got out their bags. It was most likely late, since Grant had found Anna in her pajamas, which meant that the mom probably went to the room to pick her up.

With the front door locked, it gave them some time to grab their stuff, and judging from the bloodstains near the back door, Grant thought it looked as if both parents were subdued while Bandit provided enough time for Anna to sprint out into the woods and hide.

The abductors hadn’t spent a lot of time searching for her, which meant they were on a time crunch. And with the way the house was turned upside down, they looked more preoccupied with searching for something that the Dunnys owned. But what it was and whether they found it was another matter.

Lastly, Grant stepped into Anna’s room, finding it in the same messy condition as the rest of the house. Toys and stuffed animals were scattered about, the bedsheets thrown across the room and the mattress flipped up against the wall. Whatever these people were looking for, they wanted it badly.

The beam of light crossed a flash of pink, and Grant backtracked, illumining a pink elephant among one of the piles of toys. It was the stuffed animal that Anna slept with. He reached for it and tucked it under his arm then turned to leave.

Back at the front door, Grant turned up the staircase. He made it one step up when a pair of headlights flashed outside.

On instinct, Grant turned off the flashlight and sprinted down the hallway, staying quiet on his toes, and slipped out the back. He wandered into the forest and then circled back around to the road, where he spied the sheriff’s cruiser parked out front.

They’d probably come to pick up a few of Anna’s things, considering how quickly they escorted her over to the hospital. The DCF worker who’d been assigned to her case most likely requested it.

Grant stared down at the pink elephant and then looked back at the sheriff’s cruiser. Tomorrow, he’d go to the nearest DCF office and pay Anna a little visit.
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Grant drained his coffee on his drive up to Chester. After his walkthrough at the Dunnys’ house, he didn’t get much sleep. Bandit rode shotgun, yawning as much as Grant did, then blinked sleepily and curled up on the seat, resting his head on the center console.

Grant set the empty cup in a spare holder and then reached for his notepad on the dash. All of his scribbling from last night had been vomited onto the page, and he’d gone over it repeatedly. He had some broad working theories but nothing concrete. He was hoping that would change after his visit with Anna.

If Grant could just talk to the girl, he might be able to figure out what she knew. Kids were more intuitive and observant than adults gave them credit for. He was amazed at the number of times he solved a case based off him questioning children. There was an art to it that most detectives didn’t understand. Grant wasn’t sure how he inherited the gene, but he was glad he did.

Bandit panted heavily, and Grant rolled the window down. The dog immediately thrust his head outside, sniffing the air all the way to their destination. But when they arrived at the DCF building in Chester, Grant was forced to put the leash on him, which Bandit didn’t appreciate.

“Hey, if you want to see Anna, you’ll have to cooperate,” Grant said. “Got it?”

The dog licked him in response, and Grant took that as a yes. Grant adjusted the tie on his neck, feeling restricted. He hadn’t dressed like this since his detective days, but he wanted to look the part. It’d make it easier for him to see Anna that way.

A quick flash of his old badge got him past the guard at the front and granted Bandit entry, and while he turned a few heads on their way to the reception desk, no one paid him much attention. The receptionist at the front desk, however, was a different matter.

Grant flashed his badge and then quickly put it away. “I need to speak with the case worker in charge of Anna Dunny.”

The receptionist was a young woman, slightly overweight, with more makeup than she needed. She pointed a long, fake acrylic nail at the dog. “Animals aren’t allowed in here.”

“It’s a service dog, ma’am,” Grant said. “It’s for the girl.”

The receptionist, who wore a name tag labeling her as Sandy Quinton and a plastic smile, reached for her phone, turning away as she spoke, her whispering not boding well for Grant’s visit. She turned back, hung up the phone, and shook her head. “I’m sorry, sir. We don’t have any child in our system with that name.”

Bandit pulled on the leash, jolting Grant’s arm back toward the exit doors. “This is the closest DCF station from where the girl was picked up. If she’s not here, then where was she dropped off?”

Sandy Quinton shrugged then frowned, her eyes forming narrow, suspicious slits. “What department are you with again? Detective?”

Before the woman could ask any more questions, Grant snatched a pamphlet off her desk. “I’ll check with my CO.” He didn’t look back on his exit, and Bandit moved happily back to the car.

Grant tried to remember if he’d misheard what the deputy had told him the day before. But the more he thought about it, the more he was convinced that the officer told him she was being handed over to DCF.

Once he was back at the car, Grant let Bandit inside and then retrieved the card that the deputy had given him. He dialed the number and was connected with the station’s reception unit.

“Sheriff’s department, how can I help you?” The voice on the other end of the line spoke with a practiced empathy that accompanied a mechanical efficiency that she had no doubt mastered over the course of one million calls.

“I need to speak with Deputy Sizemore,” Grant said.

After a pause and a few clicks on the line from being transferred, the deputy answered. “This is Sizemore.” Unlike the receptionist, the deputy provided no practiced empathy, and from the muddy sound in his voice, he must have just bitten into a sandwich.

“Deputy, this is Det— Chase Grant,” he said. “I spoke with you yesterday in regards to Anna Dunny.”

Sizemore paused, either to swallow or to try and gather his thoughts. “Uh-huh.”

“I brought her dog to the DCF building over in Chester, but the woman I spoke with told me that there was no Anna Dunny in her system. Is she still in custody with you at the station?”

The second pause lasted longer than the first. “Mr. Grant, I appreciate the concern in regards to the little girl, and if you need someone to take care of the animal, I can send over a deputy to pick it up, but right now I’m not at liberty to—”

Grant hung up. He knew the rest of the phrase. He’d repeated it enough himself to reporters or any time he needed a quick out to avoid further questions. He turned to Bandit, scratching behind the dog’s ear. “What was your family up to?”

But the animal only inched across the front seat and gave Grant a hearty lick across his face. “Not much of a witness, are you?” Grant stared at his phone, unsure if he should make his next call. But that itch needed to be scratched.

Grant dialed the number, unsure if she would even answer. And when she did, Grant felt something that he hadn’t felt since the last case he worked: hesitation.

“Hey, Grant,” Mocks said.

“Hey, I need you to look up a name for me.”

“What’s the case number?”

Grant paused. “It’s not for one of the cold cases.” And then he braced for what came next.

“Grant, we’ve been over this,” Mocks said. “Part of the agreement I have with the commissioner on you working these cases is that you only work these cases. I can’t be running background checks for you on a whim.”

“There was a break-in on my street,” Grant said, staring at Bandit, who had lain down in the passenger seat, resting his muzzle between his paws. “Parents were either abducted or killed, leaving behind their little girl. I’m getting the runaround with the sheriff’s department.”

“Yeah, because you’re not a cop anymore.”

“It’s something else, something bigger than that.”

“Grant, you need to—”

“She’s five, Mocks. She’s a five-year-old little girl whose family has been missing well over twenty-four hours, which means the odds of finding them have plummeted to nearly zero.” Grant shut his eyes, rubbing his forehead and trying to calm himself down. “You know how shitty the system is for kids. It’s bloated and overweight, and it can’t handle the influx it’s received over the past decade.”

Mocks sighed, the anxiety prevalent even over the phone. “You’re going to cause me to go into early labor, you know that?”

Grant smirked. “Well, I know how much you want to get that baby out of there.”

“What’s the name?”

“Charles Dunny.”

“I’ll run it, but I’m only giving you the information that’s nonessential.”

“Thanks, Mocks.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I’ll call you when I know more.”

The call ended, and Grant turned back to Bandit, giving him another pat. “Don’t worry, bud. We’ll find her.”

But the dog only yawned, leaving Grant to ponder what was going on by himself. The receptionist could have been lying to her, but that was not what his gut was telling him. She genuinely looked as if she’d never heard that name. And with the deputy giving him the runaround, it only solidified his suspicions. Hopefully, Mocks would be able to find something. Grant started the car, and after three tries, he finally headed back to Deville.
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Officers buzzed around the hive that was Seattle’s Eighteenth. It was a flurry of activity—ringing phones, bookings, interviews, and interrogations. The department was a living, breathing organism that had survived in the city for decades, and it would continue to thrive long after Mocks was gone. All she tried to do was make sure it functioned at a high enough capacity to not be a burden to the city’s taxpayers.

Lieutenant Susan Mullocks sat at her desk, her door open and providing her the daily soundtrack of her unit. There wasn’t anyone in the department left to call her Mocks—only Grant still did that. She was known only as Lieutenant now.

Even after holding the position for a year, she still felt odd about being addressed as such. She remembered her time as a detective and how she had always sneered at anyone who chose a desk. But perspectives changed as you grew older. And after her conversation with Rick last year when they finally decided to try and have a kid, she knew that she couldn’t work the streets forever. So when the lieutenant’s position opened in her department, she threw her hat in the ring, never thinking she’d actually be considered as a serious candidate. She was surprised to find out that she was wrong.

But since her severance from Grant over four years ago, she’d developed her own reputation as a detective. It took some time to escape his shadow, but once she fell into a rhythm of finishing cases and recovering missing persons, she started casting her own shadow.

Still, after Grant was dismissed from the department and she was assigned a new partner, she never found that same dynamic that she had with Grant. Aside from her and Rick deciding to have kids, Mocks knew that the other big reason for her move to the desk was her work life. She still loved the work, but when Grant left, it just wasn’t the same.

Mocks reached for the box of strawberry frosted Pop-Tarts on her desk, her eyes trained on the stack of reports she needed to get through before the end of the day. Her fingers snatched the last pair in the box, and she ripped open the package then rested one of the Pop-Tarts on her stomach and took a large bite out of the one in her hand.

Crumbs fell on her chest, adding to the pile from the previous snacks. Mocks had reached the point in her pregnancy where she no longer cared what she looked like. Not that she needed much of a push to get there in the first place, but she’d be lying if she said she didn’t enjoy the “pregnancy excuse.”

Mocks ignored the knock at her door, placing the rest of the strawberry pastry in her mouth as she composed an email.

“Lieutenant?”

“What?” Mocks typed quickly, her attention still focused on her computer screen.

Officer Lane stepped inside, sheepishly ducking his head as he approached her desk. He was a greenhorn, but he worked hard and had a good head on his shoulders. He was a traffic cop, but when he was on desk duty, Mocks had him double as an assistant for the detectives. She believed he had a future on the beat.

“I ran that name you requested in the database,” Lane answered.

“Oh, right,” Mocks said, holding out one hand but keeping the other to type. But when Lane never handed her anything, she finally looked at him. “Well, where is it?”

“There is no Charles Dunny in the system.”

“I don’t need a criminal check. It’s for a civilian—”

“I know,” Lane said. “There is no Charles Dunny, no Chuck Dunny, or any variation of the name that was close enough to count.”

Mocks leaned back in her seat, her eyes drifting away from Lane and to a random patch of carpet as she furrowed her brow. Grant wouldn’t have given her a fake name on purpose, and he wouldn’t have made up a story about a family kidnapping.

“Lieutenant?” Lane asked. “Are you all right?”

Mocks nodded, unconsciously moving her hands to her stomach. “That’ll be all, Officer.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Lane straightened up and turned on his heel, disappearing into the bustle of the precinct.

Mocks kept quiet for a moment, lightly rocking back and forth in the chair, rubbing her stomach. She eyed the top drawer to her left and then opened it. She reached inside, pushing past the paperclips, pens, and other stationery until she felt its familiar shape and pulled it out.

A green Bic lighter rested in her palm. It had been given to her by Grant after he’d lost her last one. She used to flick that thing from a nervous tic, a symptom of a past that had long since been buried. She hadn’t needed it since she found out she was pregnant. It just didn’t seem important anymore.

But while Mocks had been able to bury the past and move on, she knew that her old partner was still struggling. Sure, he could talk about Ellen now, even bring up the case that ended his career without too much distress, but he had to put on a mask before he spoke about either of them.

And whatever Grant had gotten into now felt big. It felt dangerous. She knew him better than anyone that was still living, and she knew that once he got a hold of a thread, he’d follow it until it ran out. It was what made him such a formidable detective. And it was the same attribute that got him into trouble in the first place.

Mocks rolled the lighter around in her hand and then gave it one quick flick, sprouting a flame that wiggled back and forth from the silver head. She let go, and the flame disappeared, and she tossed the lighter back into the drawer then slammed it shut.

She planted her elbows on her desk and rubbed her temples. “Jesus, Grant.” The anxiety made the baby kick, and she reached down, gently placing her hand over the spot where he was fussing. “What the hell have you gotten yourself into?”
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With Grant’s failed promise of reuniting Bandit with Anna, the dog ignored Grant the entire ride back to Deville. And while the dog sulked, Grant occupied himself with his running theories on the Dunnys, not liking any of them.

A random attack felt too impersonal. The blood and the fact that the house was a mess leaned toward the victims knowing the attackers. He toyed around with the idea that Charles’s accounting business might have something to do with it, but if he was dealing with any unsavory characters, they weren’t in Deville.

Every time Grant thought he was getting close, those old detective muscles would shut down on him. It was a muscle he hadn’t used to lift something this heavy in quite a while. And while the cold cases had kept him busy, they were the equivalent of working the minors. He was back in the big leagues now. He just needed to get the timing of his swing back.

Grant glanced at his phone, checking for Mocks’s call, but tossed it into the cupholder when he found no missed calls. Once back in Deville, he turned off Main Street and onto Oak Lane. He followed the winding road, and when he rounded the short bend that was close to his house, he eased on the brakes.

The old rust bucket squealed as he came to a stop, and Bandit perked his ears up, looking down the road, whimpering anxiously.

A black SUV was parked in Grant’s driveway, the GMC Yukon’s newer paint job gleaming beneath the afternoon sun. Grant gave the animal a few soothing strokes down his back and then took his foot off the brake. “Looks like the sheriff’s department made a call.” But to whom, he wasn’t sure.

As Grant parked beside the SUV, the front door to his house opened, and out stepped a tall man in a dark suit and tie, wearing sunglasses. Even from the car, Grant saw the light bulge of the sidearm beneath the man’s jacket. It was the uniform of a federal agent.

Grant made sure the leash was secure on Bandit’s collar and then stepped out, keeping his eyes on the agent, who guarded the front door like a sentry. The agent kept his stiff, alert posture as Grant approached, Bandit giving a light growl as they got closer.

“I don’t suppose you have a warrant for entering my house unannounced?” Grant asked.

The only response the stoic sentry allowed was a slow turn of the head, looking down on Grant through the dark tint of his glasses. The muffled sound of radio chatter from his earpiece passed between them, and Grant already had an idea of who might be inside. He kept himself between Bandit and the agent at the door as they stepped inside.

The lights in the living room were shut off, and the front blinds were closed. Grant blinked a few times, unable to identify the shadowy silhouettes in his house. Though he recognized the voice.

“Hello, Grant.”

Grant flicked on the light, filling the dark features of Chad Hickem, who was dressed in a similar suit to the agent outside. Standing next to him was a woman. She was tall, close to five ten, with blond hair pulled tightly into a bun. She wore blue slacks, a white blouse, and a dark blazer. A badge was clipped to the front portion of her belt, and a .40-caliber Glock was holstered on her right hip, which she couldn’t hide beneath the short jacket.

“What are you doing here, Hickem?”

Hickem rocked himself out of the chair, stretching out all of his six-foot-six frame. The man was built like a bruiser and had the skill and knowledge to back up every pound of his two-forty frame. “It’s actually Deputy Director Hickem now.” He smiled, buttoning his jacket, then smoothed out the front. He gestured to the living room. “Nice place. It’s very… you.”

Grant looked at the woman. “Who’s your friend?”

“Samantha Cohen. I’m with the US Marshals’ office.” She stepped forward, and Grant noted that she wore flats in lieu of heels. One more note to her practicality. He imagined some of her male superiors were intimidated by her height. She was also young, mid to late twenties. She was also very attractive.

Bandit took a seat next to Grant’s leg as he bent over to unhook his leash, then darted off into the bedroom, pausing to give the marshal a quick sniff and approving wag before he disappeared from the living room.

“What do you want, Deputy Director?” Grant stepped between Hickem and the US Marshal on his way to the kitchen.

“You already know why I’m here,” Hickem said, shouting a little bit as he wandered freely through the living room. “We got a flag in our system about a Charles Dunny. When I saw where the request came from, I knew who asked for it. She didn’t find anything, by the way.”

Grant grabbed a glass and filled it at the sink, which offered him a view of his houseguests through the kitchen cutout. He nodded, letting the bubbles in the water settle. “Because Charles Dunny doesn’t exist.” He turned his gaze to the marshal. “They’re in WITSEC.”

“The US Marshals’ office would like to extend the courtesy of giving you a heads up about your…” Samantha trailed off, as though she was looking for the right word. “Involvement. We’re aware of your previous law enforcement experience, and the events that led to your dismissal from the department. We’ve already spoken with your former partner, Lieutenant Mullocks, and made her aware of the situation as well. We’d appreciate your discretion while we work through this.”

Grant sipped the water. It explained why Anna wasn’t taken to the DCF, or even in the system, for that matter. “So what is the FBI doing working with the US Marshal service?” He pivoted his gaze toward Hickem, who was at Grant’s desk, picking at the cold-case files like a buzzard surveying a piece of carrion. “Witness protection falls under marshal jurisdiction.”

Hickem opened one of the files on the desk. “The FBI is working in coordination with the marshals as a means of outreach.” He turned his gaze away from the paperwork and looked at Grant, flashing that crooked smile. “I’m afraid that’s all I’m at liberty to discuss.”

Grant set the half-drunk glass on the counter and wiped his wet palm on the towel. “I’ve been hearing that a lot today.”

“Mr. Grant, we appreciate you trying to look out for the girl, but we can take it from here,” Samantha said, a genuine tone of thanks in her voice.

Grant stepped around the kitchen and back into the living room, crossing his arms. “Just trying to help.” He leaned up against the wall.

“The Dunny family isn’t your problem,” Hickem said. “The little girl isn’t your problem. You want to help? Keep the dog. Make sure he stays fed.” Hickem looked around the barren house. “It looks like you could use the company.”

“It’s been close to thirty hours,” Grant said. “Which means you’re eighteen hours away before your chances of actually finding Anna’s parents drop to zero.”

“And what makes you think we haven’t found them already?” Hickem asked.

“Because you’re here.”

Hickem smiled and fiddled with the button on his suit, and judging from its cut, Grant thought it was tailor made. A promotional perk, to be sure. “Grant, you and I go way back. And despite the way things ended with your career, a lot of what you did helped catapult me into my current position.” Once the jacket was adjusted, he inched closer to Grant. “And because of that, I’m going to do you a favor.” He leaned forward and down, the brute with a brain towering a good half foot above Grant. “Whatever little strings you’re pulling, whatever side project you think you have going on here, stop it.” He shook his head. “You’re not a detective anymore. You’re a PI who works cold cases. This is way out of your lane, and if you veer into it again, I’m going to make sure you end up back in a jail cell for obstruction of justice.”

Grant didn’t back down, standing his ground until Hickem retreated toward the door.

“Stick to your cold cases, Grant,” Hickem said then turned, narrowing his eyes. “You won’t be able to hurt anyone that way.”

Samantha gave a curt nod, but when she fell into stride to follow Hickem outside, Grant took a step toward her.

“Marshal, wait.”

Sam turned, just as Grant disappeared into his room. When he returned, he held the pink elephant.

“It belongs to Anna,” Grant said. “I’m sure she could use something familiar.” He handed the stuffed animal to her, and Sam nodded her thanks.

“I’ll make sure she knows who it came from.” Sam followed Hickem outside, the brooding agent at the entrance shutting the door after they’d gone.

Grant walked to the front window and peeled back the curtains in time to watch the SUV kick up dust down the road. He let the cloth go and then looked back at the cold cases spread out over his desk.

So Charles and Mary Dunny weren’t really Charles and Mary Dunny after all. They’d been his neighbors for six months, and not once did he ever suspect anything strange. He felt foolish for being so naïve, and bitter that his deduction skills had gotten so rusty.

Bandit poked his head out of the bedroom hallway, checking to make sure the coast was clear, and then panted as he walked toward Grant, the cold shoulder from earlier warmed as he nuzzled his leg. Grant bent to his knee and gave the beast a good scratch down his back.

“I don’t like this, Bandit.” Grant turned toward the closed curtains of the living room, and Bandit barked, Grant taking that as a sign the dog agreed.
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The lamp at Grant’s desk was the only light in the living room. Its yellow tones highlighted the cracks along the wall and the stains on the aged carpet. Bandit sat on the left side of Grant’s chair, sleeping, while Grant struggled to concentrate on the cases in front of him.

Grant had always associated crimes with a rock splashing in a pond. The criminal was the thrower, the victim the rock, and everyone else was the pond. And when that rock splashed into the water, it sent waves that affected every life that was close to them, and even some that weren’t. Their actions stretched far beyond the lives of the assailant and the victim.

Of the dozen files that Mocks had given him, only three had enough information for him to follow a trail beyond the notes of the detective that had taken the case. The other nine were negligently shoved aside, marked as lost causes before they even got off the ground. Those lost causes were a thirty-nine-year-old woman named Alicia Carver, stabbed nine times in the stomach and chest then raped. Another was a seven-year-old boy that was abducted ten years ago, their family never finding closure with either the capture of the abductor or the recovery of the child’s body.

Each of those “lost causes” was a life, taken from their home and from this life far before their time. And each left behind a crater in the lives of those that they had touched.

All he saw were the case file numbers and the few pieces of evidence that had been tagged with a few stray leads that were never followed. And so the families, the friends, anyone affected were left dealing with the aftermath without any answers. Without any justice.

Grant dropped the pencil he’d been wiggling for the past fifteen minutes and leaned back in his chair, rubbing his face. He stood, the need to feel his blood moving pushing him out the front door, Bandit waking and excitedly following him outside.

It was a clear night, and a cool summer breeze greeted Grant as he stared up to the starry sky. So long as there weren’t any clouds, the views at night were always a sight to behold. Away from the pollution of Seattle, Grant had discovered how much he enjoyed nature. There was a simple beauty to it that he could never find in the city. And while he missed being a detective, he didn’t miss the life that came with it.

Grant tried to force himself to remember all of the dinners and get-togethers he missed with his late wife. He tried to remember all of the built-up stress that accompanied the homicide cases he worked on when he first became a detective. And then he tried to force himself to remember all of the danger that he put himself and Mocks in on his last case four years ago. The same case that nearly killed Mocks and her husband.

He tried to remember, he tried to force himself to swallow that bad medicine, but he couldn’t. Because nostalgia and the addiction of success were a potent cocktail, and it was one that Grant found himself drinking a lot of lately.

His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he fished it out, surprised he was even getting a signal. Shoddy cell reception was one of the drawbacks of small-town life, not that Grant had a long contacts list to begin with. And this late in the night, especially after the day he had, there was only one person that would be looking to talk to him.

“Hey, Mocks,” Grant said, keeping an eye on Bandit as he roamed around the front yard, sniffing at bushes and rocks.

“How’d your visit with the old friend go?”

“Standard. You?”

“Same. He’s still an arrogant prick, isn’t he?”

Grant chuckled. “Yeah.” He toed a small rock, rolling it around in the dirt, already knowing what was coming. “Listen, I’m sorry about getting you involved. I hope I didn’t cause too much trouble.”

Mocks sighed. “Well, the captain wasn’t too happy about it, and I received an email from the commissioner’s secretary with what I assumed was a verbal warning. It was my call to run the query, Grant. I’m not sorry for helping a friend.”

“Yeah, well, I’m sorry anyway.” Grant kicked the rock, sending it flying, and Bandit chased after it, wagging his tail excitedly for the attention.

“Listen,” Mocks said, her voice dropping an octave. “I know they were your neighbors. And I know you watched their daughter a few times. But—”

“Mocks, you don’t have to tell me,” Grant said. “Hickem already told me to stay out of it.”

“And are you?”

Grant looked down the road, toward the Dunnys’ house. Normally, he could see the front porch light on at night, signaling that the family was home. But the road only ended in darkness and an empty home where a family had once lived.

“I’m trying,” Grant said then cleared his throat, changing the subject. “Listen, I could use a few more cases if you want to throw them my way. There wasn’t much in the batch you gave me, and since I’m working on a commission basis, it’d be nice to have a larger selection to pull from.”

Mocks paused, and the length of the silence caused Grant’s stomach to sour. “Grant, I’m not going to give you any more cases.”

“What?” The gut punch was unexpected and quick. “Did the captain say something? The commissioner? If this is about running that name—”

“No, it’s not that,” Mocks answered. “And neither the captain nor the commissioner said anything. It’s my decision.”

Grant stood still, the shock of the statement numbing any attempt at a response. The gravel shifted beneath his feet as he spun ninety degrees, wracking his brain but coming up short. “Why?”

“Grant, I know about your trip to the house,” Mocks answered, the words coming out with an exasperated sigh.

“You tailed me?” Grant asked.

“I called the hotel where you told me you were staying, and they said you never checked in! I was worried, Grant, so I had a unit drive by your old neighborhood, and they told me that you were asleep in your car. Why?”

“I don’t know. I just—” Grant scuffed the gravel with his toe, turning in a half circle. “I didn’t want you to worry. I knew you’d start asking questions of why, and I didn’t feel like coming up with answers.”

“It’s been six years since Ellen died, Grant,” Mocks said. “And it’s been four years since your dismissal from the department. You need to move on. You need to get out of neutral. You’re stuck.”

“I’m not stuck.”

“Yes, you are! Christ, Grant, you haven’t tried to get another job in a different field, you haven’t tried dating anyone—you moved away, but you never really moved on.”

“I’m over Ellen. I’m over what happened at the department. I have moved on.”

“No, you left, but you never moved on. There’s a difference. You shoved everything in a box and tried to forget about it. It’s not the same thing.”

“Mocks, it’s… complicated.”

“You don’t think I know that? You don’t think I know what it takes to move on? Grant, you know me. You know what I went through.” Grief thickened Mocks’s voice, and she struggled to keep it together. “It’s okay to ask for help.”

“That’s what I’m doing, Mocks,” Grant said. “That’s why I want the cases.”

“The cases are a distraction. I know addiction when I see it, Grant. And I’m not going to feed it to you anymore. I’m sorry, but I just can’t.” She sniffled. “You should listen to what Hickem told you. You’re not a detective anymore. The Dunnys aren’t your case.”

“I know that,” Grant answered, upset with himself for making Mocks cry. “I’m sorry for leaning on you so much.”

“Listen, I know some support groups that you can contact. I’m going to email them to you. Promise me that you’ll look at them, okay? Because if you’re not around to meet my kid, I’m going to kill you.”

Grant smiled, nodding. “Yeah. All right. I will.”

“I love you, Grant.”

“Love you too, Mocks.” He ended the call and pocketed the phone. He stood outside for a long time, his gaze fixated down the road toward the Dunny house.

Every rational part of Grant’s brain told him that Mocks was right. And if there was anyone who understood addiction, it was a former addict. But Mocks also understood the fight it took every day to quit and to stay clean. And it was a fight that Grant was losing.

It had been almost thirty-six hours since the Dunnys were taken, and every hour that passed, every added minute where they weren’t found, was another percentage drop in the chances of ever finding them. If the family was a part of WITSEC, then that meant the people who’d taken them were most likely looking for revenge. So even if the US Marshals and the FBI were successful in their recovery, it would be more than likely that they’d only find the bodies.

And then, after the case was over, Anna would be subjected to the courts and then pushed into a family that she didn’t know and a life that she never should have had in the first place.

When Grant worked the missing-persons beat with Mocks, over ninety percent of their cases were children. And while most of their cases were successful, the children still had baggage. There was trauma from the abduction, and in some cases sexual abuse. Regardless of how violent or traumatic, those events followed the kids around like a disease, infecting their future with the poison of their past.

Grant had seen it time and time again. He knew that Anna would have a better life with her parents than without. And Grant might be able to make that happen.

Bandit came and sat next to Grant, and the pair stared down the road. Grant regarded the dog, who looked up at him with his tongue hanging out and tilting his head to the side. He knew that Mocks was right. He knew that he needed to change, and that he needed help to do it. And he would. But what he couldn’t do was stand idly by and do nothing when he damn well still had enough left in the tank to provide help. A detective’s purpose never left them, not even when they left the badge behind.

Grant led the dog back inside and then went to his bedroom, grabbing the detective gear he retrieved earlier, and this time he took the revolver with him, tucking the holster into the belt of his jeans as he headed for the Dunnys’ house.

Unsure if the FBI or the marshals had left behind any ghosts, Grant did a quick scan around the house before doubling back through the forest, making sure that both sides were clear before he tried to enter.

Once he determined the coast was clear, Grant entered through the back door. He glanced down at the floor, finding the bloodstain near the back door had been cleaned up, and that the evidence markers had been removed. From the looks of it, the crime scene had been wrapped, which meant that the investigators had found everything of note they could. But Grant was there to make sure it was true.

Grant clicked on the flashlight and scanned the rooms. He started with the parents’ room again, taking his time on this second go-around, knowing he wouldn’t get another chance. He rummaged through their belongings, thinking about their decision to leave their lives behind, starting over in a new city.

In a way, he and the Dunnys were alike. They’d both come here to escape a past that they didn’t want to remember, and both were still hunted by the same demons they’d tried to run away from. The only difference for the Dunnys was that their demons carried guns.

After rechecking Anna’s room, the kitchen, and finally the living room, Grant didn’t find anything that stood out to him. But as he stepped into the foyer that held the staircase to the second floor, the beam from his flashlight caught a shimmer of red on the bannister.

The stain shared the same color as the blood on the floor, except it was lightly smudged, a smear from someone grabbing the bannister with blood on their hands.

Grant lifted the beam of light onto the dark staircase and ascended the steps, the old wooden boards groaning on his trip upstairs.

The second-floor space was small, the house growing narrow at the top like a boxy pyramid. The walls closed in on him as he scanned the doors and the walls with the light. There were two rooms, each on the opposite end of the narrow hallway. Grant walked toward the rear of the house, checking the back room first.

Grant led with the light, pushing the door inward, the beam falling against a bathroom with the bare minimums. It looked as if it was never used. There was a tub-shower combo without a curtain. Grant looked inside the cabinets, finding only toilet paper and an extra bar of soap.

He took his time checking the tile, making sure the white was bare of any more bloodstains. With the bathroom clear, Grant backed out, heading toward the front of the hallway, the flashlight leading the way. He pushed the door open, the hinges groaning as the beam highlighted a desk with papers scattered over it.

Grant pinched the corner of one of the papers and brought it beneath the flashlight. Rows and columns of numbers stretched over the entire sheet, and the figures reached well into the tens of millions. Grant set the paper down and then picked up another one, finding a similar sheet, the same type of large figures printed on it. Hundreds of papers just like it were scattered over the desk and on the floor.

Filing cabinets lined the back wall, their drawers open. Some of the folders had been pulled from their slots and lay over the top of the cabinets, their contents spilled onto the carpet.

Grant picked a few of them up and found them empty. He lingered there for a moment, trying to figure out why the investigators had cleaned up every room but this one. Clearly, the abductors were looking for something. Maybe it was a piece of evidence, but it had to have been something from the case that caused the Dunnys to be put into protective custody.

Grant stepped back to the door, scanning the floors and walls and desk of the room with his flashlight as if it were a grid. Whoever was up here spent a lot of time combing through the files, making sure they didn’t miss what they were looking for. And with so much time spent up here, and so much of their focus on locating what they’d hoped to find, Grant was willing to bet they—

Something flashed against the light as Grant passed by the corner leg of the desk. He quickly retraced his motion and saw another golden flash. Most of it was concealed behind the leg post of the desk, and Grant reached down and plucked it from the musty carpet, holding it up to the light.

A cufflink. Gold. Not high end but definitely not cheap. Grant rotated it in his hands, searching for any type of mark or initials, but found none. He flipped his glove inside out and pocketed the cufflink inside in lieu of his evidence bags and then shoved it in his pocket. He checked beneath the desk for anything else but came up empty. He could see how the cufflink was missed, especially if the investigators were as consumed as the assailants were with finding whatever the Dunnys were hiding. If it was ever here in the first place.

Grant backed out of the room, checking a few more pieces of paper, but aside from the large numbers, they provided no other pieces of information. But he had the cufflink. He might be able to pull prints off of it. It was a stretch, but it was a start.
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US Marshal Samantha Cohen stood behind the one-way glass, her arms crossed and her head aching from hunger. She’d skipped lunch, and it was well past dinnertime. She always seemed to do that when she was working a case. Time moved more quickly when she was pitted against the clock. It was all consuming. It was a rush, a pain, and she loved it.

But this was different. Her ass was in the hot seat, and judging from her ass getting chewed out yesterday by her boss’s boss, she knew she had to come through big on this one. And it wasn’t just for her career—it was for the integrity of Witness Protection. Since the program’s creation, there had never been a case where someone under their protection had been taken.

There were only three instances in which a witness was compromised: the witness either returned home, contacted someone from their past, or returned to a life of nefarious deeds—if they had ever done them in the first place.

Sam had been assigned the Dunnys eight months ago when Charles Dunny testified on behalf of the United States government. And during the six months since the family’s relocation, none of them had tried to return home, none of them contacted anyone from their past, and Charles Dunny had kept his nose clean. Their abduction had come out of the blue, which landed the blame on Sam’s lap, causing her bosses to breathe dragon fire down her back. And she was dangerously close to burning alive.

“This is going nowhere,” Hickem said, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. “They’ve been in there for thirty minutes, and the girl’s barely said a word.”

“Just give her time,” Sam replied, maintaining her stature as she watched the psychiatrist try and pull something out of Anna. Neither Sam nor Hickem had any luck, and the interrogator they brought in only tightened her lips. The head doctor was their last hope.

The psychologist spread a few pictures on the table while Anna colored in a book, which consumed most of her concentration. The pink elephant that Grant had given Sam sat on the table next to her. She had hoped the animal would buy her some goodwill, but after the exchange, Anna simply squeezed the plush toy and retreated to the corner of the room. The girl had been through trauma, and Sam was out of ideas on how to break through.

“Anna, can you do something for me?” the doctor asked.

“What?” Anna asked, sticking her tongue out as she carefully navigated the lines of the picture.

“I need you to look at these pictures and tell me if you recognize any of these men.” The doctor gently pushed the first photo across the table, and Anna looked up from her coloring book for just a moment then nodded.

“He was there the other day,” Anna said, her voice almost a whisper. “When my parents were taken.”

Hickem pushed himself off the wall, joining Sam by the window. “Holy shit, that’s one of Joza’s contacts.”

“Shh!” Sam said, waving her hand at him as she leaned toward the speaker to make sure she didn’t miss anything.

“And what about this person?” the doctor said.

“Yeah, I saw him too. I think.” Anna frowned then shrugged and returned to her coloring book. “But one of them wore a mask. Bandit bit him though.”

“Anna.” The doctor’s tone was gentle, soothing, only hardening when she wasn’t paying attention. “Anna. Anna, can you look at this again? Anna.” With the girl still unresponsive, he gently touched her arm, and Anna screamed.

The high-pitched wail forced the doctor up from his chair, and he circled the table to try and calm her down. Anna’s cheeks were bright red, and even Sam and Hickem had to cover their ears in the next room.

“Anna, shh, it’s all right. I’m sorry.”

But the five-year-old jumped off the chair and then sprinted to the door, slamming her little fists against it. “I wanna go home!”

Sam pushed past Hickem, stepped out of the room, and slid her key card through the door lock to grant her entrance. Anna turned her thrashing onto Sam’s leg, and Sam dropped to one knee. Instead of reaching for the girl’s wrists, Sam cupped Anna’s cheeks, her palms wet against the girl’s skin.

“Anna, listen to me. You’re okay. Everything is fine.” Sam stroked the tear-soaked skin with her thumb. “Shhh. It’s okay.”

“You promised!” Anna tried to wiggle free from Sam’s embrace, but the effort was lazy, and instead, she stomped her feet. “You promised that we would be safe!”

Sam fought the grief growing thick in the back of her throat and forced her voice steady. “I know. I’m sorry, Anna.” She pulled Anna close, hugging her tight. “I’m so sorry.”

Anna cried into Sam’s shoulder, eventually reciprocating the embrace. Sam stroked Anna’s hair and held her until the tears ran dry. Finally, when Anna pulled her face from Sam’s shoulder, she sniffled, wiping the trail of snot that had run from her nose and over the curve of her upper lip.

“I miss Bandit,” Anna said.

“I know you do, sweetheart,” Sam replied. “Here.” Sam stood, taking Anna’s hand, and brought her back to the table, where they both sat down next to the pink elephant. She stared at the toy for a moment and remembered the man who’d given it to her. “I’ll make a deal with you, okay? If you finish answering the doctor’s questions, I’ll have Mr. Grant bring Bandit over so you can see him.”

“Can he stay forever?” Anna asked, her tone hopeful, but maintaining the puppy-dog eyes and quivering lower lip that made it hard for anyone to deny such a request.

Sam placed her hand over Anna’s. “We’ll see.” She looked over the little girl’s head and gave a curt nod to the doctor, who rejoined them at the table. Sam got up, leaving the pair to finish their discussion, and then found Hickem behind the one-way glass, his cell phone glued to his ear, surrounded by his cronies. When he hung up, he couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.

“I just confirmed with Homeland,” Hickem said. “They said that three of Joza’s associates recently made a trip to the States.”

Sam kept the question of why she and her department hadn’t been notified to herself. Cross-communication between the intelligence agencies and the justice department had never been great. “When did they arrive?”

“Three days ago,” Hickem answered. “It would have given them plenty of time to gather what supplies they needed to make the trek toward Washington.”

“I still don’t understand how the Dunnys were even found.” Sam placed her fists on her hips and turned toward the window. “In all of our check-ups with them, they never showed any signs of making any kind of return to their previous lives. Nothing on email, phone records—it’s like Joza threw a dart on a map and it happened to land on Deville, Washington.”

“You’d be surprised at what people are capable of hiding.” Hickem pocketed the phone and then raised an eyebrow at Sam.

“What?” she asked.

“You need to be careful what you tell that little girl,” Hickem answered. “Rule number one of any law enforcement officer across any department is to never promise victims anything. We are facilitators, nothing more. It’s bad enough that you already broke the second golden rule.”

“And what’s that?” Sam asked.

“You’re attached to that family.” Hickem crossed his arms, watching the doctor work through his questions with Anna. “They were the first case you were given to lead, weren’t they?”

“I wasn’t aware you had access to my file,” Sam answered.

Hickem chuckled. “I don’t need to read your file to read you, sweetheart.” He cast her a side glare, his grin curved halfway up his cheek. “You know, there was a guy I worked with a long time ago who was a lot like you. He made promises. It was personal to him. He was probably the best investigator I’d ever seen in my entire life.”

“Too bad he’s not here,” Sam said. “Maybe he could replace you.”

Hickem chuckled again. “He’ll be here soon enough.”

Sam whipped her head toward Hickem, who only smiled in return.

“You are about to go and pick up his dog.”
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The phone call with Marshal Cohen had been short. She explained the deal and made sure Grant understood that this did not make him a part of the investigation. When they hung up, guilt flooded him about keeping the cufflink to himself. But in the end, he decided to wait to tell her until he arrived at the station. Telling a federal agent that you broke into a crime scene and found a piece of evidence that their investigators overlooked usually worked best in person.

The drive to Seattle was quick, the late hour clearing the roads of traffic, though he ran into a bit of congestion in the city.

When Grant was still with Seattle PD, he’d visited the marshals building once, but he didn’t remember a Sam Cohen when he took the tour. But that was back when he was still married to Ellen, before the crash, before he started his work in the missing-persons division, and before his reality unraveled like a ball of yarn.

Grant looked at Bandit. The dog was watching him intently. “What?”

Bandit panted and inched closer, leaning his cold nose against Grant’s face, and slowly licked him.

“All right, all right,” Grant said, pushing the dog back. “I know you’re excited.”

Bandit wagged his tail in response, the bushy cord beating quickly against the seat.

Grant approached the building’s security checkpoint, and after he flashed his driver’s license to the armed sentry, the gate lifted, and Grant found the nearest parking spot to the front door. When he shut the engine off, he lingered in the dark silence for a moment, unsure of why he was so nervous.

His mind wandered to the cufflink in his pocket, which had begun to burn a hole. The adrenaline rush of being a part of something so big, something so important, had returned. But laced amongst the adrenaline and purpose was something else, and every time he followed that thread, it led him right back to the US Marshal that was standing in his living room the day before. He was most nervous about seeing her again.

A sharp spurt of surprised laughter jetted from Grant’s lips. He turned to Bandit, who was eager to get out of the car. “Yeah, all right, buddy. Let’s go.” Grant grabbed hold of the dog’s leash and then opened his driver’s-side door, and Bandit followed him outside.

More than a few glares were thrown at Grant on his walk up the steps and into the lobby of the marshals building, but no one stopped him from bringing the animal inside—probably instructed by Sam to let them pass.

“Mr. Grant.”

He turned, the sound of his name echoed by footsteps. And when he saw Sam heading toward him, an unintentional smile spread over his face. “Marshal.”

“I appreciate you making the drive.” Sam spoke almost as if she were breathless. “I’ll take you back.” She leaned to the left, looking past Grant and raised her arm. “Thanks, Fern!”

Grant followed her down the hall, finding that most of the offices that they passed were empty. Grant checked his watch. It was nearly ten o’clock. “Is Anna even awake?”

“She’s been bouncing off the walls since I told her you were bringing the dog.” Sam stayed at least a foot ahead of him on their walk through the department. She turned at the waist, flashing a half smile. “She’s also pretty excited to see you.”

They turned one more corner, and the moment they did, it was as though Bandit could smell that his family was here. The dog lunged, pulling the leash taut, and nearly yanked Grant’s arm out of its socket.

“I think someone else is pretty excited too,” Grant said.

Sam reached for a door handle to her left, and Bandit erupted into a flurry of excited whines and whimpers, burying his nose into the door crack and then squeezing through the moment there was any kind of opening.

“Bandit!”

Grant let go of the leash at the sound of Anna’s voice, and by the time Sam had the door the rest of the way open, the animal had Anna on her back, the girl squealing with laughter as Bandit licked her face, his tail flinging about in a relentless show of affection.

Once Anna finally got to her feet, Bandit still circling her in excitement, she hurried to Grant and threw her arms around his legs. “Thanks, Mr. Grant!”

Grant smiled, and before he could even say that she was welcome, Anna returned to Bandit, and the pair rolled over one another without a care in the world. When Grant turned to Sam, he found her watching the pair play with a smile on her face. “Sam.”

She tilted her head away from the joyous sight, and when her eyes fell onto Grant’s, that smile she wore faded.

“We need to talk.”

Sam nodded and then quietly led Grant out of the room and into the viewing side of the one-way glass. The humming of the halogen lights was a far cry from the laughter and happiness next door. “What is it?”

“What was your team looking for at the Dunny house?” Grant asked.

The bluntness of the question threw her off guard, and Grant watched Sam’s hardened exterior crack for only a minute. Once it passed, she crossed her arms.

“You’re not involved in this investigation,” Sam answered.

Grant pointed toward Anna and Bandit through the glass. “That little girl and her family lived down the street from me, and then she and her dog showed up hiding in my closet the morning after her family was abducted, all the while supposedly under your protection.” Grant shifted his finger toward her. “I’m as involved in this investigation as you are.”

“You know, I read up on your file,” Sam said. “You had the most commendations and the highest success rate for cases in the history of the Seattle PD, maybe even the country. And that trafficking ring you exposed helped free hundreds of women and children that had been forced into slavery and prostitution.” She took a step closer. “And I also read how your actions led to the deaths of over a dozen women during that investigation and nearly got your partner killed. So maybe you should tell me why I should let a former detective whose irresponsible behavior nearly got everyone around him killed be a part of my investigation?”

Grant remained quiet for a moment and then fished the glove out of his pocket. “Because I found something your people missed.”

Sam regarded the glove, which dangled between them, and shrugged. “What is it?”

“A cufflink,” Grant answered, handing over the piece of evidence. “Twenty-four-caret gold, slightly worn. I’m betting you could pull a print off of it.”

Sam worked the cufflink to the glove’s hole. “We’ve already identified the attackers.” She examined the gold beneath the white light.

“You identified the attackers based on a five-year-old’s two-day-old memory,” Grant said. “At the very least, you can use the print on there to confirm that it belonged to one of the suspects you’ve identified. She might not have seen someone else that showed up.”

“Maybe,” Sam said, frowning as she examined the cufflink in a better patch of light.

“Look familiar?”

Sam shook her head, dropping the cufflink back into the glove and then setting it on a nearby table. “I appreciate your help and your concern, but what we’re dealing with here goes beyond your capacity.”

The door opened, and Hickem walked inside, stopping abruptly at the sight of Grant. “Didn’t think you’d stick around.”

“He was just on his way out,” Sam said.

Hickem passed a folder toward Sam, his eyes on the glove on the table. “The report on our suspects. We’ve already put out an APB, and the men that Anna identified have worked themselves to the top of the FBI’s most wanted list.” He reached for the glove. “What’s this?”

“Our PI broke into the Dunny house,” Sam answered. “Found something we missed.”

Hickem laughed, shaking his head. “You just never know when to quit, do you, Grant?” He worked the cufflink up to the glove’s opening, and when the gold protruded from the robin’s-egg-blue latex, Hickem frowned, staring at the cufflink with an expression of surprise.

Grant watched the microexpressions flash across Hickem’s face. They only lasted for a half second but were noticeable.

Hickem dropped the cufflink back to the bottom of the glove and then set it on the table. He cleared his throat, the playfulness from before gone. “We’ll be in touch, Grant.” And without another word, Hickem left, a hastened pace to his steps.

“He thinks highly of you,” Sam said.

Grant turned around, finding another crack in that practiced, hardened exterior gone.

“You know, whenever I hear people bring up your name, it’s like they’re talking about a ghost,” Sam said, giving Grant a look up and down then finally settling on his eyes. Her pupils dilated for only a moment before she broke away. “Thank you again.”

“If you need anything, give me a call.” They shook hands, their touch lingering until a harsh yap from Bandit broke them apart. “Tell her goodbye for me?”

“I will,” Sam said.

Hands in his pockets, Grant walked out to his car, forcing his head to remain on the path in front of him. But he kept hearing Mocks’s voice, yelling at him to turn around and ask for her number. He didn’t deny the connection and the spark that he felt, but now wasn’t the right time to ask.

Grant’s rust bucket was one of only a handful of cars left in the parking lot, and the Buick sat isolated as he fished out his keys. He sat in his car for a moment, staring at the building. A few windows still had lights on, which totaled the same as the number of cars that were still in the parking lot. He checked his watch, finding that it was ten thirty, which would put Grant back at his house somewhere around one o’clock in the morning.

With a heavy sigh, Grant put the keys in the ignition and then cranked it, and instead of the sputtering sounds of life heaving into the engine, there was only the dead click of the keys turning. Grant shut his eyes, shaking his head. He tried three more times, but each effort only ended with the same click.

Grant popped the hood and used the light on his cell phone to examine the engine. He thought it might be the starter, but he couldn’t be sure without taking it apart. And he didn’t have the tools to try.

With only a single bar of service, Grant searched for a local towing company and found one that would be there in less than an hour. They would drop it off at a local shop where they could fix it in the morning. He thanked them for their help and then returned to his car and sat down.

Stranded, he thought about calling Mocks, asking her to come and pick him up, but he wasn’t in the mood to explain why he was here so late. He went so far as to pull up her number, his thumb hovering over the call button, but then he exited out of his contacts list and shoveled the phone into his pocket. She’d told him to lay off the investigation. He knew she was right. She usually was, despite his chagrin.

A few more employees walked out of the building, getting in their cars and leaving, but not before giving Grant the stink-eye. Grant just smiled and waved, and by the time the tow truck arrived, there were only two other cars left in the lot.

“You’re the one needing the tow?” A skinny man hopped from the cab of the truck, a Mariners cap pushed halfway up his head, exposing a forehead that was smeared with black grease.

Grant looked around, finding himself alone in the parking lot. “Yeah. I’m the one.”

“Okay, let me get hooked up, and we’ll get you out of here.” He disappeared back into the truck cab, and a rhythmic beep sounded as he lined up the wrecker with his broken-down car.

“Trouble?”

Grant turned around and found one of Hickem’s men behind him. It was the same agent that was at Grant’s door when he walked away. He was dressed in the same dark suit and tie, though the earpiece was gone.

“A little,” Grant said.

“Matt Kover.” The agent extended his hand, and when Grant grabbed hold, it was as if his bones were being squeezed by a motorized vise. “I heard you brought the girl’s dog back.” He smiled, releasing Grant’s hand. “I bet the marshals are going to love having that mongrel around.”

Grant flexed his fingers, letting the blood flow return to his appendage. “Can’t be worse than dealing with the FBI.”

“Grant!” Hickem said, yelling from the steps on his way over. “Why are you still sticking around here?”

“Car trouble,” Matt said.

“You need a ride?” Hickem asked.

“No, I’ll manage,” Grant answered.

“Don’t be stubborn.” Hickem nudged Matt with this elbow, knocking him forward a step. “Take him where he needs to go.” Hickem flipped his keys around his fingers and walked toward his car. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Once Hickem was out of earshot, Grant leaned over to Matt as the tow-trucker hooked up his car and started pulling it forward on the platform. “It’s fine. You can just leave.”

“And risk getting an earful from him in the morning?” Matt asked. “No, thanks. I’ll pull my car over. Just figure out where I need to drop you off.”

Before Grant could protest, Matt was gone, and the trucker was already handing over a clipboard with some paperwork for him to sign. The trucker then gave Grant a card for the name of the auto shop where he was dropping the vehicle off. Grant fished out his phone and decided to call Mocks to stay at her place for the night. With his expenses starting to add up, he wasn’t sure he had any money left on his credit card for a hotel.
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Grant sat low in the bucket seats of Matt’s BMW, and while he knew the model he was currently riding in could hit zero to sixty in six seconds, he was pretty sure they didn’t go above fifty, even when they got on the highway.

“So how long were you a detective?” Matt asked, left hand on the wheel as he leaned onto the central console, his tone as casual as his stance.

“Ten as a detective, fifteen in law enforcement,” Grant answered, trying to get comfortable in the sports-car-style seats. They’d been driving for less than ten minutes, and his ass was already numb.

“Is it true you had the highest recovery rate of any detective with missing persons?” Matt cast him a side eye, his expression skeptical.

“It’s true.”

Headlights flashed behind them, and Grant grimaced from the light. The car sped up on their right side, giving a quick honk and an angry glare from the driver as he passed.

“Yeah, fuck you too, buddy!” Matt leaned forward in his seat then slammed back, shifting in annoyance. “God, sometimes I wish we could skirt around the law, you know what I mean?” He nudged Grant’s arm. “I mean that guy has no idea who we are.” He shook his head. “We could do whatever we want and just cover it up.”

Grant kept quiet, a light twitch in his jaw muscle. The past two days had caught up with him, and he was irritable.

“I bet it felt good to go rogue when you did it, huh?”

Grant pumped his hand into a fist and fidgeted uncomfortably in his seat. “That’s not what I would call it.”

“No?” Matt asked, a mockingly surprised tone in his voice. He smiled, a slow chuckle rolling off his tongue. “You know, you remind me of some of the guys I went through the academy with. Straight-laced, hard motherfuckers. Didn’t talk much, but then they were always men of action.”

“Enjoy the showers too?” Grant tossed a glare toward the young buck to match his tone.

Matt threw up his hand. “Sorry, didn’t mean to get you all riled up. Just trying to make conversation.”

Another car passed, and the headlights shone through their car windows, and Grant saw a shimmer of gold to his left. He turned at the sight, squinting, but didn’t see it until the car passed. It was on the sleeve of Matt’s arm. It was a gold cufflink.

Grant quickly cast his eyes in front of him and straightened out in his seat. He would have taken his seat belt off to make him more mobile, but he didn’t want to make the FBI agent jumpy.

Matt flicked his turn signal, turning off the highway. “I just have to stop and get gas.” He kept his attention focused on the turn. “Shouldn’t take long.”

“Yeah,” Grant said, getting a quick eyeful of the quarter tank that was showing on the indicator. “No problem.”

The exit turned into a less-populated area on Seattle’s northeast side. It had the reputation for housing drug dealers, pimps, and other unsavory characters. He’d visited a few times during his beat with Mocks.

Hundreds of thoughts sped through Grant’s mind as Matt turned off the main road and down a two-lane stretch. Abandoned warehouses and storefronts lined both sides of the road. Even the streetlights had burned out.

The cufflinks could just be a coincidence, and Grant wasn’t even sure if it was the same shape and size. But the more glances he took, the more the pieces fell into place. Matt kept a limp grip with this left hand, and as Grant retraced their interaction in the parking lot, he noticed that he didn’t move the arm much. Which could mean it was injured.

“God, you could dump a body out here, right?” Matt laughed, exposing those pointed canines, which offered an even more sinister feel than before. And the longer the pair held their gaze, Grant noticed that while Matt kept the smile plastered to his face, the laughter was removed from his eyes. They were focused. They were alert.

The car slowed, and Grant tensed, unsure of how quickly he could move, unsure if he could overpower the young agent. The car stopped. The engine idled. Matt kept his left hand on the wheel, and when he turned to face Grant, Grant got a good look at the .45 tucked beneath his jacket.

“I was told that you found something of mine,” Matt said.

Grant remained still, his eyes locked onto Matt’s gaze. “The average pull time from holster to hand and into a firing position for a federal agent is less than a second. It’ll only take me half a second to stop you.”

The skin around Matt’s mouth creased as he smiled. “You older guys sure are full of yourself. I bet you even thought you had a chance with her, but let me tell you from experience.” The leather seat groaned as he tilted a half-inch forward. “She’s not worth the time.”

Anger twitched Grant’s lip upward, the snarl almost as quick as Matt’s hand as he reached for the pistol. Grant lunged, still strapped in his seat belt. Matt was already unbuckled.

With his left hand, Grant caught Matt’s right elbow before he could completely remove the pistol, and then thrust his fist toward his throat, which missed when Matt lunged forward, slamming his body against the steering wheel.

Matt’s foot came off the brake, and the car rolled forward, Matt and Grant locked in close combat. But any time Grant tried to lunge forward, the seat belt pinned him back. But he had enough reach to keep himself close enough to force Matt to forgo the weapon, but the freed hand threw two quick jabs to Grant’s nose, and a bright flash blinded him, and then he tasted blood.

Matt’s hands gripped his throat and pinned him up against the window of the passenger-side door. The car was still in drive, and with Matt’s foot off the brake, it slowly rolled forward.

With his left hand free, Grant fumbled for the seat belt. His fingers prodded for the button to release him, but with the life being choked from him, he couldn’t find it. He pressed his fingers down wildly, and just before he was about to pass out, he felt the button.

One click, and the belt loosened, freeing up Grant’s mobility. He reached for the door handle and rolled out of the car and smacked hard onto the asphalt, with Matt dangling over the seats.

Grant thrust the heel of his boot into Matt’s chin, the contact eliciting a crack and whipping Matt’s head back. He scrambled to his hands and knees and sprinted from the still-rolling car.

“Come back here, you fucker!”

Grant beelined it for the nearest alley, and just before he ducked down the dark path, a gunshot shattered glass to his left. He jumped at the noise but didn’t slow his pace.

Grant skidded to a stop once he was behind the building, and looked for anything he could use as a weapon but found an exit instead. The back door to the building was unlocked, and he ducked inside to hide.

Darkness greeted Grant upon entry, and he moved carefully and quietly over a floor littered with broken glass, tools, and discarded boxes. Through the dirty front windows of the building, he saw the car had stopped, left parked in the middle of the street.

Matt’s footsteps echoed down the same alley, and Grant gently leaned against the wall, trying to hear what the FBI agent would do. Muttered curses drifted through the back door, and Grant remained quiet and still, hoping he’d managed to give the bastard the slip.

But to Grant’s displeasure, the back door of the building groaned as it was slowly opened, and he quickly ducked behind a stack of chairs and tables as moonlight flooded inside.

One step. Then another. The agent kept close to the exit, waiting for movement, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness.

Grant’s vision had already started to make out the objects inside more clearly, and he scanned the floor and found the sharpest shard of glass that he could get his hands on.

Three more steps brought the agent deeper inside, their rhythm more purposeful than when he first entered. But aside from the steps, the agent was silent. He was well trained. Good ol’ Matt the Rat who sold the family out to the people that were after them. The only question left to answer was why. What was in it for him? Money? Power? Revenge?

The footsteps ended, and the room grew so silent that Grant thought the hammer of his heart would give his position away. The silence lingered, stretching ten, twenty, forty seconds. Grant fought the impulse to move, to check, to give any sign that he was in the room. It was a waiting game for the rat now, and when the silence passed to well over a minute, Grant knew the rat was well practiced.

Another footstep, and Grant felt himself release a breath, which he quickly ended as another footstep sounded even closer. His body was coiled, his hand gripped around the serrated edge of the broken glass, poised to strike. Another step, and the sole of Matt’s shoe scraped gently across the cement floor. He was close, probably on the other side of the stacked chairs. Grant would only get one shot at him before the bullets started flying. He had to make it count.

Silence.

It lingered like before, Grant not breathing, the world still and motionless. And then it happened all at once.

The chairs crashed down over Grant, steel legs and wooden seats cracking against his arms, shoulders, and back. But despite the avalanche of furniture, Grant kept his eyes locked on Matt’s movement as he spun around the chairs, leading with the pistol in his hand.

Grant lunged, using one of the chairs as an impromptu shield. A gunshot popped, the echo reverberating off the barren walls and ceiling, but Grant kept driving Matt backward.

Another gunshot fired, but Matt’s arm was knocked far to the right, and the bullet only crashed into the floor, and with one final burst of momentum, Grant thrust the glass into Matt’s right chest, sending both men to the cement.

Three quick rabbit punches were all Matt was able to muster before the fight ran out of him, and Grant stood, reaching for the pistol, which Matt dropped when they hit the floor.

Grant hovered close, pistol aimed at the rat, who squirmed and writhed as the glass remained wedged into his flesh, blood oozing from beneath the shirt, staining a dark patch over his clothes.

Matt tried to move, but Grant stepped closer, finger on the trigger, the gun aimed at Matt’s head. The rat froze.

“You sold out the family,” Grant said. “What were you looking for in the house?”

Matt shook his head, struggling to stay coherent through the pain that spasmed in random flashes across his face. “You’re a dead man. You’re a fucking dead man.”

Grant kicked Matt in the ribs, and the man wailed in pain. “What were you looking for in the house?” His voice thundered like gunshots. When Matt didn’t answer, he jammed his heel into the glass wound on Matt’s chest.

“Ahhhh!” Matt writhed in pain from the pressure, arching his back until the pain grew so immense that his screams turned to silence.

Grant finally released him and then dropped to a knee and placed the tip of the pistol’s barrel flush against Matt’s forehead. “Where is Anna’s family?”

“I don’t know,” Matt answered, his eyes rolling in their sockets, his attention anywhere but Grant.

“Did you find what you were looking for? In the Dunnys’ house?” But Matt only closed his eyes and smacked his lips.

“I need water.”

“Answer me!”

“It doesn’t matter.” Matt’s voice drifted, his eyes still closed. He spoke as if he was in a dream, though that was only from the rush of endorphins trying to calm his frayed nerves. “They’ll get what they want.”

“Who?” Grant pressed the pistol’s barrel harder into Matt’s skull, but the man never replied. Finally, Grant removed the gun and then stood, staring down at the man bleeding to death on the dirty concrete floor. He reached for his phone, but when he tried to call, he found that he had no service. “Shit.”

“They’re coming,” Matt said, delirious, his voice still a whisper. “They’re coming.”

Grant frowned, unsure what the ramblings meant. But then something clicked, and the noise sent a ripple of suspicion through his brain. He remembered the number of cars that were in the marshals station. There were maybe only two left. And of the people he saw walk out of the building, there was one person that didn’t leave.

“Oh my god.” Grant’s eyes widened. He dropped down to Matt’s body, forgoing the questions and searching his pockets for a phone, which he didn’t find. Instead, he found some zip ties, which he used to tie Matt’s wrists and ankles, and then dragged him back out to the car.

Matt grunted in pain every few feet, but he offered no resistance. Grant heaved him into the backseat, his adrenaline still pumping, and then quickly started the car, slamming his foot on the gas. The tires screeched and smoke wafted into the air as the rubber burned, and Grant got out his phone, again finding no signal.

“Shit!” Grant turned a sharp right, trying to retrace their path. He needed to get back to the marshals building. He needed to reach Sam before she was killed and Anna was taken by the same thugs that had kidnapped her family.
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The lamp on Sam’s desk was the only light on the floor. Nearly everyone had gone home, though she expected the director to still be down in his office. There were times when she didn’t think her boss was human. He was always the first one in and the last to leave. Though she’d given him a run for his money lately.

Sam had stared at the paperwork scattered over her desk for so long that it started to blur together. She bounced the pen between her fingers anxiously and then quickly tossed it away, letting it roll across the desk and fall off the back side.

The chair groaned as she leaned back, her seat just as exhausted as she was. She rubbed her face, trying to ignite life back into her brain.

After combing through files and talking with Anna and looking at the case from every possible angle she could think of, Sam still had no idea how Joza found the Dunnys. There were no phone records, no computer records, nothing. There was a link, somewhere, and she just couldn’t find it.

The glove with the cufflink that Grant had brought her was still on her desk. It was too late to get it to the lab, but the new piece of evidence could offer her the insight that she couldn’t find herself.

Sam leaned forward, picking up the blue glove, letting it dangle between her fingers. The light from the lamp made the glove a little more transparent, and she saw the cufflink that rested inside. How could she have missed it? They searched every square inch of that house, top to bottom.

The question repeated itself in her mind, and Sam circled it, getting closer and closer to an answer that she knew was important.

But every time she got close, the fog of exhaustion clouded the answers, and Sam dropped the glove back on the desk. She fished her phone out of her pocket and opened her ESPN app to check the Mariners scores.

“C’mon, boys, give me some good news.” But her hopes were dashed as she saw their four-to-one loss highlighted on the clubhouse page. She tossed the phone on the desk and then cracked her neck. “When it rains, it pours.” She stood, needing a stretch after the past few hours of sitting down.

Her joints crackled in a symphony of relief, and she walked over to the coffee pot, which had remained half full. She poured herself a cup and then sipped. It was tepid, but she just needed to stay awake. With the Styrofoam cup lingering on her lips, she looked back down the hall to where Anna and Bandit slept.

The dog had tired the girl out, and it didn’t take but a few seconds after her head hit the pillow for her to pass out. Sam could have put her in another location, another safe house, but with so many questions still left unanswered, she wanted to keep the girl close. And the US Marshals building was the safest place that she could think of in the city.

Coffee in hand, Sam walked back over to her desk and hovered over the files. She had studied every single thing she could on the Joza crime family. They were rich. They were powerful. And they were dangerous. Whatever their hearts desired, they took. It didn’t matter how they did it, it didn’t matter whom they did it to, or what the aftermath looked like—they always got what they wanted.

But of all the questions that drifted through Sam’s mind, the one she was confident she had the answer to was the why. It was revenge.

Sam opened the file of another family that Joza had kidnapped. There were pictures inside of what he did, or rather what was left after what he did. The folder pinched between her fingers started to shake a little as she stared at the bloody mess. She let go, the folder closing, and set the coffee down.

God knew what they were doing to Charles and Mary, trying to pull the information out of them. And with so much time already passed since their abduction, Sam knew they could be anywhere. Joza had contacts in every country, but the most logical idea was that they’d smuggled the pair back to Russia. But at least they didn’t get the girl. And Sam planned on keeping it that way.

Sam walked down the hall toward Anna’s room. It was only accessible via key card, and she swiped it, granting herself entry. The light from the hallway spread from its thin line through the cracked opening, and Bandit poked his head up from the bed.

Sam pressed her finger to her lips, and the dog lay back down. Anna had the covers pulled high, wrapping herself up like a caterpillar with only the top of her head exposed. Sam leaned against the doorframe, watching the girl sleep. She knew that one day, when Anna was older and she had a better grasp of what was happening to her family, and all of the girl’s anger finally had a chance to manifest itself into something more coherent, Sam would be the one to blame.

After all, it was Sam’s responsibility to ensure that the Dunnys remained safe, and she had failed. She wanted to hope for the best, but the truth was that every minute that passed made the likelihood that Charles and Mary Dunny were dead even greater. She had orphaned a five-year-old girl. And she knew that it would haunt her for the rest of her days.
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The engine’s BMW revved, Grant flooring the accelerator. He had finally found the highway, and like their trip earlier, it was devoid of any heavy traffic. With one hand on the wheel, he glanced back down at his phone.

A single bar appeared.

The car swerved left and right as Grant searched his pockets for Sam’s card. Matt groaned in the backseat, rolling from side to side, as Grant balanced the wheel and the phone. He felt a sharp corner press against his finger, and he pulled the card out, dialing as quickly as he could.

“Come on, pick up.” Grant kept the phone glued to his ear, the speedometer tipping over one hundred as he passed a car in the middle lane. Three rings, then four, then five. “Pick up, Sam.”

“You’ve reached Samantha Cohen. I’m not—”

“Dammit.” Grant hung up and then tried again. He checked the clock, hoping that she was still at the office, and hoping that at the very least Anna was behind some kind of locked door, though if Matt had already given the information of her location up, it was logical that they knew the exact room where she was being kept.

Still, breaking into a US Marshals office was ballsy, even at this time of night, and even with detailed information on their target’s location.

Another voicemail. Grant hung up then dialed again. He had to get through. He had to tell her what was happening. He would have called Hickem, but he couldn’t rule out that he was involved. His reaction to the cufflink, the fact that he offered to have Matt drive him—none of it painted a pretty picture for his old colleague.

He was still at least ten minutes away, and with the sports car starting to shake as he topped over one hundred and ten miles per hour, he wasn’t sure if he could push the vehicle any harder. But he had to get there. He had to warn her. But when the phone went to voicemail again, Grant wasn’t sure if he was too late.

[image: ]


The buzzing of her phone, which rattled against her desk, pulled Sam’s attention back down the hall. She saw the screen of her smartphone brighten the dark office, and she closed Anna’s door, the room locking securely behind her.

On her walk back, she tossed a glance at the clock on the wall, which said it was close to midnight, and she wondered who would even try to call her at this hour.

When she stepped from the hallway and back into the bullpen of desks, the door on the other end of the room opened, and Sam’s gaze drifted from her phone to the pair of men walking inside, the taller of the two holding a briefcase. At first glance, they looked like Hickem’s men. Their attire matched the cookie-cutter outfits that the FBI wore, but these two carried themselves differently. The proper, upright stature looked forced, as if they were trying to hold something back.

The man on the left stopped at her desk just as Sam’s phone stopped ringing. The missed call was from a number that she didn’t recognize.

“Can I help you?” Sam asked, reaching for her coffee.

“Hickem sent us over to speak with the girl.” The man on the left spoke like a robot that had been given a software update. But beneath his stoic tone was an accent that she couldn’t place. But she’d never really had an ear for that sort of thing.

“Now?” Sam gestured to the clock she looked at before. “It’s too late. Can’t it wait until morning?”

“Boss’s order.” The man on the right, who was shorter than his associate and leaner from the look of the cut of his suit, spoke with the same indifference.

Sam shook her head and turned, walking down the hallway as the two men followed her. “I swear, just because you have the word ‘federal’ in your agency name, you’d think that you all ran the whole country.” She fished out her key card when the desk phone started to ring again. She stopped, the pair of men stopping with her as she turned around, side-stepping them.

On the short walk back to the desk, the man on the right continued his walk down the hall, while his shorter partner called back to Sam. “Which room is it?”

“Third one down on the left,” Sam answered, yelling back over her shoulder. “I’m coming, good god.” She snatched the phone off the desk and answered. “Marshal Cohen.”

“Sam!” Grant’s excited and breathless voice broke through the phone, and Sam tilted her ear away from the speaker because his voice was so loud. “Are you still at the office?”

“Yeah. Slow down. I’m still here. What’s going on?”

“One of Hickem’s men, the guy who drove me tonight, he was in on it. He gave away the Dunnys’ location and blew their cover.”

A second noise came in through the speaker, a loud humming making Grant’s words a little duller. Sam shook her head. “What are you talking about? What agent? What man?”

“Matt! Agent Kover! He tried to kill me, and I think they’re still trying to get Anna!”

Sam turned, finding the taller agent already at the door, jiggling the handle as he swiped a card into the slider. It could have been her expression, or the fact that the pair of men had what they wanted, but the shorter man opened his jacket and brandished the nine-millimeter Ruger, and she leapt behind her desk for cover.

The percussion of the gunshots was quick and efficient as Sam landed hard on her side behind the desk. She dropped the phone, reaching for her pistol as the gunfire ended. Training replaced thought, and Sam jumped up, her eyes guiding her arms to line up the shot, the sight of the pistol bringing the shoulder of the current shooter into frame, but just when she fired, a light muscle spasm forced her to overcorrect, and the gunman reacted too quickly.

Sam’s three quick gunshots forced the imposter back, sprinting toward his partner, who, to Sam’s horror, had opened the door.

“No!” Sam stood, straightening her aim as she readjusted her stance, this time hitting the left arm of the shooter as he retreated into the room.

Sam sprinted around the desk, beelining it for the door. Anna screamed, and Bandit barked wildly, and then both were cut short by another gunshot. Sam’s blood froze, and it took a concentrated effort to move forward. “Anna!” Sam skidded to a stop at the closed door, fumbling for her card as she yanked on the handle. “Anna!” She swiped, but the door didn’t open. She ran the badge again. Still nothing.

The commotion on the floor caught the attention of the rest of the building’s tenants, who hurried to Sam’s aid.

“What do we have?” Director Multz led three other marshals, each of them armed save for the man in the back, Multz’s assistant, who had his phone glued to his ear, relaying information to the authorities.

“Two males, both Caucasian, at least one armed.” Sam shouldered the door, giving one last swipe of her card, but it still failed to open. Whatever they’d done to override the security had also jammed the door for anyone else who tried to enter. “Shots were fired inside.”

Glass shattered inside the room, and the noise sent all of them toward the stairwell, Sam leading the charge. “Let’s move!”

Sam had quick feet on the descent, using the railing to help her jump two or three steps at a time. The patter of boots and shoes followed her, and Sam didn’t break stride when she landed on the first floor and sprinted out one of the building’s emergency exit doors, triggering an alarm.

The blaring din of the security system escaped from the stairwell, breaking the quiet of the night as Sam rushed to the west side of the building, where the windows of Anna’s room were attached to a ledge on the third story. Where the hell the kidnappers thought they could go from there, she had no idea.

Sam turned the corner, her cohorts close behind, and watched as the taller man landed on two feet, quickly detaching a rope from his waist, Anna limp in his arms.

“Freeze!” Sam rushed forward, but a gunshot rang out from the third-story window and pushed Sam back behind the corner as Director Multz and the others caught up. The four of them remained pinned against the corner of the building, flush against the concrete as repeated gunshots turned the building’s corner into puffs of dust.

When the firing ended, Sam stole a quick glance at the man sprinting down the street and the gunman protruding from the broken third-story window. The gunman fired again, pinning Sam next to Director Multz behind the cover of the building.

“Sniper rifle. Third story,” Sam said. “Must have been assembled in the room from the briefcase they brought.” Another gunshot rang out. “The second assailant is heading north on Twenty-Second Street. Victim looks to be unconscious.”

Multz turned toward his assistant, relaying the information while Sam inched closer toward the edge, almost to the point of crossing the plane into the sniper’s field of vision. She had her eyes on the cars parked across the street. If she could make it there, then she had a chance at catching up with the runner. Sixty pounds of child were bound to slow him down, and Sam had always been quick.

“Cover me.” Two quick exhalations, then Sam exploded from the corner, immediately triggering gunshots from the third-story shooter, quickly followed by Director Multz’s screams as Sam pumped her legs on her sprint across the road.

Sam kept her eyes locked on the cars across the street, and it wasn’t until she ducked and skidded on her knees and shins, her pants tearing on the sidewalk, that she looked toward the window.

The sniper managed to get off one shot before Multz and the others provided cover fire, and with the shooter distracted, Sam turned her attention down the road in time to watch the kidnapper disappear down a side alley. With her knees aching, Sam jumped into pursuit.

Nearing the alley, Sam slowed, trying to get a handle on her breathing as the cool evening air stung the cuts along her legs. She spun from the corner, gun aimed, listening to the sounds of the kidnapper’s footsteps as he disappeared down the next street.

Sam kept up the pursuit, catching up with the runner as he weaved between streets and down side alleys. The longer it dragged out, the more her muscles burned, but she pushed the fatigue aside, knowing what would happen if she failed. But she couldn’t break her promise to Anna. Not again.

Once the distance between their gap had shortened to less than twenty yards, Sam raised her pistol, poised to shoot, but couldn’t get a clear shot on the run without risking hitting Anna. She had to get closer.

Their chase brought them to the shores of Lake Washington, and during the sprint, Sam kept glancing up toward the night sky, wondering where in the hell air support was. They needed to be tracking this guy.

Finally, after one last jarring right turn from an alley, the kidnapper kept a straight path, and his destination looked to end at the water’s edge.

“Stop!” Sam planted her feet, having a clear line of sight on the kidnapper now, but her orders went unheeded, just as they had been the dozen other times she screamed. Her breath had grown labored, and though she gripped her pistol with both hands, she couldn’t keep her aim steady. “I said freeze, goddammit, or I’ll shoot!”

But the kidnapper never broke stride as he grew closer and closer to the water, which looked like nothing more than a pitch-black abyss. The quick lapping of the waves against the seawall matched the same hastened pace of Sam’s breathing as she tried to force her aim steady.

Sam squeezed the pistol tighter, trying to force it into submission. The sight wavered between the man’s back and the water, and then his shoulder, and then the ground, and then the water again, and then back. The target grew smaller the longer she waited, but she’d only get one shot, and she didn’t want to risk hitting Anna.

The faint sound of choppers and sirens began somewhere in the distance. Backup was on the way. Where did he think he could go? Was he going to swim to the other side? Drown himself and the girl?

The thoughts spread across Sam’s mind in rapid-fire synapses, all while she was still trying to steady her aim. The sight passed across his shoulder, the shot clear but only for a moment, and she squeezed the trigger.

The bang of the gunshot and the kidnapper’s leap over the edge of the seawall were simultaneous, and he and Anna disappeared.

Sam hurried forward, the sirens in the backdrop of the city growing louder and louder. Her heart pounded twice as quickly as her feet did against the pavement, and then she heard the sputtering startup of the boat engine come to life and then roar. The engine’s whine drowned out everything else. Including her screams.

Sam skidded to a stop at the seawall’s ledge and raised her pistol to fire at the small watercraft disappearing into the pitch black of the lake. Knowing she was out of range, Sam lowered her pistol, the noise from the boat engine fading and the sirens of the authorities growing behind her.

But Sam stood there, frozen, on the edge of the seawall, her eyes following the wake of the boat until there was nothing left to see.
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The police vehicles had already surrounded the marshals building by the time Grant came to a screeching halt in Matt’s BMW. Matt was still in the backseat, and Grant stepped out before the police even spotted the body in the back.

He scanned the crowd, watching the body language of the officers, listening for any news over the radio crackle that flitted into the open air. The parking lot had transformed from a barren landscape to a packed house. But from the bowed heads, and loose, tense chatter, Grant already knew the outcome of what happened.

“Hey! Buddy, where you going?” A hand on Grant’s shoulder yanked him backward, and out of instinct, Grant reached for the badge that was no longer there... that hadn’t been there for over four years.

It was a street cop who couldn’t have had more than three years with the department but had that practiced stare that most officers learned after a few close calls on the beat. The kid had a good one too, detailed down to every crease and line across his face.

“Where is Marshal Cohen?” Grant asked.

The cop gave him a look up and down, and then Grant watched his partner walk over to the BMW.

“Holy shit!” The partner turned, hand on his pistol. “There’s a dead guy back here!”

The three-year veteran drew his pistol, and Grant kept his hands at his sides, not moving even before the young gun spit the order. “Stay right where you—”

“Enough!” It was Hickem’s voice that drew their attention, but it was the big man’s size that caused them to lower their weapons. “He’s with us. Special investigator.” Hickem flicked his gaze toward the car. “Sam filled me in. Is he in the back?”

Grant nodded. “He’s lost a lot of blood, but he should still be alive.”

Hickem walked over with three of his own people toward the car, pulling the traitor from the backseat. “We need a medic over here!” They propped Matt up against the car, staining the pewter paint job with blotches of red.

Grant kept his eyes on Hickem. Was it some kind of a game? Or was the big brute really not in on it? Before he had a chance to ask, another hand grabbed his shoulder. When Grant spun around, he was staring into the eyes of a short man with a head of thick grey hair buzzed into a flat top that was so proper it could act as a shelf.

“Director Multz.” The man shook Grant’s hand without Grant even offering and then gave him a hard yank to get him to follow him, which Grant did, falling into stride right behind him. “Sam told me what you told her. She’s inside. I think it’s best if we talk alone.”

Grant looked back at Hickem. A pair of medics was attending to Matt, whom they’d already loaded on a stretcher. He didn’t like the fact that Hickem was going to question him first. But he knew that no one else here had the authority to do it. And Grant had a feeling that Hickem was only going to share the information he wanted to share, and not the stuff they probably needed.

Grant followed Multz into the Marshal building and down a hallway on the first floor. Multz entered one of the offices, and when Grant stepped inside, he saw Sam with her back toward the door, looking out a window.

“Found him,” Multz said, shutting the door behind him.

It was just the three of them, and when Grant realized no one else would be joining them, he understood the importance of what would be said here.

“Sam,” Multz said, taking a seat behind his desk and folding his arms in a practiced gesture over the table. “Sam?”

She finally turned, and the first thing Grant noticed was the change in her eyes. There was a glaze that covered them. It wasn’t one of fear, or grief, or rage. It was almost of disbelief. But then Grant finally recognized it. Doubt.

“You were right,” Sam said. “We should have looked closer. I don’t know how you made it out of there alive, but the girl is gone. We need to get her back, and the family, if they’re still alive.”

“Does that mean you’re bringing me on board?” Grant knew it was ultimately the director’s decision, but he kept his gaze on Sam.

“I don’t know who else on Hickem’s team was involved,” Sam answered. “Hell, I don’t know if Hickem was the one who ordered it, but I know that we’ll still have to work with him.” She stepped forward, an intimate need to her motion as she drew closer. “I need someone I can trust.”

“You’ll be working as a special investigative liaison,” Multz said. “You will report directly to Marshal Cohen and me. No one else.”

Grant cocked his eyebrow. “Special investigative liaison?”

Multz shrugged. “We wanted it to sound somewhat official. But I want to make it clear that you are here to analyze and predict. No fieldwork. We just need you to help us find the girl.”

“I’ll need access to everything,” Grant said. “And that includes any dirty laundry you might not want exposed. I’m only good when I can get all of the facts.”

“You’ll have everything you need,” Sam answered. “We’re setting up a command station down the hall.” She checked her phone. “First meeting is in fifteen minutes.”

Grant nodded, taking a breath, but remembered what Mocks had told him about moving on, about getting out of neutral. A part of him didn’t think this was what she meant, but for the first time since Ellen passed, or since he was kicked off the force, Grant felt purpose flood through him.

He looked at the watch on his wrist then switched the mode to timer. He clicked start, and the first few seconds wound past. “Let’s get started.”
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Due to the chronic pain and the darkness, Charles Copella had lost track of time. He faded in and out of consciousness, only woken by a draft of cold air or a nightmare. The restraints over his chest, wrists, and ankles were a reminder of his captivity. Not that they were needed anymore. He could barely keep his head up, let alone try to escape.

But the restricted mobility only added to his torture. His feet and legs had swollen, doubling in size and turning a light shade of purple. He couldn’t wiggle his toes anymore, and any feeling beneath the waist had disappeared. He’d soiled himself a half dozen times, but he couldn’t smell it anymore.

Drifting between consciousness and unconsciousness, sanity and madness, Charles spasmed randomly in pain from the welts, bruises, and lacerations that covered his body. The worst was the wound in his left shoulder, which had finally clotted, except now it reeked of infection, and he was sure that those fever dreams that plagued his sleep were because of it. Even if he did get out of this alive, he didn’t expect to be whole again. But so long as his family was safe, so long as he didn’t give up the one ace up his sleeve, they had a chance.

Charles hadn’t seen his wife since they were taken. But he knew that they didn’t have his daughter. If they did, they would have used her against him the first day. They’d threatened his life and his wife, but so far the only damage that had been done was to him. So far as he knew.

The metallic groan of the door opening preceded the blinding light that accompanied his captor’s entrance, and Charles jolted awake, keeping his face turned away, eyes squinted shut. Whatever courage he owned was taken the night he was brought here, and as the sound of footsteps filled the room, he trembled.

Each time, the torture was different. Waterboarding came first, then sleep deprivation, and the welts and bruises on his face were from the most recent effort to extract information. The abductors made a game out of it. Every time Charles didn’t answer a question, they hit him. And every time he did answer a question, they hit him. It was a game that Charles could never win.

A fluorescent light flicked on, and the door clanged shut. In the light, blood and sweat shimmered off of Charles’s body, which no longer resembled the thirty-eight-year-old frame that was plucked from his home in the middle of the night.

“Charles.” The voice was smooth, calm, masking the violence just below the surface. “Are you ready to cooperate?”

He didn’t answer. He’d been quiet for so long, he wasn’t sure he remembered how to speak. But it was better that way. Silence was survival.

“Charles.” The voice was accompanied by the touch of a hand that lifted Charles’s face, like a human tugging the leash of a disobedient dog.

Charles blinked. The man speaking to him was blurry due to his vision struggling to maintain focus.

“I asked you if you’re ready to cooperate, Charles.”

Charles struggled to work his lips and tongue in coordination with his thoughts. He stuttered, mumbling nonsense. Finally, he stopped himself, hunching over in exhaustion.

“Oh, Charles.” The man shook his head. “Don’t you want to get out of here? Don’t you want to see your family again?”

“M-M-M-Mary,” Charles said.

“Yes, Mary,” he replied. “Don’t you want to keep her safe?”

The man paced around Charles, the expensive leather of his shoes skirting the shit and piss that had congealed around the legs of his chair. Charles used to own shoes like that. He used to wear suits and drive nice cars and take expensive trips around the world. But like Icarus, he had flown too close to the sun, burning his wax wings, and had fallen from his perch among the rich and powerful.

“I don’t want to do this anymore, Charles. You know that, don’t you?” The man squatted low and then leaned close. He was clean cut, about the same age as Charles, maybe a little older. But there were two features that stood out, even with Charles’s fading eyesight. The first was the unnatural bright green of his eyes. It was like staring into a pair of gemstones that sparkled under whatever light shone down. The second were the pointed ears that looked as though they had been filed and sharpened. The qualities likened him to an elven creature from Middle Earth. But the rest of him was extraordinarily plain.

With Charles maintaining his silence, the elf sighed, shaking his head. “I didn’t want to do this, Charles. I want you to know that.”

The elf snapped his fingers, and two men appeared on either side of Charles. They placed their hands on Charles’s head and kept it upright and face forward. And then a third man applied a metal contraption that forced his eyelids open, and Charles screamed when the prongs dug into his flesh.

“It’s so you don’t miss anything,” the elf said.

Pain and fear heightened his senses. His eyes burned and watered, and his vision blurred again as the metal door opened and a television screen was wheeled inside on a table.

The monitor was placed directly in front of Charles, and the elf pressed the power button, smiling.

“Pay close attention,” he said. “Because the consequences of your situation have changed.”

The screen flickered, and his wife, Mary, appeared on the screen. “No!” Charles jerked and bucked against the restraints, but every movement only heightened the pain around his eyes.

Mary sat tied to a chair, her head lowered and her body hunched forward as if she were asleep. The image remained on the screen for a while, the frame of his motionless wife burned into his retinas.

And then Mary’s head jerked up, though her dark bangs covered much of her face. Charles watched, his fingernails bleeding from the harsh rakes against the arm rests. He looked toward the elf, a burst of adrenaline aiding him to speak, his words escaping his lips in mournful globs. “Don’t do this. Please. Hurt me. If you want to hurt someone, hurt me!”

“I am, Charles.”

One of the henchmen forced Charles’s head back toward the screen, and he saw that two men joined her in the room. They held her still as another man entered the frame with his back to the camera, blocking Mary from view. Then after a moment’s pause, the back turned around, the man’s stomach and chest taking up the entire image.

The camera jiggled on its stand and then was lifted and placed closer to Mary’s face. She was screaming, but the monitor only provided the image.

Charles’s stomach twisted, and his heart raced. He looked back at the elf still standing by the monitor. “What did you do?”

“Keep watching, Charles.” The elf gestured toward the monitor, and Charles could do nothing but submit to his torture.

A knife was brandished, and the camera dropped from Mary’s face to her left hand. Before the blade could touch her skin, Mary balled her fingers into a fist.

One of the men plucked Mary’s thumb free and straightened it while the camera tilted back up toward her face, which thrashed back and forth in the only form of defiance that was left to her.

“Baby, no!” Charles cried, his audible sobs replacing his wife’s silent screams. He hyperventilated, and his chest heaved up and down. The camera tilted down, showing the blade sawing vigorously at the thumb’s joint that connected it to the hand. Blood flowed to the ground in coherent streams. “No, no, oh god.”

Mary’s thumb was extended an unnatural length as the pair of hands that gripped the knife now twisted and pulled the thumb, breaking bone and tearing tendons as it was finally removed.

A tingling, numb sensation trickled down from the base of Charles’s skull through his spine, and he had never felt more helpless as the camera tilted back up toward Mary’s face. She was screaming, crying, her face ghostly white, the speckled pieces of dirt standing out in contrast to the porcelain skin. Her hair was ragged and clumped together. The woman he loved more than his life was now suffering because he wouldn’t give up the one thing keeping them both alive.

The monitor cut to black and was rolled out of the room. The elf took the television’s place, standing with his hands in his pockets as if he were waiting in line at the theater. “I really wish you could have heard her scream. The pipes on that one.” He removed his right hand, a white tissue sticking from his fist. He stepped closer to Charles and then slowly unwrapped the balled-up tissue in his palm.

When the elf was finished, he held up a severed thumb so Charles could see.

“I was going to let her keep it,” he said, “but I thought you might want a souvenir.” He set Mary’s thumb in Charles’s lap and then tossed the tissue aside. He leaned in toward Charles’s ear and whispered, “Every day that you don’t tell me what I want to know, I’m going to tell the men holding her hostage to cut a piece of her off and then bring it back to you.” He smiled. “I was thinking maybe an ear today, or her nose.”

Charles whimpered, his lips sealed tight. Snot dribbled from his nose, and his tears moistened the dried blood on his cheeks.

“You’re never going to let us go,” Charles said, shaking his head. “And I’m never going to give you what you want.”

The elf pulled back from Charles’s ear and grimaced. He sucked on his lower lip, giving it a brief chew before letting go. He placed his hand on Charles’s bare shoulder. It was freezing, like the touch of death. “You know, before I walked into this room, I received some good news. Some news that I think will help us both expedite this process.”

When the elf smiled, Charles’s blood froze. He shook his head, his eyes watering again. “No.”

“We found her,” the elf said.

“NO!” Charles thrashed wildly, numb to the pain of his body, numb to everything but rage. “Don’t you touch her! Don’t you fucking dare!”

But the elf said nothing as he exited the room, his hired thugs leaving with him, the eye contraption still on Charles’s face.

The door clanged shut, and the lights turned off, casting him back into darkness, his screams echoing off the bare concrete walls. His anger fed off of the madness driving him wild and out of his mind. He wouldn’t be able to save them now. He wouldn’t be able to hold it together. The elf had his daughter. And Charles knew he wouldn’t be able to watch her be cut to pieces, which meant that they would get what they wanted. And then his family would die.


12
[image: ]


The conference room was a modest size, the table inside seating twelve but able to accommodate fifteen. However, the egos that accompanied some of the people filled in the extra space. Big heads were a symptom of law enforcement agencies working together.

Nobody wanted their unit, group, or department to be the one who dropped the ball, and while talk of the common goal of delivering the suspects to the courts for justice was repeated until ears bled, everyone wanted the recognition that came with the success of solving a case like this. Everyone wanted to get the win. All but one.

Chase Grant sat at the back of the room, pencil in hand, jotting down notes from the rundown. He shifted uneasily in his seat, his body still sore from his scuffle less than two hours ago. He had done his best to try to make himself presentable. He slicked back his hair, the long, thick strands of black still wet. Flecks of grey had started to pepper his hair, and the lines around his mouth and eyes had become more pronounced as he approached his fortieth birthday. But he kept in shape, and while his mind was a little rusty from a lack of high-stakes investigations, he was still quick-witted.

It had been a long time since he was in a room like this. It had been just over four years since his dismissal from the Seattle Police Department. But his instincts as a detective were still buried beneath all of the dust of inactivity. He just had to brush them off.

But unlike the clustered group of FBI, US Marshals, and local Seattle PD, Grant no longer wore a badge of law and order. It was stripped from him after his last case. And while Grant was able to sort through his grief, his guilt, and the pain, once it was done, there wasn’t much left to do.

Then, three days ago, he’d found Anna Dunny, who he now knew as Anna Copella, hidden in his closet, thrusting him back into the action and into a world he’d forgotten how much he missed. And while his role was only as a special investigative liaison, he was glad for the work. Though he had no idea what the hell his title meant.

Director Multz, of the US Marshals, and US Marshal Samantha Cohen were his contacts on the case, and he had been given explicit instructions to report his findings directly to them. In part because of the dick measuring that was currently on display, but mostly for security.

The Copellas had been placed under the watchful eye of the marshals through witness protection, a program with a one hundred percent success rate for the individuals who followed the strict protocol and guidelines laid out by the marshals. The Copellas, who had become the Dunnys, had done all of that.

“Charles, Mary, and Anna Copella, a.k.a. Charles, Mary, and Anna Dunny.” Chad Hickem, the FBI’s deputy director, stood next to the projection screen at the end of the table. He was a mountain of a man, more gorilla than human. He hovered just below six and a half feet and tipped the scales at two hundred and forty pounds. He gestured to the family picture that the US Marshals provided. They wore matching white shirts and jeans, the three of them sitting on a blanket, surrounded by fall foliage. They had big, cheesy grins on their faces. “Charles and Mary have been missing for two days after being abducted from their home. Current intelligence leads us to believe that both Mary and Charles were smuggled out of the country, most likely into Canada, where they would be shipped to Eastern Europe. And as of one hour ago...” He clicked a tiny remote made even smaller by his ogre-sized hand. “Anna Copella was abducted. Aged five, Caucasian female, weight fifty-one pounds, height forty-four inches, brown eyes, and light-brown hair. She, like her parents, was taken by operatives that we believe are associated with this man.”

Hickem clicked the remote, and a surveillance picture, taken with a telephoto lens from a long distance, appeared of a man in a business suit. He had thinning white hair and was flanked by a security detail. “Anton Joza, Russian billionaire and international scumbag who made his fortune in oil. He has known connections with cartels all around the world and, allegedly, single-handedly stoked the flames of the 2016 rebellion in Turkey in hopes of propping up a government his company would have an exclusive oil contract with.” Hickem clicked to another slide and revealed a younger man, around Grant’s age. It looked like a business portrait someone would post on a job website. “Charles Copella, Anna’s father, testified in a corruption case against Anton six months ago that cost Joza billions in investments on the stock exchange, which also led to the arrest and prosecution of Joza’s son, Viktor. Viktor is currently residing in one of our finest federal prisons, location classified. Ever since the trial Charles and his family have been in witness protection with the US Marshals.”

A hand raised, the investigator spewing his question before Hickem even called on him. “How do we think they’ll get the girl out of the country?”

“Currently, we believe that the kidnappers will head north into Canada and then try to smuggle the girl via private plane charter or boat, both of which they could pull off on the coastline.” Hickem nodded to Sam and then to Grant’s old partner, Mocks, who sat ahead of Grant. “The marshals are handling the coordination with the Canadian authorities, while Seattle PD is helping us track any movements locally. Lieutenant Susan Mullocks will be our liaison with local law enforcement’s efforts.”

Mocks swiveled in her chair, hands folded over her swelling stomach. She was less than a week from starting her maternity leave. “I’ve spoken to the commissioner, and he has approved the overtime for additional officers to help with the search efforts. We have roadblocks set up for thirty miles on every major roadway leading out of the city. We also have patrols on the shores of Lake Washington, searching for the boat that the suspect and victim fled the scene of the crime in, and we should be getting an update on that within the next ten minutes. Photos of both the victim and the suspect have already been circulated to our precincts.”

When Mocks finished, she cast a healthy dose of side-eye toward Grant before returning to the presentation. Unlike everyone else in the room, she didn’t take notes. She’d always had a good memory, an attribute she used to dangle over Grant’s head when they were partners.

Hickem clicked to another photo. “Neil Sambayo.” He was tall, bald, and had a jaw that looked as if it were chiseled out of granite, with a pair of dead eyes that sent a chill down your spine. “He is a member of a group of mercenaries that call themselves the Merchants. They’re a group of guns for hire that will do any job so long as the price is right. Intelligence from both the FBI and CIA have told us that Joza hired the Merchants to kidnap the Copellas. So far we’ve met two of the Merchants’ foursome, Mr. Sambayo, and this man.” Hickem clicked the remote and another photo appeared on the screen. “Gusto Debrov. He is currently in custody, but so far his lips have been sealed, but we’re pressing him as hard as we can.”

“The other two members of the group?” Grant asked, circling both men’s names on the list, seeing as how they were the only suspects in relation to the case.

“Danny Mullens and Greta Fitz,” Hickem said. “We believe that Sambayo is heading north to the Canadian border to rendezvous with his comrades to smuggle the girl out of the country. Now, to give you a sense of the stakes that we’re dealing with, I’m going to hand it over to Director Multz.” Hickem took a seat and placed the remote on the table for Multz to pick up on his way.

The presence of the head of the US Marshals was a stark contrast to the hulking figure of Hickem. He walked with his head down, exposing the thinning flat top of his greying crew cut. He was barely over five and a half feet, but was stocky. He wiped the bristles of his thick mustache, adjusted his glasses, and picked up the remote and clicked it. The projected image revealed a map of the globe, slowly populated with red dots that spanned Europe and Asia, South America and Africa. “The case that our justice department and the international community was compiling against Joza was substantial. As Deputy Director Hickem stated, Charles Copella was a key witness in that testimony and was responsible for making a large portion of Joza’s fortune disappear as well as the imprisonment of his son, Viktor.” Director Multz removed his glasses and rubbed an eye. “Unfortunately, during negotiations between Mr. Copella and federal attorneys, Mr. Copella refused to give up the money.”

“Why?” Mocks asked, not bothering to raise her hand.

“Mr. Copella wanted a deterrent against Joza should his situation ever be compromised,” Multz said. “And since the authorities already had Joza’s son in custody, they didn’t press the issue. We’re able to view the accounts, but only Mr. Copella has the access codes. But we also believe Mr. Copella’s abduction could be twofold. Joza wants the money and his son.”

Grant raised his left hand, his right still scribbling on his yellow notepad. “How much money are we talking here?”

“Five point eight billion dollars.”

Air and sound was sucked from the room as the words settled. Grant stopped writing, exchanging a glance with Mocks as she mouthed the astronomical figure without speaking.

“If Joza is able to retrieve the codes to the accounts from Mr. Copella, that large sum of money will be back in the hands of a man who will use it to fund his criminal associates around the world,” Multz said. “Corrupt governments, terrorist groups, dictators, warlords, the worst scum that humanity can offer. Which brings us back to Anna Copella. We think that Joza is going to use Anna against her father to gain access to the accounts. We’re monitoring the money in the accounts closely. So long as the funds remain where they are, the Copellas should remain alive.”

The projector turned off, and the lights turned on. Multz twirled the remote with his thick, stubby fingers. “We’re on a time crunch, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s get to work.”

Chairs were pushed back, and everyone and their respective teams formed up in groups, whispering to one another their thoughts, and for the moment, the “collaborative” environment that both leaders had tried to cultivate dried up.

Mocks swiveled her chair toward Grant, eyebrow cocked up. “I suppose I have you to thank for getting my ass pulled out of bed at this ungodly hour.”

Grant finished scribbling his notes. “Didn’t think you’d mind.” He finally looked up from his notepad, smiling. “I thought pregnant women had to pee every sixty seconds.”

Mocks smirked, but the expression didn’t last long. She scooted forward, rolling the chair closer to Grant, the tips of her feet barely able to reach the carpet. She kept her voice low and was surprisingly serious. “Are you okay to do this?”

Grant nodded. “It’ll be good for me.”

Mocks scoffed, leaning back in her chair, rubbing her stomach. “About as good as a kick in the balls.” She was a small woman, and even her pregnancy couldn’t make her look bloated. The only weight she gained was from the baby itself. She reached for the bruise on his cheek, barely touching it with her fingertips.

Grant grabbed her hand, gently taking it in his own. “I’m all right.”

Mocks looked back toward Hickem. “Not much talk on the person who gave you those welts.” She turned back to Grant. “Did they at least give you a bag of peas?”

“I’m fine, Mocks.”

Mocks held up her hands, finally submitting, tugging on the cuffs of her long sleeves. She never wore anything that exposed her arms. Too many scars. “So do you think Hickem was involved?”

“Not sure,” Grant answered, keeping his eyes down, still taking notes. “Doesn’t look good, though.”

“I don’t like how any of this smells,” Mocks said, rubbing her stomach in rhythmic circles. “Rats always make my stomach uneasy.”

“Anything that isn’t a strawberry frosted Pop-Tart makes your stomach uneasy.”

Mocks smirked and then gestured toward Sam. “What’s your girlfriend think about the situation?”

Grant kept his response silent, though his glare was enough to shut her down for once. Whatever attraction he might have toward Sam had been shelved. He needed to concentrate on finding the girl, and since the Copellas were Sam’s responsibility, he knew she did as well. “The marshals are taking precautions, but the FBI is handling the matter internally.”

“Internally, my ass,” Mocks said. “C’mon, you know Hickem. He’ll do anything to make sure he keeps his job and to secure that next promotion. You think he’s going to let this come back on him? Kover was on his team. And Kover was in bed with this Joza character. It doesn’t take a math genius to figure this out.” She looked at Sam, who started to walk over. She leaned closer to Grant. “And it doesn’t take a love guru to figure out that you like that girl.”

“Lieutenant,” Sam said, walking over and smiling at Mocks. “We appreciate the boots on the ground you put together for us.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not like I have a lot to worry about at the moment.” Mocks glanced at her stomach, a look of exaggerated surprise flashing across her face. “Oh yeah.”

“When are you due?” Sam asked.

“Week and a half,” Mocks answered. “And it can’t come soon enough.” Mocks rocked forward to push herself from her chair, and Grant lent his arm to help her up, and she wobbled before she could stand straight up. “Whoa.” She laughed. “Still haven’t quite mastered the extra ballast.”

“Your first?” Sam asked.

Mocks nodded. “And depending on how this goes, most likely my last.”

“I’m sure Rick will have something to say about that.” Grant walked her to the hallway. “You need help out?”

“No, I’m fine.” Mocks reached for his hand and then pulled his arm until he bent over close enough for her to plant a kiss on his bruised cheek. “Be careful.”

“I will.”

She turned to Sam. “We’ll be in touch.” And then without warning she smacked Grant hard on the ass, laughing as she waddled down the hall. “Keep it tight, cowboy!”

Sam chuckled while Grant rubbed his backside. “Has she always been like that, or are those just the pregnancy hormones?”

“I’d like to say the pregnancy hormones,” Grant answered, “but that’s just not true.”

“Partners like that don’t come around very often. You were lucky to work with her.”

“I still am.” Grant watched Mocks waddle down the hall, forcing people out of her path until she disappeared around the corner at the end.

“Grant! Cohen!” Multz barked down the end of the hall. “My office. Now.”

Sam led the way, and Grant tucked the notepad inside his jacket pocket and then checked his watch. Whenever he worked a missing person case he always kept a timer running. It helped keep him focused. The first six to twelve hours were crucial after an abduction. And Anna Copella had been missing for one hour and twenty-three minutes.

“Shut the door,” Multz said as Grant and Sam stepped inside.

Sam obliged, and the three of them circled Multz’s desk.

“I spoke to Director Links at the FBI about Hickem’s mole,” Multz said. “Agent Kover is currently on his way to DC to be interrogated.”

“When do we get to speak with him?” Sam asked.

“We don’t.”

“C’mon, boss, you really think that we’re going to learn anything unless we get to speak to him ourselves?” Sam’s neck flushed red with anger, and Grant caught himself following the flush all the way down to the top button of her blouse.

“We don’t have a say in the matter.” Multz collapsed into his chair. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but our hands are tied. We could try and get the justice department involved, but I don’t want to waste any resources on an endeavor that’ll just be a dead end. Our priority is finding the girl.”

“If your priority is finding the girl, then discovering Agent Kover’s motivations for leaking the family’s location to Joza’s contacts should be important.” Grant crossed his arms. “There could be other leaks.”

“I have assurances from—”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Sam scoffed and turned away from Multz with her head down and her hands on her hips. Her blond ponytail swayed back and forth.

“Hey!” Multz slapped his hand on the desk. “We’re walking on thin ice here. If we start pointing fingers at everyone about who’s to blame here, then that’s time on finding the girl wasted!” He took a breath, his cheeks still flushed as he stared Sam and Grant down, reining in his volume. “When the smoke settles, I can assure you that we will get to the bottom of this, but right now we continue working in good faith with the FBI. Is that understood?”

“Yes,” Grant answered.

Sam remained in the corner, her body only half turned toward Multz, but she nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. Now get out of my office and find me that little girl.”

Grant was at the door first, and Sam joined him in the hall. She was still fuming as they headed back toward her desk. As far as partners went, Sam was about as polar opposite from Mocks as he could get. Sam was tall, standing five feet ten, and had blond hair, blue eyes, tan skin, and a rigidness for the rules that his former partner didn’t share. He couldn’t talk to her the same way he spoke to Mocks. And he didn’t want to.

“Listen, hey, just hold on for a minute.” Grant slowed, pulling Sam to a stop with him. “I know the Copellas were your first case. I know how badly you want to find them. But you need to channel that anger into something productive.” Two agents approached them in the hall, examining a folder, and Grant waited for them to pass. “Because if you don’t focus that rage, it’ll burn you.”

“Is that what happened to you?” Sam asked, a slight edge to her words.

“Yeah.” Grant cleared his throat, taking a step back. “So unless you want to find yourself working as a special investigative liaison, I suggest you listen.”

Activity erupted back near the conference room, and Hickem stormed out into the hall with his agents, a phone glued to his ear, passing Sam and Grant. “Seattle PD found a boat on Washington’s north shore and tire tracks heading north.”

Grant fell into stride with Sam and the others, the brisk pace shoving everyone out of their way, with Sam hopping up to the front.

“We need a traffic cams check on the routes leading away from the lake, and I want a tactical unit ready to deploy.” Sam turned to Grant. “Go catch up with Lieutenant Mullocks and see if we can get a bird in the air.”

“On it.” Grant jogged ahead, stepping out into the cool night air where he found Mocks on the phone just outside of the building.

“I got it, Commissioner,” Mocks said then hung up.

“Hey, we’ve got—”

Mocks held up her hands. “I know. We have reports of a car hijacking and shots fired northwest of the lake. Three units are already on scene.” She struggled to keep up with Grant’s stride, due to both her stomach and her height.

“Air support?” Grant asked.

“We’ve got a chopper gearing up now.”

Hickem and Sam spilled out the building’s front doors, and everyone headed for their vehicles. Hickem whistled, circling his finger in the air. “Let’s round up the wagons! I want this bastard in cuffs before the sun comes up.”
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The caravan of vehicles heading north on the 405 toward the north end of Washington Lake lit up the night sky with a blur of red and blue lights. Grant rode with Sam in the middle row of an SUV. He looked out his window at the night sky and saw the chopper’s spotlight in the distance. It hovered to the northwest, circling the same spot. They were getting close.

“Local PD has already secured the scene,” Sam said, hanging up her phone. “Your old partner works quickly.”

Grant nodded. “Suspect or victim on scene?”

“Just the boat,” Sam answered, her focus past Grant and toward the chopper he was staring at earlier. “They’ve tracked the hijacked car to a neighborhood west of Brightwater Park. That’s where we’re headed.”

Grant shifted in his seat as the caravan turned off the interstate. He imagined it was quite a sight for anyone still on the road at this early hour. It was a motorcade that would have made the president jealous.

“Fifteen minutes,” the driver said, echoing the orders he received through the earpiece that ran up from the inside of his suit.

The marshals that Grant rode with grew tense, thickening the air with electricity that touched anyone inside. It was always like that before a raid.

But while his thoughts should have been focused on their mission, Grant found himself sneaking glances at Sam. He tried not to be too obvious. But from the quick peeks, he found that she wore no wedding ring and that she kept her fingernails short. She had a beautiful profile, complemented by a slender neck. She kept her hair pulled back in a ponytail that was tightly wound to prevent any issues in the field. She sat straight and still and wore her firearm on her right hip.

Unlike Sam, Grant couldn’t sit still, and he flushed with heat. He adjusted the Kevlar vest they’d given him, which was bulkier than the ones the other officers wore, most likely because theirs were custom and his was a loaner.

He checked his watch, which showed that they were still within the second hour after the abduction. Out of all the variables an abduction case offered, the only consistent one was time. The longer authorities took to find their victim, the lower their probability of success.

It only took twelve hours after an individual was abducted for the success rate to drop in half. They were lucky they had a good jump on the abductor, and they were even luckier to have the amount of resources available to them. But after the rundown Grant saw of Joza, he was willing to bet that the man had some significant resources of his own.

“What’s with the watch?” Sam asked, commenting on it as Grant checked it again.

“Helps keep me on point,” Grant answered. “I wore it when I was a detective. I guess old habits are hard to break.” He peeled his eyes away from the watch, and when they landed on Sam, he felt himself become unarmed. She had an assertive gaze, probably developed out of necessity in her male-dominated field. It wasn’t a look that most men in authority enjoyed. It made them feel inferior. Grant liked it.

“You’ve worked with Hickem before?” Sam asked.

Grant nodded.

“From what I read, he fared pretty well after throwing you under the bus with that human-trafficking incident.”

The “incident” that Sam referenced was the cause of Grant’s dismissal from Seattle PD. And it had cost the lives of a dozen Philippine women and caused more sleepless nights than Grant could keep track of. Ghosts made for bad bedfellows.

“He’s a climber,” Grant said. “He’ll fudge the lines to get what he wants, but he’s not a traitor.”

“Well, I don’t trust him,” Sam replied.

“We don’t need to trust him,” Grant said. “We just need to find the girl.”

The brake lights of the cars in front of them glowed red, and the vehicle slowed as the ones in front of them started to pull off the side of the road. Up ahead, the tactical team was already in position outside of a house where Grant saw the hijacked sedan parked in the driveway.

“Stay in the car,” Sam said, getting out and reaching for her sidearm in the same instance.

Doors opened and closed quickly, rattling Grant’s seat as he watched the raid through the front windshield. The officers and agents on scene surrounded the building, guns up, clustered in five-man tactical pushes.

Grant reached for the radio wedged into the center of the dash and turned up the volume.

“Breach, breach, breach.” A loud bang erupted in the night, triggering a few neighboring dogs into a frenzy as they busted down the front door and then stormed inside. “Living room clear.” The radio clicked off, and then another voice appeared. “Bedroom clear.” A few crackling static bursts blared through the speaker, and another voice broke through. “Kitchen clear. House secure.”

Grant opened his door then stepped out and passed the rows of vehicles parked along the street, blocking driveways, and clogging the run-down neighborhood. Sleepy and intrigued neighbors poked their heads out their front doors or peeled back the curtains. Grant surmised that they didn’t get a lot of cops in this part of town, and when they did, it usually meant trouble.

Sam was back outside and in the front yard by the time Grant finally made it to the house. Hickem was there, the pair talking, though Hickem was doing most of the jawing.

“Found some clothes and plastic bags in the back.” Hickem gestured to the stolen vehicle that was still parked in the driveway. “Looks like they switched vehicles. I’ve already got teams combing the nearby woods, and we’ll have local PD knock on doors to see what they find.”

The heavy whoosh of chopper blades vibrated above them, and Grant squinted up at it and received an eyeful of spotlight as the air support passed overhead. While Grant blinked away the black spots from the helicopter, Hickem clapped him on the shoulder.

“Don’t make your new partner look bad,” he said then laughed as he walked off to another cluster of men that he barked an order to, and they scurried off toward the back of the house.

“So,” Sam said, hands on her hips, and her voice still shaky from the adrenaline burst of the raid. “What do you think?”

Grant regarded the house. The front had chipped siding, the roof was sagging, and the yard was nothing but dirt. The rest of the houses in the neighborhood were in similar condition. Like a lot of neighborhoods toward the north of Seattle, this one was poor, violent, and forgotten.

“We should pull the records on the house,” Grant said. “He picked this place ahead of time. We might get lucky on a hit with any records in regard to rentals or purchases. Though it’s a long shot.” He gestured to the neighbors. “These people aren’t going to talk to any of us, even if they did see something. They’ve already got a sour taste in their mouths for authority.”

“That’s assuming a lot, don’t you think?” Sam asked.

Grant shook his head. “Whatever community responsibility they feel is toward the people inside their homes, not out of it. Come on, let’s go inside and see what we’ve got.”

Grant marched ahead, and when he passed through the front door, he reached for the nearest light switch and flicked it on. “Someone’s been paying the power bill. We should check utility usage, see if anyone was here before our guy showed up. He may have been staying here before the abduction.”

Grant reached for his notepad and pen, his hand jotting down his thoughts as he broke down the room into visual grids, ignoring the other investigators and forensic techs that were already sweeping the place for evidence.

For Grant, it was like separating the visual plane into buckets. He could go to each bucket, search through it, and then, when he was done, move on to the next. It was a slower method of investigating but more efficient than any other he’d tried, and he rarely missed anything.

Sam followed him quietly, and after Grant passed from the living room and into the kitchen, he stopped at the trash can. He gloved his left hand and reached inside, pulling out torn-up packages.

“What is it?” Sam asked, hovering over Grant’s shoulder as he squatted down.

Grant flipped the piece of thin, waxed cardboard over and over in his hand. He set it down and then reached for another, trying to piece it together. He caught flashes of a woman’s eye, and then her mouth, and finally he gathered a few pieces of the lettering that revealed the box’s significance.

“Hair dye kit,” Grant answered, reaching into the wastebasket to remove one of the tubes of coloring and the used shower cap. “There’s two of them in here.”

“One for the girl, and one for the kidnapper?” Sam asked, thinking out loud.

Grant tapped the top of the metal can with his finger. “Maybe. Bag this for forensics.”

Sam flagged down one of the techs, and Grant moved from the kitchen and into the bedroom. A single bare mattress was pressed up against the corner, and Grant immediately covered his nose due to the smell radiating from the carpet.

“Jesus, it’s like someone died in here.” Sam pulled up her blouse to cover her nose and face, trying not to gag.

“I’m sure someone has,” Grant said, noticing the dampness in the carpet. He lifted his gaze toward the ceiling and found a cluster of water stains that dotted the top like urine spots. Some used drug paraphernalia littered the corners of the room. With the utilities working, he figured the local druggies broke in here to get high.

“I think I’ve got something.”

Grant turned at the sound of Sam’s voice, following it to the bathroom, where the sink was stained with the colored dye that Grant had found in the trash in the kitchen.

Sam held a pile of torn-up pieces of paper, wet from the toilet. “Looks like he tried to flush it, but it didn’t go down.” She held up the paper in the gloved hand, the ink on the notes cloudy, but once Sam fit together the torn pieces and flattened it out on the table, Grant already knew what it was.

“It’s a ferry receipt,” he said then narrowed his eyes, trying to make out the numbers of the boat identification that had grown bloated from water. “Looks like one of the San Juan ferries.”

“Where all the whale watching happens?” Sam asked.

“What do you have?” Hickem was in the bathroom doorway, his body taking up the entire door frame. He nearly hit his head when he passed through it.

“Ferry ticket,” Sam answered. “Grant says it’s for the San Juan ferries up north.”

Hickem nudged Grant out of the way and planted his gorilla-sized hands on the counter, studying the paper for a long time, and then without a word, he reached for his phone, talking to someone as he walked into the hallway.

“You think that’s where our guy is going?” Sam asked once Hickem was gone.

“Not sure,” Grant answered then reached for the toilet handle and gave it a flush, sending the dirty water down into the pipes. He grunted.

“What?” Sam asked.

“This guy is supposed to be part of a group of the most elite mercenaries in the world, right?” He gestured to the ferry ticket. “So he rips it up and then tosses it in the toilet but forgets to flush? That doesn’t sit right.”

“He left the hair dye out too,” Sam said.

Grant looked at the ferry receipt a little longer. “If this guy is as good as the analysts say, then he knows we’ll be watching all the public transportation outlets. Even with the dyed hair, it would be a risk.” He crossed his arms, backing away from the receipt. “It’s reckless. I don’t like it.”

Grant exited the bathroom and walked toward the front door, a few flashes from the forensics cameras blinding him on his left. He reached for his phone and pulled up a map of the area.

The nearest main road outside of the neighborhood was a highway that ran east-west, and the west connected to the 405, which traveled north toward the direction of the ferries, but east was barren save for a few small towns that had sprung up around the exits for gas and lodging.

Grant followed the map farther east and found that it passed a few private airfields. If they were trying to smuggle the girl out of the country, a small charter would be a safer bet than a crowded ferry.

“All right, let’s wrap up!” Hickem turned from his huddle of FBI agents, hanging up his phone. “We’ve identified the ferry number and the time of departure. Port authority has been notified, and we have two hours to prepare for intercept. Let’s move!”

With the clap of his hands, Hickem sent everyone into motion. But Grant jogged over to him, snagging his attention away from one of his associates. “We need to send a unit east down the highway and notify local authorities at least fifty miles east.”

“Grant, you saw the ticket,” Hickem said. “He needs to get the girl out of the country. Crossing the Canadian border is the easiest way to take our authorities out of the equation.”

“The rundown said that these guys were elite,” Grant said. “What’s elite about leaving behind evidence that tells the authorities exactly where they’re going to go?”

“The bastard was rushed, he didn’t think we’d find him, he’s cocky—take your pick.” Hickem shouldered Grant as he walked away and toward his unit’s vehicles.

When Sam stepped out of the house, Grant hurried toward her, repeating his request to Sam to send units east. “It’s the smart play. We have the resources to do it, and it won’t take up any extra time.”

Sam chewed the inside of her cheek and placed her hands on her hips. She turned around, shuffled a few steps, then faced Grant again. “Multz wants me to be on site for the intercept, and he agrees with the assessment of the kidnapper heading north.”

Grant felt his grip on the rope tying him to the case slip, and he cut the distance between them in half. “Think, Sam. All these pieces just fall into place?”

“I have my orders, Grant,” Sam answered. “A good officer follows them.”

“Then let me go,” Grant said. “I’d just be sitting on the sidelines anyway.”

“The director isn’t going to be able to spare you any resources,” Sam replied, her tone returned to something more emotionless.

“Then I’ll go with Seattle PD,” Grant replied. “But I need you to make the call to alert the other local precincts from here to Wyoming.” Grant stood his ground. “Worst-case scenario is I’m wrong and you blame me.”

Sam remained quiet, still chewing the inside of her cheek, but then nodded. “Call Mullocks and arrange a pickup. I won’t have time to wait around with you.”

“Marshal!” Hickem said, yelling from the front of his caravan. “Let’s go!”

Sam jogged toward her car as Grant started to dial Mocks. She turned back on the run, shouting above the engines as the cluster of SUVs and sedans turned around in the street. “You call me immediately if you find anything, and you are not to engage. Understand?”

Grant flashed a thumbs-up as he dialed Mocks, who picked up on the third ring. “Hey, I need a favor.”

“Ugh, now’s not a good time, Grant.”

Grant could hear the background noise of the precinct. “What’s wrong?”

“We just had a missing-persons case come in, and I’m having to take care of it myself since all of my detectives are out on the street.”

Grant furrowed his brow. “Was it a kid?”

“Yeah. Little girl. I’m about to meet with the mother now. What do you need?” Silence. “Grant?”

“Sorry,” Grant said, shaking his head. “Listen, I need an escort to help me follow a lead. You have anyone nearby that you can spare?”

“Sure, I’ll send a car over. You still at the house?”

“Yeah.” Grant paused. “Listen, give me a call back after you speak with the mom.”

“Why?”

Grant turned and looked at the house, which was still bathed in the blue and red lights from the authorities still on scene. “It’s just a hunch.”
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The ferry docked at the port was a double decker. The rundown that Sam had received on the drive over told her the vessel could hold twelve hundred passengers and that this morning’s ferry was expected to be close to seventy percent capacity. Which would put the total passenger number between eight hundred and nine hundred people.

Sam was one of four field agents that would board the vessel, which had been broken into four sectors. Sector one: first level, portside; sector two: first level, starboard side; sector three: second level, portside; and sector four: second level, starboard side. Sam had been designated for sector two. She, Hickem, and the other three agents rode together.

“All right.” Hickem swiveled around in the front passenger seat of the crammed SUV, checking his watch. “Ferry departs in thirty minutes and boards in five.”

The SUV slowed as they neared lines of traffic waiting to board the ferry. Families, workers, none of them had any idea of the danger that they could be a part of. But they couldn’t risk alerting the crowds. They didn’t want to spook Anna’s abductor.

“Port authority knows we’re here, and I’ve instructed them to let us know when the suspect’s ticket is scanned,” Hickem said. “You keep your heads down until we have visual confirmation. Once we know he is on the boat, and we have eyes on him, I will instruct the port authority officers to close the gates. We take him quickly, we take him quietly, and I don’t want any shots fired unless threat to life is imminent. It will be crowded on that boat, and the last thing we need right now is a dead civilian.”

“Good thing our ‘special investigative liaison’ isn’t here.”

Snickers accompanied the comment, but Sam kept quiet.

“Yeah, but we’ve got our own sharpshooter with us, right?” The words accompanied a slap on Sam’s shoulder that caused her to turn around. “Heard you couldn’t hack it with the FBI so you hustled over to the Marshals. Bet it feels good to be on a winning team.”

“Lock it down, everyone,” Hickem said. “Marshal Cohen is here because she’s integral to the investigation.”

Sam turned back around in her seat, glaring through the window. She had wondered how long it would take for someone to bring up her past. And while she may have decided to join the Marshals instead of the FBI, it wasn’t because of her skills as an agent. But those clowns didn’t know the whole story. Hell, hardly anyone knew the whole story.

The vehicle braked to a stop, and Hickem turned around again. “Remember that our suspect and victim have most likely dyed their hair to blond and brown. Since the girl’s hair was brown before it’d make sense for her to be the blond one. Good hunting.”

Sam was the first out and quickly melded into the lines waiting to board. She looked up at the sky, where the muddy grey of morning had replaced the black of night.

Despite the summer season, a cool breeze was coming off the water, and Sam’s knees buckled from fatigue as she moved through the line. She caught one of the poles on the dock to steady herself and blinked away the black spots. She was approaching twenty-four hours with no sleep. And the skipped meals weren’t helping, but she knew the adrenaline would kick in soon.

But despite the evidence and the genuine consensus between her boss and Hickem, she couldn’t rid herself of what Grant had said about the trip east. What if they had got it wrong? The doubt twisted the ball of nerves nestled in her stomach, and as she passed through the checkpoint and stepped onto the ferry, her confidence waned.

Chatter filled her radio earpiece, and she adjusted it. She hadn’t worn one since drills in the academy. She didn’t like it then, and she didn’t like it now.

“I want everyone to keep their eyes peeled,” Hickem said, stationed somewhere in the command module. “Port authority knows not to engage until one of our officers is on the scene.”

The gates opened, and heads looked toward the plank that had been lowered so that people could board the ferry. The masses moved as one, funneling toward the deck, and Sam sidled into the shifting horde with the other agents on the loading dock.

Sam brushed her shoulders against a few of the bodies and shuffled aboard. She wore a baseball cap and a hoodie to help her blend into the crowd, and when she finally boarded, she found a good spot with a view for her position. She remained standing, finding a pole to hold onto, and radio chatter filled her ear as the other agents found their mark.

“Sector one in position.”

“Sector four in position.”

“Sector three in position.”

“Sector two in position.”

More and more passengers boarded as Sam scanned the crowd. Families on vacation snapped pictures, couples held hands, and mothers corralled their children in an effort to keep order. And the more crowded the boat became, the antsier she grew.

“I just received confirmation that our ticket has been scanned,” Hickem said. “Anybody have eyes?”

“Nothing.”

“Negative.”

“Haven’t seen anything.”

Sam waited on her response, noticing a fresh cluster of bodies working its way through the crowd. And when she saw a flash of blond, her heart raced. “I think I’ve got something.” Slowly, she worked her way forward, doing her best to try not to draw attention to herself.

“Who’s in position?” Hickem asked, his tone bordering annoyance.

“Sector two,” Sam answered, keeping her voice a whisper as she tried to get a look at the man and young girl working their way toward the port side of the ship. “Sector one, you might have an incoming.”

“What am I looking for? I don’t see anything.”

“Blue pullover for the suspect, holding hands with a girl in a light-purple rain coat,” Sam replied. “They’re close to the window now, facing the water.”

“Copy that,” Sector One replied. “I see ’em.”

“Do not engage until you have visual confirmation,” Hickem said.

Sam’s throat went dry, and the pistol at her waist tucked behind the bulky hoodie grew heavy. A family passed her, and Sam accidentally kneed a little boy, who started to cry.

“Hey, watch where you’re going!” The mother pulled the boy out of the way, trying to soothe him as she cried into her shoulder.

“Sorry,” Sam said, her eyes coming off the target for only a split second, and when she turned back around to face him, the pair was gone. “Sector one, do you still have visual?”

“Negative, had two guys block my line of sight.”

“Shit, I lost them.”

“Dammit!” Hickem’s voice thundered over the radio. “Find them now! Exit team, I want all eyes on the boarding plank. Let’s make sure this guy doesn’t double back and try and get off.”

Sam wheeled around, her head on a pivot as she searched for the most logical path that the pair could have taken. When she looked toward the stairs, a flash of purple ascended the steps. “Sectors three and four, you have incoming.”

Sam walked briskly toward the stairs, weaving around the line gathering at the snack bar. She reached for the railing and used it to catapult herself up the stairs.

Bodies blocking the stairwell only provided fragmented glimpses up ahead, and Sam weaved around them to try to get a glimpse of the purple coat but saw nothing. “Sectors three and four, do you have visual?”

“Negative on three.”

“Negative on four. There are a lot of bodies coming up top.”

Sam squeezed between a couple holding hands, eliciting a few choice words as she stepped onto the top deck. She turned left then right, fear gnawing at the pit of her stomach. She circled in confusion, and she suddenly felt lost. She felt it all slipping away. “Fuck,” she whispered to herself and then spotted the sector four agent.

“You see anything?” Sector Four asked.

“Negative,” Sam answered but then walked around the staircase exit and toward the bow.

“Sam, get back in your position,” Hickem said. “The suspect could be circling around.”

“I saw them come upstairs.”

“And they could have come down.”

Sam pushed her way across the deck, the smell of salty air and the warmth of the rising sun beginning to hit her cheeks. “I know what I saw.”

“Dammit, get back in position!”

Sam winced from Hickem’s scream and then plucked out the earpiece. She hastened her pace, and then, between two groups, she saw the shimmer of the purple coat. Sam pushed the earpiece back into position. “I have visual. Top deck, bow of the ship.”

“You have visual on the girl or the suspect?” Hickem asked.

Sam tried to put herself in a better position to see the girl’s left-hand side and the man that was holding her hand, the mercenary that most likely had a pistol beneath his jacket and possessed a faster draw and fire time than she had ever recorded during her training.

With another ten yards to go, Sam positioned her hand near the firearm, walking awkwardly as she closed the gap. The radio chatter grew louder, and Hickem bombarded her with questions as the agents topside converged toward the suspect.

Sam passed through the narrow bridge that exited out onto the nose of the ship, and she saw the back of the suspect that held the hand of the girl in the purple jacket. “I have visual on suspect and girl.” With the element of surprise her best weapon, Sam removed her pistol and charged the man, placing the gun into the small of his back. “Do not move. Do not scream. I am a US Marshal, and I’m placing you under arrest—”

But before Sam could finish, the little girl in the purple raincoat looked up at her, tears streaming down her red cheeks as she cried. But it wasn’t Anna.

Sam removed the pistol from the man’s back and then stepped away. “Sir, I’m sorry, I’m—”

The elbow that knocked her in the stomach and made her drop her pistol also buckled her forward and supplied momentum for the mercenary’s next blow as he spun around and rammed his fist into her face, and blood gushed from her nose.

Sam blinked, her hands instinctively reaching for her nose, when she noticed the mercenary reach for the pistol beneath his jacket.

“Freeze!”

The order was echoed on either side of Sam, and she watched the mercenary’s attention pivot toward the distraction. Time slowed as the mercenary aimed his weapon toward the agent on the left, and the sound of the gunshot was nearly simultaneous with the eruption of screams from the passengers as the mercenary collapsed to the deck.

“Suspect down, suspect down, suspect down.”

Sam wiped blood from her upper lip and then reached for the pistol on the floor as the hordes of passengers retreated toward the opposite end of the boat, fleeing from the dangers of the shooting, and then parted when she saw the flood of officers break through the crowd. Hickem was among them.

Sam holstered her weapon, still pawing at the blood oozing from her nose as the team of medics that accompanied Hickem worked on the mercenary, who already looked dead. She stared at him, his eyes still open, the anger and rage and focus that she had seen just moments before now nothing more than residue.

“What the hell was that?” Hickem had both hands on Sam, using his size and strength to spin her around like a toy. When she didn’t answer immediately, he inched closer, the tone only more threatening. “I said, What the hell was that?”

Sam worked her mouth in a stutter, unable to find the words, and then like a car with a dying battery, she finally sputtered out a coherent sentence. “I-I had sight on the target, so I engaged.”

“But that’s not the goddamn target!” Hickem roared, and when Sam couldn’t provide answers to his questions, he ran his hands through his buzzed hair. “The mercenary is here, but the girl isn’t?” Hickem was speaking to no one now. “How the hell does this happen!” He stomped his foot, rattling the floor, but Sam was still looking at the dying man on the deck, the medics failing in their resuscitation. It was Neil Sambayo.

Sam dabbed the blood on her nose and found that it was already clotting, but she couldn’t rid herself of that metallic scent.

“We need to get in contact with Grant,” Sam said, a degree of fear and urgency to her words. “We need to get as many agents east as we can.”
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The Seattle PD cruiser traveling east on the two-lane country highway looked out of place, like a city tomcat thrust into the wilderness. Trees replaced skyscrapers, and mountain terrain replaced the sidewalks packed with pedestrians. The sun peeked over the horizon, revealing the empty winding blacktop ahead.

Grant rode shotgun inside the police cruiser, while Officer Lane kept both hands on the wheel, two and ten, body faced straight ahead. He squinted due to the rising sun and reached for the pair of sunglasses clipped to the overhead visor. “How much farther do you think we need to go? It’s been nothing but us on the road for the past forty minutes.”

Grant flipped through the notes on his yellow pad, trying to draw any missed connections that he might have overlooked. “The next town isn’t much farther.” He glanced over at the odometer. “Another ten miles or so.”

Grant started with motivations first. The simplest explanation for Joza taking the family was the money and revenge. It matched the guy’s profile, and five point eight billion dollars was a lot of money. Still, the type of operations that he was able to pull off stateside, what with hiring mercenaries to do his dirty work, was surprising, even with his level of influence.

But that of course led Grant to the mole that was working in Hickem’s unit. Agent Kover could have provided insight into matters other than just the family’s location. Kover most likely aided in helping skirt customs and federal checkpoints.

Grant circled Kover’s name, frowning.

Lane looked over, clearing his throat. “What’s wrong?”

“One guy,” Grant answered. “One FBI field agent was able to outsmart two agencies in the abduction of a family under witness protection.” He made a note to look up Kover’s file.

“Aren’t those guys, like, trained in espionage?” Lane asked.

“They’re trained to investigate,” Grant answered. “And this guy didn’t strike me as top of his class.”

A small pinpoint of pressure formed between his eyes, and he set aside the notepad, giving his brain a rest. He blinked a few times, taking in the scenery. Most of the country outside of Seattle was the same as he found in Deville. Rocks and trees. Needing a different distraction, he turned to his driver.

“How long have you been with the department?” Grant asked.

Lane cleared his throat, sitting up a little straighter as he answered. “Two years, sir.”

Grant cracked a good-natured smile. “You don’t need to call me sir. Try Grant.”

“Yes, sir.” Officer Lane cleared his throat again and then laughed nervously. “The lieutenant told me that you two used to work together.”

“We did.” Grant peered through the maze of passing trees that stretched to an endless horizon. “I’m sure you’ve heard about it, though.” He caught his own reflection in the window then turned back toward Officer Lane.

“Of course I heard about what you two did.” Lane smiled, an almost giddy reaction spreading through his body. “You guys exposed the largest human trafficking ring in the world. I mean, those guys you stopped had connections all the way to a Washington senator’s office.” He shook his head. “People still talk about that case. It put our precinct on the map.”

Grant scratched the stubble along his chin. “Still not sure that was a good thing.” While the young officer looked back on those events with a sense of wonder and awe, Grant only remembered the violence that came with it. He had put himself in danger, and he’d put Mocks in danger. If the chips had fallen in any other order, then he wasn’t sure they would have made it out alive.

“Did you know they use that case in the academy now?” Lance blushed a little bit. “I mean, it’s used in the ethics portion and how you’re not supposed to disobey orders, but still, they cover everything you did. I don’t know if it makes you feel any better, but all the guys in my class took your side.” He shook his head, smiling in disbelief. “I still can’t believe I’m driving Chase Grant. The guys back at the station are going to go nuts about this.”

Grant couldn’t help but like the kid, and it wasn’t just because of the gushing flattery. He reminded Grant of a cop he used to know back during his academy days. He caught a bullet on the street eighteen months later.

“All of those cases you study, and all of that training you go through in the academy,” Grant said. “It’s always different from the real thing. It sounds cliché, but it’s true. You can change the answers on a test, you can revise a paper that you’re submitting, and you can even hang up a new target at the range.” He flexed his fingers, curling and uncurling them into a fist. “But you can’t un-pull the trigger in the field. And you can’t bring someone back from the dead.” He swallowed the thick ball of grief growing in the back of his throat. “No matter how many people you save from human trafficking.”

It was quiet for a long time, neither Grant nor Lane sure of what to say, and then the young officer adjusted his grip on the steering wheel, the sound of his fingers coming off the leather akin to Velcro tearing apart.

“Does the means justify the ends?” Grant said. “It’s a question that I’ve asked myself repeatedly over the past four years, and I still don’t know the answer. The easy answer is yes. One dead to let a thousand live? Any rational human would tell you that it makes sense. But the answer is only easy when you don’t know that one individual. But that one person will leave a family without a father, a brother without a sister, a husband without a wife.”

Lane cleared his throat again, but this time when he spoke there was confidence in his voice. “I don’t know what it’s like to have to make that choice. And I hope I never do. But I do know that you helped a lot of people. And I know that you stopped a lot more from getting hurt. I have a sister. And I can’t imagine her having to go through something as horrific as some of those women did. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.” They turned a corner, and the road ahead straightened, the first little town they were set to check up ahead. “You were a good detective. And there isn’t any amount of guilt that’ll change that.”

The radio crackled on the dash, and Officer Lane reached for it when dispatch identified his unit number as they passed the local welcome sign of the town of Monroe.

“Go for unit twenty-seven,” Lane said.

“I’ve got the lieutenant on the line for you. Patching through now.”

The radio crackled again, and then Mocks was on the line. “What’s your location?”

“Heading east-northeast on Highway 522, about to enter the city of Monroe.”

“Grant, are you with him still, or have you scurried off like you tend to do whenever you’ve got one of your hunches?”

Lane turned the radio toward Grant and pressed the button for Grant to speak. “Still here, Mocks.”

“Good. Listen, sounds like you were right about the trip east. They found the perp on the ferry, but the girl he had with her ended up being the girl that we had the call about earlier from the abduction.”

Grant took the radio from Lane’s hand and then let the officer focus on driving as the landscape changed from trees to buildings, and a correctional institution that they passed on the left. “Casualties?”

“The girl’s alive and seems to be fine, but the perp was shot on scene. Medics couldn’t resuscitate.”

“Was it Sambayo?”

“The one and only.”

Grant let his thumb off the speaker and then leaned back. “Shit.”

“Listen, I’ve got somebody on the line with Monroe Police right now. I’ll let them know that you’re on your way.”

“Copy that,” Grant said. “Keep me posted.” He ended the transmission, and then his pocket buzzed, his phone lighting up with a text. He fished it out and saw that it was from Sam.

You were right. Stay put. Coming to you.

Grant locked the screen and then shoved the phone back in his pocket. He wasn’t in the mood to sit still. Out of everyone on the team looking for this girl, he was currently in the best position to help. And that was what he intended to do.

Grant removed his phone, and when Lane tried pulling over to the Monroe authorities, Grant stopped him. “Stay on 522, and flip the lights. We need to make up time.”

“But the lieutenant said—”

“Mocks would agree with me,” Grant said, though he wasn’t sure if that was true anymore. His partner had ascended to the ranks of authority. And despite all those years working the street, she had other things to worry about. She had to look at the whole picture, balance the weight of resources. But that’s why they brought Grant on in the first place, wasn’t it? To help tip the scales.

Grant dialed Multz, and when the director picked up, he didn’t waste any time. “I need you to call in some favors with whoever you have connections with in the intelligence community and find me any stolen plates that passed through the city of Monroe, Washington, in the past two hours.”

There was a brief moment of hesitation, and Grant suspected that the only reason he wasn’t completely chewed out on the spot, or even hung up on, was because Multz had learned that Grant was right about the girl.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Multz said.

Grant hung up as Lane flicked the lights and swerved around a cluster of cars, sirens wailing.

“You sure about this?” Lane asked as they plowed the highway, passing through Monroe at a breakneck pace.

“Just keep driving.” Grant’s phone buzzed, and he quickly answered Multz’s call. “What did you find?”

“A stolen 2008 Chrysler 300 was reported outside of Seattle this morning, and a vehicle matching that same description passed through Monroe less than thirty minutes ago. I’ve already mobilized air support fifty miles east to try and intercept, and I’ve got marshals from our station in Wyoming heading over as well.”

“Notify Washington, Idaho, and Wyoming authorities,” Grant said, feeling his heart rate quicken and trying to hide the smile on his face. “Put out the APB on the car.”

“Already done,” Multz said. “You did your job, Grant. Now, why don’t you—”

Grant hung up, knowing that he couldn’t do what the director wanted him to. He wasn’t going to sit on the sidelines anymore. He was too close to it now.

The radio in Lane’s car blared the APB that Multz had mentioned, and Grant kept his eyes peeled on the horizon. So long as the bastard stayed on the highway, they might have a chance, but in the meantime, Grant pulled up the map on his phone, searching for any side roads that the suspect might take, and eyeballing his current position based off of the speed and head start that he had coming out of Monroe. “We’re probably only twenty miles away from him, maybe less if he’s trying to stay low profile.” He found a few side roads that could be used as a quick escape and followed the line of thinking that would take the girl deeper into the heart of the States. “We’ve already passed the airfields.”

“What?” Lane asked.

“We kept thinking that the parents were already smuggled out of the States,” Grant answered, continuing his train of thought. “But if this guy is taking Anna deeper into the country, then that means the parents are still here too.”

The radio crackled again, and dispatch broke through. “All units, be advised that the 2008 Chrysler 300 has been spotted heading eastbound on Highway 522, just past mile marker 238. Suspect is considered armed and dangerous. Approach with utmost caution.”

Grant checked the map. “We’re close.” He slapped the dash. “Let’s punch it!”

With the roar of the squad car’s engine and the surge of adrenaline pumping through his veins, Grant couldn’t sit still. The radio chatter that came over the speakers only added to the excitement, and when Sam called, Grant ignored it. He didn’t want to put himself in a situation where he would have to defy the people he was trying to help.

Flashing blue and red lights lit up the horizon as the grey of morning faded into the crystal-clear light of day. It was the caravan of local cops that had marked the Chrysler.

Lane closed the gap, easily catching up to the huddling masses and joining the chase. Most of the civilian traffic had been cleared, but there were still a few cars pulling off to get out of the way.

From his view in the passenger seat, Grant could see the taillights of the Chrysler between the cluster of squad cars in pursuit. He felt their speed slow, and when he looked at the speedometer, he saw that they were only going eighty.

“He doesn’t seem to be in a hurry,” Lane said.

“No, he doesn’t.”

The chase lasted until a chopper came into view overhead, and then the Chrysler finally turned off the highway onto one of the small side roads that Grant had looked at earlier. He pulled up the map again, and this time when Lane went to follow, Grant stopped him. “Keep heading east. I’ll tell you when to turn.”

Lane didn’t argue, and Grant scoured the map, keeping an eye on the bird following the Chrysler. He whispered to himself, “Where are you going?” He zoomed in, expanding the limited back roads, and found a dirt path that turned north from where they got off the highway that happened to intersect at the next exit.

Satellite imagery showed that nothing but trees and a few farms were sprinkled on the road. It was the perfect place to ditch and try to hide. “Turn up here!”

Again, Lane did as he was told, and Grant felt the tug from the seat belt as they careened onto the curving off ramp. He watched the helicopter above, waiting for it to turn, to head up toward them. “C’mon. Turn. Turn. Turn.”

Finally, the chopper veered, and Grant slapped the dash in triumph. “Yes!” He thrust his hand forward, pointing up ahead. “Take a right on Maywell Road. We’re going to run right into this guy.”

Maywell Road came quickly, and Lane turned sharply, tossing the pair of them back and forth inside the cabin, the ride immediately bumpier on the gravel road.

“There he is.” Grant spotted the Chrysler kicking up enough dust to cloud the caravan of cruisers behind him. “Stop here. Block the road.”

They skidded forward when Lane slammed on his brakes, and then he positioned the cruiser perpendicular to the road. Lane started to get out of the car, but Grant stopped him. “I need a gun.”

Lane tilted his head to the side. “I don’t think—”

“Is the shotgun in the trunk?”

Lane hesitated for only a second, then he nodded.

“Open it.” Grant got out of the car, the dust cloud heading toward them growing larger and closer. The trunk popped, and Grant reached for the bag and ran the zipper down quickly, snatching up the twelve-gauge. He checked the chamber and found it loaded then joined Lane by the hood, where they positioned themselves behind the car for cover.

“What happens if he doesn’t stop?” Lane asked.

Grant adjusted his aim, bringing the front windshield of the Chrysler into view. “He won’t risk injuring the girl. She’s too valuable.” The engine roared, and the din of sirens echoed through the woods. The car was one hundred yards away, then eighty, then sixty.

“He’s not slowing down,” Lane said, slowly scooting backward.

“He will.” Grant remained steady as a rock as he was able to make out the details of the grill from forty yards away, then twenty, the groan of the engine still at its peak.

“Jesus Christ!” Lane screamed, but he stayed at his post on the hood of the cruiser.

And just when Grant was about to doubt himself and rush both himself and the boy off to the side, the Chrysler’s engine died, and the driver slammed on the brakes, attempting to careen around the trunk of the cruiser.

It almost made it, but the loose gravel and soil on the sides of the road were too thick, and the shrubs and trees were too clustered to allow anything larger than a dirt bike to pass. But the momentum of the car pushed it a dozen yards into the forest before it stopped.

Grant approached first, the stock of the shotgun pressed firmly against his squared shoulders. He only made it three steps before the driver’s-side door opened and the mercenary brandished a pistol, firing randomly and sending Grant and Lane back behind the squad car for cover.

Lane kept his eyes closed, his face drenched in sweat as they sat on the road. He was hyperventilating.

“You all right?” Grant asked.

Lane nodded, and Grant peeked over the hood toward the Chrysler. A figure, carrying something over his shoulder, sprinted into the woods.

“C’mon!” Grant slapped Lane on the shoulder, and the pair were already in pursuit by the time the next squad car stopped in the road.

Rocky terrain and ankle-high brush made the tracking slow, but Grant maintained line of sight. The mercenary turned, firing and forcing both Grant and Lane behind the cover of trees, but neither returned fire. They couldn’t risk hitting Anna.

Chopper blades whirled overhead, the air support blocked by the thick canopy of trees. The shouts and grunts of the officers joining the chase grew closer, but the only thing that Grant focused on was the sound of his own breathing, the twelve-gauge in his hands, and the man carrying Anna Copella deeper into the woods.

A cramp bit at the left side of Grant’s ribs, but he pushed through it, and he hastened his pace. The back of the suspect’s head grew closer and closer and closer until suddenly Grant’s view was blocked by a cluster of trees.

Grant’s heart skipped a beat, but when he cleared the blockade of the trees and saw what was behind it, his heart stopped cold altogether, and it wasn’t anything but the years of repetition coming back to him that raised the shotgun and kept his aim steady. “Let her go!”

The mercenary had Anna on the ground, where she lay unconscious with a gun to her head. The mercenary wore no mask. His face was scarred from years of a life that had known nothing but violence. His eyes were dark, and his face wide and flat. Since it was a man, Grant assumed it was Danny Mullens.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t move. He just sat there with the gun to Anna’s head.

“I was told that you wouldn’t be here,” Mullens said. “I was told I had a clear route.”

Grant frowned, approaching slowly, gun still aimed. “Who told you?”

The mercenary smiled. “The girl will die before you can pull the trigger.”

“I’ve played this game before,” Grant said.

The mercenary shook his head. “You’ve never played this game.” He kept his eyes locked on Grant. “If you know who I am, then you know who hired me. He doesn’t accept failure.”

“Whatever they paid you, whatever they told you, it doesn’t have to stay that way,” Grant said, struggling to keep his voice calm and the shotgun steady. “Just put the gun down, and step toward me.”

Silence lingered, and then the mercenary looked past Grant toward the approaching officers. He looked up at the sky at the sound of the chopper. When he lowered his face, he nodded. “All right, then.” He took the pistol off of Anna’s head, and just when Grant was about to exhale in relief, he placed the barrel of the gun against his own head and squeezed the trigger.
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FBI Director Nathan Links sat slouched in his chair, fingers interlaced and both hands resting on top of his stomach. He lolled his head lazily to the left and checked the time. The conference call had been rambling on for the past twenty minutes, which was nineteen minutes longer than it needed to be.

These discussions were always a formality, a faux “sharing” of information that was nothing more than a circle jerk. He raised his hand, working his mouth and hand at the same time as though he had a puppet, as the CIA director discussed some jihadist stuck in a hole five thousand miles away.

“Nathan,” the Homeland director said, “do you have any updates?”

“Not yet,” Links answered. “Still waiting to hear back on the situation with the girl in the Joza case.” He picked at his index fingernail, trying to flick out a lone piece of dirt wedged inside. “Should have an update on that soon.”

“All right, I don’t have anything else. Jim?”

“Good here,” the CIA director replied.

“All right, till next week, gentlemen.”

The call ended, and Links raised his middle finger to hit the end call button on his phone. He leaned back in his seat. He’d been in this position for two years. And he finally had something big ready. Something that would secure his position for the rest of his life.

A cell phone on the desk buzzed, the name “Hickem” illuminated on the screen. Links reached for it quickly. “What is it?”

“We’ve got her, sir,” Hickem said. “The Copella girl. We’re taking her to a secure facility now.”

“Good.” The word came out practiced but devoid of any excitement. Color had drained from his cheeks, and his lip curled in a snarl. “What about the mercenary?”

“Shot himself,” Hickem answered. “But we still have Gusto Debrov in custody at the US Marshal building. Though he hasn’t given us much to go on save for what we already know. But, um, sir, there is something else.”

“What?” Links didn’t try to hide his displeasure with that. He didn’t need any more surprises.

“The kidnapper was heading east,” Hickem said, his tone confused. “It doesn’t match the intelligence we were given that the mercenaries and Joza were trying to smuggle the Copellas out of the country.”

“No,” Links answered. “It doesn’t.”

“Sir, I was wondering if I could come to DC,” Hickem said. “I’d like the opportunity to speak to Agent Kover myself, see what caused him to—”

“The mole that was inside your unit is no longer your concern,” Links said. “I’ll be handling the interrogation process personally. I think you’ve done enough in that regard, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Let me know as soon as the Copella girl is in a secure location, and let’s try and keep the media coverage to a minimum. The less we have to deal with battling that front, the quicker we can get this resolved.” Links hung up and then tossed the phone on the desk. He leaned back in his chair, a quiet rage growing inside of him, fanned by his quickened breath.

He shot up and out of his chair and paced the room, doing his best to quell the scream that was building up inside of him, begging to be let out. He raked his fingers through his hair and caught the shimmer of the gold nameplate on his desk.

The phone buzzed again, the number blocked this time. “What?” His tone was short, and he was breathless.

“Asset is secure. Location alpha two.”

The call ended, and Links closed his eyes, trying to get control of his breathing, and then pocketed the phone. Once his heart rate slowed and he fixed his hair in the mirror, he donned his jacket and then stepped out of the office, only one thing on his mind as he walked through the halls of the J. Edgar Hoover building, where he had spent most of his adult career.

It was a call he’d been expecting since Hickem informed him of the mole. And it was a conversation that he had replayed over and over in his head, traveling down different paths and toying with a variety of outcomes. It was a game that he liked to play to keep himself from growing bored. It was also the main reason he joined the FBI and had been promoted to his current rank. He was good at asset management and risk diversion.

Every possible outcome, every possible path, the obstacles and roadblocks, the resources needed, the probability of success or failure, it was nothing more than a numbers game for him, and Links always made sure that the odds were in his favor. But he could do so much more. He could elevate himself, the FBI, the whole goddamn country if people would just let him do his job.

Nearsightedness was the Achilles’ heel of an intelligence agency’s growth. But Links knew better. He saw beyond the corner, and beyond the turn after that, and all the way down to the end of his life and the rest of the world’s. He could make everything better. If only the dumb fucks that surrounded him would listen.

A few friendly smiles and waves greeted Links on his exit, but even he had to swipe his security badge at the checkpoint before he left. People kissed his ass because he was in a position of power. And in return he fed them the lies that every other sociopath and narcissist in Washington fed them: a promise of transparency and integrity.

But everyone had a tell, a weak point, dirty laundry, or a skeleton in the closet that they didn’t want known. Exploitation and blackmail were the name of the game. But Links had gone to a considerable amount of effort to avoid such tactics. The more entangled he became, the harder it was to move around. And he wanted to stay mobile.

When he stepped outside, the security valet offered to grab his car, but Links waved him away. “Think I’ll walk to lunch, Bill.”

“All right, Director Links, no problem. Hey, you watch the Nationals last night?”

“Strasburg pitched a gem.” Links forced a smile as he turned around. “Too bad he couldn’t have been healthy all four years we’ve had him.”

“We’re making up for lost time!” Bill hollered, the statement followed with a gut-bursting laugh.

Links turned around, continuing his walk toward the black site, and trying to rid himself of that wretched taste of effort on his tongue. In truth, he wasn’t much better than the politicians that plagued the city like rats, but at the very least, his own aspirations were in line with the betterment of the country and, in turn, its people.

But the slack-jawed masses and vacant-eyed expressions of the common folk that Links passed on the street weren’t the bedrock of his true motivations. He only wanted power. But to want power in a democracy was to be branded a demagogue. And it was hard for a demagogue to get anything done in this town. You had to practice the smile, the wave, the handshake with those idiots charged with the power of the vote. And for the past fifteen years with the FBI, he had played that part with the people around him. But it was close to being finished now. So fucking close.

Links kept to a serpentine path on his way to the black site, the walk sporadic but cunningly efficient. The Capitol was infested with cameras that the intelligence community monitored like hawks. Every day, everywhere, people were photographed and recorded. But there were certain paths that operatives could walk throughout the city that would shield them from cameras.

Most of the walkways were from the FBI building to the handful of black sites that were still operational but off the books.

It was all part of a game played in the shadows, and if you didn’t learn how to feel your way through the dark, then you wouldn’t last long.

Links turned the last corner of the route, which led him down a narrow one-way street north of the city and just past DC’s downtown. It was on a hill, and when he looked south, he had a good view of the National Mall.

The Washington Monument stuck out as it protruded triumphantly toward the sky. To the east and west were the Lincoln Memorial and the Capitol building. There were tens of thousands of tourists down there, gazing at the Romanesque structures that had been erected as a testament to the country’s strength and honor.

Links had visited them only once since he moved to DC when he first started with the bureau. He stood beneath the shadows of all that history, and only one thought entered his mind: I wonder where they’ll build mine?

Links removed his security badge as he walked up the steps of a two-story building wedged between an out-of-business convenience store and an office building for lease. Of course neither building on either side was ever under any private control. The FBI owned all three and just made sure to rotate what was happening with them every few months. It was a charade that had worked effectively for the past four years, ever since black sites in the capitol were “barred” from existence. But that was the point of a black site, wasn’t it? To be invisible?

The door opened, and a security guard sitting behind a desk nodded as Links passed through the foyer and into the next room, which had three doors. Links reached for the door on the left and pressed his thumb against the brass knob. His print was scanned, and once cleared, he was granted entry to the staircase that led him to the cells underground.

The halogen lights that flickered beneath the earth always provided an eerie glow that he enjoyed, though he was probably alone in that enjoyment. The white light illuminated the path down the bland concrete hall, which contained no cameras, no recording equipment of any kind. Not even Links was dumb enough to try to bring something down here. It left the site devoid of its purpose. They could do things here that they couldn’t do in the outside world.

Here, secrets could be told, truths could be twisted, and lies were broken by whatever means necessary, which Links enjoyed even more than the lights.

A door was sealed halfway down the hall, and Links knocked once. The heavy crank of a lock disengaging echoed through the thick steel, and the door opened. The man inside sported a beard covered in sweat, disheveled hair, and an M-16 strapped over his left shoulder. Two other men stood in the room, dressed in similar fashion, each of them armed.

The cell had only one light, which was fixed in the center of the ceiling, and beneath it, tied to a chair with his hands behind his back and his head slumped forward with his chin on his chest, was the mole in Hickem’s unit: Matt Kover.

The interrogator who opened the door returned with a second chair and set it down in front of Matt. Links, keeping his eyes locked on Kover, said only one word: “Leave.”

The three men immediately filed out of the cell then shut and locked the steel-plated door behind them. Links remained quiet, waiting to see if Kover would stir, but the moment never came.

Links dusted off the seat before he sat and then crossed his left leg over his right and folded his hands neatly in his lap. “Hello, Matthew.”

Kover stirred, his shoulders twitching wildly, flinging his head back and forth like a pendulum. The halogens exposed the welts and bruises from his altercation with the man he was supposed to kill. His left eye had swollen shut, and the blood that lined his face in crimson patches was still wet from the sweat pouring off of him in buckets. The dark patches beneath his eyes looked like bruises, but Links knew better. The man hadn’t slept since he was brought here. It was all part of the process of breaking them down. It was the truth they sought down here, and if they couldn’t get that, then a confession was just as good.

Kover stared at Links, his one good eye blinking a few times before realization of who sat across from him finally sank in. He looked around, making sure they were alone, and then he leaned forward. “You have to get me out!”

Links grimaced. “You fucked up, Matt. You royally fucked up.”

“I did exactly as you told me to do!” His voice was a harsh whisper, despite the fact that there wasn’t anyone around. “I held up my end of the bargain.”

Links rubbed the fingers of his left hand against his thumb. The heat of the city in the summer was unbearable even below ground. The sweat made the grime on his skin roll into tiny balls at his fingertips. “You were supposed to make sure the family was taken. The entire family. Not just the father, or the mother, or the daughter—all three of them.” He flicked off the pieces of dirt and then wiped the remains along his pants leg, making a mental note to shower when he was done here. “We only have the parents. And we still only have the parents.”

“Fuck!” Matt exploded, but the brief flicker of rage quickly died out, and he worked his mouth in a sad attempt at grief. “Please, Nate. Don’t do this. I haven’t said anything. You know I haven’t, because if I did, you’d be down here with me.”

“You’re right,” Links said, uncrossing his legs and leaning forward. “I also know that you haven’t talked because I know where your sister and her two kids live. And you know that I could kill them any time I wanted.”

Kover exploded forward again, this time with enough momentum to send him crashing to the concrete floor. With the restraints still keeping him tied to the chair, Matt could do little more than wiggle impotently while Links cocked his head to the side, examining the pathetic creature beneath him.

“I’ll tell them,” Kover said, the threat as empty as a child warning a parent that they would run away from home. “I’ll tell them everything!”

“No, you won’t.” Links stood, the heels of his expensive shoes echoing loudly and bouncing off the barren walls. “Because if you talk, your family dies. I told you the consequences of failure. I didn’t force you into this position. I didn’t threaten you. You volunteered to do this. You wanted to make a difference.”

“I wanted to give my life for my country,” Matt said. “But not for you, you elf motherfucker.”

Links tried to retain a stoic expression, but the comment revealed the lightest twitch at the corner of his mouth. It was a reaction from all those years in public schools and the kids that teased him. He knew there were those who still did even though he was in his current position with the FBI. He knew their names, their dirty laundry, and when the time was right, they would get theirs. Just as Kover was about to get his.

Links’s green eyes flickered brightly under the halogen lights, and his pointed ears wiggled as he smiled, his features negating the joy spread across his face. “You failed. And you’ll keep quiet about our little arrangement, or I’ll make sure your sister and nephew are in a cell down the hall.”

It was all Kover could do to whimper on the floor as Links walked back to the door and banged on the steel. When it opened, he stepped outside and passed the three armed interrogators. “Bag him.”

“Yes, sir.”

Links’s heels clacked, their noise echoing down the hall on his exit. He ascended the stairs then left the building, and once he was down the street, he reached for the burner phone he kept in his left pocket while he was still out of the views of any cameras. He had the number memorized, and the phone only rang once. “The mole has been taken care of. I’ll deal with the girl myself now. Inform Joza.” He hung up then tossed the phone in a trash receptacle and absentmindedly reached for the tips of his ears.

The wounds sustained as a child never really left a person. They were scars that faded but never disappeared. But Links was close to accomplishing his mission. He was close to bringing himself and his country to the precipice of a new dawn. And he wasn’t going to let it fall apart now. He had worked too hard, waited too long, and sacrificed too much. He wasn’t the elf anymore. He was the director of the FBI and on his way to becoming one of the most powerful men in the world.

All that was left was to get the girl back and then deal with this advisor who was helping the marshals. Chase Grant was turning out to be the aching thorn in Links’s side.


17
[image: ]


The scene was organized chaos. Dozens of officers clogged the dirt road. Choppers buzzed overhead, and the flash of blue and red lights was enough to challenge the sun for brightest spot in the area. The woods were flush with investigators scouring the ground for any drop of evidence that they might have missed. The mercenary’s body was already bagged and placed in an ambulance to be carried out to the nearest hospital for a post mortem.

And while everyone patted each other on the back and cracked dark jokes about the fact that the coward mercenary decided to blow his brains out rather than go to jail, Grant leaned back against the squad car with Lane, thinking.

“Grant,” Lane said, tapping him on the shoulder. “Looks like your partner’s here.”

He turned, expecting to see Mocks and wondering what the hell she was doing out here in the first place, but instead he saw Sam. The one who didn’t believe him about the girl in the first place.

“Hey,” Sam said, slightly winded from the rocky terrain and the long walk. “You all right?”

“We need to talk.” Before she could respond, he stepped away, searching for a place that wasn’t occupied, and then gestured to a small patch of grass off the road ten yards up. Sam followed, and when Grant stopped, he made another quick sweep to make sure they were alone. “We need to question Gusto Debrov.”

“We did. He didn’t give us anything,” Sam said.

“We should do it again,” Grant said. “This time with the cameras off.”

Sam tilted her head to the side, narrowing her eyes. “Look, I know I was wrong about the ferry, but just because you were right doesn’t mean—”

“He killed himself, Sam,” Grant said, stepping closer. “He knew the game was up, and he just shot himself instead of being turned over. What does that tell you?”

Sam blanked for a moment, unsure of what to say. “I don’t—It could mean anything. These people we’re dealing with aren’t stable. Maybe it was some kind of suicide pact. Maybe—”

“He killed himself because of what Joza would do to him when he discovered the abduction failed.” Grant shook his head. “Those guys were willing to take their own lives because they were afraid of one man. I’ve never seen anything like that before. Have you?”

Sam hesitated. “You shouldn’t have even been in the woods in the first place. What’s the name of the officer who gave you a weapon? He should be reported.”

Grant paused, taking a breath and then leaned closer to Sam. “We have a mole that we haven’t questioned, a man in custody who won’t talk, and two parents that are still missing. How much longer do you think they’ll stay alive now that they don’t have the girl?” He watched the officers and shook his head, that itch in the back of his mind still not scratched. “I don’t think Kover was the only mole.”

Sam stepped closer, arms still crossed but her interest piqued. “How do you know that?”

“Mullens said he was told that this route would be clear,” Grant answered.

“Christ.” Sam dropped her arms to her sides then scanned the officers sweeping the woods. “Who do you think it is?”

“Could be Hickem,” Grant said, sounding unsure. “Maybe another member of his team. But I definitely think it’s someone high in the ranks.”

“Grant, throwing around those kinds of accusations around these types of people isn’t going to make you friends anytime soon.” Sam arched both eyebrows. “It’s dangerous. Trust me.”

“We need to press that mercenary we have in custody harder,” Grant said. “Get me in a room with that guy. Shut off the recording devices, and let me see if I can’t get anything out of him. The fact that he didn’t kill himself when his partner did means that he doesn’t feel as strongly about their employer’s repercussions.”

“And what am I supposed to tell Multz?” Sam crossed her arms.

“He’ll approve it,” Grant answered.

“What makes you say that?” Sam asked.

“Because he knows we’re running out of options.”

Sam dropped her arms and gave him the once-over, a mixture of fascination and sadness on her face. “You know, I read your court transcripts after you were dismissed from the police department. You told the prosecutors who were pressing charges that you knew you were out of your jurisdiction, and you knew that it was dangerous to continue your investigation even after your superior officers instructed you to stand down. And despite all of that, you still did it.”

“Yeah,” Grant said.

“And then you said that if you had a chance to do it over again, you wouldn’t change a single thing, because there is no way to know the future. You’re given leads, and you follow them until you reach a dead end.” She chewed the inside of her cheek, but the nervous twitch passed quickly. “You still feel that way?”

He shifted, trying to find his footing on the roots. “You know, I’ve had more nightmares about my career as a detective than I’d care to count. But in all the worst versions of my nightmares, you know what doesn’t scare me?”

“What?”

“Action. We make decisions. We live with them. And then we move on. You spend too much time on it, and you’re just keeping yourself in the past.”

“And is that what you did?” she asked. “You move on, Grant? Finally put that past behind you? Or is this some kind of atonement? Trying to save the people that you couldn’t?”

He wiped his mouth, chuckling to himself. “You people read these cases and think the decisions are so easy out there. That some magical answer will appear just when you need it, but that’s not what happens. Shit hits the fan, and you do your best to dodge the bullets and save as many lives as you can. But I guess you’d know that if you were any good at your job.”

The moment the words left his mouth, Grant regretted them, even before the wounded expression on Sam’s face.

“All right, Grant,” Sam said, nodding. “I’ll make the call. And you know what? They’ll probably give it to you.” She turned to the crowded forest and gestured to the massive show of officers and agents. “After all, you’re single-handedly solving this case for us.” She looked back at him. “Let’s just hope nobody dies on this one.”

The words were meant to hurt, and they did. But he knew Sam had a point. He was treading into familiar territory again. That feeling, that itch, it wasn’t going to go away until this was done. And whenever he scratched, trouble always followed him.
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It was just before noon when Grant and Sam arrived back at the marshal building in Seattle. Anna had been taken to a hospital for a checkup. The abductors had given her some kind of sedative, and the medics were trying to figure out what it was. They didn’t think it was anything lethal, but they were running a litany of tests on her to make sure.

The ride back was awful. Grant felt bad for Lane, who didn’t have much of a conversationalist in Grant on their return. After all of his talk about decisions, Grant kept wishing for a do-over with his last conversation with Sam.

“Everything all right, Grant?” Lane asked.

“Fine, Lane,” Grant answered. “Just fine.”

When they returned to the marshal building, Grant found that they were the last to arrive. After they parked, he turned to Lane. “I appreciate your help. You did good work today.” He started to open the door, and then stopped. “And, hey, I asked Mocks to look up the utility account at the house where we found the ferry ticket, but I never heard anything back. Can you check on that for me?”

Lane’s eyes widened. “Absolutely.”

Grant smiled and patted him on the shoulder, and got out.

The lobby was teeming with a mixture of marshals, FBI, and local police. A few people had set up a permanent spot in the lobby due to the lack of desks. Grant weaved through the bodies, heading straight for Multz’s office. The door was cracked open, and Grant let himself in.

Sam and Multz were whispering to one another, and the moment Grant stepped inside, Sam left without a word.

Multz paused for a moment and then pointed at Grant. “You get five minutes. No more. You can’t get anything out of him in that time, that’s it. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Now, get out.”

Grant headed to the interrogation room, where he found Sam already waiting for him at the door. Their exchange was wordless as Sam unlocked the door and then stepped into the observation room to watch through the one-way glass.

Grant stared down at the timer on his watch, which was still running from when he started it during Anna’s abduction. He stopped it, reset it, and then stepped into the room. The door swung shut on its own, locking him inside.

Gusto Dibrov was shackled to his chair, shirtless, the edges of a white bandage crawling over his shoulder from his back where he’d been shot. His right arm was in a sling, and he eyed Grant lazily. He spoke something in Russian and then spit on the floor.

Grant looked at the spit on the floor. “I’ll make you clean that up later.” He bypassed the empty chair across from the prisoner and instead sat on the edge of the table next to where Gusto was chained. “But right now I need some answers. And you’re the only person left alive that I can question.”

Gusto spoke more gibberish, the thick Slavic accent making it sound as if his tongue was swollen, and then spit on Grant’s shoe.

Grant looked down at the spittle and nodded. “Let’s start with something simple. Was it Joza who hired you to take the girl?”

Gusto turned away, maintaining his apathetic posture in the chair, at least as much as the chains that shackled him would allow.

Grant looked back at the one-way glass, knowing that Sam was on the other side, and knowing that he was already one minute into his allotted five. He slid off the table and then stood right next to Gusto, staring down at the top of the man’s buzzed head. “We don’t have to do this the hard way.”

Gusto laughed then licked his lips as he eyed Grant. “You going to hurt me, cop? I don’t think so. Because this place won’t let you. You have laws. You have a code. You’re not allowed to do things the hard way.”

Grant drummed his fingers on the table while Gusto gave a mocking smile. “There are two things you need to know.” He crossed his arms. “The first is that whatever rights you think you’re entitled to ended the moment you opened fire on federal agents inside a federal building. Current law dictates that that is an act of terrorism.” He then bent at the waist, resting his hands on his thighs, and pushed his face within an inch of Gusto’s. “And I’m not a cop.”

“Fuck you,” Gusto said, the English muddled with his Slavic tongue.

Quickly, Grant palmed the back of Gusto’s head and then pivoted all of his weight behind the slam that smashed the man’s face into the table, the dull whack of meat and bone against wood preceding the groan of pain.

Grant kept pressure on the back of Gusto’s head, the man squirming beneath but unable to fend off the attack. “Was it Joza?”

Mumbled groans of pain and nonsense answered, and Grant removed his hand, letting Gusto fling himself into the back of his chair. Blood dripped from his nose, which had bent harshly to the right, forcing him to breathe out of his mouth. A tooth and blood covered the table.

Grant punched Gusto in the stomach. “Was it Joza?”

“Yes!” Gusto screamed, gasping for breath as the chains connected to the shackles on his wrists and ankles tightened as he squirmed in his seat. “Joza. Yes.” He closed his eyes, trying to control his breathing, and then straightened up in his chair.

Grant punched Gusto in the face and then hid the fact that his hand was shaking from the blow. He circled around the back of Gusto’s chair and then sidled up on the other side and positioned his hand around Gusto’s throat. He applied pressure lightly and tilted his head back. “Are the parents still alive?”

Gusto choked and then wheezed a few breaths. “I can’t fucking breathe.”

“Focus, Gusto.” Grant tightened his grip. “Are the parents still alive?”

Gusto nodded.

“Are they out of the country?”

Gusto squirmed in more desperate attempts for air, but the random shakes of his head masked his answers. His eyes bulged as he looked at Grant.

“Are they out of the country?” Grant never broke eye contact with him.

Gusto shook his head, his motions exaggerated to make sure that Grant understood the answer. His lips started to turn blue.

“Where are they being hidden?” But as Grant pressed and his grip tightened, Gusto’s eyelids fluttered, and the muscles in his face relaxed. Finally, Grant let go.

Gusto sucked down air in greedy gulps, but Grant didn’t let him rest as he fingered the bullet wound on Gusto’s back. He screamed, thrashing in the chair.

“Where are the parents?” Grant asked.

“The mother,” Gusto answered, scrunching his face tight. “I only know where the mother is.”

“Where?”

“Four, four. Nine, nine, nine, six.” Gusto swallowed. “One, zero, nine. Zero, three, one.”

“Those are coordinates?” Grant kept pressure on the wound.

“Yes!” Gusto screamed, nodding vigorously.

Grant removed his hand and then headed for the door, waiting until someone opened it for him. And he was surprised to find Sam standing there as he stepped out. “Where is it?”

“Wyoming-Montana border west of Highway 120-72. We’re working on getting satellite imagery of the place, but from a quick glance, it doesn’t look like there is anything there.”

“How long?”

“Choppers take off in ten.”

“Good. We need to get there as quick as we can.”

“We?” Sam stuck her arm out, stopping both of them on their walk toward the building’s exit. “Director Multz made your position perfectly clear. Predict and analyze. You’re not supposed to be in the field.”

“The only reason we got Anna back was because I was in the field,” Grant said. “I can help.”

“I’m trying to make sure we stay on protocol. We’ve broken it enough already by having you go in there and—”

“I can get it done!” The flash of anger surprised both of them. “I can finish this.”

Sam shook her head, confused. “What is this about? What are you trying to prove?”

The question hung in the air, and before Grant could formulate an answer, Hickem walked up behind the pair of them, slapping Grant on the shoulder as he passed. “Grant, you’re riding with me. Sam, you’ll be in chopper two. Let’s go!”

He fell into stride behind Hickem. Maybe this was about atonement. Maybe this was Grant’s second chance to get it right, to not let any life fall through the cracks. But then what? What came after that? When did it end for him?
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The headsets muffled the noise of the chopper blades, but the chatter over the radio felt just as loud as the whine of the aircraft’s motors. Grant paid attention to the portions that he needed to hear. Local law enforcement had already been notified and had blocked off the only road that led anywhere near to the location from the kidnapper’s coordinates.

“Grant,” Hickem said, turning in the front seat of the chopper. “You’ll be part of team one along with Sam and me. The chopper is going to drop us off a few miles from the coordinates to make sure we don’t spook these guys. We’ve already got a SWAT team moving into position, and they have visual confirmation that there is a cabin on site.”

“How many hostiles?” Grant asked, the radio providing a little feedback as he spoke.

“Unknown, but there is only one vehicle on property, so unless they flew in, it shouldn’t be more than three or four, five at the max.”

“Do we at least have confirmation that the house is occupied?”

“Negative. No visuals reported.”

Grant exhaled. If they knew one of their guys was captured, the characters in charge were smart enough to know they should move the victims. But if the mercenaries’ employer were also under the impression that their hired guns fought to the death, sure that they would never turn, then they might stay put. Grant was definitely hoping for the latter.

“Five minutes till the drop site,” the pilot said.

Grant stared at the back of Hickem’s head, still unsure of his motives. There had been no talk of the mole in his unit that had started all of this, and they had zero ideas of what prompted the FBI agent to turn. “What’s the progress with Agent Kover?”

“We have him in a holding tank.” Hickem kept his face forward. “Hasn’t said anything, but we can wait him out.”

“When will we have access?”

Hickem laughed. “C’mon, Grant. You know how these things work. No department likes to have their dirty laundry flapping in the breeze. It’s being handled internally. And as hard as it might be for you...” He turned around. “You’re just going to have to trust me.”

Their eyes lingered on one another, both sporting their poker faces. Grant knew whatever truth the FBI did find out in their “internal investigation” would be limited to the public eye.

The chopper slowed, and the pilot found a level patch in the rolling mountains, and Grant, Hickem, and the other two FBI agents that rode with Grant in the back ducked low on their exit, the blades’ whirling winds helping to push them from the aircraft.

Grant found a spot beneath the shade of a tree and adjusted the Kevlar strapped to his chest as the second chopper landed, dropping off Sam with another pair of marshals he didn’t recognize. One wore a cowboy hat that he clamped down on the top of his head, his outfit complete with boots and a pair of dark aviator shades.

The second marshal was bald and wore a pair of glasses that were large and rectangular. His face and midsection sagged with the age and experience of someone nearing retirement.

Sam retained her icy demeanor toward Grant, refusing to acknowledge his presence. He wasn’t sure if she was upset because he had been right, or she had been wrong. If he had to put money on it, he would say it was a little bit of both.

As the second chopper took off, blasting everyone with more high-speed winds, the seven-member tactical squad formed a circle, Grant acting as the connecting piece between the two agencies.

“Local SWAT still in position?” Sam asked.

Hickem nodded. “They’ve been instructed to hold until we arrive. Still no updates on whether we have any bodies inside.”

Cowboy Hat spit and placed his hands on his hips. “What kind of setup are we looking at?”

“Two entrances,” Hickem said. “Front and back, which face north and south. Two windows on the south side, which is the front of the house, one window on the north side. Two windows each on east and west walls. All of them blacked out.”

“Only one story?” Sam asked.

“Yup. And there is heavy brush around the property, so we shouldn’t have any problems with keeping our presence a surprise.”

“Not unless ol’ Rodney here had beans for lunch.” The cowboy accompanied the statement with a nudge to his partner and a hyena-esque laugh.

“Marshals will take the front door,” Sam said.

“Like hell you will,” Hickem replied, puffing out his chest. “FBI takes the lead on this one.”

“Since when?” Sam asked, not backing down.

“Since you let that family be taken.”

Sam marched into the circle, getting in Hickem’s face, her nostrils flared as she shoved her finger into Hickem’s Kevlar. “That’s fucking bullshit, and you know it! It was your guy that gave away the Copellas’ position.”

Sam’s marshals stepped up behind her, and Hickem’s men backed him up.

“You’ve done nothing but keep us in the dark about whatever the hell kind of operations you’re running in your division, and I trust you about as far as I can throw you.” Sam shoved Hickem hard in the chest, but the big brute barely stepped back.

Hickem moved his hand so fast and so close to Sam’s face that the pair of marshals behind her placed their hands on their pistols, triggering Hickem’s men to do the same, but he never touched her. “You’re way out of line!”

“Hey!” Grant said. “Save your bullets for the gang.” He turned to Hickem. “You and I both know this is still Sam’s case, so you can stick it back in your pants before you embarrass yourself.”

It was quiet for a moment, and then Sam finally nodded. “Marshals will take the back door.”

“Yeah,” Hickem said, taking a step back. “Sounds good.” He gestured behind him to their path. “We’ve got a bit of a hike.” Without turning back around to either Grant or Sam, he walked off, his agents following.

Sam fell into line without a word, her two marshals doing the same. Grant hung back for a minute, taking in the blue skies and the mountainous, arid terrain that surrounded them. The wilderness here was different than in Deville. It was isolating, desolate. He hoped that what they found at the cabin was different.

Conversation was minimal, the only chatter limited to tactical options or updates from the SWAT team, who still didn’t know if anyone was inside.

Grant fought the urge to try to mend the bridge with Sam. Now wasn’t the time. She needed to stay focused. So did he.

And so boots crunched gravel, lips puffed labored breaths, birds screeched in the great big sky, and the closer they drew toward the house nestled in the middle of nowhere, the faster every pulse beat. Mouths grew dry, fingers twitched from frayed nerves, and mouths grew silent.

Hickem held up a fist, and the line of federal agents froze in place. He crouched, then they crouched. They removed their pistols from their holsters and white-knuckled them in nervous hands. Grant felt it. They were close.

After a few more moments of silence, Hickem stood and motioned everyone forward, and the group gathered in a half circle around him. He tapped his ear. “I’ve got an uplink with the SWAT team. They’re just over this next hill. The house is there, still no movement. This is where we split up.” He looked at Sam. “Take the marshals around the north side, and wait for our signal.”

“What’s the signal?” Cowboy asked.

“It’ll be a loud bang,” Hickem answered. “Now, we don’t have a layout of the house, and if a crew is inside, I don’t think they’ll keep the mother alive for very long, so we need to clear the rooms fast. Watch the corners, and work your way to the front. We’ll meet in the middle. Hopefully still intact.”

“All right,” Sam said. “I’m on point. Grant, you stay in the back.”

“No, Grant’s coming with us,” Hickem said.

Before Grant could protest, Hickem motioned his men forward, but he caught a concerned glance from Sam as they separated.

The SWAT members were hidden amongst some shrubs thirty yards from the house’s front door. One hundred yards from the house, Hickem’s team threw their bellies to the dirt and crawled toward their positions in slow, methodical motions.

Covered in dirt and tiny scratches from the prickly shrubs, Grant sidled next to Hickem, who positioned himself alongside one of the SWAT members. Their conversation was in whispers, but Grant was close enough to overhear.

“Still no movement inside,” the SWAT member replied. “Do we have any additional intel on the situation?”

“Negative,” Hickem said.

“Can’t we get a fucking drone out here?”

“It’s just us, Sergeant.” Hickem scanned to his left and then to his right. “Once the north unit is in position, we make our move.”

The hot summer sun beat down on their necks, muscles still and worn from the long hike and sudden lack of mobility. With both hands gripped on the pistol, Grant kept checking his watch. And while only seconds passed between his glances, it felt closer to hours.

“All right,” Hickem said. “North unit is in position. Sergeant, you tell your men to begin your approach. My people will be right behind you on the break-in. We’ll follow your lead.”

“Copy that.” The sergeant relayed the information over the radio to the rest of his men peppered along the ground outside the house. “We have a green light. I repeat, we have a green light. Be advised of team on north side of the house. They will be covering back exits.”

Hickem looked at Grant, a smile on his face as the SWAT members emerged from the earth, hunched forward with their assault rifles aimed at the house.

Autopilot kicked in, and all of those training hours with the department flooded back to Grant.

In total, there were ten men covering the front of the house, but the rush toward the door provided no more noise than the rustle of wind through the trees, the eerie calm before the horrendous storm that was about to ensue.

The six-man SWAT team converged at the front door, three on either side, and the lead man with the battering ram to knock the door down. Grant was positioned at the end of the line, his line of sight currently obstructed by a line of Kevlar bodies.

Grant kept tight against the wooden slats of the house that warmed his hip, but he was careful not to scrape against the sides to give away their position.

The sergeant held up his hand in preparation for the breach. Bodies tensed as they waited for the hammer to drop, and the next few seconds were the quiet before the storm.

The battering ram cracked the door, and the officers flooded inside, triggering an eruption of gunfire that plugged the flow of bodies.

Grant ducked below the front window just before it was blown out by bullets. Bits of glass rained over his head, shoulders, and back, the rush of adrenaline numbing him to the prick of the shards.

Orders were barked to push forward amidst the deafening whine that accompanied such gunfire, and the plug that had dammed the front door came undone, and Grant stayed close to Hickem’s heels on the way inside.

The curtains on the windows cast the house into darkness, and Grant’s vision had a hard time adjusting to the sharp contrast from daylight to nothing but black, but the open door cast enough light to help ease the transition.

The first room was the living room. It was large, housing a sectional couch, a coffee table littered with paper plates and beer bottles, and one motionless body, face down on the hardwood floor.

Immediately to Grant’s left after entering was a hallway where a pair of SWAT members checked the two rooms that led to the west side of the house. Grant remained at his position in the hall, covering their backs until they returned to the living room, giving the all clear for the rooms.

“We’ve got shooters in the interior!”

Everyone converged on the voice, and as Grant followed Hickem and the SWAT team, Sam appeared from the back, leaving behind the pair of marshals. Cowboy had been shot, and the shorter man was helping with the wound.

“How long till medic arrives?” Sam asked, gun up with her focus on the end of her pistol sights.

“Chopper is inbound,” Hickem answered. “Three minutes.”

Another hallway cut away on the left side of the house, tearing through the middle, and forced another bottleneck of bodies.

“You come in here, and we’ll blow her brains out!”

Walls muffled the scream, but it didn’t lessen the threat’s reality.

Grant and Sam were out of range to be of any use for the men at the front, lingering on the edge of the hallway. They exchanged a quick glance, and then over Sam’s shoulder, Grant saw motion through a vent in the ceiling. It was slight, and he would have missed it if it hadn’t been for the red dot from the shooter’s laser.

“Sam, get down!” Grant pivoted toward the vent, and Sam dropped to her knees, the bullet meant for her landing close to Grant’s foot as he squeezed his trigger.

In the same instant that Grant fired, there was a commotion at the end of the hall near the door, and he turned, finding the SWAT team gone and the door of the room kicked down.

Grant kept his pistol aimed at the vent and the cluster of holes his forty-five had put through the wood. It wasn’t until blood dripped from the bullet holes and onto the living room floor that he finally lowered the pistol, taking a knee by Sam’s side. “You all right?”

Sam nodded but kept her head down, unable to hide the trembling from the adrenaline. She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth, dropped her pistol, and ran outside.

Hickem’s voice shifted Grant’s attention down the hall, and suddenly he was back on a beach on the coast in the middle of the night. He walked slowly along the side of a large dump truck. The back gate was down. And on the other side was a cluster of dead women. Dead because of him.

And now, just like before, he found himself waiting to turn that corner, waiting to find out if his actions, actions meant to save a life, had ended in the death of another.

Hickem stepped out, his stride quick, carrying Mary Copella with the help of one of the SWAT members.

Grant exhaled, letting Hickem pass with the unconscious woman, her left hand wrapped in bloody gauze.

“Coming through!” Hickem shouted, forcing the two marshals at the back door to step out of the way. It wasn’t but a few seconds later that the whirl of the choppers sounded outside, and a team of medics tended to the mother and then the marshal.

With the commotion over, Grant eyed the vent in the ceiling where the sniper had been stationed. He scanned the ceiling, looking for the attic’s entrance, and found it at the front hallway. The stairs collapsed at the pull of the string, and he climbed up.

He had to hunch forward because of the wooden beams, and he immediately broke into a sweat due to the musty heat. Carefully, he stepped toward the shooter, mindful of the wooden slats above and below.

The man wore Kevlar, but one of Grant’s bullets had penetrated the gunman’s left cheekbone, the stopping power of the .45-caliber ammunition splattering the shooter’s brains over the wall behind him.

Grant donned a pair of latex gloves and searched the body and found ammunition, knives, and a burner phone. He flipped it open and searched through the texts, finding one outgoing message.

Breached.

The number it was sent to was blocked.

“Hey! Find anything?” Hickem shouted up through the slits in the air vent.

“Just guns and bullets. And a dead guy.”

“Shit,” Hickem said. “All right. We’ll send a body bag up.”

“Yeah,” Grant answered. “I’ll be down in a minute.” He scrolled through the recent calls list and found one number that was called every hour for the past three days. Check-in calls, no doubt. They might be able to track the number, but it was a long shot.

Grant pocketed the phone and then descended the steps and walked out the back. Outside, the medical teams were lifting Mary Copella into a chopper, Hickem was on the phone, and Sam was off to the left, hunched over.

Popping after a raid like this wasn’t anything new, especially with such a close call as Sam’s.

One second was all that separated you from life or death. And that death could come at any time from a thousand different places. And while you could train yourself to react in a timely manner in those situations, and how to mentally and physically handle the aftereffects, there was no quick fix, no magic wand that made things okay after it was over, even if the mission was a success. No amount of training could ever prepare anyone for a real gunfight, or a real death. It was like trying to explain to a fish how to breathe out of water. And with Charles Copella still missing, Grant was started to feel a little short on breath.
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Links was sitting in his office when the call came through. He had to keep the phone’s speaker away from his ear due to Hickem’s boisterous shouts. The man was proud of his work and eager to impress his boss.

“Any leads on where the father might be?” Links had his eyes glued to the burner phone in his other hand, the angered flare of his nostrils contradicting the even-keeled tone of his voice.

“Not yet, but we can see what the mother knows. The fact that we found her stateside suggests the strong possibility that the father is still here too. And I bet he’s nearby. It’ll be tough, though. These guys have been pretty meticulous.”

“But not meticulous enough.” Links closed his fist around the burner, knowing that the ape on the other end of the line wouldn’t grasp the context of his words. “Keep me posted on any developments.”

“Yes, sir.”

Links hung up and tossed his regular phone onto the desk then leaned back in his chair, sinking low into the seat as he tapped his chin with his knuckles. He didn’t like the fact that his plans were being meddled with. He didn’t like the fact that at the start of the day he had three Copellas in his grasp, and now he was down to only one. And he knew that Joza would like it even less.

His latest partnership was one that was held together by the loosest ties of trust. Both parties had an opportunity to benefit from their relationship, and both had something to lose, but Links’s risk of exposure was greater than his associate’s.

Joza was a gangster, a madman at the head of an empire fronted by a billion-dollar company. People knew the types of deals he brokered and the types of people he employed. But he was untouchable, and that was his most important quality.

Links opened the burner phone and read the message that Joza’s men had just sent. He had thought of having her killed, knowing that the assassins Joza hired wouldn’t be able to get her out in time before the authorities arrived, but keeping her alive afforded him an escape route if necessary.

Neither the mother nor the daughter knew of Links’s involvement. It was only the father that knew. And while Charles Copella had showed some level of resistance to their methods of interrogation, the associates charged with extracting the needed information from him were close to achieving their goal.

Using the burner phone, he dialed Joza, knowing it was better if the news came from him rather than from some eager low-level minion looking to get on his good side.

“What?” Joza answered, annoyed.

“The mother has been compromised.” Links’s stomach soured at the silence that followed. He knew Joza was considering his options, weighing the pros and cons of the situation, and whether the partnership should continue. For a madman, he was incredibly analytic. It was one of the reasons Links sought him out in the first place.

“Do you have the codes?” Joza asked, his tone shifting to curiosity.

“I’ll have them by the end of the day.” Links turned to his computer and typed the name Chase Grant into his database. A profile appeared, and then he accessed Grant’s police file and news clippings about the events that led to his dismissal from the Seattle Police Department.

“This was supposed to happen quickly,” Joza said.

“There have been some unforeseen complications.” Links scrolled through the files, stopping on a name that he’d seen before, one that he recognized. “I need more contractors.”

“For what?” Joza asked. “You’ve already run through a number of quality candidates.”

“I know,” Links answered. “But this one will be much easier.” He clicked on the name, and a picture of Grant’s former partner appeared on the screen. “It won’t take long.”
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When Grant, Sam, and Hickem returned to the marshal building in Seattle and had gotten through the thick line of press that had gathered outside, they were welcomed with wild applause. Hickem soaked it in, while Grant followed Sam off to the side. She provided curt nods to her peers with each clap on the back or shoulder she received on her walk through the building.

Once they were out of earshot, Sam slowed, letting Grant walk alongside her. “You’d think the job was done with the amount of fanfare that we’re getting.”

“People like to be a part of something,” Grant said. “Everyone is feeling the pressure on this one.” He nudged her arm. “You should take it as a win.”

“It doesn’t feel like a win.”

“It usually doesn’t.” Grant turned a corner and followed her toward Director Multz’s office.

Even after they stepped inside, Multz didn’t look up from his desk, refusing to speak until Grant closed the door behind him. “So what are we looking at?”

“Mother is at the hospital, being tended to for injuries sustained during her captivity,” Sam answered.

“Anything serious?”

“They chopped off three of her fingers on her left hand,” Sam answered.

Multz dropped the pen he was using to write with and then leaned back in his chair. He rubbed his face and then crossed his arms over his chest, his face ruddy from the vigorous scrubbing of his cheeks. “Status on the father?”

“We might have something,” Grant answered then fished the phone out of his pocket. “I pulled this off the shooter in the attic. A text was sent right before we burst inside. The number was blocked, but I don’t know what kind of hardware you guys are dealing with.”

“Sam, take that to the lab and put a rush order on it to see what they can pull up.” He reached for the pen again and returned to the paperwork on his desk. “I want you two to get down to the hospital and find out what the mother knows before Hickem and his people have a chance to sink their teeth into her. I’ve put a request in with the medical staff at Seattle General to only allow you two access to her once she’s been cleared. Obviously, we won’t be able to keep Hickem from her forever, but at least we’ll be able to question her before he can manipulate her answers.”

“What about the daughter?” Grant asked. “Does either Anna or Mary know about each other yet?”

“No,” Multz answered, finality in his voice. “I want you two to stay with the mother until the doctor gives the all clear, and then I want the pair of you to personally escort her back here. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Sam answered, and Grant nodded.

“Good.” Multz returned to his work. “Now hurry up.”

Grant followed Sam out of the office, and the pair walked shoulder to shoulder through the halls. “You really think that Hickem will just stand aside and let us question her without him?”

“He’s not going to have a choice,” Sam answered, her eyes peeled for anyone in an FBI uniform. “Despite the FBI’s involvement, this is still a US Marshal case so long as a family member is missing.” She turned toward the building’s east exit, away from the maddening crowd of reporters. “C’mon. We’ll take my car.”

Out in the lot, there were still a few news vans parked outside the second exit, and when the gate opened to let Sam and Grant outside, Sam hit the gas before the cameras could swarm. She glanced in the rear-view mirror, shaking her head. “I’ve never seen media coverage like this.”

“I have.” Grant kept his head tilted away from Sam, staring at the buildings as they passed.

“I bet it’s like déjà vu for you, huh?”

Grant rubbed his eyes, the break in action reminding his body of the sleep deprivation that it had been through over the past twenty-four hours. He was running on empty. “Mocks keeps telling me I’m stuck in neutral. I’m starting to think she’s right.”

Sam didn’t respond at first, her silence replaced with the noise of traffic.

“I’m sorry about what I said,” Grant said. “In the forest. I was out of line.”

“Yeah,” Sam replied, exhaling. “I think we both were.” She glanced at him. “You did save my life though, so I’d say we’re even.”

“So that’s all it takes?” Grant asked. “Good to know.”

The tension between them eased, and both relaxed their posture. It had been a long time since Grant was able to feel that way with anyone. He usually only let his guard down with Mocks, but it began to slip away with Sam.

“I should have seen it coming,” Sam said, shaking her head. “I trained with the FBI to be a sniper before I joined the Marshals.”

“Really?” The news was surprising, but Grant was intrigued. “Any good?”

“I’ve been shooting since I was little. I used to go hunting with my dad. He’s the reason why I was any good.”

“So what happened?”

Sam’s fond, nostalgic expression slackened, and she shook her head as if she were trying to convince herself to drop it. But she couldn’t.

“My training officer was handsy.” Sam swallowed and tightened her grip on the steering wheel. “When I reported it I was told to rethink my statement. That it could affect my tenure with the FBI. So I dropped out. Joined the Marshals.” She wiped her nose and looked away from Grant, taking a moment to gather herself.

“What was his name?” Grant asked. “The training officer?”

“It doesn’t matter anymore. I thought about trying to reopen it once I had a job here, but he’d already retired by then and it wasn’t worth the hassle.” Sam leaned her elbow on the center console, inching closer to Grant. “Sometimes you just have to let it go.”

The warmth from Sam’s arm radiated against Grant even though their shirts had barely touched. He had the sudden urge to find the man and hurt him.

“Besides, I don’t think I could live with myself if I had become a sniper. It’s nothing but killing. And that wears on a person. As a Marshal it’s all about protection.” Sam nodded. “I like that.”

And while the conversation ended, Sam remained close to Grant the rest of the drive. If Grant had it his way, they would have just kept on going straight past the hospital.

Sam parked in the back of the hospital’s lot, unable to find any spaces near the front and unwilling to park in the emergency lane, refusing to take up space to save on a little “walking” time.

The emergency room doors whooshed open, and the pair stepped over to the receptionist station, and Sam flashed her badge. “I’m Marshal Cohen. I’m here to see Mary Copella.”

“Yes, Marshal, if I could have you sign in for me, thank you.” The woman rose from her chair, reached over the desk, and pointed down the hall. “Room one twenty-nine. There is an officer by her door, but if you identify yourself, they’ll let you in. Would you like me to send the doctor in to help with any of the medical questions?”

“I’ll track them down later,” Sam answered. “Thank you.”

Grant nodded in thanks as well and stepped into stride with Sam down the hall.

“I’ll handle the questioning,” Sam said. “Feel free to chime in if you have anything of note.”

Sam flashed the badge to the two officers at Mary’s door, and they stepped aside. The moment Sam entered, Mary Copella jumped from the bed and flung her arms around Sam’s neck.

“Oh, God, Sam.” Mary buried her mouth into Sam’s shoulder, and she squeezed tightly, but the embrace was short. She pulled back, her expression of relief quickly transforming to worry. “Is Anna all right? I tried asking questions on the way over, but no one knew anything. I can’t just sit here—”

“Anna is safe. She’s alive. She’s okay.”

Mary covered her mouth, and a few silent tears fell as she collapsed back onto the edge of the bed. She lowered her head, and then heavy, rolling sobs escaped the cracks between her fingers. Sam joined her on the bed, and Mary removed her hand, exposing a pair of writhing, distorted lips, and squeezed Sam’s forearm.

Grant remained off to the side, and it wasn’t until Mary had finally calmed down that she recognized him.

“Oh my god, Chase?” Mary asked.

“Hello, Mary.” Grant smiled.

Mary stood and took three stumbling steps toward him but stopped her journey halfway. “What… What are you doing here?”

“After you were attacked at the house, Anna turned up at my place. I was out of town the night it happened, but when I came home, she was hiding in my closet with Bandit.”

A half laugh, half gasp forced Mary’s shoulders into a little bounce, and then she wiped her eyes, her expression still one of surprise. After it faded, she walked toward Grant and wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you.” She shut her eyes, resting her cheek on his chest. “Thank you.”

Grant caught Sam looking at him with the mother still wrapped around his arms, and he saw the shadow of a smile across her face. When Mary finally peeled back and had a minute to calm down, Sam stepped close.

“Mary, I need to ask you some questions,” Sam said.

Mary fidgeted, reclaiming her seat on the bed. “I don’t remember much from the abduction.”

“That’s okay,” Sam said. “I need to know what you remember about the abductors.” Sam reached into her pocket and removed a recorder then clicked the play button. “Whenever you’re ready.”

With the one hand that still had all her fingers on it, she twisted her hospital sheets, and then her eyes fell to the bloody stump of her left hand, which only had the pinky and index finger left. She swallowed, her gaze still locked on the stump as she spoke. “When they put us in the back of a van, they gagged me and then put a black bag over my head. I think they did the same to Chuck, but I’m— I’m not sure.”

“It’s okay, Mary,” Sam said. “Keep going.”

Mary nodded and then cleared her throat while the machines in the room beeped in a steady cadence. “The van didn’t stop moving until they pulled me out of it, and then I heard it drive away. From there, we walked a long time, and the people around me were talking a lot, but it was always in another language. I was exhausted by the time we got to the house, and it wasn’t until I was in a room that they took the bag off my head. They chained me to a chair but kept the gag in my mouth. Then they started asking me questions.”

“What did they ask you?” Sam kept her tone neutral. It was a good technique with victims that had recently experienced a lot of trauma. The most important aspect of questioning someone in Mary’s predicament was to always keep them talking. Not everything they said might be noteworthy, but that steady stream of words could sometimes mine a piece of information buried deep in their memory.

Mary shut her eyes. “Um, they asked me what I knew about Chuck’s accounts. Stuff like that.”

“What did you tell them?” Sam asked.

“I told them that I didn’t know anything.” Mary’s eyes widened, and she shifted her gaze between Sam and Grant. “Chuck never told me about any of that stuff. He said he didn’t want me to know, said it was dangerous for me to know.” She looked at Sam, her eyes pleading. “He never told me even during the trial. Sam, you know I didn’t know anything.” She scrunched her face in preparation for tears, but Sam placed her hand on her shoulder.

“I know you didn’t.” Sam squeezed Mary’s arm. “Keep going. You’re doing great. What else did they ask you?”

A few tears leaked from Mary’s eyes, but the release provided enough grit for her to continue. “They asked a lot of personal questions about Chuck. Who he was as a child, what he liked to eat, his hobbies.” Her mouth grew distorted, and a moan escaped before she could stop it. “What he enjoyed in bed.” She lowered her head and sobbed.

Sam looked at Grant in the corner. For the first time since Mary started talking, she wore an expression of doubt. He knew how hard it was to push someone in Mary’s position. Every question was another stab to the heart to an individual that had already experienced so much pain. But if his past had taught Grant anything, it was that pain was temporary. Grant nodded for her to keep going.

Sam touched Mary’s shoulder. “It’s almost done. Just a few more questions, okay?”

Mary nodded, wiping her face of tears and snot.

“Did you answer their questions? Did you tell them the truth about what you did know?”

“Yes,” Mary answered, her right hand involuntarily reaching for the bloody stump that was her left. “If I didn’t answer, they’d hit me or try and drown me.” The tears suddenly dried up as she removed her hold on the bloody stump. “But sometimes they’d do it anyway.” She turned to Sam, reaching for the marshal’s arm. “Sam, please, let me go and see my daughter. Let me see Anna.” She tightened her grip. “Please, I can’t— I don’t want to be here anymore. I want to see my daughter. Let me see her, please.”

Sam clicked the recorder off and then slid it into her pocket, nodding as she grabbed hold of Mary’s hand. “Of course. As soon as the doctors tell us you’re okay to leave, we’ll take you to her. Okay?”

“Promise?” Mary asked, her tone like that of a hopeful child.

Sam hesitated, knowing the trap of the words that came next. Promises in law enforcement were double-edged swords. It provided you what you wanted in the short term but burned you in the long term. Sam had already been burned once. She wasn’t apt to do it again.

“You’ll see your daughter soon,” Sam answered, gently removing Mary’s arm.

And as if the conversation had drained the last of her energy, Mary sank backward into her pillow, her eyes closed, and her body lay still as Grant and Sam stepped out of the room and into the hall, moving away from the officers to speak in private.

Sam retreated to the wall and leaned back. “If they were cutting off her fingers to get what they wanted, what the hell do you think they were doing to Chuck to get information out of him?”

“You mean besides sending him the fingers of his wife?” Grant asked. “Probably nothing comfortable.”

Sam hunched forward, resting her hands just above her knees, and exhaled. “I don’t know how much longer he’s going to last with these people.”

“The money hasn’t moved, right?” Grant asked. “That still gives us a chance to find him alive.”

“Yeah,” Sam replied, straightening out. “Maybe.”
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The pair of loafers that Mocks had started her day wearing had already been kicked off and were lying beneath her desk. Her feet had swelled early today, and she propped them up on the little stool to the side of her desk, unashamedly flashing her bare feet through the windows of the office.

Mocks had her hand in another freshly opened Pop-Tart box when Lane stepped into the office. “What do you need?”

“Sorry, Lieutenant,” Lane answered, staring at Mocks’s bare feet a second too long before setting a file of paperwork on her desk. “I just got back and checked on those reports that Grant requested on the house where the girl was taken, and—”

“Eyes up here, Lane,” Mocks said, pulling Lane’s vision off her feet.

“Yes, ma’am.” Lane shook his head and retreated toward the door, but Mocks stopped him before he stepped out.

“Lane, hold on.” Mocks wiggled forward in her chair. “Shut that door for a minute. Sit down.” The officer did as he was told, and she kept quiet for a minute. Making the kid sweat had become one of her favorite pastimes. Though she tried not to do it very often. She didn’t want to break him beyond repair. “Grant told me you did good work on the drive.”

Almost instantly, Lane relaxed a little. “That was kind of him to say.”

“Listen, I haven’t gotten approval for this, but we’re looking to expand one of the detective units in our budget next year. You still interested in moving up?”

Lane straightened in his chair. “Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m not promising anything, but you do well on your detective exam next month, and I’d be foolish to not consider you.” Mocks leaned back in her chair and placed her hands on her stomach. “But keep that between us.”

Lane stood then nodded and thanked Mocks profusely on his exit, leaving the door open as he walked back to his desk, giving himself a small fist pump that Mocks was assuming he thought no one saw.

The truth was there were already three separate detective units asking about Lane, and provided he didn’t royally flunk the detectives’ exam, next year he would have a promotion. But she wanted to keep the kid hungry. To some, that might sound like extortion, but for her, it was just helping the kid stay on the straight and narrow. And the last thing she needed was Lane growing a big head.

Mocks reached for the report from the utilities company that Grant requested on the house up north. The power had been turned on a week ago, but the account was registered to a bogus LLC company. She saw that Lane had tried to request the tax information, but she knew that it would take too long to get anything from the state. But he also included an appendix on the back of the report that listed other locations where the fake LLC had opened accounts.

“LANE!” Mocks scanned the pages and then opened the top drawer of her desk that held all of her most pressing cases, which included information on Copella’s.

Lane jogged into the office, slightly out of breath. “Something wrong, Lieutenant?”

Mocks held up the papers. “What the hell is this?” She flashed the pages he added to the back.

“Oh, well, when I got the name of the LLC that turned on the account at the house where the little girl was taken, I checked to see if they had any other utilities opened.” Lane gave a good-natured smile but faded as Mocks continued her scan of the papers.

“None of these are in Washington,” Mocks said.

“Correct, but I checked all fifty states and found that company had three other locations registered.”

“Son of a bitch!” Mocks slapped the papers down, laughing as she rocked herself out of the chair, and donned her slippers. She snatched up the papers and then waddled past Lane. “C’mon. We need to get this to Grant.”
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Links sat still in the chair in his office. He had stared at the same fixed spot on his desk for the past ten minutes. The tight ball of lies that he had woven was becoming unraveled. And the more those thoughts plagued his mind, the less he was able to control his anger.

He popped up from his chair like a jack-in-the-box and paced the open patch of carpet in front of his desk. The door was closed, blocking out the angered muttering of a madman losing his grip. If they had been able to find the mother, then it wouldn’t be much longer until they found the father, and Charles Copella still hadn’t cracked. Which meant that he didn’t have the money, which meant that he didn’t have any offering to Joza.

Links stopped the pacing halfway back to his desk when his eyes caught the nameplate on his desk. It read Nathan Links in gold letters, and below that FBI Director.

The halogen of the lights in his office made the gold on the plaque shine, and suddenly all of the memories from the years it had taken to get to this point flooded back to him. All of the sacrifices he made, the time and effort he poured into this bureau, and his thankless efforts of keeping the American people safe from harm. All for naught.

Links lunged for the nameplate and then snapped it in half, throwing the pieces against the wall just as there was a knock at the door. He whirled at the intrusion, his face red and the veins along his neck throbbing. “What!”

The door cracked open, and Beth, his secretary, poked her head through the crack, leaving her body outside the office. She was a mouse of a woman, plain looking, but she did her work well, and most importantly she never questioned Links.

“I’m sorry, Director, but I have a few notifications for you.” Still keeping her body outside of the office, she stuck her arm inside, her fingers clasping the few notes of paper.

Links walked to her, retaking control of his breathing, and snatched the notes out of Beth’s hand. He sifted through them quickly and then noticed Beth’s lingering presence in his peripheral. He looked at her and saw that she was staring at the broken nameplate on the carpet.

“Is there anything else?” Links asked.

“No, sir.” Beth bowed her head, quickly retreating from the door, closing it as she left.

Links briefly glanced back at the nameplate but then returned to the notes. Most of them were standard messages, check-ins from the Intelligence Committee in the Senate, but as he reached the last note in the stack, he froze.

The paper slowly trembled with the shake of his hand, and he walked to his chair, taking a seat, slowly, carefully. The note was from the archive office that handled the FBI’s records. Links had left instructions with the office upon his promotion to Director to be notified if anyone tried accessing files older than three years. And one had been accessed less than one hour ago. The file belonged to Matt Kover.

But what was more concerning than the access of the file was the fact that it was Deputy Director Hickem who had put in the request.

Links slowly closed his fist around the note, crumpling the paper in his palm. If Hickem was digging into Kover’s past, then the brute might find something that Links didn’t want to be found. And if Hickem actually started to use his brain, then Links’s circumstances could take a turn for the worse.

The landscape was changing. And Links needed to adapt. He reached for his cell phone, dialing the contractors that Joza had provided. It was time for Plan B. It was time for him to get out.
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Grant followed Sam and Mary toward the office where Anna was being kept. He hung back as the pair paused at the door, Mary gathering her composure before entering.

“You ready?” Sam asked.

Mary nodded, and when Sam flung open the door, Grant heard Anna’s squeals down the hall.

“Mommy!”

Mary dropped to her knees, and Anna flung her arms around her mother’s neck. Both cried, and Grant even caught Sam shedding a tear. Hell, his eyes were misty too.

“I’m so glad you’re okay.” Mary smiled, still holding Anna close, gently stroking her hair with her good hand, but Anna slowly noticed the injuries to her mother’s left hand.

“What happened?” Anna asked. “Are you okay?”

Mary nodded, unable to wipe the smile off her face. “Yeah, I’m okay, sweetheart.” She kissed her forehead and then hugged her tightly again.

The pair lingered in the hallway for a moment, and when Mary stood to hug Sam, Anna noticed Grant in the hallway and then jogged over and wrapped her arms around his legs.

“Thank you, Mr. Grant.”

Grant knelt down to Anna’s level, smiling. “You’re very welcome.”

And then Anna looked back to her mother, twisting her fingers around, and then swiveled back, her head down. “Can I ask you something?”

“What is it?”

Anna motioned for Grant to come closer and then whispered in his ear. “Will you bring back my dad, too? Please? I miss him.”

Grant knew he couldn’t give her the answer she wanted. So as he pulled back he took Anna’s hands. “I will do everything I can to bring him back. But I can’t promise.”

“Why not?” Anna asked. “You brought back my mom, why can’t you bring back my dad?”

“Anna,” Mary said, calling to her daughter. “C’mon, we need to let Mr. Grant and Sam get back to work.”

Defeated, Anna turned back toward her mother, and the two returned to the room. Grant remained on his knees until Sam walked over and offered a hand to help him up. “I forgot what that conversation felt like.”

“Yeah,” Sam replied. “It’s never an easy one.”

“Grant, Cohen!” Multz called out to them from down the hall. “Lieutenant Mullocks has something for us downstairs. Says it’s important. Conference room three. Let’s go.”

When Sam and Grant walked into the room, Mocks and Multz were already inside.

“Where’s Hickem?” Sam asked.

“He’s on his way,” Multz said. “Why don’t you go ahead, Lieutenant. We can fill him in later.”

Mocks slapped the report that Lane had filed onto the center of the table. “Airways Plus.” She placed her hand on the paper and then slid it across the wooden surface toward Grant. “That was the bogus LLC that was supplying power to that house in north Seattle where Anna was taken after her abduction.”

Grant flipped through the pages. “There are three other locations listed here.”

“You bet your ass there are, and guess which one we’ve already been to?” Mocks asked.

Grant recognized the address. “The cabin where we found Mary Copella is listed on here.” He smiled, passing the paper toward Multz and Sam, who grabbed for it eagerly. “If they used the same name to run power to the sites where they were operating out of—”

“Then that means one of the remaining locations could be where Charles Copella is being held,” Sam said.

Director Multz clapped his hands together and pointed toward Mocks on his path toward the door. “Good work, Lieutenant.”

“Hey, it was Grant’s idea. I just did the legwork.”

Multz propped the door open and paused in the doorway. “Sam, get with Hickem and try and determine which site would make the most sense. We’re probably only going to get one shot at this, because the moment we breach one location, they’re bound to notify the others. Let’s get this right.” But before Multz could leave, Hickem rushed through the door, a stack of folders in his hands, which he set at the head of the table.

“Nice of you to join us,” Mocks said, her hands resting on her stomach. “What’s got you all flustered?”

Hickem’s cheeks were red, and his breathing was irregular. “Director Multz, you might want to shut the door. There’s something I need to share with you.”

Multz returned to his seat, and a general sense of confusion appeared on everyone’s faces. But they all leaned forward, intrigued by Hickem’s sudden sense of urgency.

“What I say here doesn’t leave this room,” Hickem said, finally catching his breath. “I did some digging into the mole.” Hickem looked toward the door, running his tongue over his lips before returning his gaze to the table.

“Hickem, what the hell is going on?” Sam asked.

Hickem knuckled the end of the conference room table, his weight causing the wood to groan. “One of the guys from my old unit reached out to me. Told me that Agent Kover was taken to a black site.”

“Director Links told me Kover was taken to DC,” Multz said. “There aren’t supposed to be any black sites in the capital.”

“I know,” Hickem replied. “My contact told me that Director Links spoke with Kover at the site alone.”

“Alone?” Sam asked, arching her eyebrows. “Was his conversation recorded?”

“The FBI doesn’t run any recording devices at the black sites,” Hickem answered. “They’re used for the most extreme cases of holding and interrogation.” He dropped his arms at his sides and collapsed into a chair. “But when I spoke to my contact about it today, he told me that Kover had been black-bagged.”

Grant narrowed his eyes, having a good idea of what that meant, but unsure if he completely understood. “So that’s… what?” He paused, waiting for Hickem to fill in the blanks. “Kover’s dead?”

Hickem rapped his knuckles on the table a few times. “The term is used to cover a wide variety of outcomes. But death is one possibility.”

“Jesus Christ.” Sam pressed the top of her hair flat with her palm. “So what does that mean? You’re telling me that the director of the FBI instructed one of your team members to kidnap a family under the protection of the federal government?”

“That’s a big leap, Hickem,” Multz replied.

“I know, and I wouldn’t have brought it to you unless I found this.” Hickem handed one of the folders he brought with him to Multz, who took it wearily.

“One of the positions that Links held prior to his promotion to director was head of recruitment for the FBI,” Hickem said, Multz slowly scanning through the pages. “And when I checked Kover’s history I discovered that he was part of the last training class under Links’s tenure with recruitment. I thought it was odd, so I looked up Kover’s official assessment and found that the field officer did not recommend him for active duty. But Links overrode the assessment and gave Kover a pass.”

Multz shut the folder and passed it to Sam. “This could mean a lot of things.”

“Director Multz, the fact that Links didn’t disclose this information leads me to believe that he’s involved,” Hickem said. “He has a level of clearance that would have given him access to the family’s whereabouts, and because the FBI keeps tabs on any people of interest, he would have information on Joza.”

“So Director Links is using the family to get the access codes to the money?” Sam asked. “Even if he was able to get it, he would have the entirety of the federal government hunting him down.”

But while Sam worked through those theories, Grant kept his eyes on Hickem, studying the crafty deputy director. “Sam’s right. This establishes a connection but not a motive. What’s in it for him?”

“I don’t know.” Hickem shrugged. “I don’t think I’ve met anyone with more tenacity at his position than Links. I mean, the guy has done more for the bureau at his post than any of his predecessors. He’s built himself a reputation the likes of Hoover.” He shook his head. “None of it makes any sense.”

“We found something else,” Multz said, and then he gestured to Mocks, who filled Hickem in on the LLC company and the locations.

Grant studied Hickem’s reaction, and while he had a rocky past with Hickem, everything about the man’s body language told him that he was telling the truth. Hickem was hearing all of this for the first time.

When Mocks was finished, Hickem sat down, the wind knocked out of his sails. “I don’t know who else might be working for Links, so I think it’s best if we keep this information limited to a select group until we have a plan of action.”

“Agreed,” Multz said. “So let’s narrow down which location we believe the family has been taken to, and then go from there, all right?”

Multz rapped his knuckles on the table, signaling the end of the meeting. “I want something on my desk within the next hour.”
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Mocks stood off to the side, watching the office drones scurry about on the third floor where Sam and Grant’s desks were located. They were a few desks apart, but while she munched on a Pop-Tart, she noticed that Sam kept stealing glances at Grant. “It’s like watching two kids at a middle school dance.” She smirked and then waddled over, choosing to insert herself into the situation to see if she could speed things along.

“Enjoying the view?”

Sam looked to her left, finding Mocks smiling at her, one hand holding a Pop-Tart and the other placed on top of her stomach. Sam’s neck flushed red, and she shook her head, trying to play dumb. “Hey, no, just trying to nail down a location.” She expanded the satellite imagery of one of the addresses, finding it in the middle of a suburb.

Mocks bit into the pastry, smiling. “Uh-huh.” She stole a nearby chair and pulled it next to Sam’s desk. She took a few more bites, remaining silent as she gave Sam the once-over. “You and I haven’t really had a chance to talk. Where are you from?”

“Dallas, Texas.” Sam crossed her arms and spoke the words with a sigh.

Mocks smiled. “Doesn’t sound like you miss it.”

“I don’t.”

“Bad memories?”

“You could say that.”

Mocks nodded and gave her stomach another rub. “It’s funny how people think that moving to a new place is like starting over. Like, everything that happened to you would suddenly be forgotten with a new landscape.” She looked down at her long sleeves and thought of the scars that were still imprinted on her skin. “You can’t just forget it.” When she looked up, Sam had turned her gaze on her.

“You and Grant go back a long way,” Sam replied.

“We do.”

“Do you think he left the city to try and forget what happened to him?” Sam asked. “After that last case you two worked on?”

Mocks laughed.

“What?” Sam asked.

Mocks struggled to wipe the smile from her face. “Nothing. It’s just—” She wiped the crumbs from her stomach and then set the half-eaten Pop-Tart on Sam’s desk. “Grant experienced a loss in his life that doesn’t compare to anything that I’ve ever known. He lost his wife and his unborn child in the same night. It was a weight that was heavy, but it was also one that he carried around for a long time and was still able to do his job, and to take care of those that he loved.” She felt the tears welling up, no doubt being stirred into a frenzy from all of the pregnancy hormones, and she wiped the corners of her eyes before they had a chance to fall. “Grant didn’t leave because he thought things would change. He left because he wanted things to stay the same.”

“What do you mean?”

Mocks sighed, a sad smile on her face. “He’s forgiven himself for what happened to his wife. And he’s forgiven himself for what happened to the women who died on the case. But he hasn’t found something to replace it. He’s stuck on a loop, and I’m afraid that if he doesn’t get out of it soon, then he’s never going to escape it.” She turned to her. “He likes you.”

The flush of red that appeared on Sam’s cheeks told Mocks all she needed to know about the woman’s feelings toward her old partner. “Even if that’s true, it’s hardly an appropriate time to talk about anything like that.”

“I’ve always thought that times like these were the perfect moments to talk about…” Mocks paused and then smiled. “Stuff like that.”

Sam laughed. “I’ve never been a good girlfriend. I work too much, don’t pay enough attention to other people’s needs because I pour so much of it into the job, blah blah blah.” She crossed her arms and shrugged. “I probably wouldn’t even be good for him.”

“You would,” Mocks said, triggering another flush of red on Sam’s cheeks. “But you’re going to have to make the first move. That man is like a sloth when it comes to asking a woman on a date. It’s like watching paint dry.”

Sam laughed, offering a bright smile that she quickly covered with her hand. Mocks liked that she had a good laugh, but what was more, she knew that Grant would like it too. Rick had once described a woman’s laugh as a mating call. It attracted the right man, and a good one always tried to have it repeated as many times as possible.

“Hey,” Grant said, walking over with a map in his hand. “I think I know where they’re hiding Charles Copella.” He unfolded the map on Sam’s desk, oblivious to the wink Mocks gave Sam, and circled the three locations associated with the LLC utilities hook-up. “The first location I checked was off highway 522, which is the road that Anna was taken down before we stopped the mercenary’s car.”

“You think that location was meant for Anna?” Sam asked.

“We found Mary alone, so it follows their trend of wanting to keep the family isolated.” Grant circled a small town in Wyoming. “The second location is an abandoned factory that was shut down a few years ago. They used to manufacture jet engines. And the third location”—he circled another town—“is a house in a suburb in Kimball, Nebraska.”

Sam picked up the corners of the map, examining the two locations. “The suburb seems too public.” She looked up at Grant. “I’m thinking the factory.”

Grant nodded. “Me too.”

Mocks clapped her hands together and then pushed herself up and out of her chair. “Well, I think my work here is done. I’ll send the bill to your place, Grant. My going rate for consulting is one thousand an hour. I take check, cash, money order, or”—she lifted the pastry—“Pop-Tarts.”

Grant smirked. “You need a ride back?”

“No, I’ve got Lane waiting in the lobby.” Mocks smacked her lips, devouring the last few bites, and then waddled over to Grant and yanked at his arm, planting a kiss on his cheek. “You be careful, all right?”

“I will.”

Mocks then turned to Sam and took the marshal’s hand. “And you remember what I said.”

“Thanks, Susan,” Sam said.

Mocks waddled away, forcing people out of her path, and then turned around, her voice loud enough to break through the busy chatter of the office. “Oh, and if you find a stack of Playboys at his place, don’t judge him for it.”

“I only have them because you signed me up for a subscription,” Grant said.

“Well I figured you needed something to do out in the middle of nowhere.” Mocks laughed and then waved goodbye, spinning back around and disappearing from the floor.

Sam turned to Grant, chuckling. “Did she really do that?”

“It took me four months to get them to stop sending them to me.”

Sam clutched her stomach as she laughed, and a few seconds after Mocks disappeared, Hickem appeared in her stead, phone glued to his ear. “All right, thanks for letting me know.” He hung up and pocketed the device as he stopped at Sam’s desk. “Links is gone.”

“What do you mean he’s gone?” Grant asked.

“I’ve been trying to get in touch with him, and his secretary told me he left the office an hour ago. No one has seen him, which means we need to move now before they try and move Copella. What did you guys find?”

“Abandoned factory, central Wyoming.” Grant planted his finger on the location circled on the map. “That’s going to be our best bet.”

Hickem looked to Sam to confirm.

“It makes the most sense,” Sam replied.

“If Links is on to us, then it won’t matter showing our hand. I’ll get with Multz to request authorities to lock down the remaining locations while we head to the factory. I’ve got a chopper on stand-by, so gear up. It’s time to roll.”
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Grant adjusted the Kevlar vest that he was loaned that had U.S. Marshals printed over the chest. It was bulky, constricting. But if the rumbling in his gut was right, then he’d need it.

The five-person tactical team that rode in the chopper consisted of Grant, Hickem, Sam, and two of Hickem’s agents, which he assured could be trusted.

The radio headset crackled in Grant’s ear, and Hickem’s voice bellowed through the airwaves. “I just received confirmation from Multz that the money still hasn’t been moved, which bodes well for finding Copella alive, presuming the bastards haven’t moved him yet.”

“Anything on Links?” Sam asked, strapped into the seat next to Grant.

“Not yet, but we’ve got eyes out there searching for him. He won’t get far.”

But Grant wasn’t too sure about that. The man had been able to manipulate his way to one of the highest positions in federal government, and been appointed by people who were supposed to be skilled in sniffing out lies.

“Local and state authorities have already been notified and are converging on the other two locations,” Hickem said. “They’re instructed to hold the area until we know what we’ve found after our raid. The chopper is going to put us a mile out from the factory. There’s no way that we’ll be able to cover that number of exits and windows, so we go in quick and hard.”

Grant shifted in his seat, and he adjusted his grip on the M-16 that lay across his lap as the pilot landed. Hands unbuckled the straps, and Hickem was the first man out the door as the chopper touched down, the team spilling out of the helicopter’s side, ducking low to avoid the blades.

Wind blasted Grant’s back as the pilot returned to the skies. He took a knee beside Sam, rifle up, scanning the area until Hickem gave the all clear to move forward.

The row of businesses that appeared on either side of the road were plagued with closed signs. Chained locks covered doors and fences. What was once a valley of bustling manufacturing companies had transformed into rusted relics.

“Coms check,” Hickem said.

A series of copy’s transmitted over the radio, and then Hickem pointed ahead, and the team pressed forward on the route toward the factory.

The movement and flow of a tactical push returned to Grant with surprising ease. All those hours he spent training with SWAT flooded back to him quickly. His muscle memory had always served him well. It was the memories of his mind that gave him trouble.

Chatter between Hickem and his agents ranged from nervous laughter to weapons checks, but when they arrived outside the factory, stopping behind an old dumpster for cover, everyone clammed up, the anxious energy turning wild and volatile.

Hickem huddled the team close. “The closest entrance to us is the south side. If the setup here is anything like what we found recovering the mother, then we shouldn’t have any surprises.”

“That is if they haven’t been told we’re coming,” Sam said.

“They might know we’re coming, but they don’t know when, and they don’t know how many we have.” Hickem reached around to the back of his belt and removed a gas cannister. “We pop the door, drop the smoke, and proceed under cover. We are cleared to shoot to kill.” He paused, clipping the cannister back to his belt. “Everyone here knows the drill. Clear the space, watch your six, and don’t get shot. Masks on.”

Grant reached for the gas mask, the bands tightening across the top of his skull, trapping the heat against his face. His breaths echoed inside the mask and fogged the plastic eyepiece. Once everyone was geared up, Hickem led the charge toward the door.

Rusted siding covered the outside of the factory, and the cracked and worn concrete had become a graveyard littered with hulking tractors, bulldozers, and dump trucks.

Grant’s vision tunneled into the pinpoint accuracy at the end of his rifle. Everything else faded, save for the fact that Sam was to his left. But he knew she could handle herself. He just needed to keep reminding himself of that as they approached the door.

“Eyes up, boys,” Hickem said, whispering through the radio. “Building is twenty yards up on our left. High windows. Watch for snipers and any guards on duty.”

They all answered with “Copy,” and Hickem guided them through clusters of old shipping containers which helped provide cover on their approach, the hot afternoon sun baking their backsides.

Boots hit the pavement silently, the only noise given up by the team the light sway and groan of their tactical gear, sprinting from one rusted metal corpse to another until they reached the last patch of open concrete before the entrance.

Grant broke out in a sweat, and the metal of the rifle grew slick against his palms as he tilted his head up to the ten-story structure. It was a lot bigger than the house on the Wyoming border, but Grant hoped that didn’t mean it had more of Joza’s contract killers inside.

Hickem shouldered his rifle and ran his hands up against the cracks in the door, the rest of the unit with their guns up and scanning the area. He tapped his forehead with his fist and then reached for the gas can behind his belt as one of the FBI agents approached the door and applied a small explosive over the lock.

Hickem stepped back, taking point on the entrance’s right-hand side, rifle up and aimed at the putty over the lock, the rest of the team lined up on the left, the tension building in the form of twitching shoulders and shifting boots.

Every fiber in Grant’s body was coiled, ready to explode through the door, and that calming silence washed over him the way it always did before a raid. The frayed ball of nerves in his stomach dissolved, and his senses heightened.

And then, with the squeeze of Hickem’s trigger, the lock exploded, the door swinging inward as Hickem popped the smoke inside.

“Move!” Hickem stepped through the smoke first, gunshots immediately erupting before Grant even approached the entrance.

Grant stayed hunched low on his entrance, and when he stepped through the door, a few muzzle flashes appeared through the smoke as the team pressed forward. The light from the high windows streamed through dirty glass and penetrated the smoke.

“On the right!” Hickem and the others pivoted their aim toward the cluster of flashes and fleeing thugs coughing and hacking from the smoke.

The stock from Grant’s rifle thumped in three hard strikes from the pull of the trigger, and one combatant collapsed, while the others fled, firing blindly as they tried to cover their faces from the gas.

“I count five. Grant and Sam, you take the west side of the building, we’ll search the east. Keep eyes peeled for target.” Hickem waved them forward, and Grant kept close to Sam as the gunfire died down with the enemy’s retreat.

Smoke crawled forward and drifted upward, quickly dissipating in the large open ceiling of the factory. A row of conveyer belts lined the area to Grant’s left, and he and Sam paced the rows carefully, the still machinery providing plenty of areas to hide.

A ray of sunlight caught the shimmer of a black piece of metal, and Grant held up his hand, stopping Sam. He pointed toward the man’s boots, and she nodded. They kept low on their approach, and just before they passed the corner, Grant fired at the man’s legs. Blood sprayed from the man’s jeans as the bullets tore through him, and he dropped to the floor, writhing in pain.

Grant darted around the corner, rifle aimed at the man’s chest as he squirmed on his back. “Don’t move!” He kicked the AK-47 away from the man’s hands and waited for Sam to restrain him.

“Secured,” Sam said, tightening the zip ties around the suspect’s wrists, then reached for her rifle, as Grant continued his scan of the remaining belts.

He moved from the row first, and he made it one step before gunfire echoed behind him, and he turned to find Sam on her back.

“Sam!” Grant scanned ahead and spotted the shooter, returning fire as he rushed to her side. The bullets sparked on the corner of the metal siding the gunman used for cover, and pushed him in retreat.

Sam ripped off her mask, grimacing pain. “I think I’m all right. Shit.” She fumbled her hands over her chest, her fingers finding the bullet wedged in the Kevlar. “It didn’t go through.”

Relief flooded through Grant’s veins, but it was cut short by Hickem’s voice over the radio.

“East side secure,” Hickem said. “We have two shooters down. No sign of target. You guys have any loose ends on your side?”

“I’ve got a runner,” Grant answered.

“Lock it down,” Hickem said.

“Go,” Sam said, having trouble breathing. “I’m all right.”

Grant nodded and then handed her rifle back to her and sprinted toward the shooter’s position. He paused at the corner where the gunman had fired, and then dropped to a knee as he spun around and planted his foot, finding the shooter sprinting toward an exit.

Grant sprinted from the alley, passing the dead man on the way, and weaved his way through the factory floor, his eyes scanning for any exit, and then spied the door opening as one of the thugs escaped outside.

Grant was at the door, ready to pursue the thug outside, but a barrage of gunfire pushed him back into the warehouse. The bullets striking the wall sent vibrations through to the other side against Grant’s shoulder as he waited for the gunfire to subside.

When it ended, Grant stepped from the cover of the door, rifle aimed and his finger over the trigger. The contrast of light blinded him for a moment, but he was able to make out the blur of cloth that sprinted behind a bulldozer.

“Suspect is heading west.” Grant jumped through the door, gun up. He paused at the bulldozer, performing a quick glance around. Once cleared, he pressed forward.

Sweat had drenched his clothes, and as he scanned the horizon, he found nothing but a dozen different locations for the gangster to hide.

Slowly, methodically, he moved forward. He kept the rifle up and moved forward, sure footed as he did his best to stay quiet. He watched for shadows, any type of movement that would give away the gunman’s position. But the assailant was patient. And that made him dangerous.

A scrape of boot against asphalt turned Grant to the left, the narrow tunnel of vision ahead of the sight of his rifle a blur until he came to a stop on a work truck with deflated tires. The moment he saw the movement of boots, he squeezed the trigger, the bullets decorating the white panels of the passenger-side doors of the busted truck.

Grant sprinted forward in pursuit, and the moment he reached the truck’s hood, he saw the gunman sprinting for a gap in the fence. He no longer had his weapon up. He was in full retreat. “Freeze!” But the gunman ignored the orders.

Grant steadied his aim, the man growing smaller at the end of his rifle. He exhaled a breath, calming his mind and his body. And just before the gunman wedged himself into a gap in the chain-link fence, Grant fired.

The man sprawled forward, his arms extended as the force of the shot flung his body into the rusted mesh, and then he bounced back and hit the pavement, where he lay still.

Grant hurried toward him, still keeping the rifle aimed even though the target lay motionless on the ground. “Don’t move! Keep your hands out!” He barked the order as a precaution, but the moment he saw the man’s face, Grant knew that he was dead.

“Shit.” Grant lowered his gun, his eyes on the light drop of blood at the corner of the gunman’s mouth, which stood out against the paleness of his flesh. He was a young man, not even out of his twenties yet. Grant clicked the radio. “East side clear.” His voice cracked. “No sign of target.”

“He’s not here,” Hickem said. “I’ve got chopper heading inbound. Alternative locations are secure. Where to now, Grant?”

Grant tilted his head back, closing his eyes, and ripped off the mask. Sunlight made the beads of sweat on his face sparkle, and he wiped his bangs from his forehead. Hickem was screaming in Grant’s ear that they needed to move, and in the distance, there was the whir of chopper blades. He tried to rack his brain, to try to decide which location had Copella. He tried thinking as Links, a man so bold to think he could fool everyone.

“The house,” Grant said. “We go to the house.”
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Driving was just another item to add to the list of activities made difficult due to pregnancy. She couldn’t even fit behind the wheel anymore, but being lieutenant afforded her certain luxuries. Like forcing Lane to be her personal chauffeur.

“You do know you drive like a grandmother, right?” Mocks asked, staring at Lane’s two-and-ten grip on the wheel and upright, rigid posture.

“Sorry, Lieutenant.” Lane attempted to relax, but it only made him more awkward.

Mocks smiled, shaking her head, when her phone rang. It was Rick. “Hey, baby.”

“Hey, are you home yet?”

“On my way,” Mocks answered. “How’s work?”

“Been slow. Only call we’ve had was an elderly woman who was having trouble breathing during her shopping spree at JCPenney.”

“Must have been a hell of a sale.” Mocks fidgeted in her seat in her never-ending quest to try to stay comfortable with another human inhabiting her body. “I might stop by and see you tonight.”

“No, you need to rest,” Rick said. “I’ve given Grant enough grief to keep you out of this nightmare, so I’m not going to add to the noise.”

“Well, you’ll be happy to know that the case is nearly closed,” Mocks said. “Pretty soon I’ll be back behind the desk, safe and sound.”

Lane pulled up to the house, and she gave the officer a half-assed salute as she pulled herself from the passenger seat, the phone still glued to her ear.

“You don’t sound too happy about that,” Rick said.

The squad car backed out of the drive, and Mocks fished out her keys on the waddle to the front door. She fidgeted with the keys in her hand, and instead of opening the door, she took a seat on the porch swing. “Listen, after I come back from maternity leave I was thinking about asking for a transfer.”

Rick hesitated. “To where?”

“Lieutenant Mackey is retiring at the end of the year, so they’ll be looking to fill his spot with the tactical unit.” Mocks winced, waiting for Rick’s reaction.

“Tactical?” Rick asked, and then finding the answers on his own, he sighed. “You mean SWAT.”

“It’s a great stepping stone if I ever want to try for captain,” Mocks said, holding her stomach. “And you’re always telling me to think of the future and what my next steps should be in the department.”

“SWAT means you’ll be back on the street,” Rick said, his tone edging on the side of frustration. “We’ve discussed this. We talked about it at length when we decided to try for kids, and we both agreed that a desk job would be a better fit for you as a mom.”

Mocks shut her eyes, frowning. “I know we talked about it, but this could be a really good opportunity. And after being a part of this case and helping Grant—”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“What?”

“You know I didn’t even want you to be a part of that case in the first place.”

“The commissioner requested me for this position personally.”

“Because of your ties to Grant.”

“Because I was the best person for the job.” Mocks stood, her posture matching the defensive tone. “It’s part of my job.”

“No, this is not part of your job. Your job is missing persons, not bailing out your old partner when he gets into trouble after sticking his nose somewhere that it didn’t belong.”

“A girl was missing, Rick. If Grant hadn’t gotten involved, then she would have died.”

“That’s not our problem!” Rick said. “Our priority should be our family.”

Mocks scoffed. “So you’re saying that I don’t have our family’s best interests at heart?”

“No, that’s not what I meant—” Rick sighed. “I just don’t want you taking any unnecessary risks.”

Mocks leaned against the front of the house and glanced up to the grey skies that were threatening rain. “I know you don’t approve of me helping Grant. But you haven’t seen the shit that’s out there, and the horrible things that people can do. Not like I have. If you had, then you’d understand why Grant has done the things he’s done.”

“That’s not a good excuse.”

“You’re right, it’s not an excuse. It’s the truth, and it’s something I’m thankful for.” Mocks placed her hand on her stomach, feeling the baby kick. “Me and Grant, we’ve been… touched by all of that bad stuff. And it never washes off.”

“Yeah,” Rick said. “Um, listen, there’s a call coming in. I’ve got to go.”

“Okay.”

Mocks hung up and clutched the phone in her hand, lightning flashing in the sky and followed with a slow, rolling clap of thunder. The light patter of water hit the roof, and Mocks took a deep breath of the fresh scent of rain. She watched the rain fall for a minute, and then stepped inside the house.

Thunder clapped again when she closed the door, and she didn’t bother turning the lights on when she stepped through the living room. She liked the ominous setting of the house whenever it stormed. She found a spot on the couch that gave her a good view of the window to the front yard, and plopped down, leaning back into the cushions.

The view was distorted by the drops of water on the glass. She knew the conversation would stir up some conflict with Rick, but she knew that he’d get over it. He had always been the one to slough the bad stuff off in their relationship. It was one of the reasons why theirs worked so well. Mocks would get in trouble, and Rick would forgive her.

She stared down at her belly, knowing that trouble was going to complicate things even more when the baby came. A baby always complicated matters. At least that’s what the baby books told her. So. Many. Baby books.

Mocks rested her head back on the couch and closed her eyes. The warm embrace of sleep pulled itself over her, and she grew warm as she began to drift off. But in that space between consciousness and unconsciousness, she jolted awake, her pulse spiking and the baby growing anxious.

Mocks shifted on her seat and looked toward the back of the house. She could see the back windows, the rainfall growing harder outside. But the partition between the dining room and the kitchen blocked her view of the back door. And she could have sworn she thought she heard the sound of glass shattering.

Quietly, Mocks pushed herself off the couch and tiptoed her way to the staircase. She paused on the first step at the sound of the hinges of the squeaky back door. The storm noises grew louder as the door swung open. Someone was inside the house.

Mocks hurried up the stairs, cradling her stomach to keep it from swinging too wildly. Her heart hammered wildly, and it felt like it was caught in her throat as she reached the top of the stairs. She glanced down over the bannister and caught the barrel of a rifle before she darted into the bedroom.

Mocks shut the door to her bedroom and reached for her cell phone as she opened the top dresser drawer and pushed aside the socks to find the 9mm Glock buried underneath. She loaded the magazine into the pistol and then crouched low behind the bed, the gun aimed at the crack she left in the door so she could see the bastards coming.

The phone rang, and then dispatch answered.

“This is Lieutenant Susan Mullocks,” Mocks said. “I’m at 455 Baker Street, and I have an intruder in my house. I need officers on scene.”

“Copy that, Lieutenant,” dispatch said. “We have units nearby. Stay on the line with me.”

Mocks kept the phone glued to her ear, finger over the trigger, and despite the rush of adrenaline flooding through her body, the pistol remained steady as a rock.

The thunder and rain made it hard to hear, but she could have sworn that she heard footsteps on the staircase.

“Do you know how many intruders are in the house?” Dispatch asked.

“At least one, but possibly more,” Mocks answered. “Be advised that the suspects are armed. I repeat, suspects are armed.”

A body appeared in the crack in the door as the intruder ascended the staircase, and Mocks dropped her voice to a whisper as thunder clapped. “He’s upstairs. Close proximity. I’m putting the phone down.”

Before dispatch could answer, she set the phone face down on the carpet. She clasped the pistol with both hands. The intruder kept close to the wall, out of her field of vision, but she could feel that he was close. She took a deep breath, the world dissolving to the sight on her pistol. She had cover. She had a bead on him. She was going to be fine.

The seconds that followed felt like an eternity, and when the door slowly crept open, Mocks didn’t hesitate on the trigger pull.

Bullets tore through the wood of her door, the recoil from the gunfire sending a sharp pain from her wrists all the way to her shoulders. The ringing in her ears blocked the sound of the second intruder coming up the stairs, but the door was more open now, and Mocks had a clear shot.

She squeezed the trigger, this time dropping the gunman to the floor as the intruder’s partner tried sneaking around the corner. Mocks emptied the rest of the magazine, pushing the intruder back, and when the firing pin clicked empty, she dropped back behind the bed and grabbed another magazine.

But the adrenaline had finally caught up with her, and she couldn’t keep her hands still long enough to shove the magazine into place before the intruder had a gun to her head.

Mocks dropped the pistol, her hands in the air, unable to stop the stream of tears as the masked gunman barked orders at her in broken English.

“UP! UP!”

But when Mocks couldn’t stand up by herself, the masked man viciously grabbed her arm and flung her on the bed on her back. She desperately tried to sit up, but the rifle was shoved in her face to keep her still.

“Don’t move!” The cloth of the man’s mask stretched as he spoke, and he reached around to the left side of his belt, opening a compartment. But the motion forced him to drop the rifle slightly, and when Mocks tried to make a move, he smacked her forehead with the rifle barrel. “Don’t move, bitch!”

The pain cut through Mocks’s head like a knife, and she winced. Blood oozed from the wound on her forehead and sent a warm trickle down her face. When she finally came to, she saw the man had shifted his aim to her stomach.

“No,” Mocks said, her lips quivering as she desperately tried to cover her stomach with her hands. “No, please, I’ll stop.” She shook her head. “I’ll stop, just don’t hurt the baby, okay? I’ll cooperate.” The barrel pressed into the side of her stomach, and Mocks shut her eyes, crying. “Please, I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” She sobbed, the worst culmination of her fears unfolding right before her eyes.

“Don’t move!” The masked man kept the rifle trained on her stomach and then finally removed the syringe from the compartment on his belt.

When the needle penetrated her leg, Mocks immediately felt the effects of the drug as she drifted into sleep.
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Grant kept his ears peeled to the radio chatter. Sam had been left at the factory with a team of medics, who then sent her to the nearest hospital for X-rays to check for any broken ribs. When she peeled the Kevlar off her chest, the bullet had nearly gone through, and had pricked blood that stained her shirt red.

It was the pain on her face the flooded Grant with rage. Something feral had broken loose inside of him. Every ounce of control was harnessed not to execute the two men they’d captured at the factory. He knew they deserved it. But law and order restricted Grant’s rage. So he channeled it, waiting to unleash it on the next location.

“Five minutes,” the pilot said.

Grant nodded. “What kind of situation are we looking at in the suburbs?”

“The neighboring houses have been evacuated,” Hickem answered. “FBI is on scene making sure no one blows their load too early. They don’t move until I give the go ahead.”

“And the location to the north? The one where I said they were going to take Anna?”

“Empty,” Hickem answered. “Looks like second time will be the charm.”

The radio crackled, and Grant’s heart leapt, wondering if it was an update on Sam, but it was from authorities on the ground.

And as if he sensed Grant’s hesitation, Hickem caught his attention. “When we hit the ground, I’ll send you back.”

“No. I’m staying with you.” Grant wouldn’t be good to anyone on the ride back, and the feeling of the rifle returned to his hands.

“Grant, I don’t think—”

“I’m not going back, Hickem.”

Hickem passively held up his hands, nodded, and then leaned back in his seat. And while Grant got what he wanted, he wasn’t sure if he’d like it. He thought that having a mission would provide enough distraction for the worry in the back of his head. There were a thousand scenarios, none of them with a happy ending.

The chopper touched down on the residential street, and Grant unbuckled the straps around his chest and shoulder and jumped to the pavement. Once clear of the blades, he turned to find the end of the road blocked off by a line of police cruisers, and a thick crowd of bystanders watching the action. Grant figured they were most likely the residents of the evacuated houses.

“Multz said the money still hasn’t moved,” Hickem said on their walk through the dozens of police vehicles, SWAT vans, and officers that surrounded the house where they believed Copella was being held. “Which bodes well for our victim.”

But Grant remembered the fingers plucked from Mary Copella’s hand. Charles might still be alive, but there was no guarantee that he was still in one piece.

Grant was surprised to find the neighborhood affluent and middle class. The trimmed yards and newer cars parked in the driveways told the story of a community where this kind of event just didn’t happen.

Yellow police tape was the final barrier to the house, and Grant and Hickem found the commanding officer on scene as choppers buzzed the air overhead.

“We have the location secure,” the captain said. He had a nearly fresh mustache, the hairs so thin that its only contribution was making his upper lip look more swollen. “The first officers on scene could hear screaming from inside, but they stuck to their orders of securing the perimeter. But now that you’re here, what’s the call?”

“Could they hear what the person was saying inside? Or how many people are in there?”

“They said he was calling for help. But from what they heard, it was only one person. And they said it sounded like a man.”

Hickem nodded. “You have K-9 units on scene?”

“We’ve got two on the way.”

“All right, the moment they arrive, I want to have them check the perimeter before we make any moves.” Hickem paced down the line of squad cars that had formed a blockade around the driveway of the house. He shook his head. “It wouldn’t make sense for them to just leave him behind. Unless they’ve got someone else in there, or one of Joza’s thugs decided to stay behind.”

But then Grant’s pocket buzzed, and he jumped from the vibration of the phone. He reached into it and found that it was a number that was blocked. He answered, a sense of dread filling him as he lifted the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

“Mr. Grant. It’s good to finally speak with you.”

Grant turned left and right in half circles, looking for anyone that might be in the crowd, anyone that might be close. “Who is this?”

“I’m sure you know who it is.”

Grant paused, almost afraid to speak the words aloud. “Director Links.” Hickem was within earshot and turned toward Grant at the sound of his boss’s name. He frowned, and Grant noticed how the color drained from his cheeks. “Where is Charles Copella?”

“He’s inside the house,” Links answered, his tone innocent. “Waiting for you to go in and get him.”

“What’s the catch?” Grant asked as Hickem stepped closer and the hundreds of people that surrounded them went about their business.

“I made all of the right moves, Mr. Grant. I followed them down to the letter. But I didn’t account for you. I never anticipated a disgraced detective from the Seattle Police Department would live down the street. It’s almost funny.” But there was no humor in his voice. Only contempt. “But to that ‘catch’ you referred to. I want you to go into that house, Mr. Grant. You won’t need a gun, but I wouldn’t expect you to go inside without one. But you must go alone. When this is done, I’m going to reach out to you again. And when I do, you’ll understand why. Now why don’t you hand the phone over to Hickem. I’d like to have a word with him before this is over. And I’d hurry, Mr. Grant. Time is running out.”

Confused, Grant lowered the phone and then slowly handed it over to Hickem.

“What?” Hickem asked, reaching for the device. “What happened?”

“Links wants to talk to you. And he wants me to go inside alone.”

Hickem wrapped his hand around the speaker end of the phone and lowered his voice. “Grant, if you go inside—”

“You won’t lose much,” Grant said, and to that Hickem only shook his head, complete with an unamused grin.

“Be careful.” Hickem placed his massive palm on Grant’s shoulder and gave two hard pats. Then he turned toward the CO on scene and barked for them to make a hole. “No one fires unless I give the order, but I want guns trained on that house and every window or exit that we have.”

Grant stepped through the barricade of police vehicles, and the moment he crossed that line, he was a man on an island. He turned around, staring down the barrels of the dozens of pistols and rifles aimed at the house, and wondered if this was how it would end for him.

Grant reached for the front door of the house, and the hinges groaned as he stepped into darkness. Curtains blocked the sunlight, and all of the lights had been turned off. The front door opened up into an empty foyer, and a living room was set off to the right side, where there was a man with his head down, strapped to a chair in the dark.

Out of instinct, Grant raised his rifle, scanning the rest of the room on his approach to ensure there weren’t any other traps. But the closer Grant moved, the more he realized that Charles Copella was the trap. And the timer ticking down past the sixty-second mark made the bricks of C-4 circled around him that much more ominous.

Charles lifted his head, his face beaten, bruised and swollen. Old blood crusted his hair, and the one eye that wasn’t swollen shut was bloodshot and struggled to focus on Grant as he knelt by his side.

“My wife—” Charles’s own hoarse throat cut him off, and Grant took hold of his hand. There was no time to call in the bomb squad. There was no time to dismantle the explosives. Charles was going to die, no matter what.

“Mary’s alive,” Grant said, trying to offer whatever relief to the man that he could, but by the dazed and shaken look on Charles’s face, he wasn’t sure the man even understood what was happening. “Anna is alive too. Your family is safe.” Grant squeezed his hand. “They’re safe.”

The timer on Charles’s chest dropped to forty seconds, but after a moment of hesitation, he smiled and nodded, reciprocating the hand squeeze. “Links.” He swallowed, the motion painful as he winced. “It was Links who—”

“We know.” Grant examined the explosives, and with the timer below thirty seconds, he knew that he couldn’t stick around for much longer. The blast radius would encompass the house, and he’d need at least seven seconds to get to a safe distance.

“I gave up the codes,” Charles said, his voice hoarse as he started to cry. “I’m sorry, I just couldn’t take it anymore.”

“It’s all right,” Grant said.

Charles tried to speak, but when he couldn’t find the words, he motioned Grant closer and then whispered in his ear. It was a message for his family, and when he was done and he pulled back, tears dripped down his face. “I don’t want to die.” The time ticked below twenty seconds. “Please don’t let me die.”

As the clock wound down, ticking below fifteen seconds, Charles repeated the words more frantically, keeping his hold on Grant.

“I’m sorry.” Grant ripped his hand free from Charles’s death grip and then backtracked, his eyes falling from the doomed father’s face to the clock on his chest, which ticked at the ten-second mark. “I’m sorry, Charles.” Grant turned on his heel and sprinted toward the door then burst out into the sunlight to see dozens of rifles were trained on him. “Get back! Get down!” He waved his arms, and when he reached the blockade of vehicles that surrounded the house, a blast of heat hit his back, and the explosion rocked the house.

Grant skidded over the hoods of the cars seconds after the blast had died down, and he landed hard on his shoulder on the pavement as other heads and bodies turned from the blast. When it was done, Grant lingered on the blacktop for a moment, a dull throb in his shoulder as the world around him exploded like the house he’d just escaped.

“Grant!” Hickem was in his ear, screaming and patting his shoulder. “Grant! Are you okay? What the hell happened in there?”

Slowly, Grant positioned his hands and feet beneath him, a tingling vibration sending waves from the back of his head all the way to his fingertips. His ears were ringing a little, and when he finally stood upright, he had to use the car behind him to keep from falling down.

“We need a medic over here!” Hickem yelled, waving his big arms at the ambulances down the street, and a team of SWAT members stormed into the house to examine the charred wreckage of whatever remained.

Hickem kept his hand on Grant’s shoulder, keeping him upright until a paramedic was able to take over, flashing a light in Grant’s eyes and asking him questions like his name and the day of the week, all of which Grant answered correctly.

“We should get him to the hospital and run some additional tests.” The medic pocketed the flashlight and removed the blood-pressure wrap from Grant’s arm, but Grant shook his head.

“No, I need to get back to Seattle.” Grant pushed himself off the car and made it one step before Hickem pulled him back.

“You’re not going anywhere until you tell me what the hell happened inside that house.”

Grant winced, a sharp pain piercing the top of his head. “He was tied up.”

“Who? Copella?”

“Yeah.” Grant rubbed the top of his head ferociously, and the pain eased. “There was a bunch of C-4 strapped around the legs of the chair, and there was a timer.” Grant moved his hand across his chest and then shut his eyes. “There wasn’t enough time, but he told me—Gah!” What felt like an axe to the head trying to slice his skull in two brought both hands to the sides of his head to keep it together.

“All right, yeah, you’re going to the hospital,” the medic said.

But as the medical officer tried to move Grant, he remembered what Charles Copella had told him, and what he needed to tell his family. “I have to get to Seattle. I have to tell them.”

“Grant— Grant, stop it!” Hickem used his size and strength to keep Grant still and then pinned him back up against the car. “What did he say? Was it about Joza? Was it about Links? What did he tell you?”

Grant locked eyes with Hickem, Charles Copella’s words rattling around in his head. “It was for his family. He… He knew what was happening. He knew he wouldn’t survive, and he wanted them to know how… how he felt.”

Disappointed, Hickem let Grant go and paced in a tight circle. “God dammit!” He turned to one of his men. “I want an APB out for Nathan Links. He couldn’t have gotten far, not with his office in Washington. At the very least, he’ll know he can’t leave the country.”

Grant turned toward the wreckage of the house, firefighters already on scene to try to extinguish the small fires that had sprouted around the explosion. A column of smoke stretched toward the blue sky, and Grant followed it all the way to the top, before following it back down to the house.

He knew there wouldn’t be anything left to find of Charles Copella. His family would bury an empty coffin. And he would have to deliver a dying father’s final message. Like an angel of death, Grant would only bring more pain to an already grieving family.
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The time between getting on the helicopter with Hickem and returning to Seattle had been erased from Grant’s memory. The only good news that he heard was about Sam. Bruised ribs, nothing broken, and no vital damage to any of her organs. But the doctors were quick to point out that she was lucky the bullet hadn’t gone any further, or she could have been looking at a broken sternum.

Still dressed in his tactical uniform, Grant entered the marshal building, Hickem helping to direct him toward the room where Mary and Anna were waiting for him. He floated through the halls, dreading the conversation he was forced to take part in.

Covered in grime and smut from the explosion that killed Charles, Grant paused at the door before entering the office where Mary and Anna were huddled together. He saw the pair through the window in the door. Anna was in her mother’s lap, face pressed firmly against her chest, with Mary stroking her daughter’s hair with her one good hand.

As an outsider looking in, Grant didn’t want to open the door. It wasn’t because he was afraid to deliver the news of her husband. Someone had already informed them about that. Nor was it because of the message that Charles Copella bequeathed upon him to carry on to his family. It was simply because the pair of girls inside that room were peaceful. It was one of those quiet moments between loved ones, where the outside world dissolved and the only thing that mattered was the person that you were with. Those were moments, no matter the circumstances, that you wanted to have last forever. Grant didn’t want to enter the room because with his presence, that moment would end. But he also knew that he couldn’t hold off on telling them. It was like ripping off a Band-Aid. Better to do it quickly.

Mary lifted her head toward Grant at the sound of the door opening, but Anna kept her face buried in her mother’s shirt. She didn’t smile at Grant when he entered. She didn’t offer an expression of any kind. She was stoic. And it chilled Grant down to his bones.

Grant said nothing as he sat down in a chair across the table. For a long time, the only noise in the room was the hum of the lights and the sniffles from Anna as she occasionally adjusted herself in her mother’s lap. And then, when Grant’s mouth wasn’t so dry, he broke his silence.

“I must have been in this situation a hundred times when I worked Homicide,” Grant said, his hands clasped together on the cold surface of the metal table. “But this one is different, because I didn’t know the victims like I know you.”

Mary kissed the top of Anna’s head, no longer even looking at Grant.

“I was there right before,” Grant said, knowing that Mary would be able to fill in the blanks without him. “He wanted me to tell you something. To the both of you. He wanted you to know that—”

“You promised.” Anna quickly removed her face from her mother’s shirt, her cheeks red and wet from crying. “You told me you would bring my dad home. You promised me that you would.” Her mouth widened in preparation for her crying, her lips downturned and her eyes reddening with tears. “You promised!”

Grant kept quiet as Anna slammed her face back into her mother’s shirt, sobbing as Mary tried to soothe her child, stroking her hair, and kissing her forehead. And finally that stoic expression faded, and the lines of anger appeared on her face. It wasn’t a direct loathing of Grant himself. He knew that Mary understood none of this was his fault. If anything, she and Anna were alive because of him. But the anger had to be directed somewhere, and Grant was in her line of sight.

“Get on with it,” Mary said. “What did he say? What did Charles tell you before he died?” She choked on the last word.

Grant nodded, knowing that the words didn’t matter, because they were coming from him. Not from a husband or a father. “He wanted both of you to know how much he loved you. He wanted to make sure you understood just how important you were. And he wanted you to remember that summer on Long Island and that trip down to Florida. He’ll miss you both terribly, and he’s glad you’re safe. He says that you’ll both be safe forever now.”

Anna cried harder, and Mary released a few tears, and the pair held onto one another tightly. Grant stood and left, receiving no thanks or apologies, and understanding the reason for both.

When he stepped into the hallway, Multz was there waiting for him. He glanced back into the room, finding the mother and daughter still holding onto one another. He suspected they’d be like that for a long time.

“Charles told me he gave up the codes to the accounts,” Grant said. “Have they been accessed yet?”

Multz’s voice cracked as he answered. “No.”

Grant nodded, thinking to himself, his brain so preoccupied with the case that he didn’t notice Multz’s hesitation. “They’re probably looking for a safe way to transfer the money. That much cash with that much heat on it is bound to—”

“Grant,” Multz said. “I received a call while you were gone. I didn’t want to tell you over the radio because—” He sighed, running his fingers through the flattop of grey and white. “Because I thought it best that you hear it in person.”

Grant took a step back, bracing for the news, and unprepared for the response.

“It’s about Lieutenant Mullocks,” Multz said, speaking slowly. “She was attacked at her home. We don’t know where she is, or her condition, but we believe that she was taken by Joza because of her connection to the case.”

Grant’s shoulder thudded against the wall as his knees buckled. Multz grabbed hold of Grant to help keep him upright.

“Because of me,” Grant whispered, his mouth dry, but his eyes watering.

“C’mon,” Multz said, giving Grant a tug down the hall. “You need to sit down.”

But Grant reclaimed his arm, stumbling backward. “You said she was taken because of her connection to the case.” Grant shook his head, remembering what Links had told him over the phone, that he would be reaching out to him again. “She was taken because of me.”

“Grant, you need to take a minute and—”

“Where’s Rick?” At first Multz remained quiet, but then Grant took an aggressive step toward him. “Where is he?”

“Upstairs. Interrogation room seven. But, Grant, you can’t—”

But Grant had already turned away, ignoring Multz’s pleas to stop. When he turned the corner of the hall, he glanced down at his watch, the timer still running. But Charles’s death closed the case on the Copellas. He stopped the timer and was about to restart again out of habit, but he froze.

What he would have to do next, the road that he would be forced to travel, he couldn’t treat this as just another abduction case. Because this wasn’t about time anymore, it was about survival. It was about doing whatever was necessary to bring Mocks and her child back alive.

To the left in his peripheral he spied a trash can, and he walked over, a rage simmering beneath the self-loathing and the guilt over his closest friend’s abduction. It was that earth-scorching, apocalyptic fire that consumed everything. It was a fire he hadn’t let loose since Ellen’s death, and it nearly killed him. But as he made his walk toward Rick and his judgement, he found that shroud of apathy fall over him. His life didn’t matter anymore. It didn’t matter how many people had to die to bring Mocks back. He wasn’t going to fail. And he didn’t need a fucking watch to tell him that.
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It was the heavy pounding in her forehead that woke her up. The pain was dull at first and then sharpened as she regained consciousness. Blood from the wound on her head had crusted, leaving behind dried flecks of a deep crimson red on her forehead.

Disoriented, Mocks blinked a few times, but the darkness never lifted. Panic took over, and when she found her arms and legs restrained at her wrists and ankles, her heart rate spiked higher.

Tied down and blindfolded, Mocks squirmed in her chair and the baby kicked to match her anxiousness. Her shirt and pants were wet with sweat. And then, as the ringing in her ears faded, she realized she wasn’t alone.

Chatter echoed around her, men speaking in a foreign language, followed by laughter, no doubt directed at her. From the different tones, Mocks counted at least five in the room.

The accents were heavy, their origins most likely Eastern Europe or even Russia, which probably linked them to Joza. She remembered the pair of men that attacked her at home having the same accent.

Door hinges groaned, and the playful chatter ended, replaced by the steady clack of heels against concrete. The steps grew louder, and they finally ended near Mocks. She waited for someone to speak, but as the silence lingered, she chose to make the first move.

“My name is Susan Mullocks.” Her voice cracked, her mouth dry. She swallowed, trying to wet her tongue with spit but struggling to produce any. “I’m a lieutenant with the Seattle Police Department.” She paused, waiting for some type of reaction, but received nothing. “If you’re associates of Anton Joza, then—”

“Of course they’re associates of Anton Joza.” The voice preceded more slow, methodical steps that circled Mocks. “You were helping the FBI and the US Marshals in their investigation of Joza. Any reasonable law enforcement officer would be able to deduce who abducted them, but do you know why?”

The steps ended behind Mocks. She turned her head to the left, her hands and feet beginning to throb and swell from the tight cords of rope that kept her restrained.

“Nothing?” The voice sounded surprised. “No theories into why we would take a Seattle Police Department lieutenant instead of someone closer to the case?”

“If I wanted to play games, I would have signed up for Bingo night,” Mocks answered. “So why don’t you just fucking tell me.”

Hands groped the back of her head, and then a quick tug removed the blindfold, replacing darkness with blinding light.

Mocks shut her eyes, the brightness as painful as the rope around her wrists and ankles. Slowly, she opened her eyelids, allowing slivers of light to greet her sensitive eyes, and her vision adjusted.

She examined the room, finding it bare save for her, the chair, the thugs, and the halogen lights in the ceiling. But as she looked in the corner of the ceiling, she noticed a small black device. It was a video recorder, rigged into the wall.

Mocks counted seven men. Each of them was dressed in tactical gear and armed with assault rifles. The thick black eyebrows, large noses, and muscled bodies matched their Eastern European accents.

Footsteps started again, and Mocks watched a man dressed in a suit and tie appear from behind her, and who stopped right in front of her.

“Hello, Lieutenant.”

He smiled, but the friendly gesture was forced and unwelcoming. He was a short man, plain looking save for a pair of bright-green eyes and pointed ears. His face was familiar, but her pregnancy brain struggled to connect the dots. And then it finally hit her. “Nathan Links.”

Links spread his arms wide. “My reputation precedes me.” He smoothed out the front of his suit and then examined Mocks in the chair. “I think we’re beyond the need for restraints.” He snapped his fingers, and one of the armed men brandished a knife and set her free.

The ropes dropped to the floor and Mocks groaned in relief, rubbing the tender flesh of her wrists. She wiggled her toes and fingers, letting the blood circulate, and then protectively guarded her unborn child.

Links maintained the forced smile then leaned forward, arching his eyebrows. “I read a lot about you.” He reached for her long-sleeved shirt and rolled it up toward her elbow, exposing the scars from the needles used during her years of addiction. He poked the old scabs, and Mocks knocked away his hand. He laughed and crossed his arms. “Defiant. It fits your profile.”

“If you think I know something about Joza’s investigation—”

“Oh, no, that’s not why you’re here.” Links examined a cuticle and then dug beneath his fingernail with another. “You’re my get-out-of-jail-free card.” He flicked out a piece of dirt.

Mocks shifted in her seat and scanned the room. She didn’t think she could have been passed out for more than a few hours, which meant the authorities were aware of her abduction. All she needed to do was buy herself time.

“You think holding me for ransom will help get you out of whatever jam you put yourself in?” Mocks raised her eyebrows. “I don’t think you realize the shit you’ve waded into. You have every law enforcement department and intelligence agency across the country looking for you.” She laughed. “You’re going to need more than me to bargain with the authorities.”

“You’re absolutely right, Lieutenant.” Links hunched over, placing his hands on his thighs, and then inched close enough for Mocks to smell the stink of his cologne as his lips grazed her ear. “That’s why Chase Grant is going to help me.”

Mocks shivered, leaning away from Links’s hot breath, which tickled her skin.

Links stepped back. “Your old partner has made my life extremely difficult. All of my planning, all of my sacrifices, ruined by the sake of one man’s need for redemption. Do you have any idea what I was trying to do? I could have helped millions.”

“You were only helping yourself,” Mocks said, grimacing.

“To help everyone in this country.” Links barked. He paced back and forth in front of her as he ranted. “People have no idea what it takes for them to be safe and healthy, to have the luxuries this nation is afforded. Every day is a fight to stay on top, and the cost of power is paid in blood.” He pointed at Mocks and then lowered his finger to her stomach. “Every action I took was for the betterment of this country’s future. For our children’s future.”

“Well,” Mocks said, “on behalf of mothers everywhere”—she leaned forward—“fuck you.”

Links scoffed. “You’re all the same. You think you’re above the slime that runs beneath your feet.” He took three quick steps forward and snatched her arm, exposing the crook of her elbow again where the needle marks resided. “But you’re not. You can look down on me, you can try to judge me from your ivory tower, but everything you stand on was built on shifting sand, and without men like me in this world, the very fabric of society would collapse.”

Mocks reclaimed her arm then tugged her sleeve back down to her wrist, unable to hide the shame that blushed on her cheeks.

“But I’ve had a sudden change of heart,” Links said, walking away from Mocks and toward one of the guards, where he removed one of the sidearms from the thug’s belt. He spun around, holding the pistol lazily in his right hand. “I don’t have anything to lose now.” He laughed, heels clacking in rhythm with his cackling. “You and your old partner made sure of that. So why not see what the world looks like when I stop trying to hold it together.” He stopped less than an arm’s length from Mocks and placed the end of the pistol’s barrel against her stomach. “Let’s see how many people die.”

Mocks trembled, her eyes trained on the trigger where Links placed his finger. A few ounces of pressure were all that separated the life and death of her unborn child. “Please.” She shut her eyelids, which triggered tears to fall. “Don’t.”

Links applied pressure, the barrel digging into her stomach, her baby kicking wildly due to the intrusion. “Got a lively one in there, don’t you?” He regarded Mocks’s belly with a casual indifference. “Do you know the suicide rates for mothers who lose their children?”

Mocks shook her head, her fingernails clawing into the thin cloth of the maternity band of her pants.

“The chances of a mother’s early death after the loss of a child rise by one hundred and thirty-three percent. But that study was only done on parents with children already born.” Links pressed the pistol harder into her stomach. “Shall I conduct some more research?”

Mocks shook her head. “No.”

Time slowed, but Links eventually removed the gun from her stomach, and Mocks exhaled relief.

“No sense in wasting the ace up my sleeve now.” Links handed the weapon back to the thug near the door. “I just hope your old partner is as good as he thinks he is.”

Links disappeared, taking his cronies with him, and the door slammed shut.

Mocks rubbed her stomach, eyes on the door, trying to soothe the still-squirming child in her womb. “For your sake, Links, you better hope you’re wrong.” Because god help whoever got in Grant’s way now.
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The federal workers inside the marshals’ building had broken out into a frenzy. The number of bodies inside had doubled, shrinking the already limited space, and turned normal workplace chatter into a deafening roar. Everyone was on high alert, but the revelation that the former director of the FBI was in bed with one of the world’s most powerful gangsters tended to stir up trouble.

Grant passed through the halls, bumping against the shoulders of agents in a hurry to deliver news, analyze data, or join a meeting. The commotion made it nearly impossible to think.

Deville had plenty of quiet places for Grant to think. Hell, the whole damn town was quiet. And standing here in the middle of chaos, he desperately needed some quiet.

“Grant?” Sam appeared through the thick horde of bodies and approached hesitantly. “I’m heading to the meeting with Multz and Hickem. They’re going to be on a conference call with the head of the Senate Intelligence Committee. Multz wants you to join.”

Grant heard the question but simply stared at her. He noticed the white bandage reaching up and out of her shirt. The doctors had wrapped her bruised ribs less than an hour ago, and she was already back to work.

At his silence, Sam inched closer. “We’re going to find her.” She grabbed his arm, offering a reassuring squeeze.

“She would have been on maternity leave in three days,” Grant said. “And now she’s gone.” Grant removed his arm from Sam’s grip and continued his trek down the hallway.

“Talking to him isn’t going to help,” Sam said.

“It’ll help me.” Grant passed three more agents in the hall and then turned the corner, leaving Sam behind. He kept a brisk pace, fists clenched at his sides and his heart hammering in his chest.

Sam called after him, but he didn’t hear what she said, because it didn’t matter what she tried to tell him. He needed to speak to Rick, and he needed to do it now.

There was no hesitation in Grant’s steps, even though he understood the consequences of his approaching encounter. The sheer hell and anger he willingly walked toward was undeniable.

A marshal stood outside room nine. He wore a Kevlar vest and had an M-16 strapped to his shoulder. The dew from the academy was still fresh on his cheeks. He regarded Grant with a curious eye, and when Grant reached for the door handle, he found it locked.

“Off limits, sir.” The words left the marshal’s mouth with a hint of warning.

“You know who I am?” Grant asked.

The marshal nodded.

“And you know who is inside this room?”

Again, the marshal nodded.

“Then open the door, son.”

The marshal paused, staring at Grant, then looked down both ways of the hall. He stepped back and slid his key card through the magnetic strip. Grant reached for the handle, and with the door cracked open, he stopped himself, turning toward the marshal. “No matter what you hear inside, you don’t open this door. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

Grant pushed the door inward, stepped inside, and quickly shut the door behind him. Rick sat in a chair with his hands over his face. Three seconds passed before Rick looked up—the calm before the shit storm that was about to erupt.

Rick and Grant locked eyes. The air was sucked from the room, and Grant’s blood went cold.

The legs of the steel chair scraped against the tile as Rick stood, pushing the chair backward. Rick balled his hands into fists so tight that his arms shook. His eyes were red, remnants of his grief, but now there was only rage.

Neither man spoke, but Grant understood the price of his admission into this room. Pain was inevitable. But it was a pain that Grant had become intimate with. It was a pain that he understood.

As quick as a snakebite, Rick charged Grant, slamming him up against the door with his hands around Grant’s neck, choking off his air supply.

“This is your fault!” Saliva streamed through Rick’s bared teeth, and his cheeks reddened. “She never should have helped you. Never! Because you’re just a sad sack of shit who gets everyone that cares about him killed.” He removed one of his hands and punched Grant’s stomach then flung him into the adjacent wall, only to ram him again, this time leading with his shoulder, and then heaved Grant over his head.

“Gaaah!” Rick spun from the wall, Grant’s head nearly scraping the ceiling, and then body-slammed Grant onto the steel table.

A hot flash of pain spread from the center of Grant’s chest, and as he gasped for breath his spine began to ache, but it was short lived as Rick continued his attack.

Rick punched Grant’s ribs, and Grant rolled off the table, barely able to get his feet under him after he landed on the carpet.

Rick stepped around the table, fists still clenched, panting heavily. He pointed to Grant. “You’ve killed her!” He lunged again, his fist connecting with Grant’s chin so hard that Grant was knocked to the floor.

The floor became unlevel as Grant lay on his side, blinking to try to rid himself of the black spots in his vision and the hot sting on his chin.

Rick stomped over, towering over Grant, and raised his fists high, bringing them down quickly in a hail of fury. “You fucking piece of shit!” Every punch was thrown harder, wilder, the unfiltered rage of a husband and father on the precipice of a loss greater than anything imaginable, beating the one person that understood that kind of pain.

But Grant never fought back, never even raised his fists. He just lay there and took it, knowing that every ounce of pain he experienced paled in comparison to what Rick felt.

After a few minutes, the punches grew lighter, and Rick stumbled backward, heaving his chest up and down, gasping for breath. Spit rolled down the corner of his mouth, and his knees buckled and hit the floor.

A symphony of pain stretched from Grant’s head all the way down to his toes, though the majority of the concert was conducted in his ribs, which were at the very least bruised, if not one or two broken.

Grant slowly lifted his head, pushing himself from the fetal position on the floor, and sat upright. “I’m sorry, Rick.” An unexpected lump formed in Grant’s throat, and his eyes moistened. “I’m so sorry.”

Rick looked Grant in the eye then stood, still trying to regain control of his breathing. “I don’t care.” He turned away and stepped into the far corner of the room.

Grant’s knees wobbled as he stood, but he couldn’t straighten out his back without a sharp pain hunching him forward again. He limped a few steps toward the table and then used it for support. “I’ll find her, Rick. I will bring her back, alive, no matter what the cost. I promise.”

Rick remained in the corner for a moment longer, and when he finally turned, he wiped away the fresh tears, his eyes bloodshot and glassy. His hair was a mess, his shirt was crumpled and dirty, and he had dark spots under his eyes. Six years ago, it would have been as if Grant were looking in a mirror after hearing the news about his own pregnant wife.

“If you don’t bring her back,” Rick said, his voice trembling from the adrenaline of either fear or anger. He stepped within inches of Grant’s face. “I swear on Mocks’s life and the life of my unborn child that I will kill you.”

“I know.” Grant sidestepped him and walked out the door, heading toward the meeting with Hickem, Multz, and Sam. But he knew that he’d never give Rick the chance to kill him. Because if he couldn’t bring Mocks back alive, he didn’t plan on surviving the return trip.
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Sam stood outside Multz’s office. The door was open, with Hickem and Multz waiting for her inside. She looked left and right, searching the hallway for Grant, hoping he’d show.

It had taken every ounce of control not to follow Grant or stop him. But she knew it wasn’t her place.

“Cohen,” Multz said, yelling from his desk. “We’re burning daylight.”

Sam lingered a second longer and then retreated into Multz’s office and closed the door behind her. She sat next to Hickem, who tapped his foot impatiently.

“Don’t take it too personally, Marshal,” Hickem said, typing on his phone. “Once Grant gets something in his mind, he never lets it go.” He finally looked up from his screen. “He’ll see it through till the end.”

“He’s committed,” Sam retorted. “Most consider that a noble attribute.”

“Yeah, well, those people usually don’t live in the real world.” Hickem pocketed his phone and undid the button on his jacket. “Not everyone gets to run off to some small town after they’ve made a mistake to hide out for the rest of their—”

The door swung inward, and Grant stepped inside and closed it before Hickem could even turn around. He remained off to the side, arms crossed, and silent.

“Nice of you to join us,” Multz said.

“I was just singing your praises,” Hickem said.

Multz’s desk phone rang, and he hit the speaker phone. “Senator Thorn, thank you for your time.”

“What in the Sam Hill is going on out there?” Thorn’s southern accent was accentuated by his angry tone. “I’m getting calls from people who never call me, and I’ve got constituents worried sick that we’re selling national secrets!”

“Sir, Director Hickem here. I just want to say—”

“Already giving yourself a promotion, eh?” Thorn asked. “You’re acting director, Hickem. The title isn’t permanent. In fact, I’ve got half a mind to feed you to the reporters hounding my office!”

Hickem cleared his throat, thrown by the accusation, fidgeting and uncomfortable. “Sir, I can assure you that I have been nothing but—”

“Can it, Hickem,” Thorn said. “Now, where in the hell are we with finding Links?”

“We don’t have many leads on that, Senator,” Multz answered. “But we believe he is still stateside, and his name just moved into the number-one spot on the most wanted list.”

“No shit.” Thorn scoffed. “Does he have the money?”

“He has the access codes to the accounts, but as of right now he hasn’t moved it. He knows we’re watching, so we think he’s looking for a way to move it without it being traced.” Multz drummed his fingers and then nodded to Sam.

“Senator, Marshal Cohen here. We think that Links might use the money now as a bartering chip for Joza to keep him safe, but we’re unsure of where he might be smuggled out of the country.”

“Well, get sure,” Thorn said. “I want this bastard on a plate to hand to the American people for dinner tonight! So I want to make this abundantly clear that this is your one and only priority.”

“We understand, sir,” Multz said.

“I don’t think you do,” Thorn replied. “Because right now the head of one of our country’s most powerful intelligence institutions is currently the most wanted person on the list of the very agency that he had been selected to run!” A heavy pound thudded through the speaker. “I want updates every twenty minutes!”

Thorn hung up before anyone could respond, and the moment the call ended, Hickem raised his middle finger. “Prick.”

“Where are we at with video footage tracking Links’s movement?” Multz asked.

“We’ve got the CIA sifting through every camera from New York to Seattle, but it’s like searching for a needle in a haystack,” Hickem answered. “Links knows the tricks to find him, so he’ll stay off the grid. And if he’s still getting financed by Joza, he’ll have plenty of resources at his disposal.”

“Let’s start hunting down known Joza associates stateside,” Multz answered. “Sam, you and Grant start at the top of the list and work your way down.”

“Got it.” Sam looked at Grant out of the corner of her eye and still found him with his head down and arms crossed. Disengaged.

“Clock’s ticking,” Multz said. “Let’s get to it.”

Grant was out of the office first, and Sam jogged to catch up, weaving through the busy hall. “Grant, wait!” He didn’t stop till she grabbed his shoulder, spinning him around. “What happened with Rick?”

“We both want the same thing,” Grant answered.

Sam waited for more, but he wouldn’t budge. “And that’s it?”

“That’s it,” Grant answered.

Sam nodded. “Okay then.” She bit the inside of her cheek and chewed it nervously. She’d been thinking about the conversation she had with Mocks, about telling the people you cared about what they meant to you. And while she wanted to tell Grant those words now, it somehow felt wrong. “Listen, I’m sorry—”

“We should get to work.”

Grant walked away, leaving Sam alone in the hallway. She knew he was hurting, and she knew there was only one way to make all of this right. They needed to find Mocks. And they needed to find her alive.
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Every finger wore a ring. Gold bands crusted with diamonds, rubies, and emeralds were wrapped around thick fingers that held a Regius special-edition Double Corona cigar. At over one hundred grand per box, they were one of the most expensive cigars in the world, and like the rings, Anton Joza flaunted them as a peacock flocked its feathers.

The butler stepped into the room with two crystal glasses on a silver platter with a brown liquor that Joza had imported from France. He set one crystal glass down at Joza’s desk and then handed the second to the guest, who accepted it graciously.

Anton, his weathered face clean shaven, though scarred from his early years on the street, raised his glass, his blue eyes reflecting the flames in the fireplace as he smiled. “To our mutual partnership.”

“Salud.”

Both men drank, and Joza groaned in ecstasy as he set his glass down and leaned back in his plush leather seat. “Ten thousand dollars an ounce.” He reached for the cigar smoldering on the ashtray and pinched it between his teeth. “Worth every penny.”

The associate smiled, nodding vigorously in agreement. The man was middle aged, German, and looking for financing for a political campaign in his region. Joza had financed several local political officials across Europe. It helped keep his ear to the ground and discover lucrative information before it hit the wires.

“I can’t thank you enough, Anton,” the German said. “I can promise you that I will put your money to great work.”

Joza puffed the cigar, regarding the young German with his blue eyes as cold as ice. He exhaled, the grey cloud of smoke blurring the smile stretched across his face. His teeth were an unnatural white against his tanned skin. He pointed at the German. “You want power. I can smell it like the shit you left in my bathroom.” He laughed, slapping his palm on the desk, his rings hitting the wood with a harsh crack as the German nervously laughed along.

“I think I can do my country some real good—”

“Cut the bullshit.” Joza snuffed out the cigar in the crystal glass, the playful nature gone. “I’m not one of the simpletons who wants to hear your campaign speech, so don’t try and speak to me like one. Understand?”

The German nodded. “Of course.”

“You win, and the only people that you’re helping are me and you.” Joza flicked off a piece of ash that had landed on his black dress pants. “And if you don’t win”—he lifted his gaze to the German, whose complexion had turned as white as porcelain—“well, I’d hate to spoil the evening we’ve had.” He snapped his fingers, and the butler returned. “Domingo will show you out.”

The German stood quickly, bowing as he left. “Thank you, Mr. Joza.”

“Your thanks mean as much to me as your shit.” Joza reached for a fresh cigar out of the velvet-lined oak box on his desk. “I need you to win the election, so give me that instead.”

The door shut, leaving Joza alone in his office. He lit the cigar, savoring the slow burn of the tobacco as he inhaled. He rested his head back and relaxed, closing his eyes. He rubbed his forehead, trying to rid himself of the headache that had been plaguing him all morning.

It was rare he went a day without some sort of physical ailment. His doctor had told him that it was a product of advanced age and the life he’d chosen. But he had no regrets.

Joza swiveled in his chair, admiring the masterful works of art that adorned his walls. Some were bought, others were given as gifts, but every single one of them represented more than just the portrait inside the frame. They represented his status.

He had grown up on the streets of Prague, knowing only fear and violence. He had seven siblings, and only he and his younger brother survived to adulthood. The rest were claimed by hunger, sickness, or a knife to the throat.

Nightmares from those early days on the street still plagued his sleep on restless nights. But whenever he awoke in that cold sweat in his silk sheets, he would simply take a stroll through his mansion and admire the castle that served as the epicenter of his empire.

And like all empires throughout history that had staved off defeat and conquered the known world, his was threatening to crumble. The money that was embezzled by the Americans earlier in the year had cut his wealth by more than half.

Joza gnawed on the cigar at the thought. Half. He stood and gravitated toward the fireplace, where he leaned against the mantel, the end of the cigar glowing with the same amber flames as the logs below. He built his fortune with his own two hands. No help. No handouts. Just sheer fucking will.

“Mr. Joza?” Domingo stepped inside, his practiced docility on full display as he kept his head bowed. “You have a call, sir.”

Joza tossed the fresh cigar into the flames and reached for the cell phone presented to him on another silver platter. It was different from the one used to present the drinks. A platter was never used twice on the same day.

“What?”

“I hope the weather in Russia isn’t too cold?” Links asked.

“It’s always cold in Russia, you twat.” Joza snarled, pacing around the office like a tiger on the prowl. “Where is my money?”

“I have gained the access codes as we discussed,” Links answered.

Joza arched an eyebrow, the weathered skin on his forehead crinkling into a dozen folds. “So why the hell don’t I have it?”

Links cleared his throat. “There were complications.”

Joza grabbed the remote off his desk and then turned on his television. A news broadcast had his name and picture on the ticker at the bottom of the screen. “I’ve been watching your complications all morning on the news. You’ve been the top story on every network from Moscow to Washington!” Joza threw the remote at the television, shattering the crystals in the screen. “You were only good to me as the director of the FBI! Not a fugitive on their most wanted list.” The anger rising in his chest triggered a pinching feeling in his left shoulder. He closed his eyes, trying to calm himself. “Give me a good reason to not have my men kill you right now.”

“Because only I can access the money.” Links maintained that even-keeled and arrogant American tone that Joza hated. Americans could always bullshit better than anyone. They wore it like a badge of honor.

“I wanted the money, but I needed your influence.” Joza ran his hand over his bald head, the metal of his rings scratching red marks along his scalp. “You no longer have that influence, so you are no longer useful to me.”

“I have another proposition.”

Joza paused, noting that familiar tone of desperation. People were always begging him for help, for mercy, for money, all of it slipping off him like water on the skin of a seal. It didn’t matter the request or the person, Joza only sought to help those that could benefit him. And with Links at the breaking point, he still might be of use.

“I can still trade you information in exchange for safe passage out of the United States,” Links said.

“What information?” Joza asked.

“I know the facility where they’re keeping your son.”

Had the pair been speaking face-to-face, Links would have seen the quick flash of eagerness that Joza quickly hid.

“It will take more resources to get him out now, but once you have the money, you’ll have plenty of spare change lying around,” Links said. “Keeping me alive is in your son’s best interest as much as it is yours.”

Joza tightened his grip on the phone, that rage boiling again. “You dare threaten me? You dare to use my own son as blackmail!”

“Of course not,” Links answered, his tone cool and calm. “I’m simply explaining the details of my plan.”

Joza paced the room, knowing it was a deal he had to take, and knowing that if the little American prick was lying, he’d be dead before the week’s end. “You call me back when you have the money. Then we’ll talk.”

“I need you to come stateside,” Links said. “As a gesture of good faith.”

“When you have the money.” Joza growled and then hung up, tossing the phone across the room, where it nearly landed in the fire. He walked toward it, the flames beckoning him closer, as they did on those cold nights in the streets when he was a child in search of warmth. Fire was life in those days, and without it, you would freeze or starve to death.

There was a reason it was called the dead of winter, and Joza had seen people collapse on their feet in search of shelter to weather the cold. After a childhood of so much death, it was hard for him to imagine a life of doing anything else. But one thing was certain, and that was that Anton Joza was never going to be left out in the cold again.
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Grant had stepped outside after the meeting with Multz, Hickem, and Sam. He knew that there were hundreds of eyes scanning computer screens as analysts searched for any video or digital footprint that Links might have left behind, but as Hickem said, the bastard knew every trick in the book, and it wasn’t as though the man didn’t know how to sneak around.

If Grant wanted to get Mocks out alive, he’d have to get leverage on Links. He had an idea of what to do, but he hadn’t yet determined how to do it.

So until Links contacted him, there was little Grant could do save for kick rocks in the parking lot, which had grown more crowded with reporters. Every channel on television was talking about Links’s treason.

Grant wasn’t sure how the story was able to get out so quickly. A part of him believed it was the Senate Intelligence Committee themselves, thinking they could jump ahead of the problem by controlling the narrative.

Grant turned the front corner of the building and retreated toward a small concrete path that was lined with cigarette butts and discarded, broken Styrofoam cups. But among the litter in the grass, an odd shade of green caught Grant’s eye.

He bent down and pulled out a BIC lighter from the long blades of grass. The plastic had a hole in it, draining it of lighter fluid and leaving it useless.

Mocks had one like it when they were partners, and he couldn’t count the number of times she flicked that damn thing in meetings, in the car, or at their desks. It had been a nervous tic she’d developed from her days as an addict. She told him that it helped keep her focused during a case. Grant never objected. Every detective had their own superstitions about how to work a case—flicking a lighter was probably one of the healthier ones he’d seen.

But she had weaned herself off the habit since discovering she was pregnant. He thought it was something she felt she had to do in order to prepare herself to become a mother. Or maybe she lost interest. Maybe—

Grant’s phone buzzed, and he quickly reached into his pocket, answering without even looking at the number on the screen. “About time.”

“Someone’s antsy,” Links answered.

Grant retreated further toward the back of the marshal building and away from the loud chatter of the crowd out front. “Just tell me what you want.”

“Ah, so you’ve already guessed my little game,” Links said. “Well, then, I suppose I’ll cut right to the chase. Are you still at the marshal building?”

“Yes,” Grant answered.

“Good. I need you to use a computer that’s connected to the federal network. I’ll provide you a username and password to grant you access. I need you to download a file and then deliver it to 54 Conway Street.”

Grant retrieved the notebook from his pocket and flipped to an empty page, quickly scribbling the address down.

“Once I have confirmation that the package has been delivered, then I’ll tell you where you can retrieve your partner.”

“I need assurances,” Grant said. “I need to know that she’s still alive. That the baby is still alive.”

“Fine,” Links said, and then after a few moments of scuffling, there was heavy breathing on the other end of the phone.

“Mocks?” Grant asked.

“Grant! Whatever he’s telling you, don’t—” Mocks screamed, and her voice faded as it sounded as if she was being dragged away.

“Mocks? Mocks!” Grant struggled to keep his voice down and then turned around to make sure that he was still alone.

“Happy?” Links asked. “Your compliance is integral to the health of that young mother. I’d hate her husband to go through what you did, Grant. But at least you’d be able to help console him—that is, if he doesn’t kill you first.”

Grant tightened his fist around the lighter until the plastic cracked. “You know that I won’t let this go. You can run and hide, but I will find you, and one way or another I will kill you.”

Links was quiet for a long time, the silence lingering to the point that Grant thought he might have hung up, but he finally spoke. “I read all about you, Mr. Grant. I know your strengths, and I know your weaknesses, which is why you’re in the position that you find yourself now. That rage burning in your belly will be used to my advantage, because while I know you’re thinking you can gain some type of leverage on me, but it won’t matter because I have something of yours that I do not possess, something I’ve rid myself of long ago.” He paused, and lowered his voice. “I have something you love.”

The call ended, and Grant had to fight the urge to throw the phone on the ground and smash it to bits. But instead he pocketed the device and made it three steps toward the front of the building before he stopped, realizing that he still had the lighter in his palm.

He stared at the fresh cracks that lined the side, the plastic brittle from its time under the sun. He was about to toss it back in the grass, but instead he pocketed it and then headed toward the marshals’ building’s front doors.


27
[image: ]


The moment Grant stepped back into the marshals’ building, an invisible target appeared on his back. He knew that no one really understood his motives, but that didn’t stop his imagination from running wild with every pair of lingering eyes that watched him quickly weave through the lobby, and then toward the bull pen on the first floor.

Dozens of makeshift desks had been crammed into the open space, cables and wires running all across the floor, and Grant took care not to trip on any of them as he searched for an open station.

The computers were set up so anyone that needed a desk could have one. It was a quick place to run reports, search data inquiries, or check emails.

Grant found a spot near the back corner of the room. When he sat down, he did a quick scan of the ceiling, trying to see what security cameras were watching him, but then gave up. Whatever file he was about to access would be flagged the moment he entered Links’s information.

Grant opened the program files, searching for the database that Links had told him about, but it didn’t appear. He retyped it again, just to double-check his spelling, but still found nothing.

Grant opened a browser and typed the database in the search field, but it provided no successful search inquiries.

Grant leaned back in the chair, unsure of how he was supposed to access the files. Since anyone could walk in and plug into them, the stations might have been given limited access to the FBI’s network. If that was the case, then he’d need to access the information via a permanent desk.

Keeping his head down, Grant ascended to the second floor. He turned left down the hall and paused at the corner, craning his head around the side to see if Sam was at her desk.

Once he found it clear, Grant moved toward it quickly and prayed that her screen wasn’t locked. He tapped the space bar and sighed with relief when the desktop background appeared.

With the username and password, Grant searched for the program via the FBI’s network, locating it quickly.

Grant drilled down into the folders, scanning the files one by one in search of the program, and found it buried beneath a stack of digital decoys. He opened Sam’s drawers, searching for a USB drive, and found one in the bottom drawer. He plugged it in, dragged the file onto the drive, and waited for it to download.

He glanced left and right, checking behind him as well, but everyone was too preoccupied with their own work to even notice his presence.

The progress bar increased slowly. Whatever Links had him downloading, it was a large file.

“Grant?”

Heart dropping into his stomach, Grant spun around, hoping that Sam didn’t notice the lack of color in his face or the sweat starting to bead on his forehead, all the while trying to anticipate an answer for the obvious question that was about to be hurled at him.

“What are you doing?” Sam asked, dropping a folder onto the desk and examining the screen.

“Hickem wanted me to take a look at some stats in regard to the probability of where Links might end up.” He struggled to keep the urgency out of his tone but didn’t think he was doing a very good job.

“I just saw him. He said he was looking for you,” Sam said, sitting on the desk, her back toward the monitor. “Listen, I just want you to know that I’m in this all the way with you. All right? No matter what.”

Grant kept an eye on the progress bar in his peripheral vision. “I appreciate that.”

Sam nodded. “Yeah, well, I just wanted to make sure you understood where my head was at.” She stood up from the desk. “I’m on my way to meet with Hickem now. I’ll let him know you’re finishing up.”

“Thanks.” Grant watched her leave, wanting to tell her more, upset over how indifferently he had treated her, but the less she knew about what he was about to do, the better off she would be in regard to her plausible deniability. Still, he couldn’t help himself. “Hey, Sam.”

Grant jumped from the chair, taking four big steps to catch up with her, as she turned around. “What I said before. I shouldn’t have—”

“I know how much she means to you.” The corner of Sam’s mouth twitched upward in preparation for a smile, but she quickly wiped it away and gestured down the hall. “I’ll see you downstairs.”

Grant lingered in the hall even after she’d turned the corner and disappeared. He wondered what she would think when she found out what he did. He wondered if she would understand or if it wouldn’t even matter at all.

Sam was good at her job, and she loved her work. And once Grant walked out of this building with that thumb drive in his pocket, it’d be her job to find him and stop him.

When the progress bar finally reached one hundred percent, Grant removed the thumb drive and hurried toward the building’s nearest exit on the first floor.
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The talk with Grant helped Sam refocus, and the walk back to Multz’s office was easier than the walk out of it. It had been a long time since she held onto someone’s opinion of her as she did with Grant. Undecided if that was good or bad, she accepted the smile spreading across her face as a good sign.

Both Hickem and Multz were on the phone when she entered. Hickem kept his mobile glued to his ear since his latest promotion, and judging from the strained tone in his voice, she was betting the old deputy director had grossly underestimated the shoe size of his new role.

“Yes, sir. Yes, sir. I understand, sir.” Hickem sat in a chair on the opposite side of Multz’s desk, face buried in his palm, and an elbow planted on the desk. “Absolutely, sir. We’ve already got a few leads.” He removed his hand from his face and looked around the room. When he spotted Sam, he snapped his fingers for the folder in her hands, but she hesitated. It was fun watching him sweat.

With Hickem looking as if he were about to have an embolism, she finally handed over the papers, which he snatched angrily from her hands then quickly flipped through the pages. “Yes, we’ve already run through a quarter of the footage, so we’re making excellent time. Yes, sir, and I just got off with digital forensics, and they’ll keep me updated on any fingerprints that Links leaves behind.” He dropped the folder and returned his forehead to his palm. “Yes, sir.”

Sam snaked over to Multz when he was off the phone, and she gestured to Hickem. “Has it been twenty minutes already?”

“Afraid so,” Multz answered, doing his best to keep his voice down. “Thorn has himself buried in Hickem’s skin like a tick.”

“Senators do have a tendency to suck people dry,” Sam said. “Hey, listen, I didn’t get a chance to thank you.”

“For what?” Multz kept his attention on his computer screen, squinting at the small print.

“For keeping me,” Sam answered. “After what’s happened, you had more than enough reason to boot me off the case.”

“You’re a good marshal, Sam.” Multz scrolled down and made the font larger. “You don’t put your top player on the sideline in the most important game of the season after a few bad plays. You let them find their rhythm.” He turned to look at her. “But I wouldn’t mind if you found it sooner rather than later.”

Sam repressed her smile. “Yes, sir.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Hickem hung up the phone and let it thump onto Multz’s desk then leaned back in his chair, exhausted. “If we’re still trying to figure out motivation for why Links did this, I think it’s safe to say that he was driven mad by politics.”

“It gets easier,” Multz said.

“Yeah, well, how long will that take?” Hickem straightened in his chair and then reached for his phone, keeping it in his palm. He looked at Sam. “Where’s Grant?”

“He’s finishing up that data query you requested,” Sam answered.

Hickem frowned. “I didn’t ask him for a query. What the hell is he trying to jerk me around for?” His phone rang, and he answered, irritated.

Sam’s stomach soured, and suddenly blinded with tunnel vision, she stumbled toward the door, but she stopped when she heard Hickem’s voice.

“When did the access happen?” Hickem grew more excited. “Where?”

Sam turned to find the big man already on his feet, with Multz intrigued enough to peel his eyes away from his monitor.

Hickem hung up, whirling toward Multz. “Someone accessed an FBI network drive using Links’s information, here, in this building. We need to lock this facility down, now!” Hickem barked the order and rushed past Sam and into the hallway, his footsteps thundering.

Multz reached for his phone. “This is Multz. Lock down the building. No one in or out. No, this is not a drill.”

It was the alarm and the flash of lights that finally triggered Sam out of her stupor, and it catapulted her toward the front lobby. She had to get out before the doors were locked. She had to find Grant to—

The thought battled in her consciousness, and Sam slowed. What would she do? Stop him? Help him? If Grant really was the person responsible for the access breach, then he had thrust himself into the number-two slot on the FBI’s most wanted list.

Commotion filled the lobby, FBI agents and marshals struggling to either enter or exit, but the building’s security had already locked the doors. They corralled the feisty officers into a line, none of whom enjoyed being on the other side of locked up.

Sam shoved her way through the crowd toward the glass doors and got close enough to peer into the parking lot. It was just as mad a scene outside, but Sam squinted, searching for a tall man with dark black hair peppered with bits of grey.

Hundreds of people lined the parking lot, but she saw a head of black hair turn back toward the door just outside of the security check point. It caught her eye because it was the only motionless head she’d seen, and when her eyes settled, she knew the man’s face. It was Grant.

“Cohen!” Hickem barked, storming into the lobby and ending the petulant squabbling about the lockdown.

Sam peeled her face away from the window and spotted Hickem, who was flanked by four of his cronies, and when she returned to the window, Grant was gone. She was yanked from the entrance and pinned up against the wall, surrounded by Hickem and his men.

“What the hell are you doing?” Hickem asked.

“What do you—”

“The station where Links’s account was accessed was your desk,” Hickem said. “You have ten seconds to tell me what the hell you did and why the hell you did it.”

The words came out without hesitation. “It was Grant. He was downloading something off the computer, said it was for you. I didn’t see what it was.” She swallowed. “I didn’t realize what he was doing.”

Hickem ground his teeth, and his jaw jutted forward. He raised a finger as if he were scolding a child but then lowered it, though he was still frustrated. “Why?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Sam answered.

“Try me.”

The lobby had remained silent, and every head was turned toward Sam, everyone watching, wondering what was going on, wondering what had happened, wondering what she would say. “Links has one of the most important people that Grant cares about. You think he took her by mistake? He’s using Mocks to blackmail Grant.”

Hickem squared his hips with her and then spun around to address his men. “I want to know what was downloaded, and I want to know if he’s still in the building. Now!”

The men scattered at Hickem’s booming voice, and once they were gone, the lobby returned to its normal chatter as Hickem turned to face Sam again.

“This doesn’t look good for you right now, Cohen.” Anger simmered on his tongue, but the bite had disappeared from his voice. “It’ll be Multz’s call to keep you on after this, but my personal vote? Kick you out now.”

“I just told you what I knew,” she replied. “You think I’m lying?”

“I think you have the same problem now as you did when the Copellas went missing,” he answered. “You’re too close to him. And don’t try and bullshit me with how you’re not. I’ve been around you two long enough to know that something is going on.”

“Nothing is going on.” Sam spoke through tight lips, her tone more defiant than she intended.

“You keep telling yourself that, sweetheart.” Hickem walked away, leaving Sam with a few dozen eyes still trained on her.

Sam turned back toward the front glass doors one last time, wanting to catch a glimpse of Grant but knowing he was long gone by now. But she could still help him, at least from this side of the fence. She’d meant it when she told him that she’d do whatever she could to get Mocks back. And it was a promise she intended to keep.
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The moment Grant was out of eyeshot of the marshal building, he broke into a sprint, and he didn’t slow down until he no longer heard the din of the alarm, but he still kept a light jog.

Rule number one after abduction was to get as far away from the point of extraction as possible, as fast as possible. Once Hickem determined that Grant was no longer in the building, assuming they found out it was he who accessed Links’s accounts, it wouldn’t be long before they put the whole city on lockdown.

But Grant didn’t have any plans on leaving Seattle. Everything he needed and planned to do was within the city limits. Still, he kept off the main roads, dodging down side alleys and skittering through slums. He knew every dark spot in the city, and he planned on using that to his advantage. If he couldn’t evade the authorities for the next twenty-four hours in his own damn city, then he would hang up his coat for good.

Still, even with Grant’s knowledge of Seattle and his understanding of the authorities’ response, it wasn’t going to be a cakewalk.

Grant’s face was about to be plastered on every television and computer screen in the country. He flipped up the collar of his jacket and kept his head down, hands in his pockets, feeling the thumb drive between his fingers.

He had no idea what he downloaded, but he knew that it had to be tied to the money. Even though Links had the codes, the accounts still hadn’t been drained.

Withdrawing 5.8 billion dollars and hiding it was no easy task. It would take a slew of accounts to handle transferring that much money. Grant just needed to figure out exactly how Links planned on accomplishing that.

He planted his foot in a puddle down an alleyway, causing water to splash up his pant leg. He paused to shake the water from his shoe, and when he lifted his head, he saw a police cruiser crawl past the alleyway entrance.

He froze, knowing that if he made any sudden movements it would only draw more attention to him, so he continued his charade of drying his pant leg, waiting for the cruiser to disappear. With nothing but the trunk viewable from the alley, Grant sprinted in the opposite direction, quickly veering left at an intersection of alleys behind a mix of apartment buildings and businesses.

Panting, he leaned up against a brick wall, the rough edges of stone catching on his jacket, as he caught his breath. He needed to find a place to lie low, someplace where he could blend in with others who didn’t want to be found. The docks fit that bill perfectly.

Grant craned his neck around the corner of the alley where he’d just retreated from and found the police car gone, and his heart rate slowed. He’d head north and then skirt around downtown and then head west to the water. Pending any sightings by police or pedestrians, he should be fine.

But just to be sure, Grant scoured the dumpsters in the back alleys, knowing he needed a change of clothes. He found a ratty old coat, the faded blue smeared with dirt, and a weathered grey beanie that he pulled over his skull.

Both reeked with a rotten stench, but it helped him blend into the local community of drug addicts and homeless that plagued not just the docks but also the whole city. It had been a problem when Grant lived in Seattle, and there hadn’t been much in the way of progress, at least from what he could tell.

The huddled masses that clumped beneath dirty sheets, towels, boxes, and newspapers either slept from exhaustion or were passed out from their most recent high. He watched outstretched feet poking out from blankets twitch from the drugs coursing through the people’s veins.

People didn’t realize the thin line between their life and the lives of the homeless. Your world could come undone in the blink of an eye. He remembered telling Mocks about that one night during his probation. His very public trial had recently ended, and he had to fight the urge to run.

“I just want to fade away,” Grant said.

“That’s not who you are, Grant,” Mocks said. “You don’t run away from things. You run through them.”

Grant shook his head. “Did you ever get like this? Going through rehab?”

“A few times. But my desire for disappearing stemmed more from escaping to a place where I could do bad things. Getting high was the purpose for my retreat.”

Grant spoke softly, ashamed of the meaning behind his words. “Sometimes I want to end it, Mocks. Just pull the trigger and—”

Mocks slapped him hard. “Don’t you dare.” Mocks thrust her finger in his face, those pale, freckled cheeks so red it looked as if she’d been permanently burned. “I swear to god, if you ever have those thoughts, you call me immediately. Do you understand?” She grabbed him by the chin and forced his gaze into hers. “You got it, Detective?”

It had been the first time since his dismissal that anyone had called him that, and Grant figured it was part of the nostalgia that pulled him out of those dark thoughts. And despite how real they felt during the time, and how close he came, Mocks wasn’t ever convinced that he would have really tried to kill himself.

But it wasn’t long after he finished his probation and moved to Deville that Mocks started giving him the cold cases to work. Grant figured she thought it would be good for him or, at the very least, keep his mind busy. But in the end, even that wasn’t enough.

Was he still trying to destroy himself? Was that what all of this had really been about? Some internal desire to push himself until there wasn’t anything left?

Mocks had tried to tell him before he got himself into this mess that he needed to move on, and he had convinced himself that he had, but here he was, in the same position he found himself in four years ago, without a badge and trying to save his partner’s life. Except Mocks wasn’t his partner anymore, and she held two souls in her body now.

It seemed that while Grant had always tried to help people, to bring them home to safety and peace, it always came at the cost of the people he cared about. But wasn’t that what Links had told him? Sacrifice one to save a thousand?

A police siren cast a sudden din, blue and red lights flashing down the alley, and Grant froze in his tracks as he half turned toward the cruiser that had snuck up on him while he was daydreaming.

“Stay where you are, and keep your hands in the air where I can see them.” The officer’s voice blared through the speaker, and Grant complied but knew the moment those cops got a look at him he was finished.

The car doors of the cruiser opened, and Grant looked at the stirring homeless that lined the alley, flipping off their blankets, and squinting because of the blinding headlights and spotlight that the officers flicked on.

“All right, everybody, up!” the officer barked, his boots splashing in the puddles with a violent urgency. “You, buddy, turn around!”

The decision was quick, and Grant wasn’t sure if it would even work since half of the alley was still asleep under blankets, but it was his only shot. “Cops! Everybody run! Cops!”

Grant’s voice thundered down the alley, and he sprinted away from the police, kicking a few pairs of feet along the way in hopes of stirring the people awake.

“Hey! Freeze!” The officers drew their pistols, and Grant knew their sights were lining up on his back. But with the added urgency of the officer’s voices, the homeless people started to wake and then joined in Grant’s retreat from the authorities.

With a wave of bodies now between Grant and the rest of the homeless, Grant finally dared to turn around.

The cops had subdued three or four of the people that had nestled themselves in the alley, but the majority had heeded Grant’s call to flee, and dozens of homeless flooded from the alley and into the streets, surprising pedestrians and angering a few drivers as some of them sprinted out into the roads without looking to cross.

Grant kept north, knowing that it was still the best option for him to make it to the docks. Once again he had passed onto the other side and found himself in a race against time.
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Sam remained on the other side of the one-way glass while Hickem continued his talk with Rick. Aside from Sam, Rick was the only other person that spoke to Grant before he decided to go rogue.

The first thing she needed to determine was what Grant had accessed on her computer. It had to be something to help Links move the money.

Rick and Hickem’s conversation turned from interrogation to shouting match, and it ended with Hickem storming out of the room. He slammed the door so hard it rattled the walls, and when he entered the viewing room, the steam was still blowing out of his ears.

“That guy is a piece of work,” Hickem said, pointing toward the mirror, then paced back and forth in the short space between Sam and the door.

“His pregnant wife was kidnapped by a sociopath,” Sam replied.

“And you’d think he’d be a little more forthcoming with information in trying to help us get her back!” Hickem raised his arms and then flapped them down hard at his sides. “I swear if it wasn’t for having to deal with people, this would be the easiest job in the world.”

“What’d he say?” Sam asked.

Hickem leaned his shoulder up against the glass, and Sam could only see Hickem’s reflection. “He said that Grant told him he was sorry, and that he would do whatever was necessary to get her back.” He faced Sam. “And then he told Grant that if he didn’t bring her back alive, he’d kill him.”

“Strong words.” Sam sat on the edge of the table in the room, arms crossed as she watched Rick pace the room. She couldn’t imagine the hell he was going through at that moment. But from the rage still steaming off of him, she had no doubts about Rick keeping his promise.

“Has he contacted you?” Hickem asked.

“What?”

Hickem shuffled toward her. “If he’s going to ask anyone for help, then it’ll be you. So has he reached out?”

“No,” Sam answered. “Whatever he’s going to do, he’s dead set on finishing it alone.”

Hickem regarded her, for once keeping his thoughts to himself, and then finally nodded. “All right, Cohen. But if he does try to reach out, then you should tell me. Or at least tell Multz. Because if you help him, your career is over. There won’t be an agency or department that would be willing to hire you, and you’d be thrown into the treason conversation along with Links and Grant. It’s not worth it.”

“It’s worth it to him.” Sam gestured toward Rick.

Hickem’s expression softened. “I admire the hell out of Grant.” He moved close to Sam, and she finally had a sense of his size. As a tall woman, it was rare she felt that way with a man. “But we have a job to do.”

“So what now?” Sam asked.

“I’ve got IT running a diagnostic on your computer, so I hope you cleared your porn cookies before it was confiscated. We’ll see what was taken, what it could be used for, and if we can track it.”

Sam arched her left eyebrow. “It has to be some program to move the money, right? I mean it’s the only thing that Links would want.”

“That’s what I thought,” Grant said. “But after everything that’s happened, I really can’t be sure of anything these days.”

Sam forgot how much this had probably affected the big guy. She knew that if she discovered that Multz was somehow a double agent or betraying the agency and country that she cared for so much, she’d be a little wary too.

Anyone who chose law enforcement as a career, no matter the agency or position, understood very quickly that they were walking into a very big family, and that loyalty had to be earned.

And once that loyalty was earned, it was coveted more than any other asset in an officer’s repertoire. An officer of the law wore that badge more proudly than any other commendation or medal. It was the ultimate sign of respect and fraternity.

Nathan Links had been given that trust among his peers and subordinates and even the country. And the moment he decided to get into bed with Anton Joza, that trust and loyalty was shattered. And if there was one cardinal sin in law enforcement, it was to break that loyalty. Because those were bonds that could never be mended.

“I’m sorry about Links,” Sam said. “Regardless of what he did, I know you worked with him for a long time.”

“He was the one who pushed for my appointment to deputy director,” Hickem said, his expression showing that he was lost in nostalgia. “He could be a hard ass, but he was very good at his job.” He frowned. “I actually looked up to him.” Hickem grimaced with pain.

“He fooled everyone, Hickem,” Sam said.

“Yeah, well, we better get to it.” Hickem headed for the door, and when he opened it, he exposed the small viewing room to the noises of the marshals’ building. He paused and turned back to Sam. “Grant will run this till the end if it kills him. You know that, right?”

“Yeah,” Sam answered. “I know.”

Hickem nodded then shut the door behind him, leaving Sam alone in the viewing room. She looked through the glass and saw that Rick had finally sat down. The anger had subsided, and he bowed his head, tears streaming from his eyes in buckets, his shoulders bobbing up and down.

Sam reached for the speaker switch and flipped it on, letting Rick’s sobs echo through to her. Twice, Rick tried to stop himself, and twice he failed. He moaned, cried, and swayed from side to side, still unable to come to terms with his grief.

Mary Copella had cried like that when Sam told her what happened to Charles. She had screamed and cursed and called her every name under the sun. Sam couldn’t imagine the words exchanged between Rick and Grant. Those two had history. And history always muddied the water.
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Mocks couldn’t see her feet, but she knew by the bloated feeling in her toes that they were swollen, but nine months into her pregnancy, she’d grown used to it. It helped that she could walk around the room, but there was only so much waddling she could do before she grew tired and was forced to sit.

The video camera in the corner prevented her from trying anything funny, not that there was much she could do to escape. The door was steel and locked from the outside.

But what was worse than solitary confinement was the anxiety of not knowing what was happening beyond that closed door, which had caused the baby to stir into a frenzy. So she entertained herself the best way she knew how, by being a nuisance.

“Hey!” Mocks’s voice echoed off the walls, only the hum of the halogen lights providing an answer. “You’re really going to let a pregnant woman piss her pants?”

Silence lingered a little bit longer, and then footsteps echoed on the other side of the door, the noise reaching a crescendo as the door quickly swung open and Links entered, still flanked by the Neanderthals.

“Stop screaming,” Links said, rubbing his temples. “It’s distracting.”

“Then let me go to the bathroom,” Mocks said, her tone petulant and defiant.

Links leaned forward. “So what’s stopping you?”

“Why don’t you get a little closer, and then maybe I’ll think about it?”

Links smiled smugly. “Not really my thing.” He turned to leave, and Mocks felt the desperation and pain override her pride.

“Wait, please.” Mocks jerked forward, praying she could at least keep the tears at bay. “I won’t cause any trouble.”

“And how do I know that?” Links quickly spun on his heel, those green eyes regarding her with a mockingly accusing tone. “How do I know that the moment I have these men let you out of this room, you won’t try something stupid that’ll get you killed before Grant gives me what I want?”

“I’m not going to do anything to risk the life of my child,” Mocks said.

Links walked toward her, the heels of his expensive leather shoes clacking against the concrete in the same arrogant tone as their first encounter. He stopped at the chair and bent down into Mocks’s face close enough for her to smell the wretched sourness of his breath. “Prove it.”

A chill ran down Mocks’s spine, her skin suddenly clammy and cold. She retreated from Links’s face, but he remained intimately close, refusing to lower his gaze. “How?”

Links smiled. “The burden of proof is on the prosecution, correct? You’re accusing me of not providing basic humanitarian needs. It’s up to—”

“Links!”

The booming voice preceded the man that entered. He was flanked by six more Eastern European thugs, and Mocks immediately recognized him. The bald head, the suit, the ugly grimace. It was Anton Joza.

And judging by the way Links’s face flushed white, Mocks thought that he might be the one to soil his pants.

“I didn’t realize that you had arrived.” Links smacked his lips together dryly. “How was the fli—”

“You said you wanted to negotiate face-to-face. Talk.”

“I told you when I have the money I will give it to you in exchange for my freedom.” Links cleared his throat, stepping behind Mocks for safety. “And then once I have my freedom, I’ll tell you where they’re holding your son.”

There was no playfulness on Joza’s face. No hint of arrogance. Mocks had seen men like him dealing drugs when she was using. She saw it on the faces of pimps when their women got out of line. She saw it on the faces of those mean drunks who never went home without blood on their shirts. Anton Joza cared nothing for words. He was a man of action.

“You will tell me where he is being held now,” Joza said. “And then I will decide whether to kill you.”

“I have tapes!” Links blurted out. “Records of our conversations are with an attorney. If you kill me, then all of that information will be sent to the authorities.”

Joza laughed and stepped closer. “And what information is that? Some dirt you found on one of my propped-up politicians? A deal I made with an unrecognized government? Someone I killed and you know where the body is buried?” Joza stopped just short of Mocks’s chair, close enough to choke her. “You think that other people don’t know what you know? You don’t think that someone tries to kill Anton Joza every day?” Joza’s men circled Links like a wolf pack.

“You need me!” Links had grown hysterical. “The codes! Your son!”

Joza held up his hand, and his men lowered their weapon. “Perhaps. But I don’t need all of you.” He gave a quick nod, and then one of the men lunged toward Links.

“No! Please!”

But Links’s cries were cut short with a fist, which was rammed repeatedly into his face, his pleas for mercy akin to a little girl’s cries.

While Links was beaten, Joza lowered his gaze to Mocks and stared at her exposed and protruding stomach. Without a word, Joza placed his hand on her belly, and Mocks squirmed as if a roach had crawled over her.

“Detka,” Joza said, the word rolling off his tongue as he dropped to one knee and pressed his ear to her stomach.

The light, thumping rhythm of Mocks’s heart rate suddenly skyrocketed.

Joza peeled his ear off her stomach, no longer smiling, and then squinted. “You are the woman.”

Panic had blocked her ability to think, and Mocks only shook her head in confusion. “What?”

“The man that Links tried to kill, the one who has made my life difficult. You are his woman, no?”

Mocks shook her head. “Grant isn’t my husband. My husband is somewhere else.” She struggled to find any spit in her mouth. “Let me go. Please. I don’t have a part to play here.”

But the more Mocks spoke, the more Joza frowned.

Links finally ended his moaning, and there was only the thud of fist against meat.

“Dostatochno,” Joza said then extended his arm. “Day mne nozh.”

One of the thugs walked over, removing a large hunting blade from his belt. The steel shone beneath the lights, and the gangster handed it to Joza with the handled end.

Joza turned the knife over in his hands. “Do you know how many babies die in my country every day?”

Mocks squirmed in her seat. Every instinct told her to flee, but there was nowhere to run.

“Thousands,” Joza answered. “They die from cold, from hunger, from murder. But of all those ways for a child to die, do you know what is the worst of them all? Neglect.” He flicked the wrist of the hand that held the knife, the move careless and violent. “Mothers toss their children like trash on the side of the street.” He tapped the side of the blade against his cheek. “I was one of those trash children. My mother didn’t want me, and I don’t believe my father ever knew I existed. But as my wealth and power grew, do you know what happened?”

As the pause lingered, Mocks realized that he was waiting for her to answer, so she shook her head, the motion hurried and frantic.

“They found me,” Joza replied. “Both my mother and my father. They came to me, saying how sorry they were, saying how much they missed me. But I knew what they really wanted. They wanted my money, my influence. I had been looking for them for years. And after all of those dead ends, they decided to land right in my lap.”

The smile that spread over Joza’s face was a mixture of deviancy and awe, his tone magnanimous as he lifted the blade to Mocks’s throat.

“I slit their throats myself.” The blade trembled in Joza’s hand as the man shook with a mixture of rage and adrenaline. “Because I am the man who does my own killing. I don’t shy away from it. No matter how gruesome, no matter how”—he lowered the blade to Mocks’s stomach, the tip barely touching her navel—“cruel.”

“Please, don’t.” Mocks couldn’t stop the tears now. They flowed freely, unabashedly.

Joza kept the blade’s edge on her stomach. “Are you going to be a good mother? Or are you going to throw your baby away in the trash like my mother did to me?”

“I’ll be a good mother,” Mocks said, hyperventilating. “I’ll be a good mother. I swear.” She scrunched her face tight, turning away as she placed her hands on her stomach. It was the one feeble attempt to protect her child’s life that she possessed.

“Good.”

And just like that, Joza removed the blade, handed it back to the thug he stole it from, and stood.

Mocks gasped, sucking air as if she had been holding her breath, and then broke down in tears again.

“I hope you can keep your promise.” Joza turned to his men and barked something in Russian, and then his thugs filed out of the room. One of them returned with a chair, which was placed next to her where Links’s bloody body was tied down.

His head hung lazily on his shoulder. His face had swollen, blood still oozing from his nose, mouth, and cuts along his cheeks.

“To keep you company,” Joza said and then walked out of the room with his men, slamming the door shut behind him.

Mocks whimpered some more, the warm fluid from her bladder already released, and she sat still, exhausted. After all of the two-bit shit dives she’d been into where she’d gotten high on drugs, Mocks thought she had seen hell. But she was wrong.
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There was one stop that Grant needed to make on his evasive journey toward the docks, and it came with some risk. But there was no one else he could call, and no one else that he could turn to. This was his only option.

Grant exchanged the dirty jacket and hat, upgrading to a newer hoodie and a pair of sunglasses in another dumpster that he found on his escape from the traffic cops, and he kept his shades on when he entered the West Coast Library.

The revolving glass doors at the front entrance were caught in a perpetual spin as Grant filed into line, keeping his head down.

He’d been in the library before, and made a beeline to where the computers were located. It was busy, and whispered words drifted toward the high, five-story-building ceilings, where the ghosts of librarians pressed their fingers to their lips and sent hushes back down to the floor, suppressing everyone’s voice in the conservation of silence.

Despite the crowd at the library, there were quite a few computer stations available, and Grant found one positioned three spots from the end in the third row. He walked past students researching assignments, the elderly checking emails, and a few homeless folks who’d fallen asleep watching videos on YouTube. Grant was hoping he’d blend right in.

Grant plugged the drive into the computer and prayed that it wouldn’t get flagged or cause the computer itself to shut down. It took some time for the file to upload, but when it did, Grant clicked the folder, expanding the files inside.

Hundreds of smaller folders filled the drive, and when Grant drilled down into them, he found that each file was separated into three accounts, all designated by different numbers.

And while no two numbers were ever the same, there was consistency with the quantity of numerical digits: nine. The same amount in a routing number for a bank account.

It was some kind of disbursement software. This was how Links was going to drain the accounts of the codes that he stole from Charles Copella.

Grant leaned back in the chair, trying to figure out if there was anything else in the underlying code, but the algorithms were so advanced that it was beyond his understanding. Software engineering had never been his strong suit.

But Grant knew enough to figure out that the program had the capacity to ghost the money, meaning it would make the transfer of funds untraceable. It was probably some new type of software that the FBI techies had developed.

Grant had seen stunts like this when he worked Missing Persons. Every now and then, there would be a ransom request for one of the abducted kids. So in an effort to speed up the process, their tech guys would fake wire money into an account as a place holder, and then when they retrieved the kid, the money would disappear, and they would track the abductors down with the digital marker that was inserted into the money. It made the days of cash in bags look like child’s play.

He imagined that software could be applied here, just on a much larger scale. But he knew that trying to rig this piece of software was beyond his ability. If he was going to do it, he would need help.
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Hickem grew angrier with every second that ticked past without an update on Grant’s whereabouts. He stormed into the bull pen on the first floor, where he had come down every fifteen minutes for the past two hours to berate the drones for their unsuccessful efforts. Without a word, he walked to the center of the floor, and the drones grew silent.

Hickem raised his hand high above his head, his phone clutched in his palm, and slowly spun three hundred and sixty degrees.

“In three minutes, this phone is going to ring,” Hickem said. “And I’m going to have to speak with the chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee, and he’s only going to ask me one question: do we have him in custody? If the answer isn’t yes, then I will spend the next seven minutes explaining to him why my answer is no. If I don’t have an update before this phone rings, someone will lose their job, here and now.”

Sam watched from the corner. She hadn’t done much in helping with search efforts. But with the intelligence agencies scouring every piece of recorded video in Seattle, there wasn’t much work for her to do in the first place. It had become a waiting game. And she found that Hickem wasn’t very good at waiting.

Hickem arched his eyebrows, and when everyone kept their mouth shut, he lowered his arm and then kicked the side of the nearest desk. “If you don’t have anything good to share, then look harder! God dammit!” His cheeks flushed, and as he stormed through the floor, the drones returned to work.

The clack of fingers on keyboards, and the chatter of voices on phone calls roared back to life, and Sam rushed to intercept Hickem, hoping to get an update. “Did IT get back with you?”

“Huh?” Hickem rubbed his eyes, nodding. “Yeah, um, I just got an email about it to let Multz know. You can come along if you want.” He dropped his big hand from his eyes, stretching out his face with his mouth, and then stumbled forward.

While Sam had only worked with Hickem for the past week, she had never seen him so frazzled. The stress of the job was taking its toll.

Once they reached Multz’s office, Hickem collapsed into a chair and tossed his phone on Multz’s desk then rubbed his face until it turned a shade of red. When he finished, he crossed his arms, leaning back in his seat while Sam leaned against the wall behind Multz’s desk.

“The program that Grant downloaded from Links’s account is a prototype software developed by the CIA that disperses money and makes the transaction untraceable. And it can happen from any computer, anywhere in the world,” Hickem said.

“Any good news?” Multz asked.

“The only silver lining is that the program is a prototype and they don’t know if it will work, which puts our odds at the money disappearing at fifty-fifty.” Hickem sighed. “If I was a gambling man, I’d say we put all of our chips on red.”

“Did they say anything else?” Sam asked.

“No,” Hickem answered, reaching for his phone when it rang again. “I think I’ll just go ahead and tell the senator to pick someone else to fill the director position when this is over.” He answered the phone and walked out of the room.

Sam started to follow, but Multz called her back. “Shut the door. I need to speak with you for a minute.”

“What’s up?” Sam took Hickem’s seat but kept her posture upright.

Multz fiddled with his fingers. Sam had never seen him this anxious. Even worse, she’d never seen him look worried. “Once the dust settles on this case, there will be an investigation.” He looked her in the eye. “About you.”

Sam shifted in her seat, unable to conceal her surprise. “May I ask why?”

“It’s been requested that you be evaluated to determine if you are still fit for service with the US Marshals.” Multz recited the words as if he were reading him from an email.

“Requested by who?” Sam stood, the quick motion forcing Multz to retreat back into his chair. “It’s already been proven that the only reason the Copellas were taken was because of the mole in Hickem’s unit. And now we know that the person who controlled that mole was the director of the FBI!”

“It doesn’t have to do with the Copellas’ abduction.” Multz maintained an even-keeled tone. “It’s about your relationship with Grant.”

Sam slowly lowered herself back in the chair.

“You were the lead officer on the case, and that means that those under your command were your responsibility. The investigation will determine if there was any negligence or ineptitude on your end. But during that investigation, you will be on administrative leave. Six weeks. With pay.”

“Six weeks? Boss, this is ridiculous—”

“It’s as good a deal as you’re going to get,” Multz said and then sighed. “Maybe you and I can go on a trip somewhere.” He laughed at Sam’s confusion. “Apparently, Congress is spooked about agency heads after our latest debacle.”

“It’s bullshit,” Sam said.

“I know.” Multz shrugged apathetically, knowing there wasn’t anything either of them could do. “That’ll be all, Marshal.” But when Sam reached the door, her hand on the knob, he called out to her. “If he calls, you need to let us know. The investigation will cover everything that happened during this time, and it’s best that you keep your nose clean. Understand?”

Sam turned around, nodding. “Yes, sir.”

Finished, she thrust herself back into the hustle and bustle of the hallway, doing her best to keep from collapsing. The Marshals were her life. She had trained so hard to be here. She had sacrificed so much.

It wasn’t until Sam made it down to the end of the hall that she realized her phone was ringing in her pocket. Absentmindedly, she reached for the device and put it to her ear without even looking at the number on the screen.

“Hello?”

“Sam, are you alone? Can you talk?”

Grant’s voice snapped her out of the daze, and she immediately ducked out of the main hallway, avoiding the traffic. “You need to come back.” She kept her head on a swivel, always feeling a pair of eyes on her back no matter which way she turned.

“You know I can’t,” Grant answered.

“They know you stole the program,” Sam replied, and without even thinking, she told him what he wanted to know. “Hickem says the CIA guys who created it aren’t even sure it will work.”

Grant paused, hesitation on his tongue. “Did Hickem tell you to tell me that?”

“Christ, Grant, I don’t have the brain pan to play triple agent.” Sam hushed her voice as more agents passed, and she knew she needed to find a place to speak privately. “Hang on a minute.” She pressed the phone into her chest, muffling the speaker, and found an empty conference room on the south side of the building. She pulled the blinds shut and locked the door. “You’re the one who called me, remember?”

“What I’m about to ask goes beyond what you signed up for,” Grant answered. “But if you can’t do it, then tell me now.”

The earnestness in Grant’s voice was a refreshing tone. And she couldn’t let him go through this alone. “What do you need?”

“I need to modify the software I downloaded,” Grant said.

“Modify how?” Sam asked.

“Your tech guys might call it something different, but it’s basically a program that police departments use to make it look like money has been transferred to an account when in reality it never moves. If I can get one placed into the program that Links wants to use, then I can keep him from actually dispersing the money, which gives me leverage on him to give Mocks up.”

“You think that’s enough?” Sam asked. “Links doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who’d fold. He’s got nothing left to lose.”

“Maybe,” Grant said. “But I’m willing to bet Links will want his life over revenge, and he needs the money to prevent Joza from killing him. I’m going to drop off the drive at the corner of Mayberry and Third. It’ll be in a grey plastic bag. I’ll be hanging around until I see you show up. Is there someone in your IT division that you trust?”

“Yeah,” Sam answered. “I have a guy down there who will work it for me.”

“Good. After you have the device and the software has been added to the drive, meet me at 3487 Tanner Boulevard. And tell Hickem what you’re doing.”

“Are you crazy?”

“It’ll establish your credibility with him. He has to know that if I were to reach out to someone, it would be you, so give him what he wants to know. Make up a location near the drop point, and then slip away. Trust me, Sam, it’s our best shot.”

“All right, when do I meet you?”

“Twenty minutes.”

The call ended, and Sam lingered in the conference room long after it was over. She wasn’t sure if she was making the right decision, especially after what Multz had told her about the investigation. But as she walked out of the room then left the marshal building and skirted the rows of news vans, she felt better the more distance she put between herself and the building.
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Grant positioned himself in a side alley across from the pickup point, watching the plastic bag like a hawk. He wasn’t sure if she’d come, or if she’d come alone, but he didn’t think she’d betray him.

The twenty minutes came and passed, and still Sam didn’t show. He waited an hour, and was about to leave, when he spied her walking up the east end of the sidewalk.

Sam picked up the bag in stride, and while he watched her at least try and look for him, she played the part perfectly.

It was hard seeing her again only to have her disappear so quickly.

And with nothing to do but wait, Grant tucked himself in a nearby alley and leaned his back up against the cold concrete of the building.

The hum of air conditioning units overpowered the noise of traffic, and Grant glanced around the dingy alleyway. He tried to breathe through his nose to protect himself from the smell, but he’d already grown numb to it.

He was always amazed at how quickly an individual became desensitized when thrust into an extreme environment. He’d watched it happen to a few kids that he brought back. Most of those instances involved some sort of sexual assault, the child either coerced, tricked, or forced into the acts.

Grant looked up the kids from his old cases every once in a while. A few months ago, he looked up a girl who was taken when she was fourteen. She went willingly, though that was because the forty-eight-year-old man that abducted her was a psychology professor at the University of Washington. She’d attended one of his seminars—that was where the relationship started. Grant had found one of the ticket stubs buried in her locker that she kept at school.

One background check on the professor told Grant everything he needed to know about the scumbag. He’d already had a few run-ins on campus with some girls that were enrolled in his class, though nothing substantial was ever proven.

After everything was said and done and Grant recovered the young girl, she screamed and hollered about how they were in love and no one understood that they were meant to be with one another.

The girl turned eighteen a few months ago, so Grant found her on Facebook. From the social media posts, he knew that she still hadn’t dealt with the psychological repercussions of what she went through. Which made sense, because the free resources that the state provided only did so much.

Unless a family was incredibly wealthy, it was unlikely that the kid would get the attention or the type of help that they deserved and needed. It boiled down to money. Just as it did right now.
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Sam discarded the plastic bag at the nearest trash can and pocketed the USB drive. She ran her thumb over the drive inside her coat pocket the entire walk back to the marshals’ office.

While she hadn’t necessarily lied to Grant about having a contact in the IT department to help her out, she may have fudged the line on exactly how solid their relationship was. But she had a plan.

All surveillance requests had to be approved through Multz before they were sent down to the techies to either tap wires, scan emails, or try to set some other digital mousetrap for escaped convicts.

Usually, after Multz approved an order for a marshal, most marshals threw away the signed request forms, seeing as how there were copies filed with the tech team. But to see those files, you needed to be granted access by someone in that department.

But being a stickler for details and redundancies—or at least she used to be—Sam kept copies of her own requests at her desk.

All she had to do was get a fresh form, fill it out, and then use one of the old forms to trace Multz’s signature. With all of the commotion in the department, she knew that she would be able to slide it through in time to get the drive back to Grant.

The aftermath of her stunt, however, would definitely come up in the investigation that Multz had warned her about. But she couldn’t let Grant do this alone. He’d done so much already.

Once back at the marshal building, Sam skirted the line of reporters that had formed a blockade, and entered through one of the more private side entrances. Normally, the side entrances had minimum security, but with all of the attention that they’d received over the past couple of days, even this place was locked down tight.

Sam flashed her badge and put the thumb drive along with her wallet and service pistol into a small dish that fed into the scanner. She prayed that the x-ray wouldn’t cause any trouble, and breathed a sigh of relief when it passed without alarm.

Tech was on the third floor, and Sam made a pit stop at her desk for the forms in her drawer. She scribbled across it hastily, knowing that the details didn’t matter, and put it as a rush for the Joza case.

Sam kept an eye on the crowds around her desk as she plucked one of the signed copies of the form from her drawer. She placed the unsigned document over the signed one, doing her best to line it up perfectly, and then started the quick trace of her boss’s signature.

The end result was a little skewed, but the two-inch squiggle was hardly ever legible, and Sam was confident it would pass. She grabbed the drive and then ascended to the third floor.

With the coordination efforts between the FBI and the marshals, the tech room was practically bursting at the seams with bodies and computers. And Sam saw enough fiber wire in that one room to stretch from the earth to the sun.

A few heads turned when Sam entered, a reminder of her gender anomaly. She found one of their guys and set the form on his desk, which he ignored.

“I need a ghost drive installed on this,” Sam said, holding the USB in front of her. “It’s for the Joza case.”

Jim Flanagan wore a white polo shirt, his name tag perfectly centered on his pocket, and wore small-framed rectangular glasses. “Everything that’s sent up here is for the Joza case.”

“Well, this one is urgent.”

“They’re all marked urgent.” He had light-brown stubble on his tan skin, and his fingers worked the keyboard deftly.

Sam stepped around the desk, getting a look at the code that filled his screen, and he immediately stopped his work and lowered the screen of his laptop so she couldn’t see. “You know I don’t even understand what the hell that is, right?”

“It’s protocol,” Jim answered. “Just like it’s protocol for me to go through that stack of requests first. I’ll get to yours as soon as a I can.”

Sam bent to a knee and inched intimately closer to Jim. He was one of the few IT guys that kept himself showered, and for that she was thankful, because the thick cloud of biowaste clung to the air.

“It’s important, Jim. I need to get this down to Multz and Hickem before the hour is up. You know I don’t skirt the rules, but I think we both understand what we’re dealing with. So are you going to help me or not?”

Jim Flanagan removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose, and then without a word, he reached for the form that Sam had laid on his desk.

“Thank you, Jim.”

“Just find the bastard, will you?” he asked, holding out his hand for the thumb drive. “The knowledge that there are people out there like him in the world makes me sick to my stomach.”

“Yeah.” Sam stood, watching Jim plug the drive into the USB port on his laptop. “Me too.”

“There you are!” Hickem screeched to a halt as he passed the tech room’s entrance. He palmed the door to slow himself down but only poked his head inside. “C’mon. I need to update you and Multz. Let’s go.”

Sam looked back at Jim on her exit. “How long do you think it’ll take?”

“Depends on the file size, and what I’m seeing here looks pretty big,” Jim said, scrolling down his screen. “Give me thirty minutes.”

“I owe you one, Jim.” Sam disappeared from the room and jogged down the hall to get caught up with Hickem, who was already at the staircase, heading down to Multz’s office.

There was giddiness to his steps, and Sam wasn’t sure it was a good thing. But she held off the worry until she knew the facts. But if they’d found Grant, her mission was over before it even had a chance to begin.

“Shut the door,” Hickem said, unable to hide the smile on his face as Sam walked into the office.

“What’s this about, Hickem?” Multz asked.

“He’s stateside.” Hickem paced back and forth, bursting with energy that made it impossible for him to stand still.

“Who?” Sam asked, slightly confused.

“Joza! The CIA tracked him on a flight out of Russia. They lost him during a layover in Paris, but they believe he’s here.”

“You think Links reached out to him?” Multz asked.

“I think it’s Links’s only play,” Hickem answered. “Which means that they’ll most likely be together. Talk about killing two birds with one stone.”

“Do we have any leads on their location?” Sam asked, her heart starting to race.

“We think they’re northeast of the city, close to the Canadian border in case they need a quick escape.” Hickem finally ended his anxious walk and ran his hand through his hair, the exhaustion from the excitement finally catching up to him. “God, this is huge.”

“We’ll start backtracking flights, see where he might have gone,” Multz said. “Sam, I want you to grab a team from the bull pen and start figuring out a timeline. Hickem, can you fill her in on what the CIA told you?”

“Why don’t we each take a team,” Sam suggested, not wanting to get bogged down with a new project. “We can cover twice the ground.”

“I don’t care how the hell you two do it. I want some concrete analysis on where that bastard is heading and how long it’s going to take him to get there.” Multz sat down and waved the pair out of the office.

Hickem kept his eyes glued to his phone on the walk back to the bull pen, checking for updates from the CIA. “There were thirty flights that went from Paris to the United States since Joza landed in France. So far, it looks like our best bets are landing sites in New York, Boston, or Chicago.”

“I’ll take New York,” Sam said.

“Leaving me two, huh? Nice.”

“You and I both know the majority of the planes that are going to land from Paris will hit New York. You might have two cities, but I’ll have more ground to cover.”

“Somebody’s hungry.” Hickem looked up from his phone, smiling as they entered the bull pen.

“I just want to get this done.”

Sam stood off to the side as Hickem gave the update on the case. Like Hickem, everyone shared the same sense of awe and urgency now that they had both men within their grasp. Everyone wanted to be the hero. Everyone wanted to catch them. Sam just wanted to get that USB back to Grant.

The teams broke off, Sam taking the cluster of desk jockeys nearest to her, and he started having them scour the net. Her eyes found the clock every thirty seconds, the time crawling forward.

Process of elimination worked in their favor, and twenty-five minutes into the search, one of Hickem’s people got a hit.

“Eastern European male, sixties, spotted with a large group of individuals coming out of Boston.”

Hickem circled around to the kid quickly. “Do we have vehicle descriptions for what they might have used to leave?”

“Unclear, still searching.”

Hickem clapped heartily, trying to rally his team to the finish line. “Let’s go, people! We’re close! I can smell it!”

Sam eyed the clock one last time and then turned to the team. “Everyone restart your search from their new point of origin. I’ll be back.” Sam made it to the opposite end of the floor before Hickem stopped her.

“Where are you going?”

“Tech,” Sam answered quickly. “Running an inquiry for Multz.” She escaped the bull pen before anyone else decided to flag her down, checking the time on the way.

It had already been thirty minutes, and she prayed that Jim had been able to get everything together. By the time she reached the tech room, Sam’s heart was pounding, and sweat had broken out beneath her shirt. The blazer she wore trapped in the heat, but it at least covered up the sweat blotches under her arms.

Jim spotted her the moment she entered the room, and without a word, he lifted his hand, the USB drive gripped between his fingers. “Remember, you owe me.”

“More than you know.” Sam grabbed the drive, still breathless.

“Good luck.”

With the drive in her pocket, Sam hurried back down the stairs. All she needed to do now was convince Hickem about what happened.

If Hickem was any good at his job, and she knew he was, the man would have a hefty dose of skepticism with the news that Grant had contacted her. She just had to make him believe that she was still on his side.

Hickem was hovering closely over the people on his team, turning his head from screen to screen like a hawk on a branch in search of prey.

“Hey!” Sam yelled twenty feet before she was even near him, phone clutched in her hand, holding it up to him. “I just got a call from Grant.”

“What?” Hickem stared at the phone, which she pocketed. “How long?”

“Not long enough to track,” Sam answered, watching the others in the room slowly pull their eyes away from their screen. This was what she wanted. A lot of people. Group thinking was a hell of a thing. “He gave me a location. Wants to meet.”

Hickem paused before he answered, studying her. “Why?”

“He said he thinks he found a way to Links,” Sam answered. “But he wants to meet in ten minutes, so we need to scramble.” Sam spun around, addressing the bull pen. “Anyone who isn’t designated as emergency support, I want you to report to your team leads and prepare for field assignment.” She quickly clapped her hands. “Come on, people, let’s go!”

The room erupted into a flurry of movement. But when Sam turned back to Hickem, he was motionless. Bodies hurried past him, the rushing waters of action unable to move the boulder set in their path, and were forced to break around him as he stared Sam down.

“He called you just now.” There was no question in Hickem’s voice, only accusation.

“Yeah, when I went up to check on my request.” Sam furrowed her brow, doing her best to play the part despite the hammering in her chest, and then she cracked a smile. “C’mon, Hickem, you really think—”

“I don’t think you know a damn thing about what I think.” Hickem stepped forward, his big body made even more ominous by the slow movement. “Of all the people Grant contacts here, he decides to call you. Why do you think that is?”

“Because he trusts me.” Sam knew that in situations of interrogation, it was best to tell the truth when you could. The lies came in the details, but if you laid the foundation of the lie on a bed of truth, then it was easier for the people you were trying to convince to swallow it. “You said it yourself. He and I had a connection.”

“And what does that connection mean to you? Does it mean more to you than being a marshal? Does it mean more to you than stopping a traitor that was willing to sell out the family that was under your protection to a man that wanted to kill them? Does it mean more to you than your freedom?” Hickem leaned forward. “Is he worth all of that?”

It took every fiber of control in Sam’s mind not to shake, not to break or show any sign of a tell. She forced her tongue into motion to form the word that she didn’t want to say but knew she had to. And the lie tasted bitter.

“No,” Sam said.

Hickem maintained his closeness, still studying her, and then nodded. “All right, Cohen.” He finally turned, walking away, and as he left, Sam felt isolated in a room of at least one hundred people.
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So far, the area had remained clear. No cops. No real traffic. No problems. He didn’t think Sam would do something like that to put Mocks in danger, but people did strange things when they were put in a corner.

Two cruisers passed the alleyway entrance where Grant waited, heading toward the drop site. He backtracked in the opposite direction, taking advantage of his location’s multiple exits.

The sleepy northern side of Seattle was suddenly awake with car engines, sirens, and the thump of chopper blades. Grant glanced toward the sky as he hurried toward the drop-off point.

With his hoodie up and his shades on, Grant moved quickly and inconspicuously along the sidewalks, even passing a few cop cars heading for whatever bogus location that Sam had fed Hickem and the others. But he didn’t test his luck. All it would take was one pair of eyes to spot him and undo everything.

The address that Grant had given Sam was close to an intersection. It was busy, which was good. The more people for the police to watch made it easier for Grant to slip in and out.

The building itself was an abandoned bagel shop. He wasn’t sure when it closed down, but the faded For Lease sign hanging in the window was brittle from the sun.

Grant found a spot on a bench on the opposite corner of the intersection, where he had a clear view of the shop. He slouched, pretending to be asleep.

The light at the intersection changed a dozen times, and Grant finally spotted Sam walking down the street from the source of the cop cars and choppers.

Sam turned the corner, and Grant resisted the urge to move, and he watched her slow at the front of the bagel shop, checking the address. But as she lingered there on the sidewalk, Grant knew something was wrong.

Instead of leaving the package on the front step as they discussed, she walked through the small alley between the bagel shop and the tax collector business next door.

Grant waited on the bench, hoping that she would come back out, but after five minutes, she was still gone. She had wanted him to see her, and she wanted him to follow.

Mindful of the fact that she might have been tailed, Grant skirted around the intersection, using the crosswalks to go all the way around instead of straight across the square.

Car horns and the chatter of pedestrians grew noisier as Grant stood across the street from the bagel shop. He looked down the alley where Sam had disappeared, but he still couldn’t see her.

Everything had been thrown together so hastily that Grant never even considered creating a backup plan. He just knew that it needed to be finished quickly.

Finally, Grant crossed the street and jogged into the alleyway, splashing into the puddles that had yet to evaporate. He inched along the side of the bagel shop, craning his neck around to the back side, where he found the package laid out just as they discussed.

Grant made it three steps toward it, when Hickem flung the back door to the bagel shop open and stepped out, gun aimed at Grant’s chest.

“Don’t move.”

Grant raised his arms in the air. “So she told you?”

“She didn’t tell me,” Hickem answered. “I thought that she might be up to something when she wandered off.” He gestured to the wall. “Put your hands flush against it, slowly.”

Grant pivoted, being mindful of his speed as Hickem had requested, and then Hickem pressed the pistol to Grant’s back as he patted him down.

Hickem grabbed hold of Grant’s arms and put them behind his back, snapping the handcuffs over his wrists. “You know, I understand what you’re trying to do, Grant. Really. But I can’t have you risk our national security for one person.”

“Two people.” Grant’s cheek scraped up against the rough siding, and he winced as the cuffs tightened around his wrists. “I can get Links. You just have to trust me.”

Hickem spun Grant around, slamming him back against the wall with an added force. “I did trust you, Grant.”

“Let him go, Hickem.” Sam appeared from around the corner, gun up and aimed at Hickem’s head. He slowly lifted his hands. “Sorry, Grant. I saw him follow me and knew that he’d stick around until you showed.”

“God dammit, Cohen, you’re really going to throw your career away over this?” Hickem backed up as Sam moved closer. “It’s not worth it.”

“Take the cuffs off,” Sam replied. “Now.”

With Sam’s finger on the trigger, Hickem let Grant free then tossed the cuffs to the ground.

Grant rubbed the tender flesh around his wrists then gestured to the bag. “Is it even in there?”

“Yeah,” Sam answered, her gun still on Hickem. “I didn’t have time to switch it out after he started to follow me.”

“So what now, Bonnie and Clyde?” Hickem looked between Grant and Sam.

“Grant is going to leave, and I’m going to take you back to the location. What you choose to do once we arrive is up to you.” Sam quickly glanced at Grant. “You won’t have a lot of time, so you better move.”

Grant discarded the bag and then pocketed the USB. “Thank you.”

“Even if you can bring him in, it won’t absolve you of what you’ve done,” Hickem said. “Neither of you.”

“This isn’t about me.” Grant sprinted from the alley and into the road by the bagel shop. He didn’t look back. He didn’t stop running.

No quarter would be given, and Grant wouldn’t be surprised if officers were told to shoot on sight. The hounds had been released, and he was the fox that needed to find a hole to hide in.
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After a few miles, a cramp bit at Grant’s left side and forced him to stop. He winced, trying to breathe and stretch, but the cramp refused to wane. Knowing time was short, he settled his pace at a quick walk.

The address was on the outskirts of the city, which boded well for Grant’s low profile. But while the miles chewed up behind him eased his stress, he wasn’t out of the woods yet.

Grant found a water fountain near a running trail, and he drank from the cold stream thirstily, filling his stomach until he felt queasy.

A siren caught his attention, and his heart jumped. But the noise was nothing more than an echo from the inner parts of the city. The authority that it belonged to was nowhere in sight.

The water helped some, and Grant stretched, massaging the cramps plaguing his legs. The hot spasms of pain had slowed him to a limp. He was going on nearly a day and a half with no rest, and it was finally catching up with him.

Grant kept the USB in his palm, staring down at it every few minutes to remind himself that it was there and what was at stake.

God only knew what Mocks was going through now. But he was confident that Links would keep her unharmed until the money was transferred. They’d already agreed to a proof of life. Links wouldn’t jump the gun by maiming her before it was necessary. He was too patient for something like that.

The muscles along Grant’s legs started to loosen up, and he broke into another jog, letting his steps find a rhythm. After a few blocks, he was on autopilot, just like his days at the academy when he was up before the sun, running in his sweats with the rest of the recruits, all of them sweating and puking, desperately trying to avoid finishing last.

Drenched in sweat, Grant clutched a rusted chain-link fence as he caught his breath, staring up at the abandoned five-story apartment building that was the address that Links had given him.

The building looked like a relic from after the second world war. It had been uninhabited for quite some time, at least as far as paying tenants were involved. There was more than enough evidence to suggest that it was frequented by the homeless as a means of escape or shelter.

The windows were boarded over, the grounds littered with trash, and a litany of graffiti covered the walls. But when Grant turned the knob of the front door, it opened without resistance.

Light penetrated the darkness inside, and a wave of heat and the stench of rotten eggs bombarded Grant’s senses as he entered the foyer. His shadow grew long down the hallway, and he waited for his eyes to adjust.

Cardboard boxes, needles, and discarded clothes littered the floor. A rusted shopping cart blocked the staircase, and Grant tossed it aside. He tested the first few steps with his right foot before deciding that they were still sturdy enough to climb.

Links had told him that the room was on the third floor, so Grant ascended quickly but kept his eyes out for anyone that might be waiting for him. He didn’t think Links would be here himself, but that didn’t mean a few of his henchmen weren’t lurking around. He felt foolish for not having a weapon. Even a knife would be better than going into the situation unarmed.

But in the end, Grant knew that the only life he planned on ending, if it came to that, was his own. And in the small chance that all of this was successful, he’d still face charges of treason and obstruction of justice. And while Hickem said that bringing in Links wouldn’t do much to ease his sentence, Grant had a different perspective on that take.

The higher-ups were quick to judge and condemn, but they were just as quick to forgive, given the right incentive. Grant suspected that if he hadn’t killed that human trafficker kingpin four years ago on his last case and instead brought him back to the authorities alive, he might still be wearing a badge.

His attorney had argued with the jury that Grant had saved many lives by stopping the trafficker. But wasn’t that what Links had done? All he needed to do was kill one family, and it granted him access to money and a buy-in with one of the world’s most powerful black-market thugs.

Grant was willing to bet that Links’s new friendship with Joza would grant him the ability to change all sorts of lives. The man could singlehandedly reshape the United States’ foreign policy without ever having to try to push a bill through Congress. And the price of admission was only the lives of three people: Charles, Mary, and Anna Copella.

A dog barked somewhere out back, and even more sweat oozed from his pores. The heat and the smell only worsened the higher he rose in the building.

Light filtered around the cracks of the boards over the windows, acting like tiny solar eclipses as Grant reached the third floor. The staircase came up the middle of the building, and he followed the faded apartment numbers down the hall until he spied the room that Links had told him on the call: 836.

The three had been removed from the door, and the eight and six were on their way to join it, but the glue residue from the three was still intact.

With the hinges groaning, Grant released the brass knob, letting the door open the rest of the way on its own until it hit the adjacent wall with a light knock.

An old coat hanger clung to a single nail on the wall to Grant’s left, and when he stepped across the plane of darkness, the floorboards groaned in warning. He stopped and looked around behind him but then pressed forward.

A light glow edged the darkness deeper into the apartment, and Grant followed it. He passed the kitchen and stepped through the living room, the soles of his shoes crunching against the carpet, which had gone brittle with dust and mites and filth from whoever else had inhabited the sickly-looking apartment.

There was no furniture, only discarded beer cans, cigarette butts, clothes, and old blankets. A shoe was propped up in the corner by a traffic cone, but Grant bypassed the clothing and crept toward a closed bedroom door, where the source of the glowing light radiated through the cracks in the frame.

Grant pushed the door open, and the light’s brightness intensified, and he found himself staring into the glow of a computer screen.

The laptop sat on a table next to a chair, all three of which looked brand new, sticking out in the room like a sore thumb. A wire led from the laptop to a nearby window that had its boards peeled away. Grant followed the wire and found that it was attached to a small satellite latched to the exterior wall.

Grant didn’t sit, and he examined the USB in his hand. If this didn’t work, then Mocks would die. Everything was riding on Grant’s ability to deceive Links. He shut his eyes, whispered a prayer, and then inserted the USB into the computer.

The program was recognized by the software, and a text bubble appeared in the top right-hand corner of the screen. When Grant opened it, the bubble expanded, revealing the message.

Hello, Grant. There should be one folder available for you to open on the desktop. Place the file that you brought into that folder and wait until the download ends. When it is finished, I will provide the location of where to pick up your former partner. And to prove she is still alive, I have included a link to the webcam set up in the room where she is being held.

Don’t try anything stupid.

CLICK HERE.

Grant read the message at least three or four times, the cursor hovering over the link at the bottom of the description. His heart caught in his throat, and his finger wiggled over the button to click it. Finally, knowing he needed to confront the truth, he gathered the courage and clicked the link.

A video appeared, revealing a room that was nothing but concrete, a light, and a door. Grant immediately spied Mocks in the center of the room, her stomach protruding onto her thighs. She sat in a chair, and while the image was a little grainy, he knew it was her.

But there was someone else in the room with Mocks. It was a man tied to a chair. He thrashed, bucking wildly against the restraints. The video provided no sound, but Grant watched the man scream.

Grant zoomed in on the man. His face was beaten and bloody. At first, he thought that it might be Rick, but that wasn’t possible. Sam or Hickem would have said something, wouldn’t they? And how in the hell would Links be able to get to Rick in the marshals’ building? It just didn’t seem possible.

But while the identity of the mystery man eluded him, Grant knew that he still had a job to do. He dragged the file he brought into the folder just as Links had instructed and then waited for it to download.

It all came down to whether the program would even work, and if the ghost file that Grant had Sam insert into the drive had enough juice to handle the amount of transactions that were about to be shoved down its throat.

Grant waited for the first sign of life in the progress bar, and after a minute of waiting, he still had nothing.
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Petyr and Andrei watched Grant enter the apartment building from the opposite side of the street and two houses down. Petyr held a pair of binoculars to his face, while Andrei peered through the scope of his rifle.

Andrei sat propped up in a chair, his finger over the trigger of the sniper rifle, with the barrel of the gun protruding through the slightest crack of the window. He was a tall man but skinny, all bones and angles. Two thick gauges pierced the lobes of his ears, the heavy metal dragging them down and causing them to sway.

“How long do we wait?” Andrei asked, finally looking away from the scope.

Petyr kept the binoculars glued to his eyes. “Joza will text once the transaction is done.” The shirt that covered Petyr’s muscles was stretched tight across his chest, shoulders, and arms. The physique was manifested from hours dedicated at the gym. It was his daily morning routine. And the physique was only made more ominous by the dense head that controlled it. “We kill him after.”

Andrei reclined in the chair and removed a switchblade from his pocket. He twirled the knife around with expertise, the motion so practiced that he didn’t even need to look at his hand. “Do you think we will get Joza’s son back? Like the little man said?”

Petyr scoffed, crossing his arms over his chest, which bulged from the effort. “The little shit deserves to be in jail.” Snot dribbled from his nose, tickling his upper lip, and he wiped it away, leaving a trail of green slime along his hand. “All he did was fuck and drink.”

Andrei folded the blade up, turning to Petyr. “That’s all you do, too.”

“Yeah, but at least I work. The playboy wants for nothing and does nothing to receive it. Let the prick rot in prison.”

Andrei laughed, placing his hands on the top of his head. “Joza won’t let his son rot in jail.”

“That’s because Joza is a good father.” Petyr’s left eye twitched, and he turned away from Andrei. “He takes care of his sons.”

“Hoping the old man might finally acknowledge you?” Andrei snickered, and then folded the blade and clutched it with both hands. “You and I both know that there isn’t any place for a bastard at his dinner table.”

Petyr spun around, whirling on Andrei with a speed and a force that lifted him from the chair and slammed him up against the nearest wall, where a crater formed in the old plaster and wood.

Andrei’s head whipped back and dented the drywall as he held onto Petyr’s arms for dear life to stop him from choking him to death.

“Joza is a good man! A good father!” Murderous rage filled Petyr’s eyes as he tightened his hold around Andrei’s throat. The muscles in Andrei’s neck convulsed against Petyr’s palms.

Andrei’s cheeks turned purple, and his eyes bulged from their sockets as he desperately clawed at Petyr’s arms. But the effort fell short as the life faded from his eyes and the squirming ended.

Petyr provided one last crunch of Andrei’s windpipe and then released the skinny bag of bones to collapse into a pile on the floor. Petyr stepped back, his chest heaving up and down, more snot dribbling from his nose, and his cheeks a cherry red. He stared down at the man he’d killed. “Joza is a good father.”

Slowly, Petyr regained control of his breathing and then stepped away from the body, pacing the room slowly. “I’m not a bastard…” He mouthed the words from breathless lips and stumbled back toward the window.

The sill groaned when Petyr set his hands down, leaning all two hundred forty pounds of his body onto the old wood. He had no idea how he was going to explain this to his father. He could lie, though.

Yes, that was it. He would just say that Andrei was killed by the man when they attacked him. That was believable. And that was what he would do.

Vibrations hummed from Andrei’s body, and Petyr jumped from the noise. A rectangle of light appeared through the pocket of his tan pants pulled tight against his leg, and Petyr approached slowly.

Grimacing, Petyr removed the phone from Andrei’s pocket and pinched it between his fingers as though it had been contaminated with death and it was a disease that he could catch. Petyr touched the screen and revealed the message.

Kill him.

He turned toward the window where the sniper rifle was still aimed at the building their mark had entered. He packed up the rifle, leaving Andrei in the room to rot, though he did pause at the door before he left for good, turning his head slowly to look back at his friend’s body.

It had been so easy to kill him, but killing had always come easy to Petyr. It was a fire that his father said was born from himself. Joza had told him that the fire was good, that it was life.

And while that fire raged inside of him, sparking flames of death at random, Petyr wasn’t sure how death could be life, but he had never questioned his father before. He looked down at the screen in his hands, rereading the message. And he wasn’t about to start now.
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After the first ten percent of the progress bar filled up, Grant paced around the room, examining the paint peeling off the walls and the carvings etched into the drywall.

He traced one of the names that had been carved on the wall recently. The name was John, and the hand that etched the name into the wall was unsteady, the lines forming the letters jagged and crooked.

He wondered how many people had lived here, what their lives had been like, and where they were now. He’d always found it interesting that people felt the need to mark the place they’d inhabited. It was as if some lingering primal instinct in marking territory had never been erased.

But we still hadn’t evolved past many of the primal functions of our ancestors. That lingering survival instinct was still imprinted in our DNA, despite most of the world moving into modern civilization.

Emotions of fear and anger and jealousy ran amok in the minds of every person Grant had ever known, including him. We fought and killed and hurt, and while all of that suffering and pain could snowball into a heaping pile of insanity, Grant held onto the one idea that he used when he was a detective: save one of them at a time.

That was all he could do. That was all any normal person could do. And despite all of that talk of being a legend, and how there had never been an individual with the exceptional skills of a detective like Grant possessed, the truth was he just worked hard and remained focused on the goal. Maybe in that way he was special, but anyone could do what he did. So long as they had the stomach for it.

The computer beeped, signaling the download completion. Grant approached the laptop slowly, staring at the completed file. Hesitantly, he hovered the cursor over the folder then finally clicked. He leaned forward, examining the files associated with the drive, and as he scrolled, his heart started pounding.

All of the money was still there. All 5.8 billion of it, dispersed onto the subsequent files. The ghost drive worked. Grant opened up the message box again and started typing his response.

What’s next?

Grant lightly drummed his fingers on the table, his eyes flitting between the text box and the video feed.

Mocks was still alive, and the man next to her was still screaming. But a second look at the man provided more detail of his features. Because while his face was swollen and bloody, Grant noticed the familiar pointed ears that belonged to Nathan Links.

“Oh my god.”

If Links was tied up, that meant Joza was running the show, and that didn’t bode well for Mocks. He needed to leave, and fast.

Grant shut the laptop down, unplugged the connections, and tucked it under his arm. Quick strides brought him out of the room and through the living room, but when he started for the door, the path was suddenly blocked by a hulking figure that raised a pistol to shoot.

Grant darted back to the room, three gunshots ringing out, and bullets nipped at his heels as he slammed the bedroom door shut behind him. He dropped the laptop and then quickly grabbed the wire that connected the satellite to the computer.

The door busted in half, and the big brute burst inside, stumbling forward due to the momentum of his entrance. Grant bum-rushed the bigfoot, slamming him against the wall and creating a crater the size of his back in the old wood.

He snatched the wrist with the pistol and gave it a quick twist, releasing the big man’s hold on the weapon, but the time and motion cost Grant a heavy punch to the gut followed quickly by a head butt.

The pair of skulls cracked, and a bright flash of light appeared along with a sharp pain that ran down the middle of Grant’s head. He stumbled backward and gathered his senses just in time to watch the brute reach for the pistol.

Grant lunged and gripped the back of the man’s head with both hands and pulled down as he thrust his knee upward. The thug’s nose crunched loudly against his knee, blood spurting over his pant leg.

With the pistol back on the floor, both men scrambled for the weapon, and Grant gouged the brute’s eyes, while the thug wrapped his massive hands around Grant’s throat, eventually throwing him like a rag doll into the nearest wall, but not before Grant managed to squeeze one gunshot that fired into the ceiling.

He landed on the crusted carpet, gasping for air, and the big man grabbed the pistol and then swung around and brought Grant into the crosshairs, but when he squeezed the trigger, there was only the click of the firing pin.

Confusion spread across the big man’s face, and as he stared at the magazine in Grant’s hand, it provided the needed time for Grant to lunge forward. He led with his right fist, connecting with the brute’s jaw in a wicked cross, then followed with a one-two combination to the stomach, and finished with an uppercut that sent the giant backward.

Grant’s fists throbbed with pain from the heavy blows, and he stood over the massive Russian thug, who opened his eyes, snarling, and slowly rose from the floor like a zombie from death.

Grant quickly snatched the laptop off the floor, grabbed the gun, then loaded the magazine back into the pistol and darted out of the room while the big man slowly got his feet beneath him.

Grant’s feet blurred as he hurried down the steps, the pain in his head and the fatigue of his body momentarily suspended as he sprinted outside, wincing from the sudden burst of light.

With the big brute still in the building behind him, Grant never stopped running until he had veered in a serpentine path and he was positive that the big man wasn’t following.

Wheezing, coughing, and groaning, Grant slowed to a stop to catch his breath. After a minute, he examined the laptop beneath his arm. Now all he had to do was wait to be contacted once they realized they didn’t have the money.
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Mocks looked to her right, glad to find Links passed out in the chair. He’d finally worked himself into exhaustion. The past twenty minutes of him sleeping was the first peace and quiet Mocks received in the past few hours.

She looked at the camera in the corner of the room, knowing some bastard in a chair in a dark room was watching her piss herself and squirm and cry. She extended her left middle finger, the one feeble attempt at defiance she could muster.

The door’s hinges groaned as it opened, and Mocks whipped her head toward the entrance. The ceremonial line of muscled, tattooed, expressionless, and armed cronies entered and then fanned out with Joza in the middle.

Joza gestured to Links, frowning. “Razbudi yego.”

Links was still passed out, his head tilted to the side. The only reason Mocks knew that he wasn’t dead was the whistling of breath escaping from his broken nose every time he exhaled.

The nearest thug walked over, removing a small white packet from his pocket. Mocks had seen those before. It was an ammonia inhalant. It’d wake anyone that wasn’t in a full-fledged coma. She had been on the receiving end of those nasty tricks when she was an addict.

The thug snapped the stick and then waved it beneath Links’s mangled nose. Two seconds later, Links jerked away, coughing and snorting out the wave of chemicals that had brought him back to the land of the living.

He blinked in confusion for a moment, but the pain and restraints quickly reminded him of his current predicament.

“The money didn’t come,” Joza said, snarling as he stared at Links. “There is nothing in the accounts.”

For a reason beyond Mocks’s understanding, Links turned to her, staring at her until Joza’s gaze was set upon her too. Finally, Links looked away and struggled with his speech due to his swollen lips.

“I gave him instructions,” Links said. “I told him that if he didn’t give us the money, then I was going to kill her.”

“He has the money now.” Joza reached for Links’s throat and held it but did not squeeze.

“That’s not possible.” Links shook his head. “The account—” And then Links stopped himself, shutting his eyes at the realization that Mocks had already arrived at a few seconds ago. “He wants a trade.” Links nodded toward Mocks. “He’ll give you the money for her.”

“Does this man know who I am?” Joza asked, snarling.

Links nodded, struggling for breath.

Joza flung Links’s head back, and Links coughed and wheezed as Joza finally turned his attention toward Mocks. His steps were deliberate, and instead of standing in front of her as he had with Links, he remained at her side.

Slowly, Joza placed his hand over Mocks’s stomach, and his touch sent a shudder through her body, his fingertips gliding across her belly was like being touched by a spider.

“This man has done all of this for you?” Joza asked, still gently massaging her womb. “A woman who carries a child that is not his.” He scoffed. “Durachit.” Joza turned back to Links. “Can you contact him?”

Links nodded.

“Good.” Joza turned back to Mocks and applied pressure on her stomach. “Do you think he can save you?”

Mocks’s breath quickened, a cold sweat breaking out over her entire body as Joza’s grip tightened. “Stop.”

“Many men have tried to kill me,” Joza said. “You know this. He knows this. What makes this man think he is any different?”

Mocks grabbed hold of Joza’s arms but couldn’t remove them from her stomach. He was too strong. “Let go.”

“Why do you think he can defy me?”

“Because he can!” Mocks thrashed in her chair. “Because he’s been up against men like you before, and they’re either dead or in prison. You think that you’re so high on a mountaintop that no one could ever touch you, but you’re wrong.” Tears filled her eyes, and she squeezed the end of the armrests so tight that her knuckles ached. “He’s going to stop you and wipe that arrogant smirk right off your face.”

Joza released Mocks’s stomach, and she gasped in relief. He tilted his head to the side, watching her defiance, and only smiled. He walked toward the door, shaking his head, stopping halfway. He opened his jacket and spun around, one hand on his hip, exposing the pistol on his waistband.

“I look forward to meeting this man,” Joza said. “And if he is anything like what you’ve described, then I know our interaction will be memorable.” He smiled again and then walked to one of the thugs and whispered in his ear. And then he was gone.

All of the thugs save for the man he whispered to left the room, and once they were gone, he walked over to Links.

“No, please, listen. I can help.” Links squirmed, writhing in the chair like a cockroach that knew of the approaching boot. “Joza!”

The thug brandished a knife and showed no indication of his intent. Though Mocks had a few ideas of what he might do with that blade.

“Please!” The last cry triggered Links into nothing but tears and unintelligible moans as the thug inched the blade toward him, but he turned away at the last second, just before he cut the restraints around his wrists.

The ropes fell to the floor, and the pitiful show of Links’s performance ended as he gently clamped his hand over his freed left wrist. He looked up at the man who’d let him go.

“Go,” the thug said, gesturing to the door. “Joza wants you to join him.”

Links stood, the motion zombielike as he shuffled toward the door, and the thug followed him. Mocks watched him leave, but just before he passed through the exit, Links stopped to turn around.

He stared at her with his only good eye, shivering and hunched over and looking one step from the grave.

Like so many men who had made a deal with the devil, Links was shocked to discover that he’d underestimated the beast. The arrogance of man was the devil’s greatest weapon, and he used it to kill more people than all the other qualities of humankind put together.

The thug shoved Links forward and then swung the door shut, sealing Mocks inside, again leaving her in solitude.

Exhausted again, she leaned back and slouched as far at the restraints would allow. She couldn’t even fathom the shit storm that Grant was about to experience, but she knew there was truth to what she’d told Joza.

Grant had done more with less than anyone she’d ever met. And if there was ever a moment when he had less, it was now.
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The walk back with Hickem was quick and quiet. Sam said nothing as he put the handcuffs on her, and while a few heads turned at the sight of her being shoved into the back of a squad car, no one spoke. It was as if her sudden betrayal had been expected from the very beginning.

On the ride back to the marshals’ building, Hickem stole glances at her from the front passenger seat. And every time he turned around, he opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something, and each time, he closed it then shook his head, muttering to himself under his breath.

The greeting on their return to the marshals’ building was nothing short of an uproar. Reporters engulfed the caravan of vehicles, and Sam was blinded by lights and flashes as she was removed from the backseat.

But Hickem at least had the decency to order the driver toward the side of the building and away from the cameras to let her out, though he chose to keep the cuffs on her as they marched through the halls toward Multz’s office.

Every agent and marshal that Sam passed turned their heads in confusion. She didn’t look anyone in the eye, and she kept her mouth shut despite the handful of questions that were thrown her way. It was the worst walk of shame that she’d ever experienced. Heat flushed her cheeks, and by the time she and Hickem reached Multz’s office, her whole body had turned to jelly.

The door slammed shut. Hickem removed the cuffs and shoved Sam into a chair. Multz was behind his desk, hands folded on his lap. His glasses sat low on the end of his nose, and he’d undone the top button of his shirt and loosened his tie, which she’d never seen him do, not even when he worked late.

Hickem stood off to the side, tapping his foot impatiently. “Well? What are you going to do?”

Multz unfolded his hands and pushed his glasses back into position. He said nothing.

“She got into bed with Grant. She chose to give him information to help in handing over the funds to Links.” Hickem pointed at Sam as though she had some kind of disease and kept his distance as if it were contagious. “Fire her.”

Multz flicked his eyes toward Hickem. “The FBI doesn’t have any jurisdiction in our internal affairs.”

Hickem chuckled, a hint of hysteria in his voice. “You’ve got to be shitting me.” He stomped toward the door, ripped it open, and slammed it shut behind him.

Sam shifted in her seat, the silence nearly as uncomfortable as the cuffs she wore. She kept her eyes on the legs of Multz’s desk, unable to find the courage to look her superior in the eye.

“Are you okay?” Multz asked.

Sam nodded, her eyes still fixated on the right wooden leg. “I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not,” Multz replied. “But I think you might be once this is over.” He scratched his bristly mustache, which was the same grey as his flattop. “You need to tell me what you did, and you need to tell me every detail.”

And that was exactly what she did. Sam didn’t skimp on the details, knowing that there wasn’t any reason to continue to inflate the lie. She told him when Grant called, what he asked for, the form that she forged, and about willingly lying to investigators to aid a wanted criminal of the state.

“That’s all of it?”

Sam nodded, finally finding the courage to look Multz in the eye. Her lip trembled, but she didn’t cry. She wouldn’t allow herself to be weakened by regret and fear. She had made her bed. Now she had to sleep in it. “I am sorry, sir. I betrayed the badge. I betrayed our institution. And I betrayed you.”

Multz rocked in his chair, returning his hands to his stomach. He looked tired, as though he belonged on a porch at the front of a house with a pipe and a newspaper. It was the first time she’d ever seen him look old.

“I’ve been with the US Marshals for over forty years. That’s longer than I’ve been married, it’s older than my eldest child, and it has consumed nearly every aspect of my life, save for one part.” Multz lifted a hand and extended the short, stubby index finger. “My family.”

Sam frowned, unsure of why he was telling her this. “Sir, I don’t—”

“Everyone signs confidentiality agreements when they start working here, but they get so complicated and verbose when you get to a position of my authority that they’re practically unreadable unless you have a law degree.” Multz looked at a picture on his desk. Sam couldn’t tell what it was from where she was sitting, but she could fill in the blanks of who it was. “My wife told me that she would only marry me on one condition, and at the time I was so over the moon with excitement that I would have agreed to anything, which I did, but I didn’t understand the complexity of that promise until ten years ago.” Multz reached for the picture on his desk and smiled as he pulled it closer.

“What did she say?” Sam asked, watching the director’s emotion as he admired the picture.

“She made me promise that no matter the secret, no matter how vile the information that came across my desk, I would talk to her about it. Because she didn’t want it to eat me up. She said that secrets were bad for the soul. And that it would do more harm than good.” Multz wiped at the corner of his eye and cleared his throat. “I have told my wife more federal secrets than she knows what to do with. And every time I tell her, it always makes me feel better, and I can return to work the next day with a fresh mind. It’s the only reason I’ve been able to do what I’ve done for the past four decades.”

When Multz finished, he removed his glasses, the skin around his eyes crinkled with lines Sam had never noticed before. She looked at the back of the picture frame and reached for it. The picture was old and weathered, but the woman was gorgeous. Bright-red hair that curled down her back, accentuated by a pretty smile, and a yellow dress that fell just below the knee. She held some wildflowers to her chest and posed with one leg kicked up behind her.

“That was taken the day after I proposed,” Multz said. “Best day of my life.”

Sam couldn’t help but smile at the memory, even though it didn’t belong to her. She returned the picture to the desk and then arched an eyebrow as she examined the man in front of her. “So what happens now?”

Multz nodded, almost as though he’d forgotten why she was even sitting in front of him in the first place. “You’re suspended immediately. No pay. I need your badge.”

Sam nodded, removing her badge. Her gun had already been confiscated by Hickem before they arrived. The metal of the badge was cold, and the shield left an imprint on her palm after she set it on the desk. It would be the last time she’d ever take it off.

“A formal investigation will start immediately into your transgressions, and you will be on house arrest starting tomorrow.” Multz leaned back in his chair and gestured toward the door.

Sam paused. She looked at the door then back to Multz, her eyes narrowing into suspicious slits. “Sir, are you—”

“It takes courage to go after what you want,” Multz said. “I’ll hold off filing my report until tomorrow morning. Is that understood?”

Sam nodded and then walked toward the door.

“You’ll need to bring back a big fish if you want to walk out of this without any jail time,” Multz said just as her hand wrapped around the doorknob. “And you’ll need to bring it back alive. I’ll keep Hickem off your back for as long as I can. But I can’t promise you he won’t be a problem, so whatever you’re going to do, you’ll have to be quick about it.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t thank me,” Multz said. “Just bring me back something so we’re both not burned at the stake.”

“I will.” Sam opened the door and found the hallway clear of Hickem or any of his FBI boys. She wagered he was on the phone with Senator Thorn, informing him of the most recent turn of events, and while that was bound to be a heated conversation, her next step was simple: find Grant.
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When Links caught his reflection in the mirror, he didn’t recognize the face staring back at him. His left eye was swollen shut, and his cheeks were cut and bruised, the purples and blues darkening his pale complexion. Dried blood crusted along the lacerations. He raised his fingertips to the wounds, and even the lightest touch triggered a spasm of crippling pain.

Links lowered his head, gripping the sides of the sink. He was on the edge now, feet teetering over the side and staring down into the abyss. It wouldn’t take more than a stiff wind to blow him over the side and destroy him.

If Grant didn’t give up the money, then Joza would kill him. If Grant did give him the money, then there was still the possibility that Joza would kill him. And if Joza decided to kill Mocks, then Grant would kill him.

Links lifted his head and stared at himself in the mirror with his one good, bloodshot eye. This was the cost of the game he’d entered. And it was still a price he was willing to pay.

He washed his hands and then stepped out of the bathroom, the armed escort still waiting for him. He followed the gangster through the poorly lit hallway, which fed into the main warehouse floor.

Links had chosen this location because he knew it was off the books, because he had personally made sure himself. He had places like this in every major city across the United States. He’d figured he’d have to use one eventually. He just never expected it to be in Seattle.

A single table had been set up in the center of the warehouse room, where Joza sat with two others. Each of them held a hand of cards, and there was a pile of cash in the center of the table. Links was given the last open chair.

“You’re a man in a very peculiar spot.” Joza kept his eyes on his cards and exchanged two to the dealer, maintaining the stoic expression to not give away his tell. “What do you think will happen to you?”

“I think our deal still stands,” Links said. “I think you want your son as much as I want to stay alive.”

Joza flicked his eyes toward Links. “Do you?”

“Yes. Very much.” Links swallowed, his mouth and tongue dry and uncomfortable. “Grant will be difficult to deal with. But if we give him the woman, I believe he’ll give us the money.”

“And why should I give up this woman?” Joza rearranged the cards in his hand, and the round of betting fell to him. He threw in another hundred to the pile, and that was when Links noticed that the entire stack of bills was nothing but hundreds. “I like her fire. She would give me a strong son.”

Links leaned forward, resting his forearm on the table’s edge. “She might. But you already have a son in this deal. I think trying for two would make you greedy.” The words were bold, but he had to maintain a level of strength with Joza. It was the only thing the man responded to.

Joza lifted his arms, laughing. “And look at how far I’ve come by being selfish.” He nudged the players on either side of him, who laughed in return. He set the cards face up. “I call.”

The pair of men placed their cards down, one of them holding two of a kind, another two pair, but Joza took the winnings with a full house. He reached for the smoldering cigar in its holder. “You see? I always win.”

“You win because you’re strong and you’re smart,” Links said. “And you must be both here, because the man that has your money is the same as you.”

Joza took a long drag on his cigar, and the smoke billowed from his lips. “There are no men like me.”

“We bring him here.” Links pressed his finger into the table, trying his best to ignore the throbbing pain in his skull. “We line the area with your guys, and the moment we have the money, we can kill him. But we have to make him come to us. We control the narrative. If we give him an inch, he’ll run with it, and then we’ll both be six feet under.”

Joza tapped the cigar, and the ash crumbled from the tip and onto the table. “Why would he come? If he knows that we want to kill him?”

“The woman,” Links answered. “He’ll do whatever he can to keep her alive. And he’ll be alone. Whatever he did to double-cross me, he did it against the authorities’ wishes. He’s being hunted just like we are. This is his only option.”

Joza chuckled, pointing the cigar at Links. “You were always a crafty fox. It is one of the reasons why I liked you. You’re weak, but your mind is strong.” He tapped the side of his skull. “It is good to know men like you.”

Links nodded, hoping that sentiment would carry over to his survival. “I’ll call him, tell him to meet us here. We’ll give him a deadline, make it short, then we take him out once we have the money.”

“And my son,” Joza said, gnawing on the cigar. “Let’s not forget about him.”

Links swallowed nervously, knowing that this would come up in the negotiations. “You get your son once I have assurances. And not a second before.”

“Ha!” Joza clapped his hands together quickly and then let them fall to his sides. “You see? Brains.” He removed the cigar and pressed the lit end into the ashtray, snuffing out the fire. “So you will bring this man here, we get the money, and then we kill him and the woman.”

“What you do with her after the transaction is up to you, but she cannot be harmed before the deal is done. She’s our only leverage on him.”

Joza smiled, his teeth slightly yellowed from the years of tobacco and booze and lack of hygiene. Every corner of him was rough. “Make the call, Links.” He looked around the warehouse. “I want to get out of this shithole.”

Links was handed a phone, and he dialed Grant. And as the phone rang he prayed that Grant would answer. For the sake of both their souls.
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Sunsets were always Grant’s favorite part of living on the coast. While he enjoyed the views from his house in Deville, it never quite matched being able watch the sun sink below the ocean on the horizon. And it was made more beautiful by the evening’s weather.

Unlike California to the south, where they enjoyed a beautiful sunset almost every day, Seattle was plagued with so much rain and clouds that residents appreciated the view when they had a chance to see it. And on those rare clear nights, everyone flocked to their windows or the beach or the docks and reveled in the beauty. Just like today.

Grant found a spot at the end of a dock, where he sat on the edge, feet dangling over the side. There were a lot of people around, but Grant kept his hoodie up to keep his face blocked from view, and everyone was so distracted by the sunset that nobody even bothered to look at him.

It was risky coming out here. He understood that. But this might be his last sunset, and he didn’t want to miss it.

He ran through every scenario that he could think of, and every possible outcome, and no matter the path he took or the choices he made, he was a dead man. Either Links would kill him, or the FBI would.

If he was being honest, he would prefer Links to do it. After experiencing the trial four years ago after he was let go from the police department, he wasn’t sure he could handle something like that again—all the questions and the press and the looks of every accusing and disgusted pair of eyes that would dissect him and his choices under a microscope. He never understood why people wanted to be famous. But then again, Grant had never been one for attention.

No, a quick end was what he wanted. But only if he was able to get Mocks out. If he couldn’t do that, then he deserved the slow torture of the trial. It would be one last penance for himself before the end. That was if Rick didn’t kill him first.

Only a small crest of the massive orange ball remained above the waterline. The sky above had faded into those dark blues and purples and pinks that signaled the night’s return. The moon was already out, and it wouldn’t be long until the stars came out from hiding. And so would he.

The sun finally completely disappeared below the horizon, and the crowds on the docks and the shoreline lingered a little while, but fifteen minutes later, Grant found himself alone on the dock, watching the water lap against the posts.

Grant had taken a plunge in that water four years ago. It was the start of the case that ended his career. And it was the first time that Mocks had nearly died. Remnants of winter were still clinging to the city then, and the water was freezing. But he was able to get them to shore.

And now it seemed that history wanted to repeat itself, and Grant had forced Mocks back into a deadly situation.

He had never been a believer in God. When he was growing up, his family never attended church, and his late wife, Ellen, had come from a similar background. But over the past year, he had started to contemplate the afterlife and whether there was anything beyond the grave.

In all those years he spent grieving, Grant never felt as if Ellen were speaking to him, and all those nights he spent on his knees, begging for her to speak to him, she never answered.

But maybe he had it all wrong. Maybe you didn’t keep the form you had when you passed on. Maybe you entered an entirely different realm that extended beyond the understanding of just heaven and hell.

Or maybe there was nothing. Maybe you were born, you lived, and then you died. And that was it. You had so many years and so many moments, and then after a collection of a lifetime, it was taken from you, leaving a body behind for whatever friends and family remained to grieve over.

The lights of a few boats coming in from a long day of fishing lit up the horizon, the reds and greens from their bow lights breaking through the darkness. Grant looked down to his left where he’d placed the computer he’d stolen from the building. He considered that it might have a tracker in it, and that Links and his thugs would try to hunt him down, but a small sense of recklessness had washed over him. Mainly because he didn’t think Links would want the computer traceable, lest it be able to lead back to him should it fall into the wrong hands, as was its current predicament.

Grant stood, a few splinters breaking off from the old, seaworn planks. He bent down to pick up the computer and then turned his back on the water. If that was his last sunset, he was thankful it was a good one.

He kept the hood of his jacket up, and the computer was slung lazily under his arm on his walk from the shoreline. His feet crunched into the shelly gravel that lined the dock’s entrance, which slowly gave way to a paved road.

With no idea of where Links was and no contacts to help him, he knew it was a waiting game until Links realized that he didn’t have the money and would contact Grant.

He was unsure how long it would take for Links to find out he’d been double-crossed, but he imagined it would be short. Grant strolled to a nearby taco stand, his stomach guiding him as much as his nose.

It was run by a single Asian man. Sweaty bangs clung to his forehead as the steam and heat from the grill he worked on blasted his face. He only served one type of taco, and Grant was lucky enough to have enough cash on him to buy two.

The tacos lay folded in a piece of wax paper that warmed the palm of Grant’s hand as he took a seat on the curb a few feet down from the food cart. Two bites, and the taco disappeared.

The fish was incredibly fresh, most likely caught today, and the sauce and cabbage that lined the top complemented whatever spices the chef had added to the fish.

Seattle was teeming with great seafood joints, though Mocks had never acquired the taste for it. Just the smell of fish caused her to gag. It severely limited their food options during their years as partners. Though she seemed satisfied living off strawberry frosted Pop-Tarts.

Finished with dinner, Grant wiped his greasy fingers on his pants and tossed the wax paper in the trash. The food helped clear his mind, and he opened the laptop and booted up the computer.

The battery was still at ninety percent, so he wasn’t concerned about losing power anytime soon. He just wanted to check the files, make sure everything was still in order.

And after he eyeballed the 5.8 billion dollars, he hovered over the link to the message that Links had sent him that contained the video feed. When he tried clicking on it again, he received an error message. He’d need a Wi-Fi connection if he wanted to see Mocks again.

He shut the laptop down and closed the top, and finally, his phone rang.

Grant let it ring a few times before he finally flipped it open. “I was wondering what was taking you so long.”

“You’ve pulled yourself into a situation that you think you can control, Grant,” Links said, the struggle to retain a smooth demeanor evident in his voice. “You think you have us by the balls, but I have something more valuable to you than 5.8 billion dollars, and she currently has a knife to her stomach.”

Grant chewed over his next words carefully. He knew Links would play the only card left in his deck, but Grant couldn’t give in to the demands. Not now. “I don’t have everyone’s balls in a vise, Links. Just yours.” He looked down at the computer. “If you want the money to keep your life, then you will bring Mocks to a location of my choosing, and when I’ve confirmed that she is alive, then I’ll give you the money.”

“You’re not in control!” Links screamed, his voice shrieking and cracking from the sudden burst of anger. “You don’t get to make the rules here, because as apathetic as you are right now, the moment I snap my fingers, they’re going to cut that baby out of your partner’s belly. So if you want both returned in a healthy condition, then you will do what I say!”

“No,” Grant answered.

“Fine. Bring her over!”

Grant went cold when he heard a woman screaming and then a labored breath as Mocks came on the line.

“Grant? Is that you?”

“It’s me, Mocks.”

“They have a knife to my stomach, Grant.” Her voice trembled with every syllable. “I don’t think they’re bluffing. Ahh!”

“Mocks!” Grant shot up from the curb, the laptop falling to the pavement.

“Did you hear that?” Links asked. “Just the slightest little prick. Should I go deeper?”

Anger quickened Grant’s heart rate, and he white-knuckled the phone.

“Cut her,” Links said.

“No!” Grant lunged forward as if Mocks were right there in front of him. “Stop! Stop it! I’ll do it! I’ll come to you! I’ll come to you.”

“Enough,” Links said, and the bulk of Mocks’s screams faded into gasping whimpers. “Clean her up. Stop the bleeding.” Links’s voice sounded distant as he turned his mouth away from the speaker, but when he returned, he was back to that same even-keeled, smooth tone that Grant remembered. “Twenty-nine fifty-six Tully Boulevard. It’s an abandoned warehouse north of the city. We’ll know if you don’t come alone, and the moment we get a whiff of a double cross, I’ll kill them both. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now, be a good lad and hurry. You have one hour.”

The call clicked dead, and the phone slipped from Grant’s ear and hit the pavement. The moment he walked into that warehouse, they were both dead. He was up shit creek without a paddle, and a leak had just sprung in the boat.

Grant looked over at the fish cart. The people in line and the chef had stopped what they were doing to watch him. With the added pairs of eyes on him, Grant quickly picked up the phone and computer and hurried into the darkness before anyone grew wise enough to call the cops.

But Grant was certain of one thing. He couldn’t show up to that warehouse alone. He needed backup, and as he scoured his pants pocket for her card, he wasn’t even sure he should call. But he didn’t have anywhere else to turn.
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The apartment that Sam rented was small. She had always considered it a studio, but the leasing office described it as a micro loft, but the name didn’t make it any bigger.

Sam passed the galley kitchen, which contained a small fridge, a stovetop, and a microwave. She had substituted a small convection oven for the apartment’s lack of a larger one, and on her way to the bed, which was jimmied up against the counter of the kitchen sink, she grabbed a beer.

Twisting the cap off, she sat on the edge of the bed, then she chucked the cap in the wastebasket. The bedsprings squeaked with age, and she chugged half the bottle on the first swig.

The pictures that lined the walls of her shotgun studio apartment were mostly of family and her time in the academy. She stood, one of the old pictures catching her eye as she sipped from the beer a little more slowly now.

The picture consisted of Sam, Jim Turner, and Kyle Pratt. They were dressed from head to toe in tactical gear, each of them with their own sniper rifle over their shoulder, holding up their paper targets and smiling.

It was a thousand-yard shot, and she had three attempts. The first missed wide left, the second just off the edge of the paper. But the third went right through the bull’s-eye.

The shot had been a point of pride for Sam, seeing as how the other two snipers only circled the elusive center. Though she received her fair share of ribbing about the two misses, she was proud of the accomplishment. But her instructor was quick to remind her that in the field you don’t get three shots. You only get one.

Sam still went to the range, practicing in her free time, but there weren’t any long-range shooting galleys in Seattle. When she was growing up in Texas, those places popped up like weeds.

It was her dad who first showed her how to handle a firearm. She remembered how she couldn’t stop herself from shaking, even after she fired her first shot.

The bang and the recoil and the scent of metal and fire provided a rush unlike anything she’d experienced before. But while the rush of the gun range was always a welcomed thrill, what Sam enjoyed most was the time spent with her father.

Her parents had divorced when she was young, and her mother had received sole custody. While she loved her father, he wasn’t exactly the most stable adult. He could never hold a job and had been evicted from more houses and apartments in a year than most people had during their lifetime, and he was a fan of the drink.

He was never violent or abusive, never did anything inappropriate, but he had a slew of DUIs, and after his fifth failed attempt at sobriety, her mother packed up her bags and took Sam away while he was on one of his benders.

Never in her life had she cried so much as she did on the day that they drove away. She kept her face pressed up against the hot glass of the rear window, the rows of the heat wire distorting the view of their house with thin black lines.

At the time, she didn’t understand why they had to leave. No amount of reason or rational thinking could be used to sway the mind of a six-year-old girl who wouldn’t get to see her father except for every other weekend.

And while she understood her mother’s actions now, she had lorded the separation from her father over her mother for many years as a teenager. All of that pent-up angst and emotion channeled into fury against her mother that she still regretted to this day.

Sam continued sipping the beer, looking at the other pictures on the wall, which were primarily related to family—holidays, weekend trips, that sort of thing.

But there was one picture near the end. It was just after she’d completed her training with the marshals. Her dad had his arm around her as she held up the diploma they handed out at the ceremony. The fact that he had shown up brought tears to her eyes.

At the time, her father had just been admitted to the hospital the week prior, right during the middle of her final exams and evaluations. It was heart failure. All of those years hitting the bottle every night had finally caught up with him at the ripe old age of fifty-three.

But that day, he didn’t look sick or tired. He didn’t come stumbling into the ceremony, reeking of a run-down bar. He came as he was in that picture, dressed in a suit and tie, clean shaven with a few cut marks along his chin, his hair parted and slicked back with palm oil, and that wide, hearty grin on his face.

Even Sam’s mother was surprised he came. Aside from the accomplishment of graduating from the US Marshals, having her father at the ceremony was the most significant moment of her life.

He had missed so much when she was growing up. Birthdays, holidays, proms, and boyfriends. The fact that he made it there meant the world to her. And she was thankful for the time spent with him, because she knew there wasn’t much time left.

Barry Cohen fought for another six months before his body finally shut down. No matter how hard he tried to quit the booze, he just couldn’t stop. And because he was free to leave the public hospital, the doctors couldn’t stop him from grabbing a bottle of Jack Daniels and passing out on the sidewalk, only to be hurried back to the ER after some concerned citizen called 911.

Sam never understood her father’s addiction. But she had always attributed her drive to him. Her father was a skilled tracker. And she was amazed at how he could pull down a deer anywhere within the sight of his scope. On their hunting trips, they never went home empty-handed.

But her skill with a gun and her drive weren’t the only things Sam had inherited from her father. She had a tendency to isolate herself, avoiding connection with other people. And while her father used alcohol to do that, she used work.

It wasn’t as much of a health hazard as booze, at least not from a medical standpoint, but she had burned through more overtime than any other marshal in her division.

She wished her father were still alive. She wanted to speak to him, to ask his advice on what she should do. But in her heart, she already knew what he’d say.

“If you’re making a decision out of fear, then it’s not much of a decision at all.”

It was one of the few chunks of sober wisdom that Barry Cohen was able to pass down before he passed on. That and a few off-color jokes that helped her out with her male peers in the academy.

Sam finished the beer then tossed the glass bottle in the trash and got down on her hands and knees next to her bed. She reached underneath and removed a long case that had four locked latches along the side.

She twirled the four-number combination on the lock, and once it released, she flipped the silver latches of the case up and raised the lid. Inside was a .300 Winchester Magnum bolt-action rifle. The stock had a walnut finish, and when Sam picked it up out of the case, she was thrust back into the open fields of Texas, crouched down low in the high grass, her father at her side.

Muscle memory allowed her to dismantle the weapon in less than sixty seconds, and she worked her fingers along the pieces of machinery deftly, cleaning the weapon, which she hadn’t used in months. Halfway through the cleaning, her phone rang, and Sam snatched it off the carpet quickly. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” Grant answered. “A little surprised that you were able to pick up. What happened?”

“Hickem brought me in,” Sam replied, setting aside the cleaning tools. “Multz put me on administrative leave.”

“Do you have eyes on you?”

“No,” Sam answered. And she had made sure of that on the way to her apartment. She figured that Hickem would bring some guys to tail her, but there wasn’t anything suspicious on her return home. But that didn’t mean it would stay that way. “What do you need, Grant?”

“It won’t be easy.”

“I’m ready,” Sam said.

“Meet me in the warehouse district north of the city. There is a small abandoned auto repair shop on Seventeenth Avenue. I’ll be inside. If you have any radios, bring them. And your rifle.”

“I can leave in five.”

“Thank you, Sam.”

After Grant hung up, Sam let the phone linger by her ear. She looked at the dismantled rifle by her side. She pocketed the phone and double-timed it in reassembling the weapon.

Once finished, she put the rifle back in the case and grabbed a duffel bag and stuffed it with ammunition and magazines. She grabbed a bottle of water and a half-eaten sandwich from the fridge and added it to the ammunition. She figured that this would be a quick job, but there was no telling how long she might be gone. It was a sad attempt at a last meal, but it was the only thing she had.
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The front of the repair shop was lined with broken-down cars. The paint had rusted on all of them, and weeds and grass crawled up their flat tires and into the wheel wells. All the windows had been smashed, most likely broken by a bunch of kids with nothing better to do, littering the ground with glass.

Grant sat perched on a chair behind the counter of the service center. The place was old, everything covered in dust, and the glass in the windows had aged to the point of clouding.

The register on the counter was one of those old analog counters, but all of the buttons were stuck in the down position. The money tray was open, but like the rest of the building, it was devoid of any value.

The only light in the area came from a post out on the sidewalk, leaving the building in darkness. Still, Grant had circled the shop twice before breaking in, not that it was hard, considering the door was unlocked. But he didn’t want to run into any trouble with homeless, knowing that it would only draw attention. Thankfully the place was empty.

Grant repeatedly checked the time on his phone, which was running low on battery. Thirty-two minutes had passed since his conversation with Sam. And the longer he waited, the more his worry grew.

A crunch of glass echoed from the garage, and Grant stood, pistol aimed at the door to the garage bays, which was open. While his eyes had adjusted to the darkness, it was still hard to see. It was quiet for a long time, and then Sam stepped from the darkness.

She held a long black case and had a duffel bag slung over her shoulder. They both stood frozen for a minute, and then Sam dropped the bags, and the pair rushed to meet one another.

Grant threw his arms around her and picked her up off the floor, and Sam reciprocated the embrace. They clung to each other hungrily, and for the first time since Mocks was taken, Grant felt a flood of relief hit him.

It was Sam who finally broke the embrace, and while it was dark, Grant could see the tears in her eyes. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah.” Grant cupped her face, smiling. “You?”

Sam laughed. “Been better.”

That same overwhelming urge to kiss her resurfaced, but instead he dropped his hands from her face and stepped back.

Looking disappointed, Sam shrugged. “So what’s the plan?”

Grant nodded and stepped around her and into the garage. She followed, and he was mindful of the minefield of rusted machinery that dotted the darkened floor. They walked out the back door, and he pointed north to where a dirty-yellow light brightened the horizon. “That’s where they’re keeping her.”

Sam squinted at the line of trees that blocked the structure from view. “It’s a warehouse?”

“Yeah,” Grant answered. “I haven’t risked trying to get close, because I know they’ll have people waiting for me.” He turned to her. “I need someone to help watch my back. Did you bring the radios?”

“And the rifle, but Grant, you need to understand that I’ll be able to get one, maybe two shots in before all hell breaks loose.” Sam pointed toward the building. “The last intel I heard about Joza mentioned he traveled with a lot of muscle. And if they make you go inside the building and I lose line of sight, then it’s game over.”

Grant nodded. “I understand. I’ll get them to come outside, somehow.”

“I can scope out a good spot then let you know when I’m in position,” she said and then moved closer to him. “But like I said before, you’ll only have—”

“A few seconds,” he replied. “Yeah, I know.”

The pair lingered in silence a little while longer, staring at the dirty-yellow horizon of false light from the warehouse. Grant wasn’t sure his mission would be successful, but he knew that he would die trying.

“Listen,” Grant said. “If I can’t get her out or if she dies or if I die, just get out of there, okay? You’ll have enough fallout to deal with after the dust settles.”

“The only way this settles is if we bring back Joza and Links,” Sam answered. “If we can’t bring back the big fish, then my career is over, and you’ll be in jail. I’ll only shoot to kill Links or Joza if the situation calls for it, but I need you to promise the same thing.”

“I’m not sure I can,” Grant said.

“You have to. If not for yourself, then for Mocks.” Sam took his hand. “For me.”

The warmth that radiated from her hand spread through Grant’s arm and the rest of his body. He squeezed her hand back, and he let himself believe that he could make it to the other side. He let himself believe that there was a chance for tomorrow. And that chance was because of her.

“I will,” Grant said.

Sam smiled, squeezing Grant’s hand back even harder than before, then let go, releasing a heavy sigh. “We can do this, Grant.”

“I know.”

Sam handed over a spare pistol to Grant, then returned into the station to grab her gear, while Grant waited for her outside. He needed to get his head in the game for one last ride.
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Links paced the warehouse floor, checking his watch every fifteen seconds. The deadline that he’d given Grant was fast approaching, and he still hadn’t heard anything. And the downtime provided Links the opportunity to reexamine his options in the slim chance that Grant didn’t show.

If the plan here should fail, he might be able to convince the current administration that he was more valuable to them out on the street than behind bars. His most recent transgressions had given him clout with the international organizations that the United States government deemed threats. He might be able to work a deal if he played his cards right. But he wouldn’t have a hand to hold if he was dead. Staying alive was at the top of his priority list.

Links approached a window near the south exit of the warehouse. Outside was a graveyard of broken machinery. He thought of all of those people who came to work here, each of them pulling their mundane levers, pressing the same buttons repeatedly day in and day out, always going through the same motions and never able to see what was beyond their noses.

He imagined there was an outcry from the workers here when the company moved its operations overseas to save money. He could see the fingers pointing and imagine the frustration and fear at the prospect of unemployment, the squabbling over the fact that they were paid tens of thousands of dollars every year to do what a machine could have accomplished for pennies on the dollar.

The thought of all those idiots losing their entitlements made him feel better. Those people had finally gotten a taste of what the rest of the world experienced.

The alarm on Links’s watched beeped. The hour was up. He turned to Joza and the others. Each of them had heard the alarm.

“He’s not here,” Joza said, his speech slightly slurred from the booze, though the playfulness was gone from his face. The poker game was over. “Bring the woman to me.”

“Just a few more minutes,” Links said.

Joza stood, kicking the chair behind him, and his men rose with him. He clenched his fists, and his face reddened. “I will not be made of fool of!” He turned to the nearest man. “Poluchit zhenshchinu.”

Links approached the table near Joza with caution. “We have to be smart about this.” He tapped the side of his head. “Remember? That’s what you liked about me. And this isn’t a smart move.”

Joza snatched the nearly empty bottle of vodka off the table and brought it to his lips. He tilted the bottle back, and the last bits of clear liquid disappeared into his gut. He then slammed the bottle to the ground, and the glass shattered. “Smart doesn’t get you power.” He beat his chest. “Anton Joza is power!”

The door in the back opened, and Mocks was dragged by one of Joza’s men while she impotently tried to fend off the massive thug. She was tossed to the floor at Links’s feet, her massive belly scraping the floor, and Links could see the bandaged area where they’d cut her.

Joza walked over, holding a 9mm pistol in his hand with dangerously casual indifference. He grabbed Links’s wrist, opened his hand, and shoved the handle of the weapon into it then closed Links’s fingers around the grip.

“Kill her,” Joza said.

Mocks looked at the gun and then looked at Links. “You don’t have the balls, do you? I bet you’ll make one of these cronies do the dirty work for you. You love pulling the strings, but you don’t like the sight of blood.”

Joza laughed. “Even she is not afraid to die! And you stand there trembling like a virgin in front of a hooker. Shoot her.” Joza removed another pistol and aimed it at Links. “Or I will shoot you.”

“Wait!” Links no longer had a handle on the situation. The control was slipping away.

“I’ll count to three,” Joza said. “One.”

“Just a little more time.” Links hyperventilated, the palm holding the gun suddenly growing cold and clammy.

“Two.”

Links raised the pistol, his finger trembling as he placed it over the trigger. He locked eyes with Mocks, who wouldn’t turn away, as if the gesture of staring her killer in the eye was some act of courage. It only made Links furious. Maybe that was the point.

“Thre—”

“Links!”

Every head turned toward the door, and Links wasn’t sure which sigh was louder, his or Mocks’s. He lowered the weapon and looked at Joza. “It’s him.”

But Joza kept the pistol raised and his finger on the trigger. He stepped toward Links and didn’t stop until the end of the barrel was pressed against his forehead. “And you think I shouldn’t kill you?”

“Your son,” Links answered, shaking. “You still don’t know where he is.”

“No, but I bet I can get that dog outside to find out for me,” Joza answered. “What do you think?”

“I think it’s a mistake.” Links whispered through tight lips. The pistol had frozen him in place.

Joza nodded, as if he were pondering the statement. “Perhaps you’re right.” He lowered the pistol, and he walked past Links to the door. “Let’s get this done.”

Links collapsed to his knees, sweat pouring off of him in buckets. On the ground, he caught hold of Mocks’s stare, and he could have sworn he saw the shadow of a smile on her face as one of the thugs picked her up off the ground and dragged her past.
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It was a long walk from the repair shop to the warehouse. Sam headed east, while Grant headed north. The agreement was for him to remain on the south side of the building.

Once he was out of the trees, there was nothing but concrete before the edge of the warehouse. All of the outside lights had been turned on, no doubt to make sure they could see Grant coming.

He kept the laptop tucked beneath his arm, and he scanned the rooftops for any snipers that Joza might have set up. But the hardest part was not looking for Sam. He didn’t want to give the impression that he had backup anywhere.

Past the gate and into what used to be the parking lot, Grant was one hundred yards from a pair of doors. His heart was hammering in his chest, and the pistol in his waistband had grown oddly heavy.

It would happen quickly, and he knew that he’d need to react the moment the bullets started flying.

Grant stopped twenty yards from the door. It was a distance in which he was confident in his accuracy, but far enough away to make shooting him a challenge. He lingered there for a moment, waiting for Links to appear, but when no one came, he let his be presence known.

“Links!” Grant’s voice boomed into the night air, and the word caused his breaths to grow labored. He scanned the windows and the doors and searched behind him for any movement. But after a few seconds, the front doors opened, and Grant was surprised to find Anton Joza walking out, surrounded by a cluster of his men.

“The detective.” Joza walked with a swagger in his steps, his arms spread wide and his lips creased upward with a smile. “The man of the hour.” He stomped his foot into the pavement and then laughed.

The doors behind Joza opened again, and this time a man dragged Mocks by the scruff of her neck and planted her on her knees right in front of Joza, and he gently stroked her hair.

“You must love this woman very much,” Joza said. “And I can see that you’re a man of conviction. You’ve done much to guarantee her safety. Theft, deception.” He laughed. “Maybe I should have you come to work for me.”

Grant didn’t pay much attention to Joza, his eyes on Mocks. She looked all right, though there was a tear in her shirt where she’d been cut, and Grant saw the flash of white bandage underneath.

“Where’s Links?” And almost as if on command, Links emerged from the double doors like a wounded dog. Grant lifted the laptop. “It’s all here. 5.8 billion. Just like we agreed upon.”

Joza looked at Links and then gestured to Grant. “Fetch, boy.”

Links approached with slow strides of defiance, and Grant’s heart hammered faster. Sam’s signal to shoot was the moment they confirmed the money and before they had a chance to shoot Mocks or him.

Links stopped a few feet short of Grant and held out his hand, forcing Grant to meet him the rest of the way. He obliged, the laptop extended, but when Links took hold of it and tried to pull it away, Grant kept hold of his end.

“Time to give it up, Grant,” Links said. “Unless you want your partner’s baby spilled out onto the concrete.”

“Is this what you really want?” Grant asked, keeping his voice low. “This is how you want to be remembered after all of those years working for the government, working for the people?”

“We don’t get to choose how people remember us,” Links answered. “You should know that better than anyone. What did your years of service mean to the people after those women died? Hmm? What did all of those hours at work mean to your boss when you defied him?” Links leaned forward. “It didn’t mean shit. I don’t care how they remember me. I want to live.” He yanked at the laptop harder, and Grant finally let go.

Links turned slowly but walked back to Joza quickly, opening the laptop on the way, no doubt waiting for the system to load.

Grant shifted and fidgeted uneasily. The glow from the computer screen illuminated Links’s face, and after a minute, he leaned over to Joza, whispering something in his ear that made Joza smile and then break out into hearty laughter.

“You really are a man of your word!” Joza clapped, and Grant did a quick count of the men armed with assault rifles. There were eight. “It’s good for a man to keep his word in society.” He held up his fists. “It creates balance, trust.” The smile faded, and he dropped his fists and reached inside his jacket.

When Joza removed a pistol and aimed it at Mocks’s head, the first gunshot rang out and dropped the man closest to Joza. The bullet entered the left side of his head and jerked it violently in the opposite direction.

In the same instance, Grant reached for his own pistol then fired on the wings of Joza’s guard, shooting one of them on the far right. He charged forward, squeezing the trigger repeatedly as Sam provided cover from the east.

The sudden attack pushed the survivors back, all their gunfire directed at Grant as Mocks scrambled to her feet, head ducked low, fleeing as fast as she could.

“Come on, come on!” Grant was relentless in his assault, never a break in squeezing the trigger. He stretched out his hand, reaching for Mocks, and the moment their fingers interlaced, he pulled her to the nearest rusted dumpster for cover.

Mocks kept her hands on her stomach, and the bullets thumped against the dumpster, ringing loudly. Grant pivoted around the corner, returning fire while he heard the thunderous shots of Sam’s rifle echo above.

“Grant!” Mocks said, grabbing hold of his shoulder. “We have to get out of here, now!”

He spun around, ejected his empty magazine, then reloaded. “You go. If I can bring Joza and Links back in, it’ll help clear Sam’s name.”

Mocks struggled to catch her breath. “I figured that was her.”

Grant removed another pistol from his waistband and handed it to Mocks. “Take this.” He then removed his phone and shoved it into her other hand. “There’s an auto repair shop half a mile south of here, just through those trees. Call Hickem and let him know where we are, and then keep going as far away from this place as you can.”

“Grant, I can’t—”

He gripped Mocks by the shoulders. “I’m not asking.” He looked down at her stomach. “Now go.”

Hesitation spread across her face, but he knew that deep down she understood. She had a future. Her son had a future.

Without warning, Mocks kissed Grant on the lips, and when she pulled back, she kept her hands on his cheeks. “You come back. You hear me? Come back alive.”

Grant nodded and then watched as Mocks disappeared into the trees. As he watched her go, all of that guilt and anxiousness flooded out of him, and all that remained was hot anger. Anger because of what he’d done to the people he’d cared about, and anger toward the ones responsible for harming them.
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Sam had found the highest ground with the clearest view of the warehouse’s south side that she could scavenge. It was on a hill to the east of the trees that separated the warehouse and the repair shop where she met Grant.

The vantage point allowed her to see either side of the building, allowing her to cover nearly three exits instead of only one.

She spotted the black SUVs on the east end, which she was betting were Joza’s cars. If they decided to run, she had a clear shot at their getaway vehicles. Once she was in position, she let Grant know and then hunkered down for the long wait, her vision narrowing to the crosshairs of her scope.

The lens magnified her sight and thrust her to the front double doors. She worked on her movement, sliding to her left and right to find the other exits, practicing the motion until she was comfortable with her speed. She brought the other magazines up and spaced them out so they were easy for her to reach and reload.

When Grant came into the view of the scope in the parking lot, her heart was hammering as though she were in a sprint. She followed him in the crosshairs, knowing that if he went down, then Mocks would die too.

But she had to keep reminding herself that Mocks was the priority. She was hell bent on keeping her promise to Grant. She wasn’t going to let her die, no matter what.

Sam heard Grant’s scream from her position, his voice angry and defiant in the night. She waited for Joza and the others to step outside, praying that they wouldn’t make him go into the structure. The windows on the warehouse walls were too high and close to the ceiling. She wouldn’t have a shot if they forced Grant inside. She’d have to move.

But when Joza stepped out of the doors with his thugs, Sam breathed a sigh of relief. She kept a bead on Joza and then on Mocks as she was dragged from the warehouse. Aside from a little dirt and fatigue, she looked unharmed.

Sam took a breath and let her body relax. Her mind became aware of only her finger on the trigger and the target in her sights. Everything else faded away. She slowed her breathing and calmed her heart rate.

Accuracy was all about precision, and you couldn’t be precise if you were nervous. There needed to be confidence in your movements, and your movements needed to be guided by purpose. Without purpose, there was no action.

Links came out of the doors next, and then he walked over to Grant and grabbed the laptop from him and took it back. Sam remained calm, even though she knew the moment was drawing near.

The crosshairs fell onto the man nearest to Joza. She figured if one of them was going to make a move, then it would be him.

Sam watched the conversations through the scope. She couldn’t read lips, but she had an idea of the few choice words the pair had selected. And then, when Joza removed his pistol from his jacket, Sam squeezed the trigger.

The body dropped, and she pulled back the bolt to reload as she pivoted her aim to another thug. The crosshairs lined up on a dumbfounded thug, who scoured the horizon for the hidden shooter, and before he realized what was coming for him, he had a matching bullet in his brain for his trouble.

After the second shot, all hell broke loose. Grant returned fire, and Mocks sprinted toward safety while Sam kept pressure on Joza and his crew, pushing them back into the warehouse. She brought two more heads into her crosshairs, dropping both of them as Mocks and Grant found safety behind a nearby dumpster.

But Sam didn’t stop shooting until Joza and Links had completed their retreat into the building. And when she saw Mocks sprint away to safety, she pivoted her aim toward the east end of the building.

“Sam, Mocks is safe,” Grant said over the radio.

“Good. I’ve got the east end covered.”

“I’m going in.”

“Just remember—”

“Links and Joza stay alive,” Grant said.

“Watch your six. I don’t have x-ray vision up here.”

The radio clicked off, and Sam kept her sights on the exit toward the vehicles. At least fifteen yards separated the door and the escape cars. She could bring down at least two of them before they made it to the car doors. Maybe three if she was quick with her adjustments.

She thought about taking out the tires before they even arrived, but she didn’t want to alert them to her presence and scare them off. The element of surprise was her best weapon. They knew there was another shooter for sure, but they still had no idea of her location.

The wait brought with it its own challenges as she struggled not to look back to find where Mocks had run off to. But she fought through the urge, and when the doors opened on the west end of the warehouse, she opened fire.

The first thug made it halfway before Sam placed a bullet through his temple and he face-planted on the pavement.

Sam pivoted an inch to her left and found the others stopped in their tracks, two of them firing randomly in her direction, though she knew that they couldn’t see her.

The crosshairs fell dead center on the beet-red face of a bearded Russian, who screamed as he pressed his finger down on the trigger and unleashed a barrage of bullets toward her.

A quick pump of recoil against Sam’s shoulder, and the anger from the Russian disappeared as the bullet split open the top half of his skull.

She pivoted the crosshairs toward the door, where she saw Links hovering at the entrance. His gaze kept switching between the dead Russians and the cars. Joza was nowhere to be found, but Links kept looking back behind him.

“C’mon, you little shit,” Sam said, whispering to herself. “I know you want to.” She took a breath and then exhaled, the center of the crosshairs dancing around Links’s head as he kept the door over him as cover. “Do it.”

And as if Links had heard her request, he sprinted from the door, arms flailing and legs pumping wildly on his path toward the first SUV.

Sam followed his movements, guiding the crosshairs to lead her target. Her muscles calmed, her mind and body relaxed. She needed to stop him, but she couldn’t kill him. The placement had to be perfect, and she waited for her shot. She didn’t panic when he crossed the halfway point, nor when his hand touched the door handle. With his back turned, she lined up the crosshairs along his calf and pulled the trigger.

Links dropped to the pavement, his hand immediately reaching for the bloody mess that was his left leg, and Sam finally lifted her eye from the scope, surveying the carnage below in a broader scale.

Links was the only body moving among the dead, and Sam rose to her feet then heaved the rifle up on her descent to the parking lot, which triggered tiny avalanches of loose dirt.

Still trying to escape, Links reached for the door handle, smearing blood along the door, but couldn’t reach. When Sam hovered over him with the rifle aimed at his head, Links finally gave up.

“Keeping me alive?” Links trembled as he closed his eyes and lay flat on his back. “Smart. It’ll help buy you out of whatever mess that got you into this trouble in the first place.”

“Good for me,” Sam replied. “Bad for you.”

Links laughed, and a cold sweat broke out on his forehead. “Bad for everyone.” He opened his eyes and didn’t even have enough strength to lift his head from the pavement. “What do you think they’re going to do to me when you bring me in? Huh? You think—Gah.” He reached for his calf and then shut his eyes again, shaking.

“It doesn’t matter what you say,” Sam said, gun still pointed at him with her finger on the trigger. “There isn’t any talking your way out of this.”

“Maybe not with you.” Links lay still save for the occasional spasm of pain. “I’ve been with the FBI a long time. I know their secrets. I know their weaknesses. You don’t think I have contingencies if I was ever caught?” He laughed, but it was cut short by a sharp round of coughing.

Sam stepped closer and pressed the end of her rifle against Links’s forehead. “I bet it’d be hard to talk with a bullet in your head.”

“It would,” Links replied. “But is that what you’re going to do? I’m your ticket home. Are you really going to throw it away?”

“What lies could you spin?” Sam asked, weighing her freedom over the cost of killing the piece of scum that she had beneath her boot. “How many others would you kill to save your own skin?”

“As many as it takes,” Links answered. “And I’ll do it without the hesitation you’re showing now. Because I want to live. Do you?”

A thousand different scenarios raced through Sam’s mind, but all of them revolved around Links’s life. Dead or alive, there were consequences, but could she let him live to save herself? Could she let this deadly spider spin more webs, cost more lives?

“And what about Grant?” Links asked. “You kill me, and he’ll be locked away for sure. I think you can trust my opinion when I tell you that treason isn’t something our government takes very lightly. Especially with the public attention that this case has received.”

“Shut up,” Sam said, pressing the barrel harder against his skull.

Gunshots fired inside, and Sam turned toward the doors.

“He’s as good as dead in there,” Links said. “So what are you going to do, Marshal? What path are you going to take?”

Sam’s heart raced faster with every gunshot. She wanted to kill him. She knew everything that he said was true. His life might grant Sam and Grant their freedom, but his death would prevent him from leveraging the system for his own benefit, and it prevented the deaths of more innocent lives.

“Tick tock,” Links said, his cheeks going pale from blood loss. “Time’s running out.”
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Grant inched toward the edge of the dumpster, the barrage of enemy fire dying down. He craned his head around the side and saw four dead bodies on the ground, which meant that Joza’s personal army had shrunk to four.

Three deep breaths, and Grant spun from the cover of the dumpster, pistol raised, and he managed to fire off one shot before the double doors to the warehouse closed and Joza and his men finished their retreat inside.

Slammed up against the wall near the doors, Grant slowly reached for the door handle then pushed it open. In the same motion, he slid inside, shifting toward the darkness, his only means of cover. A table and chairs sat in the middle of the room, but aside from a few other old stacks of crates, there wasn’t anything or anyone else inside.

Grant moved quickly across the open floor, knowing it wouldn’t be long before Sam opened fire. If she couldn’t get them to sprint back, then both of them would have to face the music.

Gunfire echoed outside. It was low at first and then heightened into a hailstorm with the thugs’ retaliatory gunshots.

Grant kept low by the door, waiting for Sam to flush them back inside, and when he heard the shouts coming from the door, he raised his pistol, poised to fire.

The first man burst inside, his attention focused on the hallway where he’d just left from, and then two more piled inside, and Grant lined up the nearest thug’s head with his sight and squeezed the trigger.

The thug’s head popped back, and Grant already had his aim on the second target when both men turned. He squeezed the trigger, and again the shooter’s head jerked back, and he collapsed to the floor.

The third shooter opened fire, and just when Grant lined up his shot, he felt hot burning pain tear through his side. He fired, and the barrage of bullets from the third man ended, and the man dropped to the floor.

With the pain in his side, Grant spun to the wall, palm on the wound, where he felt the warmth and stickiness of blood. “Shit.” He stood and kept his back against the wall as he made his way toward the door.

Whispers filtered from the other side, and Grant knew there were only Links, Joza, and a thug left to deal with. “It’s over!” Grant’s voice cracked as he screamed. “You’re surrounded, and more authorities are on their way.”

Grant lingered by the door’s edge, the blood spreading from the dead men’s heads growing in the silence.

Gunfire broke the quiet and forced Grant to retreat from the door. He’d made it all the way to a stack of crates when Joza burst through the entrance, wielding an AK-47 and refusing to take his finger off the trigger.

The bullets tore apart the flimsy wood of the stack of crates, and Grant could do little but duck and pray.

When the barrage finally ended, the din of gunshots was replaced by Joza’s voice. “You think you’ve won?” Joza screamed. “You think you’ve beaten me?” He squeezed the trigger again, this time causing the top half of the crate structure to collapse, and forcing Grant to remain on his knees.

Bullet casings hit the floor, and Joza finally let his finger off the trigger. “I will not be defeated by you! I am Anton Joza! I will fight until my last breath.”

Grant paused to listen, hearing Joza coming up on his right, which meant Grant could circle around to the left. He moved quickly, and it only took four steps before he made it around the crates, and Joza tried to pivot toward him, but it was too late. Grant fired, winging Joza on the shoulder and dropping him to the floor.

He rushed over and kicked the rifle out of the big man’s hands and put his foot on the wound, keeping the pistol trained on Joza’s face. “Don’t move, asshole.”

Joza writhed on the floor and spit blood on Grant’s leg. “You don’t want to kill me?” He smiled then laughed. “You know, I was the one who had the bitch cut. I think it may have hit the kid.”

Grant dropped to a knee and pressed the barrel of the gun into Joza’s forehead. The man was a monster. And Grant had killed monsters before. It was easy. Just a quick pull of his finger, and the world would never have to worry about Anton Joza again.

“I don’t fear death,” Joza said. “Go on. Do it. Or I’ll just keep sending more men after that woman and that little bastard living in her stomach. I’ll send men after you. I’ll kill everyone you love. It won’t end. Do it!”

Grant’s hand trembled, and he applied more pressure to the pistol. He broke the skin on Joza’s forehead, and blood dripped down his temples. He hyperventilated, and the desire to scratch that itch in the back of his mind only intensified. And just when he was about to pull the trigger, Sam burst through the double doors, rifle in hand, breathless.

“It’s done,” Sam said. “Grant, it’s over.”

Grant peeled his face away from Joza’s and stared into Sam’s eyes. She was right. He removed the pistol from Joza’s head and stood. And as the sirens sounded in the distance, Grant knew that they were still so far from any peace.
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The press, the online attention, the constant pressure from every side were enough to bury Grant. But there was one lifeline out there that he clung to, his bright light at the end of the tunnel. And anytime that he wanted to just give up, he’d look to that light and remember the future that came with it.

The hallway outside of the waiting room was busy, and every time a nurse neared, Grant would half rise out of his seat, only to sit back down once the nurse had passed the door.

He clasped his hands together tightly, gently sawing them back and forth as he bounced his leg like a jackhammer. But a hand reached over and covered his fists, and his leg stopped its hopping.

“I’m sure everything is fine,” Sam said, leaning into his ear, her voice a soothing whisper.

“Yeah.” Grant took her hand and gently massaged her fingers.

A TV sat in the top corner of the room across from where they sat, and Grant grimaced when a news report of their incident flashed across the screen.

Links’s picture appeared alongside Joza’s, though Grant’s and Sam’s pictures never appeared. Still, the images reminded him of the officers waiting in the hallway. The moment they were finished here, they’d be whisked away to a dark room and interrogated until the authorities had either the truth or what they wanted to hear. Grant planned on telling them whatever was needed to protect Sam... and if he could, their future together.

“Your leg is bouncing again,” Sam said, her eyes closed and her head still leaning on Grant’s shoulder.

Grant looked at his knee and stopped the motion. “Sorry.”

Sam placed her hand on his chest. “I know you’re worried, but there isn’t anything we can do.” Sam shifted sideways in her chair so that she faced Grant. She ran her hands through his hair, tucking the long strands behind his ears. “Multz will help us, and despite how upset Hickem is, I think he’ll put in a good word too.”

Grant scoffed. “I wouldn’t count on Hickem.”

“People can surprise you.” She kissed his cheek, causing him to close his eyes to savor the moment and miss the nurse opening the door.

“Mr. Grant?”

Grant opened his eyes and stood to find a middle-aged bald man wearing scrubs. “Is everything okay? Is the—”

“Everyone is doing just fine,” the nurse answered, laughing as he tried to calm Grant down. “Mrs. Mullocks asked me to come and get you so you can say hello.”

The butterflies batting around in Grant’s stomach were some of the worst he’d ever experienced in his life. He took hold of Sam’s hand, squeezing it tight on their walk toward the room. He still hadn’t spoken to Rick since their last meeting, and while Mocks might have wanted them in the room, Grant was sure that Rick would object.

The nurse opened the door for them, staying in the hallway. “You two only get a few minutes. They need their rest.”

“Thank you,” Sam said.

Grant turned the corner first and found Mocks propped up in bed with a stack of pillows at her back, and a tiny pink-faced bundle wrapped in a blue-and-white blanket that stopped Grant’s heart and his feet.

Mocks turned toward them, her eyes tired as she smiled. “Hey, partner. Want to come and say hello?”

“Yeah,” Grant said, his voice a whisper.

Before he walked over, Sam pulled him aside, forcing him to sanitize his hands and arms before picking up the baby.

It had been a long time since he had held something so small and precious, and as he gently scooped the boy out of Mocks’s arms, the weight of the child went beyond its size.

“He’s beautiful, Mocks,” he said, staring at the boy, then smiled wide.

Sam sidled up next to him and let the boy grab hold of her finger, making her laugh. “Strong little guy.”

“He gets that from his mother.”

Grant turned at the sound of Rick’s voice. He stood at the foot of the bed. Grant hadn’t even noticed him when he entered the room. “I’m sure he gets a little bit from you too.”

Mocks held out her hand, and Rick joined her at her bedside. She kissed the top of his hand and then looked at Grant. “So we’ll probably need a babysitter over the next ten years. You guys available?”

“Hopefully,” Grant answered.

“Hey,” Mocks said. “You two are going to be fine.”

“That’s what I keep telling him,” Sam said. “Though I haven’t been able to convince him yet.” She held out her arms. “Let me hold him.”

Grant gingerly passed the baby to Sam, who gently swayed him back and forth, triggering more joyous coos. And while Sam had tried to convince Grant for the past twenty-four hours that they were going to be okay and, despite all of the questioning and the press and general feelings of stress, that everything was going to turn out all right, he hadn’t felt good until that moment.

He had never been the type of person to believe in love at first sight, especially after Ellen died, but standing there and watching Sam hold that baby thrust him into a future that he wanted to sprint to and never look back.

“Just take it slow, cowboy.”

Grant turned to find Mocks smiling at him. “Weren’t you the one telling me that I should put myself out there?”

“Hey, I just wanted you to get laid.”

Sam burst out laughing, and Grant chuckled. God, even her laugh was perfect. “So what name did you end up going with?”

“We tossed around a few ideas, and we each had our favorite, but both of us could only agree on one,” Rick said.

“Well?” Sam asked. “What did you decide?”

“Chase,” Mocks answered.

The tears formed in Grant’s eyes before he even turned to look at Mocks.

“We thought naming him after his godfather would be an easy way to score babysitting points.” Mocks smiled wide, but her eyes grew red and glassy.

Rick stepped around the side of the bed, walking toward Grant, and stuck out his hand. Crying, Grant shook it and then hugged Rick.

“Thank you,” Rick said.

When they finally pulled apart, Grant was still wiping the tears from his eyes, and when he looked at Mocks and found her in tears, she quickly wagged her finger.

“No,” Mocks said. “You’re the one who started the crying.”

Grant walked over to her and hugged her, the pair embracing, and Mocks whispered in his ear just as Rick had. “Thank you, Grant. For everything.”

This time when he pulled away, the tears had faded, but he found Sam with tears in her eyes. And the moment was interrupted by a knock on the door.

“Hey, folks,” the nurse said. “Time’s up. They need to get their rest now.”

Sam handed the baby to Rick then grabbed hold of Grant’s hand as they walked out the door. Grant used his free hand to keep the residual tears from falling. She gave his hand a squeeze.

“Hey,” Sam said. “I told you it would work out.”

And while he was thankful for the peace that Mocks and Rick had given him, and even more grateful for the future that Sam allowed him, when he saw Hickem and Multz at the end of the hallway, that feeling of doubt that had plagued him for the past day returned.

Hickem was flanked by his people, while Multz showed up alone.

“Yeah,” Grant said. “Let’s hope that good luck continues.”

Hickem lowered his eyes to Grant and Sam’s hands and then shook his head. He remained quiet for a minute and gave a simple flick of his head to the man on his left, who stepped forward and grabbed Grant’s hands and cuffed his wrists behind his back.

“Is that really necessary?” Sam asked.

“Part of the deal, sweetheart,” Hickem answered. “Multz gets you. I get Grant. But, uh...” He stepped closer. “I can give you a pair of handcuffs to use for later if you want. You know, just for fun.”

“That’s enough, Hickem.” Multz barked the order as if he’d been having to deal with his shit all day. “C’mon, Sam, let’s go.”

The group walked down the hallway together for a while but then diverged left and right at the hallway’s next intersection. Grant kept trying to turn to look behind him, which only provided him glimpses of Sam, who did the same as Multz pulled her away. He desperately wanted to see her again.

“So how’s the midget?” Hickem asked, keeping his face forward on their walk.

It took Grant a second to realize that Hickem was talking about Mocks. “She’s fine. Baby’s all right too.”

“Good,” Hickem replied, a note of relief in his voice. “I know she’s always hated me, but I always liked her. We had a mutual understanding of what was necessary for success. We may not have always agreed on the methods, but we wanted the same result.”

“Then you must be happy as a clam right now.” He wiggled his shoulders. The pain from the cuffs’ tightness was starting to get to him.

“I’m not happy, Grant,” Hickem said, his long stride keeping him in the lead. “I didn’t want it to go down this way. If you had just played by the rules like the rest of us, I could have helped.”

“Some things you just have to do yourself.”

Hickem held up his hand, bringing everyone to a halt with him. He sighed, lowered his hand, and then turned to face Grant. He looked haggard, more worn than the last time Grant had seen him. And that was saying something since it had been less than a day. “Not everyone has the ability to just turn off that part of their brain that adheres to law and order whenever something goes wrong. You don’t think I wanted to snag Links by any means necessary? I did. But it seems that your absence from the land of law enforcement wiped not only your common sense, but your knowledge of due process.”

Grant narrowed his eyes, examining Hickem, and then he shook his head, overwhelmed chuckles escaping his lips. “He’s already copped to a deal, hasn’t he? What’d Links say he’d do?”

“That’s not your concern.” Hickem spoke through barely opened lips. “You need to do one thing, and one thing only, Grant, if you want to make it out of this in one piece, and that’s keeping a tight lip and pleading insanity. I’ll do what I can, but I can’t make any promises, all right?”

Grant said nothing, and as they approached the exit, he braced himself for the slew of reporters that were probably waiting for him outside. Sunlight blinded him for a moment, but instead of the sight of dozens of cameras and microphones, he saw only two black sedans. He looked at Hickem with confusion.

“Reporters are out front,” Hickem said. “Multz and Sam said they would take one for the team.” He opened the door, letting Grant be put inside. “That woman seems to like you a lot.”

The door shut, and Grant fidgeted in his seat, watching the hospital disappear as they drove off.

“The feeling’s mutual,” Grant said.


THREE MONTHS LATER


Seattle was on the horizon, the Space Needle protruding from the skyline first. Traffic had already worsened, and Grant sat behind the wheel of the moving truck with sweat on his brow.

He’d hoped he had gotten an early enough jump on the day to miss rush hour, but the line of brake lights in front of him dashed those hopes. He leaned back in his seat, one hand on the wheel, with his other hanging outside the open window.

The symphony of honking cars and angry shouts from road-raged drivers wasn’t something he missed about the city. But when that first scent of salty breeze hit his face and helped cool him down, it helped reacclimate him a little bit.

Traffic lessened once he was able to get off the highway, and he reached for the radio dial and flipped to the local NPR station, where a news report had just started.

“Three months after one of our nation’s biggest national security blunders, and we’re still discovering details of what happened. Nathan Links, former director of the FBI, pleaded guilty to selling classified documents to Anton Joza, the international billionaire kingpin who made his fortune selling oil and bribing government officials for contracts. Joza had also been involved in several high-stakes political coups over the past several decades, all of which are being compiled against him in international court. And while the events shocked the nation, the real question that needs to be answered isn’t what Nathan Links did, but how he was able to do it. Unchecked intelligence gathering can foster individual crusades like the one Mr. Links tried to accomplish at the risk of American lives. But we tend not to care what happens unless it’s happening to us. For more on this report, I turn it over to—”

Grant changed the station, flipping it over to an oldies music station that was playing some Earth, Wind, and Fire. He’d heard enough about the case, and the faster it stopped appearing on the news, the quicker Grant would start watching the news again. He was done hearing about the past. He was done talking about the past. All he wanted to do now was enjoy the present and look forward to the future.

And much to Grant’s surprise and relief, it was a future without jail time, without probation, and without trouble. He had done exactly what Hickem asked during his interrogations, and in return, Hickem, and Multz, signed off on a special document that stated Grant had been acting as an informant to help bring a swift end to Links and Joza’s arrangement.

At least that was how they’d played it off with the press. And while Grant’s name was mentioned in the news, this time it was as someone who helped. And though he couldn’t stop the old reports about his dismissal from the department from resurfacing, it was brief. There were bigger fish to fry out there. Grant was old news, and he couldn’t have been happier about it.

Sam was left out of the report altogether. And while she had kept most of the details of her arrangement with Multz a secret, Grant knew that they had to have covered up quite a bit. But it was the only way that Sam could have kept her position. And if there was going to be a government cover-up, Grant figured that it was about time it was done to help someone who deserved it.

The marshals were Sam’s life, and Grant couldn’t imagine how much it would have hurt her if she couldn’t do the job that she loved anymore.

Finally, Grant arrived at his new apartment complex, and he found some street parking near the freight elevator. He looked up and found the window to his third-floor apartment open, and he honked the horn.

A few seconds passed, and Sam poked her head out of the window, her blond hair dangling freely down her face. “About time you showed up!”

“Traffic was bad,” Grant said. “You coming down here to help me, or do I have to unload everything myself too?”

“Hey, I’ve seen your place. It’s not like you had that much stuff to move in the first place.”

“Touché.”

Grant shut off the engine, and by the time he made it around to the back of the truck and opened up the door, Sam was walking out of the front entrance. He smiled when he saw her and wiped his hands on his jeans.

“Hey, stranger,” Sam said.

“Hey.”

They kissed and embraced, Grant lifting Sam off the pavement and spinning her around in the air. They were still lip-locked when Grant set her down, and she giggled, pulling herself away.

“You act like you haven’t seen me in weeks,” Sam said.

“Well, it’s been what? Four hours?” Grant nuzzled her neck, kissing it gently. “That’s forever.”

“All right, you two, just wait until we leave for that stuff.”

Both Grant and Sam turned to find Mocks and Rick with the baby near the truck’s end. “How long have you been watching?” Grant asked.

“Enough to fill the spank bank,” Mocks answered, laughing.

Sam walked over to Mocks and the baby and stole Chase away from her mother, while Grant and Rick started to unpack.

There really wasn’t much Grant had salvaged from his old place. A few boxes, clothes, dishes, and his desk. Most of it, he’d junked. It was time to start fresh. His time in exile was over. And he was moving on.
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IN A FLASH


Spring that year came hot and fast, as if the seasons were as eager to skip to summer as I was. A distinct energy was present in the halls of Belle Dame High School, each student buzzing with the anticipation of the impending months off. It was the end of May, and the temperatures soared into the nineties. Sweat was a regular patron on my skin. Great dewdrops beaded up at my hairline and dripped down my temple, and the feeble moan of the school’s decrepit air conditioning system had no hope of combating the heat. The teachers had given up on enforcing the modest dress code. They sat by the open windows of their classrooms, fanning themselves with attendance clipboards and praying for a breeze to bless the stuffy, fluorescent-lit interiors. They couldn’t be bothered by the occasional tank top that didn’t meet the four-finger rule or the shorts that rode up above the knee or the flip flops that clacked in the hallways. Such trivialities faded into the sleepy humidity of Friday afternoon.

End of the year exams were over and done with, which meant that the final week of school had devolved from structured education to busy work, yearbook signing, card games, and general tomfoolery. The seniors were gone, and the juniors had performed the traditional takeover of the upperclassmen courtyard. The sophomores, in turn, rolled our eyes at the display of conformity, but on the inside we all knew that we’d follow along with the same trend next year.

“Hey, Bee. Bridget! Snap out of it. It’s your turn.”

Apparently, the teachers weren’t the only ones getting light-headed from the sweltering heat. I plucked myself from my daydreams. Autumn Parker, my best friend, sat with her legs up on the desk next to hers, ankles crossed, her tank top riding up to reveal a scandalous stretch of skin around her hips. Across the room, Coach Karofsky, who spearheaded—or rather babysat—our Driver’s Ed class, spritzed whiteboard cleanser across his forehead, totally oblivious.

“Uh, hit me.”

Autumn flipped the next card in the deck. It was a king.

“Damn,” I said, flicking my cards onto the table. “Bust.”

Autumn checked my hand, revealing two tens. “God, woman. Are you even paying attention?”

“Not really.”

I gathered my damp hair from the nape of my neck and secured it in a messy bun at the top of my head. Then I rolled over the waistband of my running shorts, letting the hem creep up another inch or so. Driver’s Ed was our last class of the day. In another ten minutes, the shrill vibrations of the final bell would send us fleeing toward open air and the chance to dunk our heads under the garden hose at home. It felt like hours.

Someone tapped my left shoulder then moved to the right so that I’d look in the wrong direction. I didn’t fall for it.

“No boys allowed, Emmett,” I drawled.

Emmett pushed Autumn’s feet off the desk and sat down. The feeble metal desk legs creaked under his weight. A thin dark line of sweat trailed down the center of his gray Belle Dame Junior Varsity Football T-shirt, and the cotton material clung to his midsection in the strategic outline of his defined core. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought he’d planned to perspire for the sole purpose of showing off his abs.

“How’d you know it was me?” he asked.

“Eau de Axe body spray.”

Autumn chortled, cutting and shuffling the cards over and over in amateur casino dealer fashion to stave off her boredom. Emmett ignored her, untucking his yearbook from beneath his arm and plopping it down in front of me. The cover was damp.

“I was hoping you’d finally sign that.”

With a well-practiced gesture, I traded him my own yearbook. “Got a pen?”

He produced a black permanent marker. I uncapped it, flipped to a busy page, and scrawled a short message between the loopy signatures of several cheerleaders. When I finished, Emmett was still hunched over mine.

“Are you writing a novel?” I asked him, propping myself up to peek over his shoulder.

He tucked the yearbook closer to his chest. “You can’t read it until I’m done.”

“Fine.”

I sat down as he finished up and caught Autumn’s eye across the desk. She smirked and mouthed, “So hot.”

“There,” Emmett said. We traded again, and he immediately opened his yearbook to see what I had written. “‘Emmett, have a good summer. From Bridget.’ Wow, you really pulled out all the creative stops on that one, didn’t you?”

“What can I say? I’m a people-pleaser.”

He rolled his eyes. “Are you going to read mine?”

“At some point.”

“How ‘bout right now?”

He wasn’t going away and the three minutes left before the bell were too slow to save me from replying. I found Emmett’s messy paragraph, which he had scribbled beside a picture of us on the Junior Varsity athletes’ page. The photo showed me and Emmett in matching Belle Dame Athletics T-shirts. Much to my chagrin, the caption read, “Belle Dame’s Sophomore power couple: JV Football tight end Emmett Marks and JV Fastpitch first base woman Bridget Dubois.”

I wrinkled my nose, skimming through Emmett’s recap of our year together. At the bottom, he had written, “Happy birthday. I hope I know what your wish is this year.”

I composed my expression before looking up. “Nice.”

He waited for more. “That’s it?”

“Uh, good sentence structure? You’re missing a couple commas though.”

Autumn stifled another snigger. I kicked her under the desk.

“You’re such a jerk,” Emmett said, but his smile and teasing tone offset the insult. “By the way, what time’s the party? I never got an invite.”

“I told you already,” I replied. “I’m not having a party this year.”

“It’s your sweet sixteen,” he pressed, spinning the yearbook flat on the palm of his hand. “You have to have a party. Your parents have to buy you a car and put a big bow on the hood.”

“Have you met my parents?” I took the cards from Autumn and bridged them over the desk, savoring the swift whisk of plastic against the composite wood. “They think teenagers are too materialistic already. Besides, my dad took a pay cut. We can’t afford a new car or a party.”

“I’ll throw you a party then,” Emmett offered. “Tonight. What time should I pick you up?”

“She’s busy,” Autumn cut in. She lifted her feet to the desk again, nudging Emmett out of her way. “We have plans.”

Emmett retreated, surrendering the area. “I get it. Best girl friend trumps best guy friend.” He leaned over me, his breath rustling the hair around my ear as he whispered, “Let me know if you get bored.”

“She won’t,” Autumn assured him.

One of Emmett’s teammates called his name from across the room, so he gave me a wink before vaulting over the desk and joining the other football players who lingered by the classroom door. Autumn shot me a mischievous grin.

“Don’t,” I warned her.

“I can see the Cutest Couple senior superlative already.”

I groaned, resting my forehead on my arms. “Stop.”

She laughed. “I do love the enjoyment you get out of torturing him though.”

“I am not torturing him.” I propped my chin in the palm of my hand, the skin of my elbow pooling on the desk. “He needs to understand that girls and boys can be friends without dating each other.”

“This is North Carolina, not New York,” Autumn pointed out. “The pickings are slim. You’ve known Emmett since kindergarten, your moms are best friends, and you’re both star athletes. Face it, Bee. Those are the classic signs of marrying straight out of high school.”

“You love to mock me, don’t you?”

The final bell drowned out what was sure to be her snarky reply. As I shot up from my seat, my skin peeled away from the plastic chair. I winced. It was like ripping a butt-sized band-aid off of your thighs.

Autumn linked her arm through mine, steering me out of the classroom and into the sea of our peers in the hallway beyond. “So what’s the deal with this no party thing? Your parents still haven’t caved?”

“Nope. They’re picking me up today. Apparently, we’re going to have an early family dinner instead of a party.”

“I would say ‘ew,’ but you actually like your family,” Autumn replied. “If my parents pulled that, I’d be out of here before you could say ‘see ya!’”

She accompanied the declaration with a sharp two-fingered salute then left her hand at her forehead to shield her eyes from the sun as we stepped out into the courtyard. As usual, the after-school swarm was in full swing. A hot breeze rippled through the cherry trees, coaxing the blossoms from the branches until the schoolyard was dusted with the pink and white buds. The creamy scent mingled with the acrid fumes of the buses idling on the curb as the underclassmen piled into them like sardines in yellow tin cans. We navigated through the crowd, making our way to the pickup loop. Autumn had her own car—a bribe, she called it, to pick a side in her parents’ divorce—so she unhooked her arm from mine.

“This is where we say goodbye,” she said. “Until tonight anyway. Then we rumble.”

“Whatever you say, West Side Story.”

A familiar silver minivan pulled up in front of us, and my mom stuck her head out of the passenger side window. She wore a fake tiara, several layers of plastic beads around her neck, and a T-shirt with my face printed on the front. She hooted loudly as the car braked, swinging a noisemaker around in one hand.

“Sweet sixteen, sweet sixteen, sweet sixteen!” Each chant was accompanied by a pump of her fist.

“Oh, God.” I peered past Mom to see my dad in the driver’s seat. He sported a matching outfit and no shame at the cheap glittery abomination atop his head. “Don’t tell me you made Holly dress up too.”

The back window rolled down, revealing my seven-year-old sister. Even with a garish pink and purple crown atop her strawberry blonde hair, she was the cutest thing on the planet. She slid her kid-sized sunglasses up to rest on her forehead, waggled her eyebrows up and down, and stuck her tongue out through the gap that her two front teeth had recently vacated.

“Happy birthday, Bee!” she shouted, shoving a handful of purple balloons through the window. I caught them by the strings before they could float away.

I ruffled her hair and kissed her forehead. “Thanks, kid.”

“Need a ride, Autumn?” Mom asked.

Autumn jangled her car keys. “I’m all set.”

My mom winked. “See you later then.”

I joined Holly in the back seat, buckled up, and waved to Autumn as we pulled away from the curb. Blessedly, the minivan’s AC was cranked to full blast, so I coaxed the elastic out of my tangled bun and let my hair down to dry out.

“So what big birthday plans do you have for me?” I asked.

“We decided to let Holly choose the festivities,” Dad replied, glancing into the side mirror before pulling onto the main road outside of the high school. What with so many privileged teenagers keen to test out their fresh driver’s licenses, traffic was always tricky after school. “So, naturally, we’re going to Twistee Treat for dinner and that place with all of the bouncy houses for the afterparty. Sound good?”

“Flawless.”

Holly took off her crown and plunked it on my head instead. “How old are you again?”

“Sixteen.”

She did the math on her fingers. “So that’s… nine years older than me.”

“Sure is, cupcake.”

Her blue eyes widened and she leaned back. “And I thought I was a big girl.”

Mom, Dad, and I all laughed. I beckoned Holly toward me and whispered, “You should ask Mommy how old she is.”

“Hey, I heard that!”

Mom’s phone rang, belting out a garbled version of “We Are Family.” She flipped it open and pressed it to her ear. “Hey, Ani. Yeah, you have time.” She turned around, covering the mouthpiece with her hand. “Aunt Ani says hi, girls.”

“Hi, Aunt Ani!” Holly sang.

“Aunt Ani, where are they taking me?” I called loudly.

Very faintly, on the other end of the line, Aunt Ani replied, “The bouncy house place.” Defeated, I sank against my seat, adjusting the AC vent so that it blew directly onto my face.

Mom lowered her voice, muttering into the flip phone, but a sentence or two floated back to reach my ears. “Thirty minutes. Is everyone on their way? What about the cake?”

I waited until the conversation was over to pipe up. Then, when Mom had hung up and put the cellphone in the empty cup holder, I pounced. “So what flavor is the cake going to be at my surprise party?”

A deeply satisfying moment of silence followed the question. Dad recovered first.

“What cake?” he asked.

I grinned. “Oh, please. Did you really think I was going to buy the whole ‘we can’t afford a party’ gimmick? The two of you would make streamers out of trash bags if you had to.”

Mom snapped her fingers. “Dang it. Who gave it away?”

“You winked at Autumn and told her you’d see her later,” I pointed out.

“Well, someone had to pick up the decorations,” Mom said.

Holly puffed out her chest. “I helped blow up the balloons.”

“Are all of my friends in on it?” I demanded, wondering how many people had ghosted me that day. “Emmett too?’

The minivan trundled toward a busy intersection near the center of town.

“Yup,” Dad said. “He and his football buddies were a big help with setting up.”

“Dang, he totally played me today,” I said in wonder. “I can’t believe he pulled that off.”

Dad switched into the middle lane to avoid the line of the cars in ours. “Are you ever going to throw that kid a bone? It’s pretty obvious he’s in love with you.”

I crossed my arms, pouting. “It’s not mutual, and if he doesn’t like that, it’s not my problem.”

Dad glanced over his shoulder and grinned at me. “That’s my girl—”

“Dad, watch out!”

A semi-truck had pulled out across the intersection in front of us, running straight through the red light. Everything slowed, like a hundred hours had been squeezed into that one second. There was no time. Mom screamed. Dad slammed on the brakes. The wheels locked up. The van skidded across the pavement. My seatbelt wrenched tight across my throat. I looked left.

Holly was perfect. Holly was terrified. Holly was everything. I threw my arm out, my palm pressed to Holly’s chest to keep her against the seat. Then my whole world was shattered glass.
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NO STRINGS


The jungle of Northern Thailand was thick, hot, and humid. The foliage blurred into swatches of deep vibrant greens as dirt churned beneath the tires of my motorbike. My hands were numb from gripping the humming handlebars, and the engine spat clouds of exhaust as we puttered along. The road curved abruptly, heading up the steep mountain. I let instinct steer me, dropping lower to settle into the turn. Behind me, my seat partner was less cooperative. Her arms were fully locked around my torso. Anytime we hit a bump, she tightened her grip until it felt like I was riding up into the jungle with an overenthusiastic boa constrictor rather than another person. Ahead, there was a small lift in the terrain. I tugged on the accelerator.

The bike whizzed over the jump, weightless for a fraction of a second before making contact with the earth again. I let out a sharp hoot. My companion shrieked, her fingers twisting in my tank top. Her weight shifted the wrong way, and the back tire almost slid out in the slippery dirt. At the last second, I jerked the bike upright again, correcting our course, and we coasted into a clearing. As soon as my hiking boots steadied us against the ground, I felt the pressure around my chest release. My riding partner was officially fed up with my reckless driving.

“Oh. My. God.” Her thighs detached from where they were clenched around my hips, and she swung off the seat of the bike to stumble away on jellied legs.

I stifled a laugh. “You okay there, Elise?”

She glared at me, both hands pressed to her heart as if to check that it was still there. “I am not driving anywhere with you ever again, you absolute maniac.”

I chuckled, unhooking the strap beneath my chin that held my helmet in place. “I warned you that I was competitive.”

“Yew!”

Two other mopeds zoomed into the clearing. The guys riding them, Zack and Xavier, whistled and whooped as they parked next to me. Zack kicked down the stand to balance the bike, pried off his helmet, and raised his hand to high-five me. Our palms smacked together.

“Holy shit, Bridget,” he said, out of breath. “I’ve never seen a girl ride a moped like that before.”

“That’s because you’d never met me,” I returned, smirking.

Elise wiped sweat from her forehead with the hem of her shirt. “She nearly killed us.”

“Hardly,” I replied. “And you loved every second of it.” I turned back to Zack and held out my palm. “Now hand over my prize.”

“X has it.”

Xavier jogged over to complete our foursome. Two weeks ago, I’d arrived in Chiang Mai with no friends and no plans, but booking a space at a decent hostel was a surefire way to meet new people. Zach and Elise were siblings from California, while Xavier had traveled on his own from somewhere in Spain. Right away, I had a good feeling about all of them. It was a buzz—a vibe of sorts—that assured me it was all right to temporarily allow them access to my own adventure, but I didn’t know their last names, and they sure as hell didn’t know mine.

Xavier knelt on one knee and bowed his head, while Elise and Zack made praying hands in the background and hummed out of tune with each other. I snickered as their voices clashed. Our ridiculous friendship ritual was probably all kinds of offensive, but it never failed to further cement our provisional bond.

“Bridget Dubois,” Xavier said gravely, his thick accent making my last name sound foreign and unfamiliar. “You are the champion of today’s challenge. You are the master of mopeds—”

“Debatable,” Elise interjected.

“I’m not done!” Xavier scolded. “You are the goddess of our hearts, and it is with humble servitude that I pass the totem of our mutual devotion on to you. Behold, the elephant of good fortune!”

We all gasped in mock admiration as Xavier opened his palms to me. He held a small elephant carved from wood, a cheap trinket that we had picked up in one of the markets as a joke. The etched details had already been worn smooth. The little figurine had traveled miles with us, in a pocket or a backpack as we ziplined over the rainforest, hiked through mountains, and jumped off of waterfalls.

I plucked the elephant from Xavier’s hands and lifted it over my head. “Beloved friends. I commend your bravery and wit, but in the end, only one shall be victorious—ooph!”

Elise had punched me in the midriff, her knuckles bouncing off the tightened muscles of my stomach. It didn’t hurt, but it was enough to take me by surprise.

“That’s for scaring the shit out of me,” she declared. “Oh Victorious One.”

I laughed, slinging an arm around her neck. “Come on. Let’s find this jump. I’m dying to push you over.”

A path led away from the clearing, flattened by the thrill-seekers who came before us. According to the local women who worked at the hostel, where we were headed was off the beaten path. Not many tourists sought out this part of the jungle. They preferred to stick to the safer excursions, but “safe” had never really been my thing.

The brush ended where the cliff began, a sudden drop-off to the water below. It was the biggest jump we had encountered so far, and I was itching to leap off. Elise, on the other hand, squeezed my fingers as she peeked over the edge. Her hands were shaking.

“Are we really going to do this?” she asked.

“Why not?” I sat down to unlace my boots. Then I peeled off my tank top and threw it off to the side. We would hike back up to get our stuff later. I stepped up to the cliff’s edge and looked over my shoulder. “You guys coming?”

Xavier, who was closest to matching my opinion of what constituted a desirable adrenaline rush, kicked off his shoes. Elise remained as far away from the cliff as possible, while Zach lifted an apprehensive eyebrow at the churning white water below.

“I don’t know about this,” he said. “Now that I see it—”

“You’re chickening out?” I challenged, shaking out each leg.

“I am,” Elise confirmed. She backed away from the cliff. “Damn, Bridget. Aren’t you scared of anything?”

I faced the drop, clutching the elephant of good fortune to my heart. “Not anymore.”

And then I leapt.

Hours later, we returned to the hostel with sunburnt shoulders and wet clothing. After some persuasion—and the fact that I hadn’t died at the bottom of the cliff—everyone, including Elise, had taken the plunge. Granted, she’d walked farther down the hill so that the jump wasn’t as intense, but we were proud of her initiative nonetheless, so much so that I passed on the elephant of good fortune to her without ceremony. Now, it lay nestled in the back pocket of her jean shorts, the outline of its trunk visible against the muddy denim.

“Five gold stars for participation today, Elise,” I said as I held the door to the hostel lobby open for her. “Actually, four and a half, since you didn’t jump from the top.”

“Don’t make me punch you again.”

Zack relieved me of my door-holding duties as two other residents trickled in after us. “Careful, Bridget. She’s got a mean right hook.”

“Don’t I know it.”

Xavier stopped at the front desk to bother Dao, the woman who ran the hostel. Before he could ask, she said, “No messages.”

Xavier’s shoulders slumped. He checked every day to see if anyone had contacted him. I hadn’t asked why, but I suspected that X was nursing one hell of a broken heart.

“None at all?” he said.

“Not for you,” Dao replied, dry as always. She gestured past him. “For her.”

Everyone turned. So did I. No one was standing behind me. I pointed to myself. “For me?”

“That can’t be right,” Elise said. “Bridget never get messages.”

Dao plucked a sticky note from the computer monitor and squinted at it. “Bridget Dubois, yes?”

“Yeah.”

She flapped the sticky note at me, an impatient invitation for me to retrieve it. I stepped up to the front desk and peeled it from Dao’s finger. All that was written on it was an American phone number.

“Well, who was it?” I asked.

“Spring, Summer, something like that.”

“Autumn?”

“Yes, yes.”

“What did she say?” I pressed.

Dao shrugged and shook her head. “English no good.”

Zack glanced at the note and bumped my shoulder. “Wow, Bridget. I have to admit that I was starting to think you were a figure of our collective imagination. I mean, this is the first time in two weeks that I’ve seen you make outside contact with anyone in the real world.”

“This is the real world,” I grumbled. “Can I borrow your phone?”

Not everyone wanted to stay as invisible as possible. I never bothered with a phone. I didn’t need one. I didn’t speak to anyone, and no one spoke to me. Each month saw me in a different country, and it wasn’t worth the hassle to hunt down SIM cards in foreign lands. Zack and Elise were less elusive. From what I gathered, they co-owned a vegan café in California, and they kept a working phone in case of business-related emergencies.

“Sure. Here you go.”

“Thanks.”

The phone was wrapped in a ziplock bag to protect it from the elements. As I freed it from the plastic, I stepped away from my adventure squad and into the hot air again. Through the glass door to the hostel, Zack, Elise, and Xavier watched me like scientists observing a strange new subject. I almost took offense. I wasn’t a cryptid. I did exist. There were people who cared about me. Theoretically.

I stared at the phone number, etched in splattered black ink against the yellow note. I checked my watch. Thailand was eleven hours behind North Carolina. It would be five in the morning in Belle Dame. Was it too early to call? I dialed anyway. Grainy, static rings kept time with my pulse.

“Hello?”

It was a low, coarse voice that answered, prickly with sleep. A man’s voice. I almost hung up but steeled myself instead.

“Hi, is Autumn there?”

“Who is this?”

“It’s Bridget Dubois.”

There was a pause and then a grunt of realization. “Oh, yeah. Hang on.” I heard the springs of a mattress creak. “Autumn? Baby, wake up. It’s your friend. Holly’s sister.”

My stomach turned to acid at the mention of Holly’s name. How long had it been since I’d spoken to my little sister? When the months passed by without notice, it was easy to forget to check in as often as I should’ve.

Autumn’s familiar warm tone took over the line. “Bee?”

Reminiscence gushed through me. I hadn’t heard that nickname in years. “Hi, Autumn.”

A whoosh echoed through the phone, a sigh of relief. “God, I’m so glad you’re okay.”

“I’m fine. What’s wrong?”

When Autumn didn’t immediately declare that nothing was wrong and that wasn’t why she had called me, my stomach pitched again, threatening to reject whatever was left of our measly lunch that day.

“Bee, listen—”

“Just tell me,” I said. “Rip off the band-aid.”

“It’s Holly,” she replied. “She’s missing.”

In the hot setting sun of the Thai jungle, my blood went freezing cold. Every hair on my body stood at attention, raising goose bumps on my arms and legs. “What do you mean she’s missing?”

“I mean she’s gone,” Autumn said. “Your parents—”

“Bill and Emily are not my parents.”

“You know what I meant. They filed a report and everything.”

“When?”

“Two days ago.”

“Two days?” I paced in front of the hostel’s door. Inside, Zack and Elise had disappeared, but Xavier lay sprayed across three different chairs, watching me worriedly through the glass. “And you’re just now calling me?”

Autumn coughed, covering up a scoff. “Are you kidding? Do you know how hard it was to track you down? I’ve been calling every freaking hostel in Thailand. That postcard you sent Holly from Phuket a few weeks ago was the only hint I had to go off.”

I kneaded the bridge of my nose and turned away from Xavier’s concerned expression. “Look, I can’t talk for very long. This isn’t my phone, and this call probably costs an arm and a leg. What happened? Where would she have gone?”

“No one knows,” Autumn said. “The police don’t have any leads. It’s like she vanished, Bee. I don’t get it.”

I leaned against the hostel’s wall, sliding down to sit on the hot pavement. “This cannot be happening.”

Autumn’s voice was dark and hesitant. “What are you going to do?”

As the sun sank to the horizon, the sky stained itself purple and red. Overhead, a tiny speck floated through the clouds, a plane on its way to another world.

“I’m coming home.”
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THE DEFINITION OF HOME


Belle Dame, North Carolina was a full day’s flight from Chiang Mai, and every minute in the air was one more minute that Holly wasn’t where she was expected to be. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. I was the missing child. I was the dropout, the runaway, and the unaccounted for. Holly wasn’t like me. She was the dependable star child.

I leaned forward in my economy seat, careful not to disturb the woman dozing beside me, and dragged my backpack out from under the chair. The straps were starting to fray at the shoulders. I should’ve bought a new one ages ago, but this one had just the right amount of compartments to fit my clothes, hiking boots, and limited personal effects, and I liked that the forest green canvas had faded to a more muted olive. I unzipped it and shoved my hand past the rolled layers of cargo pants, T-shirts, and shorts. There, at the very bottom, I found what I was looking for.

It was a small notebook, the one extraneous item I kept on hand at all times, but it wasn’t filled with the average travel jargon that others in my position tended to jot down. Instead, it held memories of someone else’s life. Holly’s life. She constantly found me. No matter the continent, no matter the country, Holly—sweet and untainted by the bitterness of adulthood—sent letters and pictures and updates, all of which I kept in the notebook as a record of her existence.

If my high school career had finished as planned, it would’ve looked something like Holly’s did now. She was seventeen, a senior at Belle Dame High, and an all-star athlete. Tall and lean, Holly’s relaxed posture exuded an easy confidence in all of her pictures, as did her usual attire of fitted jeans and varsity club T-shirts. Her hair was long and sleek, like she was determined to prove that girls could be beautiful and kick ass in athletics. When she started high school, Holly had been the only freshman to make the varsity teams for girls’ volleyball in the fall and softball in the spring. Like me, she played first base. After almost four years on the ball field, she outranked every other player in the state, crushing records left and right. College scouts swarmed like honey bees around her single tulip.

I flipped to my favorite picture in the notebook. It was of Holly on the softball field with the rest of her teammates, taken during last year’s championship game, right after Holly had caught the last out of the inning. The ball was still in her glove as her teammates closed in around her, each of them sporting a grin of pure, unfiltered joy.

“That’s a beautiful photo.”

Startled, I glanced up. The woman in the next seat over had woken up, smiling through her sleepiness. “Thanks.”

She pointed to Holly. “Are you related? She looks just like you.”

I looked back at the photo. The glossy finish had worn off, but the similarities between me and Holly—the strawberry blonde hair, blue eyes, and slim faces—were still noticeable. The difference was that Holly looked happy, while my reflection in the plane window showed a grim woman who’d let the world get the best of her.

“We’re sisters,” I told the woman.

When the Fasten Seatbelt sign finally flickered on and the captain announced our impending landing over the cabin intercom, I woke from a fitful doze. Holly’s letters were strewn across my lap, tucked in between my knees and around the seat at odd angles. I must’ve fallen asleep reading them. Hastily, I gathered them up and replaced them in the notebook, checking the floor of the plane to make sure that I hadn’t missed any. Beside me, my neighbor took a rosary from her pocket, kneading the purple beads as her lips traced silent prayers through the air. She noticed my gaze.

“Flying was never my forte,” she explained. “God soothes me. Do you pray?”

“No.”

She lifted the rosary so that the image of Christ swung like a pendulum in front of my nose. “Would you like to try?”

“No, thank you.”

I lifted the window shade. A quilt of clouds blanketed the sky below us, as if the plane was skimming along the the top of a cappuccino. We flew parallel to the sun. My eyes watered as I stared into the light, and a droplet plopped down onto Holly’s notebook. I wiped it clean with the tattered sleeve of my shirt, tucked the notebook away, and shoved my backpack under the seat for landing.

On the ground, I beelined toward the pickup loop for arriving flights, bypassing the crowd that bottlenecked around baggage claim. Outside, the skyline lacked the striking hues that I had grown accustomed to, reminding me that I was no longer in Thailand. I balanced on the yellow strip of the curb, bouncing on the balls of my feet as I inspected the long line of cars in the loop. Jet lag weighed down my eyelids, but instinct made me jittery. Behind me, there were endless portals of escape. The pickup loop, conversely, shunted me in one specific direction. I shoved my shaking hands deep into my pockets. A car whizzed by, ruffling my clothes.

“Careful, miss,” one of the airport attendants said. He tugged on my backpack. For his sake rather than mine, I stepped away from the curb.

An unfamiliar white sports car pulled up in front of me, and the passenger side window buzzed down. I ducked to look inside and grinned.

Autumn Parker was as sassy and fashionable as she had been in high school. She wore cut-off denim shorts that showed off her tanned thighs, a flowy white V-neck atop which several long necklaces were layered, and pale pink retro sunglasses. One bare foot was propped on her seat, her knee drawn into her chest, while the other manned the pedals. A collection of shoes cluttered the footwell of the passenger’s side.

“You look homeless,” she said.

The locks popped up automatically. I pulled the door open and hopped in, shoving aside a pair of wedges to make room for my feet, then swung my backpack off my shoulder and into the sports car’s nonexistent backseat. “I am homeless.”

She plucked the collar of my oversized flannel shirt, the sleeves of which swallowed my hands. “Yeah, but you look like a homeless old man that got lost in a circus tent, not Gwyneth Paltrow ‘I can travel the world with the same two outfits and still look pretty’ homeless.”

“It keeps me warm on the plane,” I countered, fiddling with the AC vents to direct the flow away from my face. My eyes were dry enough from the recycled air in flight. “And I doubt Gwyneth ever traveled anywhere with only two outfits.”

“Fine, but there’s no excuse for your hair. When was the last time you washed it?”

As I threaded my fingers through the oily strands, a car behind us beeped. Autumn flipped them a quick finger and cut off a minivan to rejoin the moving traffic. Some things never changed.

“So what’s going on?” I looped my fingers around the plastic handle over the window—something we used to refer to as the Oh Shit bar when Autumn first got her driver’s license—as we careened up the disappearing merge lane and onto the interstate. “Where’s Holly?”

“No segue, huh?”

“It’s my sister, Autumn.”

“Sorry, Bee,” she said, “but I’m having trouble wrapping my head around the fact that you’re actually here. Besides, you didn’t seem to care about Holly this much when she broke her wrist two years ago. Or when she was in the hospital with that ridiculous bout of food poisoning.”

“I checked in. I made sure that she was okay.” The heel of a black pump jabbed my ankle. I picked it up and chucked it over my seat, where it hit the rear windshield and thumped to the floor. “This is different, Autumn. You’re telling me that she’s gone. Like face on the milk carton gone. If any lingering sentiment of our friendship remains, then you should know that I’m freaking out right now, even if it doesn’t show.”

Autumn glanced over her shoulder to check her blind spot and changed lanes. “She dropped by my boutique Thursday afternoon. That was the last time I saw her. The Millers called me the next day. She never came home that night.”

“Yeah, I’m sure Bill and Emily were keeping a really close eye on her.”

“Look, I know you have problems with your foster parents, but they love Holly,” Autumn said. “They’re really broken up about this.”

“You’d think they would’ve noticed she was gone before the next morning then.”

“Go easy on them, Bee.”

The red embroidered accents on my armrest were coming undone. I picked at the threads, ignoring the way my stomach heaved at the sight of the next traffic sign. The big white letters burned themselves into my retinas: Belle Dame, fifteen miles. My fingers found my collarbone beneath the billowing flannel. I traced the outline of it, concentrating on a noticeable dip in its structure.

“Does it still hurt?” Autumn asked.

I pinned my hands to my side. “No.”

“You know, for someone who already survived one fatal car wreck, you think you’d be more inclined to wear your seatbelt.”

I took the hint and buckled up. To me, it didn’t matter if you wore the belt or not. My parents were both securely fastened, and it hadn’t saved them. Cars weren’t inherently dangerous. It was the people who drove them that decided if you lived or died.

“What did the cops say?” I asked. “About Holly.”

“They’re useless,” Autumn replied. “They completed a report—physical description, personal history, and all that crap—but they can’t do much else. Holly’s almost eighteen. She barely qualifies as a minor anymore.”

“Does that matter? She’s gone!”

Autumn swerved around a semi-truck. I gripped the Oh Shit bar tighter.

“They jumped through all the hoops,” she went on. “The Missing Persons Center has been notified. Bill and Emily are trying to get an AMBER alert put out, but apparently there’s some kind of criteria for it? Law enforcement has to prove that she’s at risk of injury or death, but so far there’s nothing that would—Bee?”

I’d folded over, tucking my head between my knees and pulling deep, steady breaths in through my nose. The AC blew cold air on the back of my neck, chilling a fresh coat of sweat.

“Jesus, are you okay?” She tried to push my long, tangled hair back to see my face, but the cramped bucket seat and the proximity of the glove compartment made it a challenge. The car jerked.

“Hands on the wheel!”

She jumped, grabbing the steering wheel at exactly ten and two. “Okay, okay! My hands are on the wheel. My eyes are on the road.”

At risk of injury or death. The words made my stomach churn. The news was full of stories about young women who had disappeared. Most of them didn’t make it home alive, and my mind conjured treacherous images of Holly’s potential situation, painting horrific scenarios without my consent. I closed my eyes, focusing on the thrum of the engine, the vibration of the wheels against the pavement, and an inane pop/country hybrid artist crooning over the radio. My stomach settled, and my breathing evened out.

I lifted my head a smidge. Autumn’s gaze flickered toward me, her honey-colored eyes melting with worry. She shifted her position, and her shirt settled against her midriff. From this angle, the slight swell of her belly was so obvious that I was shocked I hadn’t noticed it before. I sat up.

“Are you—?”

“Pregnant? Yeah.”

“But how? Who?”

“I think the ‘how’ is pretty obvious.” She pinched the fabric of her shirt and pulled it forward so that it obscured the curve of her figure once more. “As for who, you don’t know him.”

“The guy on the phone?”

“Yeah. His name’s Christian.”

I not-so-subtly checked out her left hand. She held it up for me to see.

“There’s no ring,” she said. “It wasn’t planned. We’re just going with the flow for now.”

“Right. You and some guy named Christian are going with the flow.” I stared at her torso. “Oh, God, I hope you stopped drinking.”

“Of course I did. Stop staring at me.” She waved her hand in front of my unblinking eyes. “And he’s not ‘some guy.’ We’ve been together for three years.”

“Three years?” I studied her from head to toe. She might’ve looked like an older version of the girl that I used to know, but this was so not Autumn Parker from Belle Dame High, class of oh-seven. “The last time I talked to you, you’d just broken up with that Jackson guy after six months. If I recall, you said, and I quote, ‘Long-term relationships are for suckers.’”

Autumn braked hard. I yelped, bracing myself against the dashboard. A sea of red taillights stretched across the interstate.

“Sorry,” Autumn said. “It always backs up here. And by the way, the last time you talked to me, I was in college. That was five years ago, Bee. I grew up. I learned how to sustain a healthy relationship.”

I had no reply. She was right. I escaped from my small-town home as soon as possible and never looked back. It hurt too much. It was easier to be a stranger in a foreign country than a familiar face in Belle Dame. Life was simpler when no one knew your name, but as soon as people started tagging your personality, your quirks, and your characteristics, they laid down expectations too. And the last thing I wanted was for anyone to expect anything from me.

Silence stole over the car as the traffic jerked along. I turned up the volume on the radio, surfing through Autumn’s preset stations. Every one was some kind of local country station, rife with banjo strings and twangy vowels. The South immersed itself in a watered-down version of the world, where a cold beer and a lawn chair could whisk all of your problems away like an otter down the creek. If only it were that simple. Several songs later, the ramp for Belle Dame appeared a mile ahead. Autumn rode up the shoulder, bypassing the line of cars waiting to exit, and we left the interstate to a blaring chorus of honking horns.

Belle Dame was not Thailand. It was corn fields and hay bales and cows crossing the road when you were running late. It was wispy clouds and a low skyline of farm houses, stables, and chicken coops. It was dry dust in your nostrils and mud on your boots, and if you really wanted to settle into the local color, it was whiskey in your cup. It wasn’t a bad place to live. If you were satisfied with the quiet hum of rural landscape and didn’t mind the lackadaisical Wi-Fi, then Belle Dame was quite relaxing.

I rolled down the window. The breeze washed in with the scent of sweet corn, and my hair billowed out in wild waves. Autumn slipped a hair tie off of her wrist and offered it to me. I held it between my teeth, gathered up my lengthy, pinkish-blonde locks, and secured them in an untidy bun. Wispy strands escaped from the knot, but at least the hot weight had lifted from my neck.

“Jesus,” Autumn said.

“What?”

“For a second there, I was fifteen again.” On the empty two-lane road, Autumn’s focus turned lazy. We floated around a bend, the tires riding along the double yellow line. “You look exactly the same. It’s like we’re on our way to a game or something.”

I reached for my shoulder again, massaging the perpetually tight tendons. “If that’s the case, our trip won’t be complete without a visit to Harry’s.”

“It burned down.”

“No way.”

Autumn nodded. “Yup. The best barbeque place in town is no more. Don’t worry though. Harry invested in a food truck.”

“Oh, thank God.”

I smiled, settling into the old flow of mine and Autumn’s stagnant friendship. It was a comfort to know that the bare roots of our personalities remained. We hadn’t altered so much that we no longer had anything in common. I owed Autumn more than I could give her. She had every right to be brusque with me. She could’ve told me to catch a cab from the airport to Belle Dame. Instead, she showed up. She always showed up, even when I didn’t.

As we drove closer to the town center, Belle Dame looked less Children of the Corn and more Southern Comfort. There was Harry’s new food truck, complete with a cylindrical smoker large enough to hide several bodies in. A little farther along was The Pit, a bar and grille that hosted the high school athletes’ after-game rituals, win or lose. The Pit’s reputation—and its menu—surpassed its unfortunate moniker. I recalled several nights with the never-ending wing basket, as well as a tipsy teenaged adventure during which Autumn and I sat at the bar and took a single sip out of every beer waiting to be served as soon as the bartender looked away.

“There’s my shop.” Autumn pointed to a pretty storefront with the name Oak and Autumn printed in cursive on the windows. The door was open, welcoming shoppers. A rack of sweaters and long-sleeved shirts rested on the sidewalk with a sign taped above it. I recognized Autumn’s handwriting: Winter Fashions - Fifty Percent Off!

“Who’s Oak?”

“No one. We sell handmade furniture, and it sounded cute.”

“Oh.”

We trundled along, passing the cafe and bakery, the secondhand bookstore, and the butcher’s. It was early. Kids were in school, parents were at work, and the little businesses were sleepy. I yawned and rubbed my drooping eyelids, but the sight of a huge modern building in the middle of what used to be a horse ranch jolted me awake more effectively than a shot of espresso.

“That’s the new high school,” Autumn explained as I turned around in my seat to get a better look. The structure, with its angled overhang and stylish atrium, was a far cry from the one-story cinderblock penitentiary that Autumn and I had attended. The school colors—red, black, and gold—had been incorporated in the construction of the building, weaved seamlessly into accent pieces. A sign at the entrance to the parking lot displayed the mascot logo, a large wolf with bared teeth, with Belle Dame High School: Home of the Wolfpack printed in red and black letters beside it. Underneath, the changeable letter board was arranged to read: Girls’ Varsity Fastpitch Game - Wednesday 6pm.

My stomach dipped as I remembered why I had returned to Belle Dame. The game was in two days, and I had a sinking feeling that Holly wouldn’t be suiting up to play in it.

“What happened to the old school?” I asked Autumn.

“It’s still there,” she replied as we left the new one in the rear view mirror. “I guess it was full of mold or something. Plus, it was overcrowded. A subdivision went up a few years ago, and a ton of new families moved in. The school was due for an update.”

“A subdivision. In Belle Dame?”

“The future is now, Bee. Where should I drop you?”

“At Bill and Emily’s, I guess.”

Her quick glance was like a laser beam, scanning my expression for hints of a disturbance. “You sure? Maybe you should take a nap before you jump into this. When was the last time you slept?”

“I slept on the plane.”

“I meant the last time you slept horizontally.”

“Autumn, just drop me off.”

“Suit yourself.”

We passed the cookie-cutter subdivision and rode up into the old neighborhood of my childhood. Here, the houses were far enough apart to allow the residents to keep chickens or goats, but not so far that you couldn’t walk to your neighbor’s house if you were short a cup of sugar. Bill and Emily lived on the far side, and the dusty road let straight to their driveway, but when Autumn turned off the main stretch to take the long way around, I knew why. She didn’t want to drive me past my parents’ house.

Before long, the sports car idled outside the low wooden fence that sectioned off Bill and Emily’s property. The house waited for me at the end of the long dirt driveway. I retrieved my backpack from the back seat, squeezed Autumn’s hand in thanks, and popped open the door.

“Bee, wait,” Autumn said, taking hold of my shirt. “You know, you can just stay with me. It would be a lot less hassle.”

I leaned over the passenger seat to plant a kiss on Autumn’s cheek. “Thanks, but I’m good. I’ll call you, okay?”

I shut the door before she could reply, but not before I caught sight of her scrunched brow. She waited as I started up the driveway, so I turned around and waved her away. Through the window, I saw her shake her head, but she put the car in drive and sped off.

Like everything else in Belle Dame, Bill and Emily’s house was pretty much the same. At some point, it had gotten a fresh coat of paint, and a few of the warped boards in the front porch had been replaced with new ones, but the essentials remained familiar. Fresh herbs grew in pots on the window sills. Dirty shoes and muddy boots were piled in a plastic bin. A crooked welcome sign hung from a tack beside the front door. With a lump in my throat, I bypassed the gaudy brass knocker and rapped my knuckles against the door itself.
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No one answered. Relief and disappointment shared the space between the front porch and the inside of the house. Of course no one was home. It was nine o’clock in the morning. Bill and Emily would be at work, and their brood of foster kids at school. Between eight am and three pm was the interim during which everyone did what society deemed you were supposed to do. While everyone else took their assigned seats at school or work, the rest of the world waited in limbo. Without a category, I went unassigned to traditional tasks. It wasn’t usually a problem. In other countries, I found ways to make myself useful, picking up odd jobs here and there to earn a quick buck and hunting down ways to feed my adrenaline addiction. In Belle Dame, there was nothing for me to do but wander around town.

I cupped my hands to the window and peered inside, making out the tower of dishes in the kitchen sink, the bulging coat closet stuffed with an amalgamation of boots and rain jackets, and the massive leather sectional in the living room covered in handmade crocheted blankets to ward off potential damage. A fat black and white cat snoozed on the mantle below the widescreen TV, which someone had forgotten to turn off. It ran an old baseball game on mute. Beyond my peripheral, a rickety staircase led to the upper bedrooms. Somewhere, there was evidence of Holly’s life here, but I didn’t have access to it.

With a sigh, I sat down on the porch steps, kicked off my threadbare sneakers, and traded them for my hiking boots. It wasn’t a far walk into town, but I’d grown fond of the supportive way the boots hugged my feet. I tied the laces of my sneakers together and swung them through the straps of my backpack.

At the end of the driveway, the road split in two directions. To the left was the way Autumn and I had come, from the outer circle that cut around the neighborhood rather than through it. In front of me was the road that led straight toward the center of town, the road that Autumn intentionally avoided on the way in. I set my course in that direction.

A trance stole over me, a trick of the humidity. The neighborhood existed in a past life, and there was a discrepancy between then and now. There was the Marks’ house, with its bold terrace and teetering chimney. Ten years ago, the front door was teal, and now it was tan, but it still had the old-school window AC units instead of upgraded central air. A few blocks down was Autumn’s old home, where she had stayed until her parents separated. I remembered holding her as she cried in her empty childhood bedroom, all of her things sorted into two stacks of cardboard boxes. The shorter pile contained her necessities—clothes and shoes—while the taller one was full of memories that wouldn’t fit in either of her parents’ new apartments. Those boxes went to the Salvation Army, but not before I’d salvaged what I could of her “unnecessary” items and hid them in my own room at home.

Aunt Ani’s small white house rested between two taller dwellings like the littlest cousin of a big family. I lingered on the sidewalk for a beat too long. The arched window to the left of the door was curtained, obscuring the view of the breakfast nook. When I was kid, Aunt Ani replaced the table with a telescope, and we camped in the stationary bench seats, eating homemade waffles, to scan the skies. On cloudy nights, we aimed a little lower, and it wasn’t until we caught sight of the newly married couple across the street getting it on in their kitchen with the blinds open that Aunt Ani deemed our activity too intrusive.

And then there was the house on the corner lot with the wide side yard perfect for playing catch, and the gray gable roof that collected rain in inconvenient corners, and the dark-stained wooden columns that I’d once run smack into during a temper tantrum. The resulting gash above my eye needed a grand four stitches. The scar and the lesson in vigilance would never fade.

There was the porch light that Mom and Dad flipped on and off as a warning if I was getting too hot and heavy with someone after a date. There were the tacks right below the roofline where we hung our Christmas lights each year. There was the gate to the back fence with the tricky lock that snagged my homecoming dress freshman year and ripped the bodice. I ended up going to the dance in a vintage piece of my mom’s and looking better than the rest of the girls wearing designer gowns from the big mall half an hour away.

The house was rife with moments from the past. I stood slack-jawed as the wave of recollections engulfed me, riding it out with a blank stare in my traditional style of repression. Then the front door opened, and a middle-aged woman stepped out.

“Can I help you?” she called across the front yard in a polite tone that suggested she might have already dialed the non-emergency number for the police station and was waiting to press the call button.

“I—” I used to live here. “No, thank you.”

She watched as I continued on my way. When I turned the corner, I heard the door close. The hinges still squeaked. And that was that. Autumn’s subtle fuss was unnecessary. I was fine. Or I would’ve been fine if my little sister had stayed where I’d left her ten years ago.

In town, I bypassed the bed and breakfast and stopped at the extended stay motel instead, where the neon vacancy sign flickered on and off. The lobby was cramped and hot, and it smelled of French fry grease. A gangly kid around eighteen or nineteen sat behind the front desk. In one hand, he waved a phone through the air in a bizarre dance to catch a signal bar. With the other, he fiddled with the brim of his trucker hat, worn backward to push his hair away from his forehead. When the bell over the door chimed, he glanced toward me. His mouth popped open, and he reached for the motel’s landline, his hand hovering over the receiver.

“Who are you?” he asked.

I dropped my backpack and leaned against his desk. The brass pin on his chest, layered with fingerprints, spelled the name Grant. “A potential guest. Is that how you greet all of your customers?”

“Yeah, but you look like—”

“Holly Dubois?”

He nodded. There were crumbs stuck in the scruff beneath his chin.

“She’s my sister,” I said wearily. “I need a room. Can you help me with that or are you just going to stand there gawking?”

“Sorry.” He shook the mouse of a clunky old computer to wake up the screen. “I have a regular with two queens or a corner room with a king. That one has a kitchenette, if you’re interested.”

“That’ll do.”

We went through the motions. I handed him my credit card, which looked brand new, and signed something that said I was liable for damages should I go on a bender and trash the room, then Grant took a keycard attached to a lanyard from the desk drawer, hopped down from his stool, and gestured for me to follow him.

“So do you know Holly?” I asked as he led me through the back door of the lobby and into the outdoor corridor of the first floor.

“Yeah, we went to school together,” he replied. “I graduated last year. Everyone knows Holly though. She’s kind of a bad ass.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. Softball captain, homecoming court, student council.” Grant fiddled with the keycard, slinging the lanyard around his finger. “She was super nice to everyone too. Some of those girls can be really bitchy, you know? But Holly was always really cool.”

“Is,” I corrected.

“What?”

“Holly is super nice,” I said. “She’s missing, not dead.”

“Oh, yeah. Right. Here you go.”

He swiped the keycard at Room 113 and flipped on the light switch for me. The room was musty but clean. A lone print of a sunny wheat field decorated the wall above the bed, which was big enough for roughly four of me. The window had a beautiful view of the parking lot. I turned my backpack upside down on the bed, dumping out my timid assortment of belongings, while Grant lingered in the doorway.

“Do you ever think about getting out of here?” I asked him.

He backed out. “Oh, sorry—”

“No, not the room,” I clarified. “I mean Belle Dame. You’re done with school, so why are you still here?”

Grant shrugged and shoved his hands into his pockets. “I don’t know. Where would I go?”

“College?”

“Not my thing.”

“Okay, then maybe just travel the world a little bit,” I suggested. “You know, see somewhere new. Don’t you ever get bored here?”

Grant leaned against the doorway, thinking about it. “Nah. If we get bored, we light something on fire. It’s the little things, right?” He dangled the keycard at me. “Anyway, let me know if you need anything.”

“Thanks.”

He hesitated before he left. “Hey, I didn’t mean anything before. About Holly.”

“I know.”

“I really hope she comes home soon.”

“Me too.”

I crashed five minutes after Grant left, succumbing to jet lag and general exhaustion and lacking the motivation to pull back the covers of the massive bed. I woke fully-dressed to the streaky orange glow of sunset. As I rubbed crust out of the corners of my eye, my stomach rumbled. My last meal had been one of those prepackaged chicken dinners on the plane that always tasted like cardboard. I rolled off the bed and stretched, groaning as my muscles and tendons popped into place, then plodded into the bathroom.

The spotted mirror and yellow tinted overhead light did no wonders for my tired skin. Purple half-moons cupped my red eyes, and the smattering of freckles across my tanned cheeks had paled without constant attention from the Thai sun. Autumn was half-right about my hair. It needed a wash, but it also wasn’t the worst I’d seen it.

The feeble water pressure reminded me of the beach showers on the coast during tourist season as I rinsed off the tacky feel and camphoraceous smell of the plane that loitered long after you had disembarked. Thankfully, the artificial peach scent of the motel’s provided shampoo combatted it well. I used the entire tiny bottle, working it from the roots of my hair to the ends. I shaved too, a luxury that had gone by the wayside in Thailand. I tossed the disposable razor into the trash afterward and made a mental note to pick up a less fragile one from the closest corner store. Then I got dressed and headed out with only the keycard and a few dollars in my pocket.

Belle Dame was now in full swing for a late Monday afternoon. A trio of teenagers juggled ice cream cones and iPhones. A young mother gambled her sanity in exchange for quiet toddlers outside a baby boutique. Two bearded men hauled horse feed from a surplus store to the back of their pickup truck. An old Tim McGraw song pumped from the open windows of the Pit, which was already filling up with regulars. I stopped by the cafe for a coffee and a ham sandwich to eat on my walk back to Bill and Emily’s.

This time around, the spacious farmhouse was lively and energetic. An unfamiliar dog greeted me in the driveway, where Bill’s truck and Emily’s car were now parked. Three different bicycles leaned against the side of the house. The shoe collection on the porch had grown, now topped off with extra pairs of kids’ sneakers. Loud overlapping conversation echoed from inside, and I recognized Emily’s less-than-dulcet tones. I knocked, heard no difference in the level of noise, then pounded on the front door. It swung open.

Emily looked older. The lines around her eyes were more prominent, and her light brown hair was streaked with gray. She wore a blue and white checkered top and high-waisted jeans. She had been drying her hands on a dish towel, but when she saw who was standing on her doorstep, the towel went limp between her fingers.

“Bridget.”

“Hey.”

The unnamed dog bulldozed by me to let itself into the house, pushing the door wider. Behind Emily, two elementary school girls jumped up and down on the couch, striking poses midair, while a third older boy shouted direction and judgement. The dog leapt onto the couch, knocking over one of the girls. Her head just missed the corner of the coffee table as she fell over with a crash.

Emily glanced over her shoulder and bellowed, “Enough!”

All three kids froze to look at her. The dog licked the boy’s face.

“Who’s that?” the boy asked, pointing at me.

“I’m selling cookies,” I replied.

“Ooh,” the fallen girl said, righting herself. “Do you have peanut butter?”

Emily pulled on the door so that the kids were no longer visible to me. “She’s kidding. The three of you go upstairs and get washed up for dinner. Fifteen minutes. And tell Ryan to come down and set the table. It’s his turn.”

I heard the kids scramble to obey Emily’s directions. As their footsteps faded up the staircase, Emily wiped her forehead with the dish towel. “What are you doing here, Bridget?”

“Don’t tell me you really have to ask that. And please don’t make me talk about this on your doormat. It makes me feel unwelcome.”

With pursed lips, Emily stepped aside to let me in. The house was, as it had always been, a mess. It was littered with stuffed animals, dog toys, magazines, laundry, and the general debris of living. A fragrant tomato sauce simmered in a pot on the stove while the mixer blended sunshiney cornbread batter. Emily eyed my shoes, which I hadn’t discarded at the door.

“How did you know?” she asked. “Weren’t you in Greece or something?”

“Thailand,” I corrected. “Autumn called me.”

Emily’s eyes flickered toward the ceiling. “Of course she did.”

“At least someone was courteous enough to tell me that my sister was missing.” I cleared a space at the kitchen counter and took a seat on one of the stools. Cracker crumbs fell to the floor, which the dog immediately vacuumed up.

Emily shooed the dog away and returned to the stove to tend to her sauce. “We have it under control, Bridget.”

“Oh, did Holly come home?”

“No.”

“Then you don’t have it under control.”

The wooden spoon splashed into the sauce, spraying tomato juice and herbs across the white stovetop, as Emily spoke. “What do you want, Bridget? What is it that you plan on doing here? Do you think you can do better than the police? You think that Holly is going to magically turn up because you’ve decided to grace us all with your presence?”

“Maybe.”

She brandished the spoon at me, reminding me of how many times she’d used the exact same kitchen utensil to smack me around when I was younger. “Holly isn’t you. She didn’t run away. We’re worried about her, and if you had a sympathetic bone in your body, you wouldn’t have barged in here—”

“My sister is gone,” I interrupted. “I didn’t come here to torture you, Emily. I came because I can’t hop from country to country and not know what the hell is going on here.”

“So for your own peace of mind then.”

“For Holly.” I dipped my finger in the cornbread batter and licked it off. “Autumn said she didn’t come home from school. What’s been going on with her? Have you noticed any trouble?”

Emily paused her furious sauce stirring. She looked me over, taking in my cargo shorts, tank top, and hiking boots. My hair was damp and frizzy from the shower. She seemed to be deciding whether my ten-year sabbatical from Belle Dame had altered me for better or worse. I awaited her judgement, tapping my fingers against the countertop.

“She’s been great,” she said at last. She ducked low to fetch a casserole pan from the cabinet beneath the sink, preheated the oven, and pulled a colossal bag of green beans from the freezer. “Everything’s been going well for Holly. Her grades are good. Her game is good. She’s been happy.”

“So then what do you think happened?”

Emily dumped the green beans into the casserole pan with a chunk of butter, sprinkled them with seasoning, and threw the pan into the oven. “The police think she ran away with a boy—”

“I didn’t ask what the police think.”

She fixed me with a stare. “I don’t know, Bridget. I just don’t. In truth, I’m terrified. I know Holly. This game on Wednesday. It’s a big one. There are a bunch of college scouts coming out, including one from UCLA. You and I both know how much she wants to play for them. She wouldn’t miss that game for the world.”

“Did you tell the cops that?” I asked.

She bustled off again, taking two mason jars down from a high shelf and filling them with ice. “I did, but I’m not sure it makes a difference.” She uncapped a bottle of gin, poured a healthy dose into each jar, and topped the liquor off with fresh lemonade. “Here,” she said, sliding one jar across the countertop in my direction.

I caught it. “Thanks.”

Emily took a long draught before continuing. “The police didn’t find any evidence of a struggle. Not in Holly’s room or her car or anywhere else in town.”

I traced my finger around the rim of the mason jar. “Autumn said it was like she vanished.”

Someone thundered down the stairs. I turned to see a teenaged boy with a shock of white blond hair. He stopped short at the sight of me sitting at the kitchen counter.

“Oh, shit,” he said. “You’re Holly’s sister, aren’t you?”

“Language, Ryan!” Emily rounded the kitchen counter to smack him with the oven mitts. “Set the table, would you?”

“Sorry, sorry,” he said, balking beneath her attack. “Bill’s going to be pissed though. You know that, right? Isn’t that what the two of you were yelling about the other night?”

“Shut up,” Emily hissed.

“Okay!” As Emily returned to the kitchen to boil water for pasta, he looked at me from the corner of his eyes, leaned in, and whispered, “Just so you know, Bill’s going to be pissed.”

“Ryan!”

“I’m setting the table!” He ducked under Emily’s arm to collect plates and silverware, winking at me as he passed by. “Totally setting the table.”

I watched as he sauntered off to the dining room. “Well, he’s a handful.”

“We’ve harbored worse.”

“Like me?”

Emily’s gaze remained fixed on the pot of water waiting to boil.

“Is it true what he said?” I asked her. “Did you and Bill fight about me?”

“We had a disagreement.”

“You had a fight. About what?”

Emily’s shoulders tensed beneath her shirt. “Whether or not we should try to contact you about Holly.”

“I assume Bill replied with a wholehearted ‘no.’”

She dumped the box of pasta into the water and turned away from the stove. “You put us through hell, Bridget. What did you expect?”

“I—”

Another set of footfalls halted our conversation, but these were slower and heavier. I spotted the workman’s boots and heavy duty jeans before the rest of Bill came into view. He had yet to notice me, entranced by a button that had fallen off his short-sleeved collared shirt. Bill was a big man, topping off at around six foot six. His broad shoulders, beer belly, and profuse beard made him seem even larger.

“Emily, honey, can you sew this back on for me—?”

He looked up, spotting me at the counter.

“Here comes the boom,” I said.

Emily braced herself as Bill’s low voice rumbled through the room like a roll of thunder. “What the hell do you think you’re doing here?”
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IN THE HEAT OF THE MOMENT


“Bill—” Emily began.

Bill charged across the room, boxing me against the kitchen counter. “Get out of my house!”

“Get out of my face.” At this range, I had an up close and personal view of Bill’s oversized pores and dilated pupils. The synthetic musk of his aftershave mingled with the mild scent of lavender shampoo, like he’d borrowed Emily’s hair products in the shower and tried to cover it up with a manlier smell. Even clean, he appeared disheveled. The collar of his shirt stuck up at an odd angle, his fingernails were shorn to the nail bed, and his beard was long and scraggly.

“Bill.” Emily abandoned all matriarchal duties in the kitchen to intervene. “We were just having a conversation. There’s no need to—”

“I don’t want her here, Emily,” he barked.

Spittle landed on my cheek. I wiped it away. “I’m going to need you to step out of my bubble.”

But Bill didn’t take direction well. He leaned closer, our noses inches apart. I went rigid, staring into his muddy brown eyes as he spoke.“You haven’t changed, have you? That mouth of yours keeps running. How’s your arson habit coming? Burn any barns down lately?”

Thankfully, Bill’s size wasn’t conducive to agility. I crouched under his muscled arm, dodged his protrusive stomach, and positioned myself between him and the front door. “That was ten years ago. Whatever happened to forgive and forget?”

“Old habits,” Bill growled. He turned to Emily. “What did I say? I knew this would happen. Did you call her?”

“No, I—”

“Don’t blame Emily,” I said. “She didn’t have anything to do with it. What is wrong with you? Holly’s missing, and you’re more concerned about your property values than a child who’s supposedly under your care.”

Bill took a step forward, but I pointedly glanced at the floor space between us. He halted. “That’s rich, coming from you. I find it incredibly convenient that you show up just days after Holly goes missing.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Bill lifted his shoulders, letting me fill in the blanks.

“Oh, come on,” I scoffed. “You think I kidnapped my own sister?”

“It wouldn’t be out of character,” Bill pointed out. “Everyone knows how much Holly adores you. She turns eighteen soon. Seems like the perfect opportunity for you to whisk her away on one of those inane adventures you’re always writing to her about.”

“While I would love for Holly to get to see some part of the world other than Belle Dame,” I said, “I’d let her finish high school before I ‘whisked her away.’”

Ryan popped his head in from the dining room. “Hey, I hate to interrupt, but how many places should I be setting? Is Holly here in spirit? Is her sister staying for dinner?”

“No,” Bill and I chorused.

Emily chucked a stack of place mats at the eldest of their current collection. “There’s six of us, Ryan.”

Ryan fumbled the mats. They dropped to the floor and spread out in all directions. “Whoops,” he said, waggling his fingers. “They’re like butter, you know?”

This kid was either oblivious to the tension in the air or he was the best eavesdropper I’d ever met. My bet was on the latter.

“Listen, Bill,” I said, ignoring the teenager’s calculating expression as he collected the mats. “I just want to take a look through Holly’s room to see if she—”

“Absolutely not.” Bill crossed his meaty arms, further bulking his heavy top half. “I won’t have you traipsing through her things.”

“I know Holly better than anyone else,” I argued. “If she left some kind of clue to where she is, I’d recognize it before the two of you would.”

“The cops have already combed through her room,” Bill replied. “They didn’t find anything.”

“I’m not a cop. I’m her sister.”

“In name only.”

The water on the stove boiled over, hissing and spitting against the hot burners. Emily rushed to dial it down, pushing the pot to the side with an oven mitt. Then she checked the green beans and groaned. They were burnt to a crisp. She flipped off her oven mitts.

“That’s it,” she said, swinging the mitts in our direction. “This conversation is over. Bill, Bridget is worried about Holly, just like us, which means she’s probably going to stick around for a while. Deal with it. As for you, Bridget, I want absolute cooperation. No funny business. No sarcastic cracks.”

“You got it,” I said.

“But—” Bill began.

“No.” Emily stirred the pasta sauce, scraping burnt bits off the bottom of the pan. “I won’t have the two of you butting heads like stubborn donkeys. We’re all adults now, and we’re going to handle this like adults.”

“So can I see Holly’s room then?” I asked.

Emily glanced at Bill, who shook his head a fraction of an inch to either side. Emily turned off the heat to the stove and came around to my side of the counter. “Bridget, I think it’s best if we let everyone cool off first. The last few days have been stressful for all of us.”

I let her guide me to the door, recognizing defeat.“All right. Maybe tomorrow then?”

“We’ll see. Do you have a number we can contact you at?”

“I don’t have a phone,” I replied. “But I’m staying at the motel in town. You can reach me there.”

“Perfect,” Emily said, smiling as she ushered me through the door. “We’ll be in touch.”

And then I was out on the porch again, where a chicken clucked by and pecked at my shoes. I sighed and started down the long driveway. Halfway to the street, bike gears whizzed behind me. I whirled around just in time to evade Ryan’s wild ride. He spun the bike to a stop, showering me with dirt.

“Oh, shit. Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” I shook off the loose mud. “What’s up, Ryan?”

His eyebrows shot up. “You remembered my name?”

“It’s not a hard one to forget,” I assured him. “I assume you Evel Knievel’ed out here for a reason?”

“Yeah!” He looked over his shoulder at the house, a sign that Bill and Emily weren’t aware of his escapade. “Listen, Holly was a total bitch to me sometimes—” I gave him a look. “—Okay, she isn’t a bitch. I’m just annoying. But the point is, I really like Holly, and I don’t want anything bad to happen to her, and I figure her sister probably knows how to find her better than the cops do, so—”

I held up a hand. “Dude. Relax. Take a breath and get to the point.”

He squeezed the hand brakes on the bike repeatedly. “Well, I get home around three-thirty on Tuesdays because I don’t have band practice, and Bill and Emily don’t get home until six-ish, so if you really want to see Holly’s room—because you know Bill is never going to let you up there—then you can come by tomorrow afternoon, and I’ll let you in.”

“You’re going to let me in?” I repeated.

“Yeah.”

“You don’t even know me. I could be a grifter.”

“I don’t think you’re a grifter,” Ryan said. “Besides, it’s not like I’m showing you where Bill and Emily hide their valuables.”

“Fair point,” I replied. “All right, Ryan. I’m in. See you tomorrow.”

“Sweet.”

And then he was gone, tearing through the dirt on the rear wheel of his bike.

In town, I walked past the motel and headed to the main strip, where the locals were ringing in the crisp evening with a few beers at The Pit. The sports bar had gotten a paint job. The old green walls were freshly covered with Belle Dame High’s vibrant colors. Other than that, the restaurant was the same as it had been when I had left. As I sat at the bar, I recognized a few of the regulars, Belle Dame alumni who kept up with all aspects of the high school athletics. Our town was small, but the Wolfpack was known as one of the best football teams in the state, and I knew firsthand about the success of our fastpitch team. The bartender—a curvy, college-aged girl in a tight black T-shirt—set a drink napkin in front of me.

“What’ll it be?”

“Bourbon, rocks. Thanks.”

She poured the drink and slid the glass over, squinting at me. “You look familiar.”

“I’m the missing girl’s sister.”

“Ah, right.”

She sidled off to wipe down the opposite end of the bar, striking up a conversation with another customer. I nursed my drink, staring blankly at a Tar Heels game on the television above the row of booze bottles. Belle Dame felt stale already.

“Bridget? Bridget Dubois?”

I swiveled my stool around to meet the hazel eyes of a tall guy with neat dark hair. It took me a second to recognize him. Emmett Marks had filled out. What was once lanky teenage muscle had morphed into impressive adult bulk, the swell of his shoulders indicative of a close and loving relationship with protein powder. He looked good, better than he had in high school, and I made the mistake of glancing all the way down his body before catching his eyes again. He smirked, showing off his dimples.

“Hey, Emmett,” I said.

“Damn, it’s really you.” He picked me right off of my seat and whirled us around in a showy hug. I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Put me down, you oaf!”

He set me next to the bar then settled in on the stool next to mine, waving the bartender down for a beer. “Sorry. God, I can’t believe you’re here! What’s going on? How are you? What are you doing back in Belle Dame?”

“Haven’t you heard?” I asked him. “Everyone else has. Holly’s missing.”

He sputtered over the lip of his beer bottle and wiped his mouth. “What? Holly’s gone?”

“You should probably take a break from the gym and turn on the local news every once in a while.” I smacked his muscled chest with the back of my hand. “She disappeared last week.”

Emmett’s dimples vanished. “I had no idea. I’m really sorry, Bee.”

I drained my glass, savoring the subtle burn in my throat. “Thanks. Anyway, I’m back for her. I figured—I don’t know—” I sat the glass down on the bar top with more force than intended. “Actually, I don’t know what the hell to do. I haven’t seen Holly in years. I don’t even really know her anymore. What kind of healthy sibling relationship is based on FaceTime calls and postcards?”

“Easy, Bee.” Emmett’s broad shadow built a protective cave of privacy around us as he comforted me over the bar top. After all these years, he still wore the same body spray. “I’m sure the police will find her.”

“Bill and Emily won’t even let me into her room,” I mumbled, tipping the glass side to side so that the ice cubes clinked against each other.

“Man, you had the nerve to visit the Millers?”

“Yeah, Bill tried to kill me, so it was all in good fun.”

His chuckle echoed low and deep in his throat like the bass end of a vibraphone. “To be fair, the day you left town was also the day after Emily bailed you out of jail for arson.”

I flicked his earlobe. “She bailed you out too, remember?”

He grabbed my finger and grinned, and I noticed that his braces from middle school had paid off. “I sure do. Those were the days. You and me. Junior year was so fun. I wished you’d stuck around long enough for us to be seniors together.”

“I was a little busy dropping out of high school to become a juvenile delinquent,” I replied. “And mourning my parents.”

“Yeah, that was rough.”

The door to The Pit swung open, bathing the dark bar in the last of the fading sunlight. The evening was starting to pick up. Conversation swelled and ebbed while overlapping referee calls emanated from the televisions. Another bartender joined the first to pick up the extra business, and servers carried mouth-watering baskets of wings, fries, and pickles from the kitchen. Without being asked, the bartender brought me another drink.

“I have an idea.” Emmett raised his bottle. “For one night, just tonight, you’re allowed to forget about all the shit that’s happened in this town before now. No dead parents, no old trouble, no missing sister. We drink, we have fun, and I promise to get you home safe. Tomorrow, you can start fresh. Deal?”

I considered his offer then tapped my glass against his beer. “Fine. But just so you know, I can still drink you under the table.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

The night wore on. I switched to beer after my third bourbon as the dim lights in the bar turned hazy. Emmett and I played pool, betting on the outcome. I let him win the first time, challenged him to double or nothing, and kicked his ass in the second round. Then we played darts. Three games in, the bartender told us to sit down. Apparently, our tipsy throwing style was hazardous to the other patrons.

Laughing, we returned to the bar, where I ordered waters for the both of us. After an ill-fated night with a bottle of tequila in Mexico City, I had learned the importance of hydration. Hangovers weren’t my thing, and it wouldn’t impress Bill and Emily if I showed up at their house smelling like alcohol.

“I miss this,” Emmett said, unwrapping a straw and plunking it into my cup for me. “You should stick around for a while.”

I took a long sip. The icy rush flushed the stale taste of beer from my mouth. “I’ll be here until we find Holly, however long that is.”

“Really?”

He was close, those dimples flashing. I nodded. He leaned in. I tilted my chin up. Our lips brushed. My head swam in a way that had nothing to do with his proximity.

I pulled away and pressed my palms to my eyes, trying to regain my sense of reality. The noise of the bar flitted in and out like a poorly tuned radio. On the other channel, the one in my mind, I heard garbled voices and the piteous churn of a neglected appliance.

“You okay?” Emmett asked, peeling my fingers from my face.

“Yeah.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Yeah, I just need the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

I slid off the stool and wove through the crowd. The single stall bathroom was hidden behind the kitchen, and thankfully, there was no line to use it. I slipped inside, locked the door, and leaned over the chipped porcelain sink.

My ears hummed in the sudden silence, adjusting from the noise of the bar. In the other dimension, the machinery whirred on, as did the murmured voices, muddied as if they were coming from the next room over. I pulled deep breaths through my nose, filling up my lungs. My head floated, connected to the rest of my body in structure but not in spirit. I grasped my neck with both hands, as if to make sure the top of my spine was still attached to the base of my skull. My fingers crept along my jawline, down my throat, to my collarbone. I pressed hard.

The pain knitted me back together. My head slammed onto my shoulders like a snapped rubber band, and my reflection came into focus in the mirror. My hair hung limply around my face. I was sweating and breathing hard, but the peculiar sensation of being in two places at once had, to my immense relief, faded out. I turned on the tap and splashed my face with cold water, then rested my head in my hands, waiting for my pulse to slow down. Was this what a panic attack felt like?

I returned to the bar with a clearer head and my hair tied up. Through the crowd, I spotted the top of Emmett’s head. He kept glancing toward the bathroom, keeping check of my progress. When I caught his eye, I waved to let him know I was okay. He waved back. Then, another guy stepped into my path. He was older, in his mid-thirties maybe, and I didn’t know him from around town. In the background, Emmett’s grin fell off his lips.

“Hey,” the guy said, smirking. “I’m Brett. I haven’t seen you around here before. Are you new in town?”

“Nope, I’m the local prodigal daughter. Excuse me.”

I tried to dip around the all-too-friendly Brett, but he slipped a hand across my stomach, holding me in place. “Can I get you a drink?”

I took his hand by the thumb and removed it from my abdomen. “No, thanks.”

He dogged me as I weaved away. “Aw, come on. One drink. I promise I’ll leave you alone after that.”

“How about you leave me alone right now?”

“Hey.” His fingers closed around my upper arm, squeezing hard. “You don’t have to be such a bitch about it.”

“Let go of me.”

He dragged me closer. “Not until you let me buy you a drink.”

My wrists were locked in his grip, but my legs weren’t. I jabbed my knee upward, catching the inside of his thigh where I knew there was a major pressure point, and his leg buckled beneath him. He yelled, releasing his grip on me to tend to the spasming muscle.

“I warned you to let go,” I said.

Brett glared at me, favoring his other leg. “You really—”

He didn’t get to finish his sentence. Out of nowhere, a fist slammed into Brett’s nose, followed closely by the rest of Emmett’s brawn.

“Jesus! Emmett, don’t!”

Brett cupped his bleeding nose. “What the hell, man?”

Emmett lifted Brett up by his shirt collar. “If you ever touch her again—”

I grabbed the back of Emmett’s shirt, trying to pull him away. “Emmett, come on. It’s not worth it.”

But Brett, not to be outdone, arched his head back and slammed it against Emmett’s. The two of them stumbled apart, only to lurch toward each other again for another round. A ring cleared as the other patrons rescued their drinks and retreated from the violence. The bartenders yelled at the boys to break it up, but it fell on deaf ears. On his next pass, I seized Emmett’s belt loop and tried to yank him away from Brett. He didn’t even feel it, and when he drew his arm back to land another punch, he slammed his elbow into my eye. Colors burst in my vision as I lost my balance, falling against a bar stool and onto the sticky floor.

“Okay, gentlemen. That’s enough!”

Two uniformed cops, a man and a woman, pushed through the crowd. The man stepped between Emmett and Brett, who stopped fighting as soon as the bar lights reflected against the cop’s shiny badge. The woman, a tall redhead with warm brown eyes, scooped me up from the floor.

“You all right?” she asked, looping my arm around her shoulder.

“Yeah.”

As she led me from the bar, Emmett called out, “Bridget, wait!”

“I don’t think so, buddy,” the other cop said, clapping Emmett on the shoulder. “We’re going to have a talk.”

A squad car was parked on the curb, red and blue lights flashing. The redhead leaned me against the hood and checked the state of my eye.

“That’s gonna bruise,” she said, with just a hint of that North Carolina twang. “You need a ride somewhere?”

The idea of climbing into the back seat of a cop car turned the bourbon and beer in my stomach. “No, I’ll be okay.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, I’m staying at the motel. It’s only a couple blocks from here.”

“All right.”

I slid off the car, waved to her in thanks, and continued up the sidewalk, grateful for the warm orange glow of the overhead streetlights. She stayed there, outside the bar, but when I made it back to my room and glanced through the blinds, I saw the dark squad car cruise through the motel parking lot.


6

[image: ]
DEAD ENDS


The switch from Thailand to North Carolina had left my internal time clock in disarray. The morning felt like evening, and I was ready to eat dinner instead of breakfast. I gargled mouthwash in the motel’s small bathroom and spat, rinsing the bitter taste of last night’s bender from my tongue, and watched the minty blue froth circle the drain. Then I rinsed my face and looked into the mirror.

The moment in The Pit’s bathroom came back to me. The lightheadedness—the disconnect between my mind and body—wasn’t something I’d experienced before, and the unnatural sensation wasn’t brought on by a mixture of bourbon and beer. It was deeper than that. Instinctual, almost. Like my brain had attempted to input too much information at one time and ended up short-circuiting.

A flash of blue glittered in my reflection. I blinked and leaned closer to the mirror, examining my iris. Holly and I had the same hair, face, and figure, but while Holly had inherited my mother’s pretty sapphire eyes, I had received my father’s darker brown ones. It was the one detail that set us apart. That and the nine years between us. For a split second, I could’ve sworn that it was Holly’s eyes in the mirror instead of mine.

“You’re finally losing it,” I muttered. I pressed the motel’s towel against my face, savoring the dark safety of the terry cloth, and inhaled. The fabric suctioned against my nose and mouth. I yanked it away and threw the towel to the floor.

After a shower to rinse off the remainder of last night, I rifled through my meager set of belongings. A pair of jeans, one sweatshirt, a couple of threadbare T-shirts, three pairs of cargo shorts, the flannel that Autumn hated so much, and my little wallet. I picked up the wallet and flipped it open. It was full of folded Thai baht bills, useless here in Belle Dame. My credit card peeked out of a pocket. It looked brand new. I couldn’t remember the last time I managed my bank accounts. The only time I ever accessed them was to book flights. As much as I liked to pretend that I lived off of whatever petty cash I made during my travels, that wasn’t the case. My checking account housed Mom and Dad’s liquidized assets, and though the Dubois family was a firm staple in the lower end of middle class, it was enough for one person to live modestly off of for several years. If I was staying in Belle Dame for longer than a couple of days, I would need clothes that didn’t make me look like a drifter.

The North Carolina sun made the spring morning hot and humid. I flipped my sunglasses on, ignoring the leftover ache between my eyes, and walked into town. Autumn’s boutique was nearby. I could drop in to see her and ask her to dress me. It had been a while since I picked out clothes for style rather than comfort.

Halfway there, I spotted the local police station and walked in willingly. The rush of air conditioning and stiff scent of polyester uniforms brought back a flood of memories. I’d lost count of how many times I’d been picked up and dropped off at this station for one miscreant deed or another. I was so angry then, like my parents’ deaths had flipped a switch in me that turned off rational thought, and I took out all of my aggressive energy by turning into a cultural cliché. It was one of the reasons I’d left Belle Dame; I couldn’t look myself in the eye anymore.

A tall police officer reclined at one of the desks in the bullpen, rolling aimlessly on the caster wheels of his office chair as he flipped through a case file. Once upon a time, his hair was thick and dark. Now, he kept it buzzed close to his skull to hide the impending widow’s peak. As the bell chimed over the door, he glanced up.

“I’ll be damned,” he said, setting aside the file. “The last time I saw you, you had burn marks on your arms and soot in your hair.”

“Why does everyone keep reminding me about that stupid barn?” I hovered over the station’s threshold, one foot propping the door open. “It was so long ago.”

“It’s also your legacy,” the cop said. He stood up, came around the main counter, and popped my foot out of place so that the door could shut. Then, to my surprise, he pulled me into a casual, one-armed hug. “Good to see ya, kid.”

“Officer Scott,” I replied. “I have to admit it’s a lot nicer to walk into the station on my own terms rather than getting dragged in.”

Officer Scott chortled. “What, you didn’t like the handcuffs? Come on in. Take a seat.” He led me into the bullpen, where he offered me a chair from his neighbor’s desk and a water bottle from a nearby mini fridge. “How have you been?”

“Fine,” I told him, sitting down. “I can’t believe you haven’t retired yet. How old are you?”

“Oh, good. You’re still quippy. I was hoping the world wouldn’t knock that out of you.”

“Never,” I said. “But I’m not here to catch up.”

Scott kicked his feet up to the desk and leaned back. His chair creaked in protest. “Yeah, I figured you weren’t dropping by to see me. I have a feeling I know what this is about.”

“Holly.”

His mustache bristled as he folded his hands in his lap. “I don’t know what to tell you, Bridget.”

“Well, what happened?” I asked. “No one seems to know anything. Not Autumn. Not Bill or Emily. And I don’t buy that she ran away, Scott. That’s not like her.”

“No, I didn’t mean that I don’t know anything,” Scott clarified. “I meant that I can’t tell you anything.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re not Holly’s legal guardian.”

“Oh, come on.”

His boots came to rest on the linoleum. “Sorry, kid.”

“I’m her sister,” I protested. “Her blood relation. And I’m not allowed to know where she is? Do you understand how messed up that is?”

Scott’s tone remained calm but stern. “I do, and I wish that I could help you. Unfortunately, my hands are tied in this situation.”

I gestured to his hands, which rested lightly in his lap. “Your hands are not tied! Your hands are right there, next to your computer, which I’m sure has the details of Holly’s case somewhere on it.”

“I meant legally and metaphorically, Bridget.”

“I know you meant metaphorically,” I snapped. Officer Scott raised his eyebrows. I slumped in my chair. “Sorry. I just—you really can’t tell me anything?”

“Nothing that hasn’t already been on the news for a few days now.” He studied my fallen expression, twiddling his thumbs. “Listen, kid. I really wish I could help. You know me. I was always rooting for you, even when you were a pain in my ass.” He rested a warm hand on my knee. “I think your best bet is to talk to the Millers.”

“I already tried,” I said. “They’re not happy about me being here.”

“Well…”

“Yeah, yeah. I burned down their barn. Thanks a lot, broken record.”

“You burnt a lot of bridges too,” Scott said. “Maybe if you patched them up, you might get a little more information out of people.”

I stood up and returned my borrowed chair to its rightful place. “I’m working on it. I’ll see you later, Scott. Thanks for trying.”

He walked me out, holding the station’s door open for me. “Bridget, wait. I owe you an apology.”

I paused on the sidewalk outside, shielding my eyes as they watered in the sunlight. “For what?”

He towered over me but somehow managed to look small and sheepish. “Before you left, you asked me to look after Holly. I promised that I would. And now—”

“I don’t blame you, Scott. It was beyond your control.”

“I just want to make sure you know that I’m doing everything I can to find her,” he said, a tremble in his baritone.

“That’s all I can ask for.”

There was no bell over the door of Oak and Autumn. Instead, my entrance triggered a chain of wind chimes, which clacked together to create a grating chorus. I gritted my teeth. I hadn’t completely avoided a hangover, and my aching head needed gentler sounds.

The store was empty. The midmorning lull had struck again, leaving me to shop in limbo. Autumn’s influence was evident in each rack of clothes. The clothes had a freeing bohemian vibe to them, light and airy compared to the southern clunk of Belle Dame. This was Autumn’s outlet, her way of escaping the confines of the tiny town. In my opinion, she didn’t belong here, but at the same time, I couldn’t picture her anywhere else.

“Bee!”

Autumn emerged from the storeroom. Today, she wore a floor-length summer dress. Her toes, the nails of which were painted bright pink, peeked out from beneath the flowery fabric. Her baby bump, again, was hardly noticeable. I was starting to wonder how many people actually knew that she was “going with the flow.”

She gasped. “What happened to your eye? Bill didn’t do that, did he?”

“No, the eye was an accident. Although my visit with the Millers didn’t go too well either.”

“Oh, crap. Did they try to murder you in your sleep?”

I shook my head. “I’m staying at the motel anyway.”

“The motel?” She wrinkled her nose. “Why? I told you that you could stay with me.”

I looked down at her belly. “It’s fine. I didn’t want to intrude.”

She ushered me farther into the store. “You’re not intruding, and you should at least come for dinner sometime. I want you to meet Christian.”

“Sure, sounds great.”

“So what happened with the Millers?”

I wandered over to a rack of distressed T-shirts, perusing my options. “Exactly what I expected to happen. Bill flipped his shit, and Emily had to do damage control. I’m going back this afternoon. In the meantime, I thought I’d pick up a few things. Are you still harboring the secret desire to give me a makeover?”

Autumn pressed both hands to her heart in an over-exaggerated swoon. “I thought you’d never ask.”

She shooed me aside, so I sat down in one of the kitschy sofas generally reserved for impatient boyfriends, rambunctious kids, or shoppers trying on shoes. Autumn bustled about, pulling jeans, shirts, and other clothing items off of various racks to fit together a few outfits for me.

“So other than the fiasco with the Millers, how’d your first day back go?” she asked.

“It was relatively uneventful,” I told her, kicking off my boots to try on a pair of flats. “I went by the old house, swung past The Pit, got drunk, kissed Emmett, he got into a fist fight, the cops broke it up. That’s what happened to my eye, by the way. I got caught in the crossfire. Anyway, it was a pretty standard night for Belle Dame.”

A linen top dropped to the floor as she turned to look at me. “Don’t tell me you’re causing trouble already.”

“I don’t cause trouble. It just tends to find me.”

“You kissed Emmett?”

“Yeah. Dimples. You know.”

Autumn draped an armful of clothes over the back of the sofa. The metal hangers clacked together as she sat down beside me. “Bridget, I don’t ever want to tell you what to do, but I really don’t think getting involved with Emmett again is a good idea.”

“Who said anything about getting involved? It was just a kiss.”

“Yeah, but I remember what the two of you were like after your parents died,” she went on. “One day, you’re not even interested in the guy, and the next, you’re Bonnie and Clyde. Bee, you were unreachable. You dumped me on my ass for him and left town without saying goodbye. Do you know what that feels like?”

I scooted closer to her and draped an arm around her shoulders. She leaned her head against me, and a tear splattered against my cargo shorts. “I suppose now isn’t the right time to joke about you being hormonal.”

She smacked my arm. “Don’t you dare.”

“Oh, how the tables have turned.”

“Bee!”

“Okay, okay.” I let her settle into my side. “All I can give you is an apology and an explanation. I’m sorry. Back then, all anyone ever wanted to talk about was my dead parents or my new parents. You trying to help me backfired. I pushed you away.” Autumn sniffled and wiped her cheeks. “Emmett was easy to be around. Getting into trouble with him distracted me from everything else. In all honesty, I used him. He wanted my attention, and I needed his brand of recklessness. It worked for me.”

“He was heartbroken when you left.”

“That was years ago,” I replied. “I’m sure he got over it. And as far as that kiss goes, it was reflex. Automatic. An old habit.”

“I worry about you falling into other old habits.”

I ruffled her wavy hair. “Have you no faith in me?”

“Very little.”

I maneuvered out from under her and rifled through the pile of clothes from the sofa. “Is this a shirt or a dress?”

“It’s a shirt,” Autumn replied. “Hey, have you talked to Ani?”

I stiffened, keeping my gaze on the blouses. “Uh, no. Why?”

“I think you should go see her. It might do the both of you some good.”

I held up a pair of jeans beneath an artfully destroyed T-shirt. “Why rip holes in a perfectly good shirt? Is that some kind of new aesthetic?”

“Bridget.”

I set down the outfit with a sigh. “I was going to go by there eventually. I just don’t know if I can take it.”

“She’s your aunt and the only living relative you have other than Holly.”

“She’s also an empty shell,” I reminded her. “And that assisted living home gives me the creeps. Hey!”

Autumn had snatched the outfits from the sofa, stood up, and dumped the load behind the counter. She dangled a single blouse from her index finger. “If you want the free clothes, you have to promise me that you’ll go see her.”

“What’s there to say?” I asked. “Hey, Aunt Ani, sorry you lost your mind when your sister died? I kind of did too?”

Autumn gave me a hard stare. “The nurses say she’s happier when Holly comes to visit.”

“How can they tell?” I muttered under my breath. Autumn threw the blouse at me. It landed on my head. “Okay, okay! I’ll go. But if she’s expecting Holly, she’s going to be mighty disappointed when she gets me instead.”

“Good. Now go change. I can’t look at those cargo shorts any longer.”

After Autumn was through with me, I was dressed, fed, and a little tipsy after a few Bellinis at her favorite brunch restaurant. She enjoyed them vicariously, ordering different flavors until I reminded her that I wasn’t in Belle Dame for spring break. I spent the rest of the afternoon helping her count inventory for the store. It was dull work, but I needed to blow some time, and I really missed Autumn. It was cathartic to hear her voice again, to see that she was satisfied with the way her life was turning out. Of all the people I’d left behind, I worried about Autumn the most. Ever since her parents’ divorce, her support system was lacking, and I had left her in the lurch. I felt a surge of relief as she spoke about her boyfriend, a few of the girls that she knew in town, and Holly.

At half past two, I excused myself from the store, promised Autumn that I would call her to set up a time and date for dinner, and headed to the Millers. Ryan met me at the driveway gate, balancing a trumpet case across the handlebars of his bike. As he unhooked the padlock, he looked me up and down.

“Did you shower?” he asked.

Autumn’s effect on my appearance hadn’t gone unnoticed. Not only had I traded my cargo shorts and sweat-wicking T-shirt for designer jeans and a linen button-up, but Autumn had arranged my hair in a long fishtail braid and brushed a layer of mascara onto my eyelashes.

“Yeah, this all happened in the shower,” I told the teenager.

“Girls are weird. Here, hold this.” He handed me his trumpet case so that he could devote his entire attention to the finicky padlock.

“I thought you didn’t have band practice today?”

“It’s for class. Go, go, go.”

As soon as the padlock was free, he shooed me up the driveway. He whizzed past, snatched the trumpet from me, and rode the rest of the way like a lopsided camel. When I caught up with him on the front porch, he was pumping an asthma inhaler at his lips.

“You okay?”

“Swell,” he gasped.

I glanced back toward the street. “Are you sure we should be doing this?”

He popped open the trumpet case and fished around a pile of crumpled music, valve oil, and slide grease until he extracted a single house key. “Nope. But you’re here now, right?” He unlocked the front door, but he stopped me before I could follow him inside. “What are you, some kind of savage? Take your shoes off.”

I gave him a look but kicked off the new slip-on sneakers that Autumn had gifted to me and left them next to the doormat. Ryan nodded his approval and let me in. The dog shot out from behind the couch, its booming barks echoing through the house. Ryan caught its snout.

“Shh.” He tapped the dog’s nose without fear. “Shut up, Doobs. You’ll blow our cover.”

“The dog’s name is Doobs?”

“Scooby Dooby Doo.”

“Ah. Of course.”

Without preamble, Ryan thundered up the steps to the second floor, his backpack bouncing heavily against his shoulders. “Are you coming up or what?”

“Yeah, yeah.”

I climbed the set of old stairs, skipping the last step at the top. I knew from multiple thwarted sneak-out attempts that it creaked at an incriminating volume. Ryan poked his head into the hallway from the first room.

“This is my room,” he announced.

“No offense, Ryan, but I don’t really care about your room.”

“No offense, but I wasn’t inviting you to see it anyway.”

“Good. Where’s Holly’s?”

“Down the hall,” he replied, pointing. “Last door on the left.”

I looked down the hallway, a lump in my throat. Of course that was Holly’s room. It used to be mine too.
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It was the smallest bedroom in the house. When I had lived here, Holly and I shared a bunk bed, a closet, and a writing desk. The bunk bed remained, though it had been refurbished to fit the desk beneath it rather than another mattress. Back then, Holly and I had been two of six of the Millers’ foster kids. Getting my own room wasn’t an option. The adjustment took time, and I never settled in. No matter how much I loved Holly, I was used to a certain modicum of privacy that was impossible to emulate at the Millers’. It was like living in a dormitory. All of a sudden, I shared everything. Nothing belonged solely to me, not even myself. The need to escape stemmed from that feeling. It was easier to sneak out and wreak havoc with Emmett than play nice with the Millers’ other foster kids.  

From the looks of it, Holly had the room to herself. The other kids must’ve been paired off down the hall. It struck me how little I knew about Holly these days. I expected her room to be rife with sports paraphernalia, for the walls to be covered in the red, black, and yellow of Belle Dame’s school colors. Instead, there were books everywhere. The walls were lined with shelves, her novels stacked two or three volumes deep. She’d started her collection young, with the full Nancy Drew collection, and continued on with literary classics. Jane Austen prevailed, as did Dorothy Parker. Her numerous trophies spotted the room, shoved like an afterthought into whatever nook or crevice they fit within. That year’s fastpitch team photo, however, proudly posed on the desk, free of dust. Behind that, Holly’s favorite pictures of her and her friends were pinned to a cork board. It was so loaded and layered that the cork was no longer visible. I tentatively lifted the edges of each picture for a glimpse of the ones beneath.

There she was, in all her glory, smiling from ear to ear in every photo. I wondered which one Bill and Emily had given to the police for reference. Hopefully, she had copies of it. I moved aside another picture of Holly and a girl from her softball team and let out a little gasp at the one beneath. It was taken the day before my sixteenth birthday, all those years ago. All four of us—Mom, Dad, Holly, and me—were in the frame. We sat on the front porch of the old house, enjoying the sunset. Dad had one arm around Mom, the other around me. Holly sat in my lap. None of us were looking at the camera. We were all mid-smile, as if sharing an inside joke. The fading light cast a pinkish light across our tanned, freckled faces.

I pulled the pushpin out of the cork board to free the photo from the rest. That day was the last full day of my childhood. Everything after that was shock, a rushed introduction to adult responsibilities, and a quick dismissal of said responsibilities. I pocketed the picture. I couldn’t look at it for more than a few moments, but I also couldn’t leave it unprotected at the Millers’ orphanage. It was a piece of history, a reminder that things weren’t always as unpredictable as they were now.

I combed through the rest of Holly’s desk. The drawers were full of past assignments, letters from universities that were interested in recruiting her for their athletics programs, and several notebook pages cramped with Holly’s neat but tiny handwriting. I squinted to decipher the lines. It appeared to be a series of short stories, proving that once again that I knew nothing but the surface stuff about my little sister. She’d never told me that she wrote creatively. I put the pages back where I found them. If she’d wanted to share them with me, she would have done so on her own.

As far as teenagers went, Holly was one of the cleaner ones. She kept her laundry in a hamper, her shoes lined up neatly by the door, and her school books stacked on the bedside table for easy access. Her clothes and softball uniforms hung at evenly spaced intervals in the closet, and the rest of her personal items had been organized into decorative boxes. I pulled them down, one by one, to check inside. The first was full of yearbooks, starting from middle school. The second contained a collection of friendship bracelets and several rolls of colored string to make them out of. The third was overflowing with postcards from me.

She’d kept every one of them. The very first postcard I ever sent her was from Puerto Rico, three days after I’d skipped town. I was seventeen with no idea of how to travel on my own and had bought the cheapest flight out of Belle Dame. Once there, my first thought wasn’t about finding a place to stay. It was Holly. I wanted her to know that I was okay, and that my need to bail wasn’t her fault. She was so young. Everyone she knew had gone. The more I thought about it, the more miraculous her growth into a well-rounded, successful high schooler seemed.

The other postcards brought back memories as well. I’d been so many places that I’d forgotten some of my earlier exploits. South America was fun and full of cultural adventures. My hasty scribbles to Holly detailed quick anecdotes about the seals on the Galapagos Islands, La Catedral in Cusco, and snorkeling along a reef in Belize. I’d left out getting food poisoning in Cancun and having to sleep on the streets of San Juan because I’d run out of money. Those weren’t the fun stories, and Holly deserved vicarious adventure and positivity, not the strife that occasionally accompanied it. After South America, my parents’ money had been deposited into my bank account, and I bought a ticket to Italy. I stayed there, traveling from major city to major city, for months. The coffee was good and so was the food, but when my roommate in Rome spontaneously proposed to me, I decided it was good a time as any to leave my Italian adventure behind. From there, I went to Athens, then Beirut, then circled up to Budapest, Prague, and finally Paris. I stared at the postcard of the Eiffel Tower with a sour taste in my mouth then turned it face down and buried it at the bottom of Holly’s box.

I wasn’t sure what I’d expected to find in Holly’s room. I was half-hoping that she would turn up, unharmed, as sort of an instinctual reaction to my presence, but I was no closer to her than I had been while I was across the ocean. She was a ghost in her own room. There were no hints of where she had disappeared to, no information to glean from the evidence of her life. I ran my fingers along the spines of her books, reading the titles half-heartedly.

One paperback was turned so that the spine was against the wall, its pages facing me, the title obscured. I pulled it out of place and turned it over. It was the mass marketed version of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. Judging by the dog-eared pages and broken binding, the novel was one of Holly’s favorites. I skimmed the back cover. It didn’t sound like a thrilling tale of romance and positivity. It seemed odd that Holly had taken to it.

The growl of a truck engine rumbled outside, and I glanced through the window to see Bill’s blue pickup trundling up the driveway. “Shit.”

Ryan slid across the hallway and ran into the door frame of Holly’s room. “Hey, uh, remember how I said Bill doesn’t usually get home until around six? Apparently, I was wrong.”

“You think?” I tucked the novel into the front of my shirt and pushed past Ryan.

“What are you doing?” he demanded. “He’s going to see you. We’re totally screwed. Unless you hide in my room. He wouldn’t expect that. How tall are you? I think you’d fit under the bed.”

I ignored him, booking it toward the bathroom at the end of the hall. Somewhere below, Bill’s boots thunked against the porch steps. The key rattled in the front door lock.

“Oh, man. I’m so dead.”

“Ryan,” I hissed, pulling him into the bathroom and shutting the door. “Shut up.”

“What are you doing?”

“Getting out of here.” I pushed open the tiny window next to the shower, got a leg up on the toilet tank, and shimmied my upper body through the small opening. Outside, I grabbed hold of the drain pipe that ran up the exterior of the house, swung my legs free of the window, and pivoted to wrap my thighs around a sturdy branch of the neighboring oak tree. I switched my grip from the pipe to the branch and officially detached from the Millers’ house. Ryan leaned out of the window, examining my cat-like crouch with openmouthed awe.

“Whoa. Can you teach me to do that?”

I pointed at him with a stern index finger. “If you ever try it, I’ll kill you. Understand?”

From inside, Bill’s voice echoed through the house. “Ryan? Are you home?”

“Go,” I whispered to Ryan as I dropped down to the next branch. He turned away from the window. “And Ryan?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks.”

A grin lit up his face as he eased the window shut. Faintly, I heard him call out, “I’m pooping, Bill!”

I shook my head and hurried down as fast as I could. The last time I’d snuck out of the Millers’ house through this avenue, my hastiness had resulted in a fractured wrist. My new jeans snagged against the rough bark. Autumn would kill me if I tore any holes in them that weren’t stylistically intended. Thankfully, I landed on the ground with my outfit intact, if a bit sweaty and dirty. Holly’s book had made it too, the corner of the cover poking into my skin. I wedged it under my arm instead, checked the driveway to make sure Bill was securely inside, and sprinted to the shadowy seclusion of the neighborhood’s trees.

The Belle Dame Assisted Living Facility looked more like a four-star resort than a place for senior citizens to round off the rest of their lives. It had less of a hospital feel than I was expecting, though the familiar scent of all-purpose cleanser did linger in the lobby. Natural light illuminated the peach tile floors, eccentrically patterned armchairs, and a big screen TV. Residents ambled about, chatting with each other or passing the time with a hand of cards. At the front desk, a woman in a white polo shirt with the facility’s logo embroidered on the chest manned a computer and the phone.

“Can I help you?” she asked, her gaze focused on the screen in front of her.

“Yes, my name is Bridget Dubois,” I said, clutching Holly’s book in both hands. I’d come straight from the Millers’ before I could lose my nerve. “My aunt, Annette Louis, is a resident here. I was wondering if I might be able to visit her.”

The woman looked up, putting my name to my face. “You’re Holly’s sister.”

“Yeah.”

She stood up, came around to the front of the desk, and hugged me. “It’s so nice to finally meet you! Holly talks about you all the time.”

I stepped out of arm’s reach. “She does? How often is she here?”

“Once or twice a week,” the woman replied. “More if she has the time. It’s so good for Ani. Holly’s such a kind girl. I’m Janet, by the way. Holly tells me you’re a world traveler!”

I shook Janet’s hand. “Something like that.”

“How exciting.” She led the way across the lobby to the elevators. “You must have all sorts of wonderful stories. How often do you visit home?”

“Um, this would be the first time since I left,” I told her as we stepped into the claustrophobic space of the lift. “For Holly, you know.”

“Ah.” Janet pressed the button for the third floor and folded her hands. “Yes, we’ve all seen the news. I hope she comes home soon.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m so glad you found the time to stop by,” Janet said. “I’m sure Ani will be happy to see you.”

The doors chimed open, and we stepped out.

“How is my aunt?” I asked, following Janet down the hall. “I haven’t seen her in years, but from what I’ve heard, she’s not exactly social.”

Janet paused outside one of the rooms, her hand on the badge that would unlock the door. “I assume you’re aware of what happened to your aunt following your mother’s death?”

“I know she had a breakdown after the funeral,” I replied. “I don’t recall the details though. To be honest, I was trying to shut everyone out back then, including her.”

A sad smile tilted Janet’s glossed lips. “I’m afraid your family tragedy affected Ani in an unfortunate way. Her behavior is often catatonic, which we assume is a result of a psychiatric disorder that manifested in reaction to the accident.”

“Like PTSD or something?”

“Without your aunt’s cooperation, we’re unable to pinpoint a diagnosis,” Janet explained. “Though we do treat her for the symptoms that she exhibits, we mostly strive to keep her comfortable.”

“Keep her comfortable,” I mumbled. “I know what that means.”

Janet gave my arm a squeeze. “I just want you to be prepared. The woman on the other side of this door may be different than you remember her, but she is still your aunt, and you owe her decency and respect.”

“I know.”

She flashed the badge against the scanner, which lit up green as Janet pushed the door open. I took a deep breath and followed her inside. The room was small but cozy. It was a double, with two beds but no kitchenette or other apartment-like amenities that might’ve been available to the more able residents. A fresh vase of pink roses decorated the bedside table.

“Ani?” Janet eased further into the room. “Look who’s here. It’s your niece, Bridget.”

My fingers tightened on the cover of Holly’s book as Aunt Ani came into view. She sat in an armchair facing the window, which looked out onto the facility’s pretty green lawn. She wore a white bathrobe and matching slippers. Her gray hair obscured her face. She made no indication at all that she had heard Janet call her name,  like a three-dimensional still life painting, frozen in time.

Janet rotated the armchair, and a lump grew in my throat as I met Aunt Ani’s eyes. She stared blankly through me. Like me and Holly, my mother and her sister shared an intense likeness. Ani had my mother’s face, right down to the high cheekbones and arched nose.

“Say hi, Ani,” Janet requested, as though instructing a toddler.

Ani remained mute.

Janet drew up another chair beside my aunt. “Here, Bridget. Have a seat. I’ll leave the two of you to talk.” As she passed me on her way out, she patted my shoulder and murmured, “Talk to her. Say something. She hears you. I promise.”

The door clicked shut, announcing Janet’s exit with a worrisome finality. I stood awkwardly in the center of the room, unable to get my feet to move.

“So.” I picked at the loose skin around my fingernails. “Nice place. I miss the telescope though. You know, the one in the breakfast nook at your old house. We used to spy on the neighbors with it.”

Ani stared. I stepped to the left. Her eyes didn’t follow the movement. I inhaled, crossed the room, and sat in the empty chair. My aunt remained angled toward the front of the room.

“Okay, I’ll talk,” I started, mindlessly thumbing the pages of Holly’s novel to keep my hands busy. “You just listen. That’s okay. You were always a good listener.” I paused, unsure of what to say. “Ani, I’m sorry. I know that doesn’t cover even a fraction of what I owe you. I should’ve been there for you, but I was too mad at you for putting us into foster care instead of taking us in yourself.”

No sign of life. I wondered if a pulse beat in Ani’s veins or if the woman sitting in front of me was an elaborate art display created to remind me of every poor choice I’d made over the last decade.

“Holly’s gone, you know,” I said, my voice trembling. “I’m sure you miss her. I miss her, and I don’t even know her anymore.” I set the book on the little coffee table between my chair and Ani’s to rest my head in my hands. “What if we don’t find her? What is she doesn’t come home?”

I sat like that, my head bowed, for several minutes. I didn’t cry—that particular emotional function was inaccessible for me these days—but I needed to do something. I needed some kind of release, but nothing came. I just sat there. Waiting.

“Do you miss her?” I asked Ani, looking up. “Mom, I mean. I miss her like crazy. Dad, too. I try not to think about it. It gets worse if I think about it. What about you?”

Ani gazed straight ahead.

I let out a humorless laugh. “God, what was I thinking? This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have come here—”

I made to stand up, but right as I shifted my weight, Aunt Ani’s eyes flickered to the book on the table between us, so quickly that I thought I might have imagined it.

“Did you just—?”

Her blank stare returned. I picked up the novel and set it on her lap. Once more, her eyes shifted to look at it.

“It’s Holly’s,” I breathed, kneeling in front of her. “Do you know it?”

The door beeped, signaling someone else’s entrance. I stood hastily, taking the book with me, as a nurse’s aide rolled another patient in a wheelchair into the room. The patient was much older than Ani. Her hair was pure white and her pupils were clouded by cataracts.

“Here you go, Maisy.” The aide, a younger guy with impressive biceps beneath his scrubs, wheeled the elderly resident toward the unoccupied bed. “This is your new room. You have a beautiful view of the grounds—oh, hi!”

I waved sheepishly. “Hi.”

“Sorry to interrupt,” he said. “I didn’t know anyone was visiting at the moment.”

“No, it’s fine,” I said, tucking Holly’s novel behind my back. “I was on my way out anyway.”

The elderly woman caught my hand as I passed. “Bridget?”

I looked down at her, confused. “Yes?”

“It is you!” she exclaimed, squeezing my hand between her leathery fingers. “You may not remember me. I’m Maisy Marks. You dated my grandson several years ago. He was crazy about you!”

“Emmett’s grandmother?”

“Yes! It’s so good to see you.”

“I remember you.” I stooped to give her a hug. “Your brownies were delicious.”

“Thank you, sweetheart,” she replied. “What are you doing here?”

“Visiting my aunt.”

Maisy looked over at Ani’s stagnant figure. “Oh, dear. Of course. Well, I’ll keep an eye on her for you. How’s that sound?”

“That sounds lovely,” I told her. “Thank you. I have to get going, but I’m glad I ran into you.”

Maisy waved me out. “If you see that grandson of mine, tell him to stop by! I miss his handsome face.”

“Will do.”
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Dusk fell in dusty pink and purples hues. I wasn’t ready to return to the motel yet. The musty room was lonely, and though I had plenty of practice with being on my own, it felt different here. There was no scheduled adrenaline rush to beat the anxiety out of me.

At the neighborhood recreation center, a set of stadium lights illuminated a softball game below. A modest crowd mingled in the bleachers, urging on their respective teams. On the field, a player in a dark blue jersey stepped up to the plate and cracked a pop fly. It landed in the pitcher’s glove, and the batter headed back to the dugout to consolation shoulder pats from his teammates.

I hooked my fingers through the chain link fence behind the plate to watch a few innings. The team in dark blue was Belle Dame’s finest. Their jerseys were printed with the white and silver logo of Belle Dame’s Police Department. The team in the opposite dugout, dressed in red, played for a construction company in the next town over. It was a co-ed recreational league, meant to give the players some time away from the real world, but in the BD dugout, I heard the faint static call of a police radio. Even off duty, the officers listened for trouble.

The score fluctuated as the teams played another two innings, but soon the police officers fell behind. If they wanted to stay in the game, they needed to score a run soon. Another batter stepped up, and the pitcher lobbed a ball. It dropped low, beneath the box, but the batter swung anyway, arcing his bat up like a golf club. The ball soared away but didn’t quite make it over the fence, and an opponent snagged it in the outfield.

“Out!” the referee called.

From the dugout, the Belle Dame players shouted strategy and motivational words to each other. “All right, two outs, people! Let’s get someone on base. Hart, you’re up!”

A familiar woman emerged from the dugout, rolling her shoulders out as she walked to the plate. A few wisps of red hair escaped from her cap. It was the cop from last night, the one who had made sure I’d gotten back to my motel room without trouble.

“Hey, Red!” I called, beckoning her over. “The shortstop has no right. Get a line drive in between him and third base, and you’re golden.”

“Thanks.”

She tipped her cap at me then jogged to the plate to take a couple of experimental swings with the bat. The pitcher wound up. The officer tracked the ball with a keen eye but let it go past her, where it landed in the catcher’s mitt.

“Ball!” the referee declared.

The officer adjusted her grip on the bat, tapped the four corners of the plate with the end of it, and swung it over her shoulder again. The dance repeated itself.

“Ball two!”

And again.

“Ball three!”

“Take a swing, Hart!” someone yelled from the dugout.

The officer, Hart, stepped up to the plate once more, her eyes trained on the pitcher. As the next ball glided toward her, the corner of her lips twitched upward in a smile. She swung.

With a loud thwack, the ball ricocheted off of the bat and rocketed right in between the shortstop and the third baseman. The shortstop lunged and missed, and the ball dropped in an open area of the field, causing the outfielders to chase after it in a haze of confusion. Hart chucked the bat aside and sprinted off, rounding first base and careening toward second before the ball had even reached an opponent’s glove. She didn’t slow, glancing over her shoulder to check the outfielders’ progress as her cleat stomped a cloud of dust from the second base bag. An opposing player tossed the ball infield. Hart’s base coach, a deputy with a scruffy beard, held up his hands, coaxing her to slow down at third.

“Stay, stay!” he ordered.

But the infielder fumbled the ball, and Hart put on a burst of speed, pumping her arms as she barreled toward home. The third baseman controlled the ball and threw it toward the plate. Hart slid through the dirt, her cleat skidding across the plate just before the catcher closed his mitt. He tapped her pants with his glove, but the referee spread his arms to either side.

“Safe!”

Hart stood, grinning, as the rest of her team cheered from the dugout. As she passed me, she gave me a thumbs-up. I stayed for the rest of the game. Hart’s run acted as inspiration for the other officers, and Belle Dame won, twelve to ten.

After, as the players rejoined their friends and families in the bleachers, I drifted away from the field. The sky was dark, and it was late enough to return to the motel, go to bed, and hope for jet lag to let me sleep until morning. As I cleared the blinding lights of the recreation center, a voice called out behind me.

“Hey, wait up!” Officer Hart jogged toward me, a bat bag bouncing over her shoulder. Her white softball pants were stained orange with infield clay from her sliding home run. “Just wanted to say thanks for the tip.”

“No problem.”

“Do you play?”

“Not anymore,” I told her. “My sister sort of took up that mantle for me.”

Officer Hart adjusted her bag so that it sat more comfortably on her shoulder, the bats clinking together. “You must be Bridget Dubois.”

“What gave it away?” I asked, shaking her hand. “The sibling resemblance or the bar fight from last night? Sorry about that, by the way.”

Officer Hart dismissed my apology with a casual wave. “Don’t worry about it. Bar brawls are the least of my worries. I’m glad to see you didn’t lose an eye though.”

“It was close.” I gingerly dabbed the purple bruise. “You’re new in town, aren’t you?”

“How do you figure?”

“Different kind of drawl,” I said. “Plus I’ve known almost everyone here since high school. How long have you been in Belle Dame?”

“About a year,” Hart answered. “Thought I’d transfer somewhere quiet for a while.”

“Long enough to know my sister then.”

“Yeah, Holly’s a great kid.” Hart studied my expression with a calculating gaze. “That’s why you came back, isn’t it? To find her.”

“Something like that.” I hung my heels off of the curb and bounced on my toes. “Do you know anything about her disappearance?”

The crowd at the softball field had all but dispersed. The stadium lights blinked out, plunging the street into relative darkness until my eyes adjusted to the dim yellow streetlights. Officer Hart’s gaze flickered in every direction, taking note of her surroundings. I wondered where she worked before. Her vigilance suggested it was a place far grittier than Belle Dame.

“I wasn’t assigned to Holly’s case,” she said. “We have a lot of officers working on it though. Bill Miller is a friend of the chief’s. We’re giving him daily updates.”

“There’s enough information for daily updates, huh?”

Hart arched an eyebrow. “Let me guess. The Millers won’t tell you anything.”

“Not a word.”

She lifted her cap from her head and ran her fingers through her sweaty, tangled hair. “I’m sorry. That’s gotta be difficult.”

“It’s mostly just annoying,” I said. “But I expected it. Listen, is there any way that I could get access to Holly’s case information as well? I know I’m not technically her legal guardian, but as her sister—”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

I lost my balance and stepped off the curb. “Wow, I thought that was going to take more convincing.”

Hart put her cap on, backwards this time, and shrugged. “This whole town has stories about you, Bridget. I’m not sure which ones to believe. All I know is that if one of my younger siblings went missing, I’d be pulling my hair out.”

“Thanks. I guess.”

“I should go. You got a number?”

“No, I don’t have a phone.”

“Well, go buy one.” She turned in the opposite direction, toward the apartment block near the center of town. “It’s irresponsible not to have one.”

I saluted her. “Yes, sir, Officer Hart.”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s Mackenzie. Mac, if we’re friends.”

“I could use a friend who didn’t know me in high school,” I admitted as I walked backward toward the motel.

“Call me Mac then.”

“What’s my name?”

“Don’t. Please, don’t.”

“What’s my name, Bridget?”

“Fox. It’s Fox.”

“Say it again, baby.”

I ripped myself out of unconsciousness, gasping for air. The numbers of the alarm clock on the bedside table cast a faint green glow against the stark white sheets. It was just after three in the morning. My T-shirt stuck to my chest, damp with sweat. The heavy blanket trapped my legs against the mattress. I kicked it off and curled my knees up, hugging them into my chest. I rested my head down but didn’t close my eyes. The cheap motel room was less of a nightmare than the lingering vision behind my eyelids.

After a minute or two, I got out of bed. I was wide awake now, and there was no point in pretending to go back to sleep. I wiggled into my new jeans—which lay in a heap from the night before—pulled a light sweatshirt over my head, donned a fresh pair of sneakers, and left the motel.

The town was silent save for the chirping crickets and the rasp of my shoes against the pavement. I walked in the street, balancing along the double lines in the middle. The traffic lights blinked yellow, obsolete without the bustle of moving cars. At a large intersection, I stopped below the crisscrossing wires, in the direct center of the junction. Glass and debris sparkled against the asphalt, blown into clean shapes by the pattern of traffic. It crunched beneath my shoes.

Down the road, on the outskirts of town, a light layer of fog rested on the headstones in the yard of the local cemetery. It was a rule, or so it seemed, that every cemetery was always enshrouded in fog in the middle of the night, as though the spirits that resided there escaped just long enough to hover above the ground before daybreak. They swirled around my feet, chilling the skin of my ankles left bare by my cropped jeans, as I tiptoed past the headstones. I shivered and pulled the sleeves of my sweatshirt down to cover my hands, unsure if the cold was due to the dewy night or the breath of the dead.

My parents shared a headstone. I stood at a safe distance. The engraving was visible, its letters bright white in the moonlight: In loving memory of Alexander and Therese Dubois, beloved husband and wife.

“And when you have reached the mountain top, then you shall begin to climb,” I muttered aloud, reading the quote that had been inscribed beneath the dates.

“And when the earth shall claim your limbs, then shall you truly dance,” a deep voice completed.

I whirled around, balling my fists in the pockets of my jacket, but it was only Emmett, dressed in gray joggers and a black hoodie. He stepped back, raising his hands with the palms open, and lowered the hood from his face.

“Whoa,” he said. “A little on edge, aren’t we?”

“It’s three in the morning,” I replied. “What are you doing out here?”

“I don’t sleep much.” He ruffled his hair, which had flattened beneath the hood. “So I take early runs.”

“Through the cemetery?”

He pointed to a headstone positioned diagonally from my parents’. “My grandad’s nearby. I like to say hi.”

“Oh.”

He gestured to the space beside me. “May I?”

“I guess.”

He moved up, folding his hands behind his back as he stood at my side. “Is this the first time you’ve been here since the funeral?”

That day, I’d argued with Aunt Ani about wearing a dress. She was still lucid then, thought it hadn’t lasted much longer. I didn’t make it through the whole ceremony. Emmett and I had stood just like this, side by side, except our fingers had been intertwined then. The funeral attendants lowered the caskets into the ground then asked for each of us to throw a handful of dirt into the fresh grave. I couldn’t do it. I stared into the silver bucket of dirt. Ani nudged me in the back.

And Emmett whispered, “Go.”

He’d probably meant to encourage me forward, but the word had had the opposite effect. Instead of grasping a handful of dirt, I spun away from the hole in the ground and ripped through the modest gathering, shoving aside friends and locals that had come to pay their respects. My name echoed through the cemetery as Ani shouted for me to return, but I fled without a second thought.

“Yeah,” I said to Emmett, wrenching myself out of the past.

“I used to see Holly here sometimes.”

“I don’t want to think about Holly in a cemetery, Emmett. Especially right now.”

“Sorry.”

Silence fell again. I stared at the headstones. Is this what people did in cemeteries? Did they linger amongst the fog and the shadows until their senses tricked them into thinking the dead could actually feel them there? I leaned my head against Emmett’s shoulder, needing a real human to touch. He was sturdy and tall, and his hands remained respectfully folded behind his back.

“I don’t need you to defend me,” I told him.

“Sorry?”

I tilted my chin up to look him in the eye. “The other night, at the bar, I was taking care of it. I didn’t need you to step in and start a fight.”

“I was just—”

“I don’t care. Don’t do that.”

He shut up, his lips pursed together. “I didn’t think, even for a second, that you weren’t able to defend yourself, Bee. And I’m sorry about your eye.”

When I didn’t reply, he softly moved out from under my touch, though his sneakers stayed planted where they were.

“Special day coming up,” he commented.

“What?”

“Your birthday. It’s Friday, isn’t it?”

I had lost track of the dates again. “Oh. I guess it is.”

Emmett looked down at me. “Are you going to celebrate?”

“No,” I answered sharply. A crisp wind pulled at my hair, untucking several strands from its braid, and Emmett’s calloused fingers smoothed the flyaways against my scalp.

“I know how hard it is for you,” he murmured. “Your birthday is the anniversary of their deaths. I get it. But your parents wouldn’t want you to feel this way.”

I wrapped my arms around myself in a tight hug, tucking my chin into the cross of my wrists. My eyes burned but didn’t water. I squeezed them shut.

Emmett’s sigh was lost in the breeze. “Are you going to the game tomorrow? Or tonight, I should say.”

“What game?”

“Belle Dame versus East High,” he clarified. “Fastpitch. Holly’s team.”

“Not much point in me going when Holly’s not playing.”

“I don’t know about that.” Emmett fiddled with the drawstrings of his hoodie. “It’s a big one. The whole town is going to be there. It would be a good opportunity for you to meet Holly’s friends and coaches. Who knows? Maybe they have some information that might help you find her.”

“You make a fair point.”

“A couple of college scouts might show up as well,” Emmett continued. “I’m sure Bill and Emily will talk Holly up to them. You should chime in too.”

“The fact that I’ve never actually seen Holly play might hinder my ability to grease the palm of a scout,” I replied. “But I guess it wouldn’t hurt to stop by.”

“So you’ll go?”

“Sure.”

He grinned, showing off his dimples again. “Great! You won’t regret it, I promise. As for tonight, can I walk you back to the motel? No offense, but you look like you got hit by a car.”

I swallowed hard and didn’t answer.

“Oh my God,” Emmett said, his face drawn with horror. “I didn’t mean that.” He smacked a palm against his forehead. “Shit, I’m so sorry, Bee. That was the stupidest thing I could’ve said.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, it’s not. Really, I’m so sorry. Can you—?”

I took his hand. “Emmett. Seriously. Relax. I know you didn’t mean it.”

He looked down at our interlaced fingers, his dark eyes hidden beneath long eyelashes. When his thumb began to rub circles into the back of my hand, I gently dislodged myself from him and motioned for him to lead the way out of the cemetery.

As I made to follow him, a splash of color near my parents’ headstone caused me to hesitate. I knelt down and plucked a bright green origami crane from where it was wedged beneath the base of the stone. I turned it over, examining the impeccable creases of the paper as a memory stole through me.

“You coming?” Emmett called from the cemetery gate.

I tucked the crane into the pocket of my jeans, patted the headstone in a mimicked farewell, and stood up.

“Right behind you.”
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A SWING AND A MISS


By the time I woke the next day, it was nearly lunchtime. I was cocooned in the motel blanket, curled up in a tiny ball near the head of the bed and hugging a pillow to my chest like it was a person. For once, my sleeping hours were the blank slate of darkness that they were meant to be rather than fitful spurts of unconsciousness. Despite this, unclarity sat in the space beneath my eyes and weighed down my cheekbones. I buried my face in the pillow, taking in the cool darkness from the late morning sun. Something poked against my cheek. I grappled with the sheets for the culprit.

It was the paper crane that I had found beneath the headstone last night. I stretched, flattening out against the mattress, and faced the ceiling, holding the crane above me.

“Bridget, I can’t do it!”

“Yes, you can. You’re almost done. Here, I’ll show you. Now take the left and right pieces there and pull them apart. Good. Now open up the top corner so that you can make the head… and voila! Your very own paper crane.”

I tugged on the wings of the crane, carefully unfolding the paper. It was a flyer for a local band, The Outskirts, who were playing a show at The Pit on Friday night. I smoothed the sharp creases in the paper, running my fingers along the perfectly symmetrical folds. I tried not to overthink the crane’s presence in the cemetery. It wasn’t a stretch to find it there—Holly could’ve left it right before she disappeared—but the flyer looked too clean and crisp to have been left in the dewy grass for several days.

“Where are you?” I murmured, refolding the flyer and setting the finished crane, now slightly off-kilter, to rest on the bedside table.

The motel phone rang, its shrill clangor stuck in a past world of landlines and overhead wires. I tugged the receiver up to cut the noise short, untangled the swirly cord, and raised the phone to my ear.

“Hello?”

“You sound hungover.”

“Hi, Autumn.”

“It’s after eleven,” she scolded. “Why are you still asleep?”

I groaned and rolled over, forgetting about the phone cord. It stretched across my back, pinching the fabric of my T-shirt. “I’m not. I’m up.”

“Uh-huh. What did you get up to last night? Another round with Emmett at The Pit?”

“What are you, my mother?”

Autumn paused, gauging the tone of my comment. “I’m just worried about you. What are you doing today? Can we have lunch?”

I checked the alarm clock. “Can we make it a late lunch? I have to go buy a phone and stop by the cop shop. I can meet you after.”

“One o’clock?”

“Perfect. Oh, hey. What’s your phone number?”

I bought a pay-as-you-go phone from the nearest wireless store, unboxed it in the street, and programmed Autumn’s number into the Favorites tab. There was no one else to add, other than Bill and Emily, who wouldn’t be pleased that I had the means to call them on a whim. Autumn’s number looked lonely in the contacts list. I clicked the screen off, shoved the phone in the back pocket of my jeans, and set off toward the police station.

The door was propped open and secured with a pair of handcuffs. It was hot and stuffy inside. Two floor fans warred from opposite sides of the bullpen, blowing paperwork out of their neat stacks. Officer Scott sat at his desk, fanning himself with a case file. The legs of his uniform pants were cuffed up to his calves and beads of sweat gathered like a soggy crown on his scalp.

I lounged against the chest-high front desk. “Scott, do you actually walk your beat anymore or have you been reduced to full-time desk jockey?”

He grumbled through his mustache, flapping the hem of his polyester shirt as he joined me near the door. “Believe me, I’d rather be out there than in this hellhole. Damn AC unit’s busted again. At least there’s a breeze outside.”

I took a recruitment brochure from a sheaf on the desk and fluttered it in his face. He snatched it out of my hand with a scowl, only to resume the action himself.

“Two days in a row,” Scott said. “I told you yesterday, kid. I can’t tell you anything about Holly’s case. Did you try the Millers again?”

“Actually, I’m not here about Holly,” I told him, arranging the display of brochures so that each pamphlet was skewed at a different angle. “I was wondering if Officer Hart was around.”

“Hart?” Scott smacked my hand away from the brochures, gathered the stack, and tapped them into an organized pile. “She’s not on duty today. What do you want with her?”

“Oh, we were going to pull a bank job. Thought it’d be nice to have someone on the inside, you know?”

Scott was not amused. His mustache bristled. I rolled my eyes, took out my new phone, and scrolled through the settings for the number. Then I filched the pen from Scott’s shirt pocket and jotted down my contact information in the margin of a spare brochure. I handed it to him.

“Can you make sure she gets that?” I gestured to his moist brow with the pen. “Preferably before you liquefy and become one with the earth?”

He snatched the pen away, folded the brochure in thirds, and returned both items to his shirt pocket. “Should I be worried that you’re making friends with my deputies?”

I grinned. “Scott, we both know that no answer of mine could ever quiet the voice in the back of your head.”

“Get out of here, troublemaker.”

I skipped out of the station, pausing outside the door to bask in the breeze that was unavailable to Officer Scott. “You’ll give it to her, right? I’m not going to have to stop by again later to make sure you did it?”

“I’m going to throw it in the garbage as soon as you’re out of sight,” he growled.

“Old age has made you grumpy.”

He chucked an empty business card holder through the door. I dodged it, laughing, and dashed away before he could follow me into the breezy spring afternoon.

The wind chimes announced my presence at Oak and Autumn, but Autumn was engaged in a serious discussion about tailoring pants with a customer, so I browsed through the accessories at the opposite end of the shop. Autumn stocked a plethora of jewelry, headbands, and watches. I tried on a few headbands, appreciating the way the pretty floral patterns kept my hair away from my neck. Then I spotted a pair of earrings nestled in a little white box. They were simple studs with pale pink stones set against gold backing. I picked up the box for a closer look.

“Do you like them?” Autumn asked, resting her chin on my shoulder. She had finished with the customer, who paid for her items at the checkout counter and left the store with a nod of thanks in Autumn’s direction.

“I was thinking for Holly,” I told her.

“She doesn’t really wear a lot of pink.”

I set the box down where I had found it.

“I didn’t mean that you shouldn’t get them,” she added hastily.

“It’s fine.”

“Bee, really.” She took the box to the checkout counter, dropped it into a periwinkle mesh bag, tied it off with a matching blue ribbon, and handed it back to me. “Here. For when she comes home.”

I balanced the little boutique bag in my palm. “If she comes home.”

“When,” Autumn repeated. She took my shoulders and steered me out of the shop, leaving her assistant to watch the store. “Let’s talk lunch. Are you hungry?”

She walked me to a small restaurant in the courtyard near the center of town. We sat on the patio beneath a wide pink umbrella that shielded all but my ankles from the prying sun. As the waiter took our drink orders—Autumn forced a blackberry gin cocktail on me before requesting water for herself—a man walked up behind Autumn’s chair and leaned down. I opened my mouth to warn her, but she giggled when he planted a kiss on her cheek. I stared as he drew out the chair next to Autumn’s and sat down.

“Bee, this is Christian,” Autumn said. “My boyfriend. Christian, this is Bridget, my AWOL best friend.”

Christian was an attractive guy, tall and lean with voluminous honey-brown hair and sparkling hazel eyes. His artfully distressed jeans and white V-neck shirt appeared to be straight off the rack at Oak and Autumn, and a modest gold cross hung from his necklace. If I had to peg him, he was a church boy with an edge, but his rough grip spoke of hard work, so I let the cliché of his appearance slide. Autumn beamed as we shook hands.

“Autumn’s told me all about you,” Christian said. He had a pretty smile to go with his pretty face. No wonder Autumn had snatched him up. In Belle Dame, most of the men were fans of camouflage and trucker hats. Christian’s laid-back brand of handsome was definitely from out-of-town.

“So it was a short conversation?”

Christian laughed as he crossed his ankle over his knee and took Autumn’s hand to play with her fingers. “She mentioned you hadn’t been around for a while. Are you always traveling?”

“Pretty much.”

“Never thought of settling down?”

“The very idea of settling makes me nauseous,” I admitted, nodding to our server in thanks as he set a purple cocktail on a bar napkin in front of me. “I like to keep moving. Besides, I’m only twenty-five. I’ll be avoiding mortgages and marriage for as long as possible.”

Autumn looked down to where her free hand rested on the curve of her baby bump.

“Not that there’s anything wrong with getting started early,” I added for her benefit rather than Christian’s.

Christian unwrapped a straw, stuck it in Autumn’s water, and offered her the glass. “I totally get it. Commitment isn’t everybody’s thing. I didn’t think it was mine until I met Autumn.”

“Sap,” Autumn accused, but she lifted their entwined fingers to kiss the back of his hand.

“What can I say? I’m smitten.” Christian smiled at her before looking back at me. “I can’t lie though. I’m dying to see more of the world. Where have you been so far?”

This was the type of small talk that I was accustomed to. I’d perfected the practice with the numerous temporary families that I’d picked up along the way. I could talk about the places I’d been for hours, which had the added benefit of avoiding all personal discussion.

“Where haven’t I been?” I ticked off the list on my fingers, squinting into the sunlight as I tried to remember my travels. “All the major cities. London, Barcelona, Berlin, Rome, Paris—”

“Paris!” Christian interrupted. He squeezed Autumn’s thigh. “Wouldn’t it be great to go to Paris someday, baby? It’s the city of love.”

“It’s the city of light actually,” I corrected. “La Ville Lumiere.”

“Semantics,” Christian said. “Did you love it there? Are the French as rude as they say?”

“Not if you don’t butcher the language.”

“How long did you stay?”

I glanced across the table. Both Christian and Autumn waited for my answer with expectant expressions. I looked down at my menu, suddenly engrossed in the lunch options. “Not long. I was just passing through.”

“Well, did you at least do a few of the touristy things?” Christian pressed. “You know, the Eiffel Tower? The Louvre? Disneyland?”

“Bridget’s not into the classics,” Autumn said, nudging my shin underneath the table. “She has more adventurous tastes. The catacombs are more her style.”

Christian’s face lit up. “The tunnels beneath the city? Cool. Bridget, is it true what they say? Is the place haunted?”

My hand trembled as I lifted the gin drink to my lips. “I didn’t go to the catacombs.”

“Really?” Autumn tipped her head in confusion. “I could’ve sworn you sent Holly a postcard from there.”

I cleared my throat. “Yeah, I picked up random postcards from pretty much anywhere.”

“Oh.”

“Enough about me,” I said, shooing a fly away from the table. “Catch me up on what’s been going on in Belle Dame. You guys ever heard of this band The Outskirts? Apparently, they’re playing a show this Friday at The Pit. I didn’t know the locals kept such talented company.”

Autumn excitedly pat her boyfriend’s knee. “That’s Christian’s band!”

“Is is?”

The server passed by again, dropping a basket of crusty bread and a plate of olive oil in the center of the table. Christian offered the basket to me and Autumn before helping himself.

“Yeah, it’s a bit of a passion project,” he said. “You know how it is. Reality by day, pipe dream by night.”

“What kind of music do you play?” I asked, glad to delve into Christian’s life instead of my own.

“Like a weird modern bluesy rock kind of sound,” he answered. “Think B.B. King meets Hozier. How’d you hear about us anyway?”

“I found one of your flyers.”

Christian tore his bread in half and swirled each piece around in the oil. “Glad to hear those went to good use. I spent hours taping them to every window in town last week. You should come out. It’ll be a good time.”

“Please, Bee?” Autumn asked. “I’ll be there. You can keep me company.”

She had either forgotten that Friday was also my birthday or she was seizing the opportunity to keep my mind off of the morbid anniversary. Either way, it was difficult to say no to her pouting lips and pleading eyes.

“I’ll think about it.”

At a quarter to six, I walked to the new high school, where friends, families, and fans of the women’s varsity softball team clustered in the parking lot to grill hotdogs on the tailgates of their pick-up trucks and play cornhole on the curbs. The ballpark sat behind the main building, adjacent to the football stadium. The athletics department boasted its superior funding with sleek concrete stadium box seats and multiple concession stands. The bleachers—painted red, black, and yellow—had already begun to fill up. The players warmed up on the field, throwing and catching passes to create a hypnotizing rhythm as the neon green balls smacked against leather gloves.

I joined the crowd as everyone filed into the bleachers and scrambled for seats behind the plate. I let the regulars get ahead of me. It didn’t matter whether I got stuck with a distant view. Holly wasn’t here for me to watch anyway. I headed toward an empty block of seats near third base, but halfway there, I spotted Bill and Emily near the mouth of the home team’s dugout, chatting with a man in black slacks, a polo shirt, and a UCLA cap. I changed direction and intercepted them with a smooth smile.

“Bridget,” Emily said, her eyebrows lifted in surprise. She cast a glance at Bill, who was fighting to keep his expression neutral in the presence of the scout. “What are you doing here?”

“Same as you, I expect.” I turned to the stranger, offering my hand. “Bridget Dubois. I’m Holly’s older sister. Is UCLA fighting for her too?”

“Jack Pearson,” the scout replied. “How many other universities are recruiting Holly?”

I shrugged, tucking my hands into the pockets of my jeans. “Quite a few. University of Florida came to see her play last week. After all, she is the best player in the state.”

“I was looking forward to seeing her in action tonight,” Pearson said, shielding his eyes to gaze across the field at the other players. “Shame she’s not around. We’re interested in a few girls from Belle Dame, but I gotta say I feel like I’m missing out tonight.”

“She’ll be back,” I promised. “Maybe you can catch her when Belle Dame wins the championship this year.”

Pearson grinned and clapped my shoulder. “With a sister like you in her corner, I don’t doubt it. You look like you used to play. What university did you go to?”

“Unfortunately, I broke my collarbone at the end of sophomore year,” I told him, trying to keep the edge out of my voice. “Never recuperated, so my college fastpitch career ended before it started.”

“That’s a damn shame,” Pearson replied. “I bet you had an arm on you.”

“I sure did. It runs in the family, by the way.”

He chuckled. “I’ll take note. Would you excuse me? I need to catch the coach before the game starts.”

“No problem.” I waved and smiled as he ducked into the dugout.

Bill seized my arm and yanked me out of Pearson’s line of sight. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Emily glanced at the gathering crowd. “Not here, Bill!”

I dug my thumb into the pressure point at Bill’s elbow, which got him to release my arm in a pinch without making a scene. “I’m talking Holly up. It’s not like the two of you know anything about impressing a scout.”

“She’s got a point, Bill,” Emily said.

Bill rumbled like an angry dog. I slipped in front of him, edging him out of the conversation to speak with Emily instead. “You said you’d be in touch.”

“I said maybe,” she replied, glancing over my head at her husband.

“I’m not trying to cause any trouble,” I told her. “I just want to know what’s going on with my sister. Can you at least tell Officer Scott to share the details of her case with me?”

Bill’s reply was hot on the back of my neck. “No.”

I turned to face him. “Bill, what have you got to lose here? You and I are on the same team, as much as I hate to admit it. We both want to find Holly, so I don’t understand why you’re trying to hinder that process by keeping me out of it. Doesn’t make a whole lot of sense, does it?” Bill’s face reddened, and I pat his arm in a condescending manner. “You should get your blood pressure checked.”

He stepped up to me, so close that a few passers-by shot anxious glances in our direction. “I don’t trust you, Bridget. You can act as high and mighty as you like, but I remember—”

“Don’t you get it?” I interrupted. “Whether Holly chooses to play ball in college or to gallivant around the world with me, she has to be here to make those decisions.”

I stormed off, stomping up the metal bleachers to get away from Bill and Emily as quickly as possible, but ran smack into Emmett’s chiseled chest.

“Hey, you showed!” he said with a winning smile. “Come sit with us.”

“Not now, Emmett.”

I shoved him aside and continued to the top of the stadium, too preoccupied with Bill’s man-of-the-house syndrome to consider Emmett’s feelings. Everyone else in Belle Dame was willing to put the past behind them, but Bill dredged it up at every chance he got. I barely watched the game as the players took the field for the first inning, instead training my eyes on the back of Bill’s red and black baseball cap.

Belle Dame suffered without Holly to guide them. The girls struggled on the low end of the score through all seven innings, making easy mistakes in the outfield and getting unlucky at bat. By the end of the game, the crowd in the bleachers had already thinned out, and the players wore slumped shoulders as they dutifully high-fived the opposing team. Then, the girls lined up in front of the dugout for a talk with the coach, an after-game ritual that I remembered from my own time on the team. They left a spot open at the front of the line. For Holly.
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Iwaited outside the dugout with the rest of the players’ families and friends as the coach wrapped up her post-game speech, thankful that Bill and Emily had already cleared out. Coach K, as the players called her, had been managing the women’s fastpitch team since before I played for Belle Dame. During my time, we didn’t hear her losing speech often because we didn’t lose often. From the look on their faces, the current team wasn’t used to getting beaten either.

“It’s only one game,” Coach K continued, looking each of her players in the eye. “Don’t take this loss too hard. We’re all having a tough time right now.” Although she didn’t mention Holly’s name, her gaze flickered toward the empty spot in the line-up. “All right, everyone. Get in here.”

The girls gathered in a tight circle around Coach K and stacked their hands in the middle of their pile-up.

“Number fifteen on three,” Coach K said. “One, two, three—”

“Number fifteen!”

The chant echoed through the ballpark, and a shiver raced down my spine. Number fifteen had been my number. Now, it was Holly’s.

Coach K clapped her hands together. “Dinner at The Pit, win or lose. See you there.”

The players filtered out of the dugout, joining their waiting families at the bottom of the bleachers. When Coach K emerged, I stepped forward. She glanced up and smiled in immediate recognition.

“Bridget Dubois,” she said, shaking my hand. “As I live and breathe.”

“Nice digs, Coach.”

She looked out at the stadium and nodded. “Can’t complain. It’s definitely a step up from when you played for me, and these girls are hardworking enough to deserve it.” She squeezed my shoulder, careful to avoid the tender spot in my collarbone. “How are you holding up?”

“As well as I can given the situation,” I replied. “I wanted to ask you about Holly. When was the last time you saw her?”

“At practice last Thursday.”

“Did you pick up on anything weird?” I asked. “Did she say she was going straight home afterward?”

Coach K adjusted her weight to rest on one hip. “I saw her get into her car and drive off, but Holly doesn’t go home after practice. Most days, she heads out to the field at the old high school to work out.”

“By herself?”

“Most of the girls are exhausted by the end of the day,” she said. “Holly’s a machine. I’ve never seen a player work as hard as she does. Not since you. Occasionally, she took Riley Briggs with her—her best friend—but I’m pretty sure she was alone Thursday night.”

“She shouldn’t have been out there late at night unsupervised,” I said. “I can’t believe Bill and Emily let her do that.”

“Bridget, Belle Dame is a quiet town.” Coach K led me away from the bleachers to a professional level locker room beneath the stadium. “Other than the occasional break-in, we don’t see a whole lot of crime.”

I lingered in the doorway while Coach K gathered her athletic bag from the office. “I’m going to go check it out anyway. It can’t hurt, right?”

The coach pulled the door to the locker room shut and locked it. “I’m sure the police already swept the ballpark, but I’m a fan of whatever sets your mind at ease.” She clapped me on the back. “You should stop by The Pit later. It might make you feel better to see a few sympathetic faces. The girls would probably like to meet you as well.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Good.”

With a final wave, Coach K hiked her bag over her shoulder and set off for the parking lot. As her car sputtered away, I walked into the stadium, through the dugout, and onto the field. I brushed my sneaker against the plate, clearing it of dirt, then set my feet and swung an imaginary bat through center. The whoosh of air echoed back to me like an empty promise.

I hitched a ride with a local to the old high school, which was on the opposite side of town from the new one. As I climbed out and thanked my driver, he peered through the window at the ballpark’s broken chain link fence and rickety bleachers.

“Be careful, ma’am,” he rumbled, his white mustache twitching. “Looks like a great place to get tetanus.”

“I’ve had my shots.”

As he drove off, I hopped the fence to the old park. The metal railing shook beneath my weight, and when I landed on the other side, my palms were stained with rust. I dusted off the residue, but the red tint remained. I looked around. This was more like it. The old Belle Dame ballpark could hold more memories than spectators in its bleachers. Though the grass was overgrown and the scoreboard had fallen over, this field was home. Or at least it had been.

I walked the bases, pausing a moment longer on first. Crouching low, I placed one foot on the bag and the other in the dirt. The clay inched up the side of my shoe. It was a rusty red color, deeper in hue than the classic orange mixture at the new field. All of my old Belle Dame High School T-shirts sported the evidence of sliding across the dirt during practice. Autumn used to say, “If you ain’t red, you ain’t right.”

I scoured the park from one end to the other. Plenty of things provided evidence of Holly’s practice regimen. A long patch of grass in the outfield had been stamped down during her warm-up jogs. I found a bucket of new softballs tucked under the bench in the deteriorating dugout, waiting to be loaded into the decrepit pitching machine. The machine itself looked like it had seen better days, but when I plugged in the extension cord and flipped the switch, it chugged to life. Holly must have serviced it herself.

It was strange to see tangible proof of Holly’s presence in the world after communicating with her solely through postcards and blurry Skype calls. It made me feel closer and further away from her all at once. Less than a week ago, Holly stood in this very dugout. She ran through this dirt. She jumped this fence. And now she was gone.

This wasn’t how I’d planned to come back to Belle Dame. I wanted to be in a better place, so that when I reunited with Holly, she might resent me less for having left. I wanted to be traveled and wise, to give her worldly advice, to make up for the time lost. I’d put it all off. I thought I’d have more time. I never considered that Holly might not be in Belle Dame by the time I returned to it. A hot tear fell off the end of my nose and splattered in the dirt below. I sniffed and wiped my eyes, startled by the sudden rush of emotion.

“Bridget!”

I whirled on the spot as my heart took off running. It was Holly’s voice, soft and muffled as though she were speaking to me from another room, but with a note of panic and urgency.

“Holly?” I called softly.

The ballpark was silent. The last of the sun’s light faded toward the horizon, and the batting cage cast crisscrossed shadows on the field. If I lingered too long, the darkness would settle like a thick blanket, leaving no light to guide my return to the main stretch in town. My throat constricted as I waited, barely breathing, and stared into the shadows of the dugout.

“Holly,” I said again, my voice wavering. “Can you hear me?”

A sudden head rush washed over me just as it had at The Pit two nights ago. I braced myself against the batting cage, waiting for it to pass. Unfamiliar voices muttered in my head, accompanied once again by the whir of a struggling appliance.

“What the hell?” I gasped, focusing my gaze on a point in the dirt below me in an attempt to straighten out my warring realities.

“Bridget, help!”

“Holly!”

But her voice died out as quickly as it had come, and the confusion in my head dissipated until only the chirrup of crickets and the rush of a breeze through the long grass remained. I pushed myself upright, breathing hard. With the light gone, the old ballpark felt creepy and haunted. I jogged out from underneath the batting cage, across the outfield, and vaulted the fence again. As my feet thumped to the ground on the other side, something nicked the web of skin between my finger and thumb, tearing a jagged gash there.

“Shit.”

Blood welled up along the cut and dripped to the ground. I didn’t have a band-aid handy, and Autumn would kill me if I stained my new clothes, so with a wince, I squeezed the sides of the wound together. One of the links on the fence had broken away from the pattern near the railing, sending a sharp point of metal upward to pierce my skin, but something else drew my eye. I bent closer.

It was a smeared brown droplet of dried blood.

The Pit was busy for a school night. As was tradition, Belle Dame fans gathered there after every big game, win or lose. Football season was the worst, but while the fastpitch fans were tamer, they still turned out in full force. The restaurant bustled with boisterous conversation as the patrons discussed the finer points of the game. In the center of it all, the team had pushed several tables together. Coach K sat at the head, deep in discussion with the player to her right as they drew invisible diagrams of certain plays on the table. When she noticed me, she stood up and waved me toward her. I swiped a few paper napkins from a nearby table, balled them up around my bleeding hand, and headed over.

“Ladies!” Coach K’s voice cut through the noise of the room. At once, the girls gave her their full attention, setting aside condiment bottles and French fries to listen. Coach K coaxed me toward the head of the table. “This is Holly’s sister, Bridget.”

With so many pairs of eyes on me, I gulped. “Hey, everyone.” The team stared blankly back, as if waiting for me to say something else. “Uh, great game. I mean, I know it was a loss, but I can see the potential. It’s been a while—”

“I remember you,” said the girl who had been talking with Coach K. “You used to babysit us when we were kids.”

The thick layer of freckles across her tanned nose jogged my memory. “Oh, yeah. Riley, right? You puked on my shoes once.”

“Only because you let me eat as much cotton candy as I wanted at the county fair,” she replied with a grin. The happy expression faltered quickly. “Holly was the one who held my hair back.”

“Even then, she had more sense than me,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.

Riley’s answering smile was half-assed. “Have you heard from her?”

“No. Have you?”

“No.”

Across the room, I spotted Mackenzie Hart sitting at the bar. It took me a moment to recognize her out of uniform, but even in jeans and a T-shirt, her red hair stood out amongst the other patrons.

“Riley, if you do hear from Holly, will you please let me know?” I asked the teenager.

“Sure thing.”

“Thanks.”

I moved around the team’s table and snaked across the room, trying to avoid the roving servers who balanced trays of chili dogs and hot wings on their shoulders. The barstool next to Mackenzie opened up, and I slid into it before anyone else could claim the spot.

“Oh, hey,” Mackenzie said. She lifted her glass. “Want a beer?”

“No, thanks. I’m already questioning my sanity.”

Mackenzie swiveled on the stool, angling herself toward me, and switched from casual bar patron to concerned deputy. “You wanna explain why?”

“In a second.” I lowered my voice. “Listen, did the cops sweep the old high school’s ball field when they were looking for Holly?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“I was just out there,” I told her. “Coach K mentioned that Holly used to practice by herself. Mac, I found dried blood on the railing.”

Mackenzie glanced down at the bloody napkins clenched in my fist. “Are you sure it wasn’t your own? How’d you manage that anyway?”

“The fence is busted,” I explained. “And yes, I’m sure. It wasn’t mine. It had to have been Holly’s.”

She took a slow sip from her glass before setting it down on the bar top. “I feel obligated to point out that whoever’s blood that is probably did the exact same thing that you did hopping over the fence.”

“Look, I just know—”

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t go check it out,” Mac cut in. She took in my surprised expression and shrugged. “Cops miss stuff too. It doesn’t hurt to double check. So why are you insane?”

I slumped on the stool, tapping the counter for the bartender’s attention. “I think I will have that beer.”

“And a basket of onion rings,” Mac added. “You look pale.”

As the bartender submitted our order, I adjusted the napkins around the cut on my hand. It had stopped bleeding, but between the rust, dirt, and dried blood, the wound looked pretty worse for wear.

“Have you ever heard things that weren’t there?” I asked Mac.

“What, like voices?”

“Yeah. Voices. Random noises. Whatever.”

“Can’t say that I have.”

I glanced furtively around, but the rest of the customers were too ensconced in their own conversations to pay attention to mine. “Lately, I’ve been getting these head rushes—like when you stand up too quickly—and when I do, I hear things.”

“You hear things.”

“Yeah.”

She studied me for a moment before tipping back the rest of her beer.

“Oh, God,” I said. “You’re not going to have me committed, are you?”

“Depends on where you’re going with this.”

I had to trust someone. Holly had been missing for nearly a week, and I didn’t want to think about what the statistics said about the chances of her returning home. The fact was that no one was doing anything to bring her back, and I couldn’t put in the effort without the information. It was like the moment at the ballfield had flipped the panic switch on in my brain. It made everything real, and for some inexplicable reason, I knew that Holly was in trouble.

“I heard Holly’s voice,” I whispered. Mac leaned in to catch the muted words. “Just now at the ballpark. And other voices that I didn’t recognize. It feels like I’m in two places at once.”

“Auditory hallucinations aren’t all that uncommon,” Mac replied. “A lot of different things could trigger them. Stress, lack of sleep, trauma. All of which I imagine you’ve had a taste of. It doesn’t automatically mean you’re insane.”

The bartender dropped off my beer and the onion rings. Parched, I chugged half the drink in a matter of seconds. Mac pushed the basket of fried onions toward me, but I shook my head. “I can’t eat. Do you know my aunt?”

She had trained in the art of patience. Anyone else would’ve called me out on the strange segue, but she said, “Annette Louis. Current resident of the Belle Dame Assisted Living Facility. What about her?”

“She’s nuts,” I told her. “And I remember how it started. She heard my mother’s voice. My dead mother’s voice. Next thing I know, she was carted off to the hospital and declared mentally unstable. I don’t want to be like that. I don’t want to lose my mind before I even get to thirty. And the connection? I’m hearing Holly’s voice. Does that mean she’s dead?”

“Hey.” Mac steadied my hand before I could bring the beer up to my lips again. “Holly’s not dead, okay? There’s no evidence of that. These days, the majority of missing children come home alive.”

I maneuvered the drink out from under her grasp, finished it off, and signaled the bartender for another. “Did you get a chance to look at her case?”

“Yeah, I stopped by the station this afternoon,” she said. “Scott’s not stupid though. He knows we’re not just playing cards together.”

“Did he say something?”

“Not really,” she replied, squeezing an onion ring in half to dip it into a ramekin of ketchup. “He just handed me the case information. I think he secretly feels bad that the Millers are keeping you out of this.”

“Well?” I prompted. “What did you find out?”

She dusted off her hands, once more shoving the appetizer toward me. “Stuff you most likely already know. Holly disappeared Thursday evening, estimated time around eight pm. Police found her car the next morning parked on the shoulder of Wildbrook Lane. The doors were locked, and there were no signs of a struggle. They followed a set of footprints westward through the woods, toward town, that looked like they had been made by softball cleats, by they disappeared halfway up. We think Holly probably took off her shoes at that point.”

“Why would she do that?” I asked.

Mac watched but withheld comments as I drained the second beer. “Depends on the situation. If Holly didn’t want to be followed and realized that she was leaving prints, she might’ve taken them off on her own. Alternatively, if someone persuaded her to leave her car, they could’ve forced her to take them off.”

My stomach bucked, but not in response to shotgunning the beer. I didn’t want to think about Holly being forced to do anything. “Westward from Wildbrook Lane. She was heading up toward the neighborhood then. There’s a shortcut through the woods there. I used to walk home that way.”

Mac nodded. “Right. Dogs followed her scent along that path. She crossed the creek, probably thinking she could throw off the trackers, but they picked it up again on the other side.” She fell quiet as the bartender stopped by to ask us if we needed anything. Mac shook her head and waited until she moved on to the next customer. Then she said, “Here’s where it gets weird. Water actually makes it easier to track someone because it traps dead skin cells and deposits them on the ground. From that point, it should’ve been a piece of cake to get to Holly. Instead, the dogs followed the scent all the way to the county line and then promptly lost it.”

A woozy haze washed through me as the alcohol reached my head. I finally reached for the onion rings, wishing I’d eaten them when Mac first offered. Drinking on an empty stomach hadn’t been my best idea. “What do you think happened?”

“I think it was a false trail,” Mac said. “Tracking dogs make mistakes too. They get tired and annoyed with their jobs, just like people. There are ways to pull the wool over their eyes or, you know, their noses.”

“That’s a lot of work to kidnap one all-star high school athlete.” I tipped the ramekin of ketchup on its side to wipe it clean with another onion ring. “Who would go to the trouble?”

“You’re better equipped to answer that question than I am,” she answered. “Most missing children are abducted by a family member. If Holly was taken—”

“We don’t have any family.”

“All I’m saying is—”

Before she could finish, a muscled arm encircled me from behind and squeezed. My entire body tensed. Automatically, I jabbed my elbow straight back, hoping to make contact with someone’s solar plexus. The hit never landed as the owner of the arm stepped aside to avoid it.

Emmett whistled in admiration. “Damn, Bee. What were you going to do, take me out?”

“Stop sneaking up on me.” The demand was less assertive than I’d hoped, watered down by those two beers.

“I didn’t realize a hug was sneaking up on you.” He leaned over the counter and touched the brim of his trucker hat as he flashed Mac his winning smile. “Officer Hart. Nice to see you again.”

She didn’t return the expression, instead swiveling around to face the front of the bar. “Uh-huh. Keep your hands to yourself this time.”

“Yes, ma’am. Bee, what are you drinking?”

“Regret,” I replied.

“Been there. It sucks.” He flagged down the bartender, who deposited two fresh pints in front of us. Emmett slid one toward me. “You owe me one for blowing me off at the game earlier.”

I reached for the glass. “I don’t owe you anything, but I like free drinks.”

Mac watched as I tipped the beer back. “You sure you want to do that?”

“Officer Hart, I’m not so sure of anything right now.”
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Afew hours later, Emmett had persuaded me to pull my billiards trick on a pair of his friends. We teamed up and played two against two, filling The Pit with raucous laughter and rowdy trash talk. The fastpitch crowd, including Coach K and her team, had left hours ago, allowing the late night customers to devolve into less mannered behavior. Mac stayed at the bar to keep an eye on the goings-on. Someone had spilled a beer down my shirt, and I reeked of ale, but it hadn’t dampened my ability to shoot an excellent pool game. As I lined up my next shot, Emmett pressed against me from behind. I smirked, racking my hips against his, and sank two balls at once.

“Oh, come on!” One of Emmett’s buddies, a short but stocky guy, pouted. “This isn’t fair.”

“Payback’s a bitch, Mike,” Emmett said, holding out his hand. Mike smacked a twenty dollar bill into it, which Emmett tucked into the back pocket of my jeans. He snaked his arms around my waist. “You can pay for the next round.”

The muscles of his chest rippled against my back. I turned around to face him, linking my arms around his neck. My body delivered an instinctive flush of heat in response to the close contact, and my mind was too bogged down by beer to consider the consequences of Emmett’s proximity. I ran my fingers along the swell of his shoulders, savoring the way his calloused hands made their way up the skin of my back. I tugged his head down to reach his lips.

Mike tossed the pool stick onto the table and tapped his friend on the chest. “Damn, he wins the game and gets the girl? Let’s get out of here, man.”

I hardly noticed as they left, too wrapped up with Emmett. He pushed me against the pool table, lifted me up to sit on it, and hitched my knee around his hip.

“Okay,” another voice said, drawing out the “oh” sound with a tired drawl. Mac inserted herself between me and Emmett, forcing us apart in an impressive display of strength and determination. “I think that’s about enough. You’re in public, folks.”

Without the heat of Emmett’s body against mine, the air conditioning chilled my damp shirt, causing me to shiver. I glanced at Emmett over Mackenzie’s shoulder.

“We’ll take it somewhere private then,” he said.

“I don’t think so,” Mac replied. Though her tone was easy and relaxed, she staggered her feet at shoulder width, ready for pushback.

Emmett blinked. “Officer, I mean no disrespect, but you’re not on duty, and it’s not up to you whether two consenting adults—”

Mac cut him off. “She’s drunk. That line of consent is looking a little blurry to me, bud.”

Emmett half-laughed, half-scoffed. “Seriously?” He tilted his head to peer around Mac. “Bee, you want to leave? We can just go.”

I watched Mac’s shoulders rise beneath her T-shirt. Then I met Emmett’s eyes. He looked expectantly back. I dropped his gaze. “No, I don’t think so.”

For a second, he just stared at me. Then he lifted his shoulders in a shrug and stepped away. “Fine. That’s cool. I’ll settle the tab. See you later, Bridget. Officer Hart.”

“Mr. Marks,” she replied coolly, waiting until he’d crossed the bar before relaxing her position. Then she coaxed me down from the pool table. “I have a feeling being your friend is gonna feel more like work than fun.”

“Ouch,” I mumbled, letting her carry me out of the bar. “Excuse me, Officer Hart, but I did not ask you for your assistance.”

“Well, you got it anyway so shut up.”

Her car was parked on the curb across the street. This time, I didn’t protest when she opened the passenger side door and deposited me inside. I rested my head against the seat as she rounded the hood and got in on the other side. The engine turned over.

“Why do you care?” I asked sluggishly.

“About what?”

“You don’t even know me.” I looked up at the night sky as she pulled out into the road. The streetlights were too bright to see the stars in this part of town. “But you pull me out of bar fights. You make sure I don’t do stupid shit while I’m drunk. You breach police protocol knowing full well that you could lose your job over it. Seriously, it’s weird. No one’s this committed to some girl they met three days ago. You can’t possibly need a friend that badly.”

Mac was quiet as she steered the squad car down the vacant block. I was sure that her silence was due to the blunt nature of my question, but when I abandoned my hazy view of the passing storefronts to check on her, she appeared more sad than annoyed.

“Hello? You still with me?”

“Look,” she said. “Let’s just say I dealt with a similar case a few years ago.”

I took note of her strained knuckles clamped tight around the steering wheel. “It didn’t end well, did it? What happened?”

“You don’t want to know.”

As we turned a corner, my depth perception reminded me of how much I’d had to drink. I held my breath, contracting my stomach muscles, until the vertigo passed. “I’ve seen some pretty gruesome stuff.”

“It’s not that I believe you can’t handle it,” Mac replied. “I just don’t want to think about it. Let’s get you back to your motel.”

“No.”

“What?”

“Don’t take me there,” I said. “I don’t want to go there. Take me to Bill and Emily’s.”

The motel’s neon vacancy sign blinked up ahead. Mac braked as we approached. “It’s pretty late, Bridget. They’re probably asleep by now.”

“I don’t care. I need to talk to them.”

“Right this second?”

“Mac, I thought we were friends.”

She drove past the motel’s driveway and up the hill toward the neighborhood. “I’m so going to regret this, aren’t I?”

Mac’s squad car idled in the driveway as I pounded on the Millers’ front door. The surrounding fields swallowed the thunderous knocks. When the door opened, I fell over the threshold, stumbling into Bill’s chest. He grabbed me by both shoulders and propped me upright.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, girl?” he hissed.

Behind him, Emily stood at the foot of the stairs, drawing a robe on over her pajamas. Their brood of children peered into the living room. The whites of their eyes, along with Ryan’s bright blond hair, glowed in the dim light, like a family of raccoons waiting for the humans to disperse so that they could raid the fridge.

“Me?” I prodded Bill’s chest with the point of my index finger. “You! What were you thinking, Bill? You left Holly alone. You let her go out to that ball field all by herself. It’s your fault she’s gone. You can’t blame this on me.”

“Are you drunk?”

“No!”

“Jesus, you smell like the floor of a brewery.” He spotted Mac’s cruiser in the driveway. “The cops are here? God damn it, Bridget!”

“She’s my friend,” I declared loudly.

Emily ushered the kids away from the living room. “Kids, go upstairs.”

“And you!” I said, pointing to her. My voice rose to a dangerous volume. “I counted on you to take care of her. I don’t care how many kids you have in this damn house. Holly isn’t a source of income. She’s a person. She’s my person, and you let her go and get fucking kidnapped.”

“Hey,” Bill snapped, slamming a fist against the wall behind me. Emily jumped at the resounding smack of his skin against the wallpaper. “You lower your voice and watch your mouth. Don’t you dare speak to my wife that way.”

“I’ll do whatever I want!”

I tried to push past him, but right on time, Mac hopped up onto the front porch and seized a handful of my shirt. The collar tightened against my throat, and I bounced off of Bill to collide with the officer instead. She held firm, readjusting her grip so that her hand rested on my shoulder.

“Remember how I stop you from doing stupid shit when you’re drunk?” she muttered in my ear. Then she cleared her throat and spoke cleanly to the room. “Sorry, folks. I’ll get her out of your hair.”

“Thank the Lord,” Bill grumbled. “I’m glad to see she keeps more sensible company these days.”

“Shut up, Bill,” I barked as Mac steered me toward the porch steps.

“Wait,” Emily called. Everyone paused. I looked over my shoulder. Emily beckoned me inside. “Five minutes. You get five minutes in her room.”

Upstairs, I climbed the ladder to Holly’s top bunk and collapsed against her pillows. The scents of fresh laundry detergent and vanilla perfume wafted around me. Mac stood awkwardly by one of the bookshelves with her hands in her pockets.

“What exactly are you looking for in here?” she asked.

“Oh, I’ve already searched the room,” I admitted, my voice muffled by Holly’s comforter. “I snuck in yesterday.”

“Of course you did.”

I flipped over. Glow-in-the-dark stars decorated the ceiling, each one an unnatural green splotch against the white paint. I plucked one off the sticky tack that held it in place. “We put these up together.”

Mac squinted at the ceiling. “That’s nice. Bridget, what are we doing here other than annoying your foster parents?”

“Just give it a second.”

“Give what a second?”

An indescribable vibration began in my mind. This time, I recognized the precursor to my out-of-body experience before it actually happened. This time, I took a deep breath as the blood rushed to my head and Holly’s bedroom faded to make room for that other place in my mind.

“Bridget?”

“Shh.”

The other world was quieter now. No voices. I could only make out the familiar mechanic hum and, very faintly, the steady inhales and exhales of a sleeping person.

Mac stepped up on the first rung of the bunk bed’s ladder, peeking over the safety railing. “Hey, you’re kind of freaking me out.”

When I didn’t reply, she rested two fingers against the inside of my wrist.

“I’m not dead,” I told her.

“Yeah, but your heart rate’s way down. How much did you drink?”

My eyes fluttered shut as I tried to tune her voice out, but the sounds from the other room faded anyway. “It’s not the beer.”

And then my little sister’s voice echoed through the room. “Bridget?”

My eyes flew open. “Holly?”

Mac stared, wide-eyed, around the empty bedroom. “Yup. Okay. Now you’re definitely freaking me out.”

I sat up, nearly bumping my head against the ceiling as I clapped a hand over Mac’s mouth. “Shut up! Holly… is that you?”

“Help me, Bee. You gotta help me.”

“Holly, where are you?”

Mac freed herself from my grasp and waved her hand in front of my face. “Hey. Holly’s not here. You’re hearing things again.”

I ignored her. The feel of Holly’s presence was growing faint again. I could feel her slipping away. “Holly, answer me!”

“I don’t know, Bee. I don’t know.”

And then she was gone, the link between us severed. Mac’s face swam into focus, the moonlight reflecting off of her irises as she waited for me to float down to our side of reality.

“Welcome back,” she said.

The following morning hit me like a punch in the gut, but the overwhelming nausea wasn’t a product of my bender with Emmett. It was rooted in my head instead of my stomach, accompanied by a lingering sense of dysphoria. Last night, my connection with Holly had been real and vivid. I was convinced that she had made contact with me through a peculiar network of brain waves. Now, in the light of day and without the influence of several pints of beer, I recognized how silly the concept was, and embarrassment washed over me every time I remembered how adamantly I’d defended myself to Mac on our return drive to the motel.

I buried my face in the bed linens, trying to block out the sunshine that crept through the cracks in the vertical blinds. A layer of fuzz coated my tongue. My forceful exhale blew the sheets away from my face. Holly’s book, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, rested on the bedside table with the spine facing toward me. I squinted at it. Within the title, a faded red pen had circled three letters: the first i, the first n, and the last a.

I brought the spine closer, running my fingers over the slight indentations that the pen had left. I’d never actually opened the book in Holly’s room. If I had, I would’ve automatically noticed the random letters that had been circled in red pen throughout the last three-quarters of the book.

The telephone crashed to the floor as I ransacked the bedside table for the motel’s complimentary notepad and pen. I uncapped the pen with my teeth, flipped to the first page with with circled letters, and began to write them out on the pad. After I’d finished the page, I reviewed the results.

It was gibberish, a collection of random letters rather than a cohesive message. I threw the book to the floor, where it landed cover-up, its pages sprawled out against the carpet. The spine was upside down, the three circled letters taunting me. A-n-i.

“Aunt Ani,” I breathed.

I jolted out of bed, hopping on one foot as the tangled sheets trapped my other ankle, and sat cross-legged on the musty carpet with the Holly’s book in one hand and the notebook in the other. This time, I flipped to the very last page and started with the letter closest to the bottom. Soon enough, it became clear that I was on to something. The letters arranged themselves into broken words, but it was as though half of the message was missing.

The motel phone rang, a harsh wake-up call for my earlobes. I yanked the receiver from the dock. “Hello?”

“It’s Autumn.”

“Hey.” I picked up the fallen dock and put it back on the bedside table. “Why didn’t you call my cell phone?”

“You never actually gave me the number.”

“I didn’t?”

“No, you bolted before we ordered our entrees yesterday, remember?”

The frostiness of her tone nipped at me through the receiver. “Yeah, sorry. I had some stuff to take care of.”

A whoosh of white noise signaled her answering sigh. “That’s bullshit, Bee. What’s your deal? You can’t even sit down for one meal with your best friend?”

“I can,” I replied. “But I didn’t sign up to have lunch with your boyfriend.”

“You’re mad because I invited Christian?”

“I’m not mad.”

“I didn’t tell you he was coming because I figured you would make up an excuse not to show up,” Autumn said. “I can see now that I was right.”

The phone cord stretched tight as I crossed to the dresser, where an Oak and Autumn shopping bag housed the rest of my new clothes. I rooted through it, extracting a top and another pair of jeans. “I’m sorry, okay? I have a lot on my mind. I’m sure Christian’s a great guy. I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

“When?”

I bit off the plastic tab that held the clothing tags in place. “Whenever you want.”

“Fine. Come to Christian’s show at The Pit tomorrow.”

I spat out the tab. “Autumn—”

“You literally just promised.”

“Yeah, but tomorrow’s my birthday.”

“I know. I didn’t forget.” Her voice softened. “Bee, it’s been ten years. I think it’s about time you stop blaming yourself for what happened to your parents and actually enjoy your birthday. There are plenty of reasons to celebrate your existence.”

“Name one,” I muttered, drawing the shirt over my head.

“I want you to be the baby’s godmother.”

I dropped the phone, and the taut cord yanked it across the floor, where it smashed into the base of the bedside table and hung like a limp rat from a dog’s mouth.

“Bridget?”

I rescued the phone. “Yeah, sorry. Hi. Seriously, are you sure? Because I’m about as far away from God as you can get.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” she said. “Look, it’s more of a formality than anything else. Christian wants to get her baptized. We need a godmother, and you were the first person I thought of.”

“Her?”

“Yeah, it’s a girl. I was going to tell you yesterday, but—”

“I bailed,” I finished. “I’m sorry.”

“You wouldn’t have to apologize so often if you stopped disappearing on everyone.”

“I’m still here, aren’t I?”

“For how long?”

I didn’t answer because I didn’t know. I wanted to see Holly come home—that was the only thing I could promise—but as soon as I did, how long would it be before I grew bored of Belle Dame again? This place took everything and gave nothing back.

“That’s what I thought,” Autumn said.

“Come on. That’s not fair.”

“It’s fine, Bee. I know you.” She cleared her throat. When she spoke again, she sounded more professional than friendly. “I didn’t call to scold you. I wanted to let you know that some girl left a message on my cell phone for you. It was really weird. I don’t even know how she got my number.”

My spine went rigid as I clutched the phone closer to my cheek. “What girl? What did she say?”

“Not much,” Autumn answered. “I could barely hear her. I think she said her name was Naomi?”

I pressed the phone so tightly to my face that it pinched the edge of my ear. “Noemie? Noemie Laurent?”

“Maybe.”

I yanked on the new pair of jeans one-handed. “Autumn, this is really important. What did she say?”

“I told you. Very little. She said she had a message for you, left her name, and then recited some sort of children’s poem.”

Chills wracked my body, causing the hair on my arms to stand on end. “What was the poem?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Autumn!”

“God, what is your problem?” she demanded. “I saved the message for you. Come listen to it yourself, and in the future, it’d be really great if you didn’t give my number to complete strangers.”

“Where are you?”

“I’m at the store.”

“I’m coming over.”

I hung up before she could reply then finished dressing without looking in the mirror, rinsed my mouth out with tap water instead of actually brushing my teeth, and slipped my shoes into my sneakers without tying the laces. Then I tucked the green paper crane into Holly’s novel like a bookmark and left, slamming the motel door on the way out.
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NO FUTURE IN THE PAST


The door to Oak and Autumn slammed against the frame and sent the collection of wind chimes ringing like angry birds. A few customers gave me dirty looks, but I ignored them, making a beeline for the back of the store where Autumn’s office was. As I fought through the bead curtain made of bamboo that separated the shop from the stockroom, Autumn emerged from her office. She reached above me, splitting the bead curtain in two to free me from its inhuman grasp, then drew me into her office, where her customers were no longer privy to my wild antics.

“Give me your phone,” I demanded.

“Bridget, this is ridiculous.” She pushed me into the rolling chair behind her desk. Were it not for the fact that she was pregnant, I would’ve fought to remain standing. “You can’t blow through here like this.”

“Autumn, I would not be acting like this if I didn’t think something was seriously wrong,” I told her. “Please, just play the message for me.”

She took her phone from her pocket, scrolled through her messages, and played the one in question on speakerphone. As soon as the familiar voice—a lilting tone with a heavy French accent—permeated the room, I felt as though I had been doused with a bucket of ice water.

“Brigitte.” The voice crackled through a raw, damaged throat.. “This is Noemie Laurent from Paris. I hope you remember me. I have a message for you.” She coughed and began to sing a hoarse, wavering tune. “I am a bumble bee, I like to dance and fly, but if I were to sting someone, I would not be alive.”

The line clicked and went dead. My stomach bucked, threatening to empty itself, and I positioned myself over the wastebasket in preparation, but there was nothing inside to come up.

Autumn immediately swept my hair away from my face and held it at the top of my head. “Jesus, Bee. How hungover are you?”

I dry-heaved, spit out a mouthful of foul-tasting stomach bile, and gasped, “It’s not that.”

She offered me a bottle of water from her mini fridge as I leaned back in the chair to wipe the cold sweat from my temples. “You’re really starting to worry me. Who was that woman? What’s with the creepy nursery rhyme?”

I held the frigid water bottle to my flushed forehead. “I used to know her. We traveled together a few years ago.”

“In Paris.”

The name of the city alone was enough to turn my stomach again. I clenched my teeth together. “Yes.”

Autumn sat on the edge of the desk and took my hands in hers, massaging them with her thumbs in slow, comforting circles. “Bee, what happened in Paris?”

“Nothing.”

“I know when you’re lying.” She caught my chin and lifted it so that I would look her in the eyes. “You might not have been around for the last ten years, but your tells are all still the same. You lied yesterday at lunch when Christian asked you about Paris, and I know that you’ve been to the catacombs. Something happened there. Just tell me what’s going on. I want to help.”

I pulled free of her grip, wiping my streaming eyes on the back of my hand. Autumn, ever prepared, pulled a box of tissues from her desk drawer.

“That song,” I said, my voice thick. “I made it up. Holly was scared of bees when she was little. I used to sing it to her to remind her that they wouldn’t hurt her. Then it became one of our things. She used to call me Bumblebee instead of Bridget, and she sang that song whenever she felt scared or lonely.”

Autumn’s face fell as I finally let myself cry, my shoulders shaking with silent sobs. She brushed my oily hair away from my face, wiping the tears from my cheeks.

“After Mom and Dad died, she sung it all the time,” I went on. “All night long, I could hear her little voice floating up to the top bunk. I never slept. Why do you think I snuck out all the time? I couldn’t take it. I couldn’t listen to her anymore. I was selfish, and she kept singing that damn song.”

She let me collect myself, rubbing my back in soothing patterns as I rested my forehead on her knee. I came down from the high of emotions, and my shoulders relaxed against Autumn, hitching every so often as my breath worked to even itself out.

“So why is this Noemie Laurent singing Holly’s song to you?” Autumn asked.

I lifted my head to look at her. “That’s the thing. They’ve never met, and I never sang that song to anyone but Holly.”

Realization dawned on Autumn’s face. “You think Noemie knows where Holly is.”

I nodded. “It doesn’t make any sense though. I haven’t seen Noemie in years. And if this means what I think it means…”

“Then what?” Autumn prompted. “What does it mean?”

“I need your phone,” I told her. “To trace the number.”

She held the device to her chest. “Not until you tell me what’s going on.”

I wiped my face and stood up, bracing myself against the desk. “This isn’t a game, Autumn.”

“You think I don’t know that?” she challenged. “Bee, I’m serious. Tell me what happened in Paris or I walk out of here right now.”

“Even if Holly’s life is on the line?” The phone slipped out of her grip and skittered across the desk. We reached out for it at the same time, but I was faster. I snatched it up, tucking it into my pocket, then caught Autumn’s hand in mine. “Listen to me. I know you’re sick and tired of hearing me apologize, but I’m sorry. I can’t tell you anything. Please believe me when I tell you that it’s for your own safety. If these people—”

I stopped myself, choking on my own words.

“Who?” Autumn asked softly, drawing me closer. “Who is it?”

I dislodged myself from her grip and took a step away, toward the door of the office. “I’m not sure yet. Please, Autumn. For your own sake—and your baby’s—stay out of it.”

The bamboo bead curtain rattled again as I slipped through it, Autumn’s phone securely locked in the pocket of my jeans. To my best friend’s credit, she didn’t follow me.

My next stop was the cop shop, where the air conditioning was still broken. For once, Officer Scott wasn’t there to greet me, a welcome change considering that my impending request probably did not fall within the realm of legality. I spotted Mac at her desk, her hair just visible over the top of her computer monitor, and crossed the bullpen as if I worked there too, ignoring stares from the other deputies.

She looked up as I pulled a chair up next to hers and plunked Autumn’s phone on the desk. Unlike her co-workers, who sweated in their long-sleeved polyester uniforms, Mac had opted for a short-sleeved polo shirt with the Belle Dame PD logo embroidered on the chest. She’d left the buttons undone, and the other officers tracked the airflow across her collarbone with jealous stares.

“Morning,” she said, clicking out of several windows on her desktop so that I wouldn’t see the contents. “I don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of waiting at the front desk?”

“I don’t have time for pleasantries. I need you to track an unknown phone number.”

“Is this about Holly?”

“Yes.”

“Should I tell Officer Scott?”

“No,” I answered. “Not yet. Keep it to yourself for now. If this is what I think it is, I don’t want to get the cops involved until I know what’s going on. It could make everything worse.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You know that’s bullshit, right? Seriously, do you know how much crap we could avoid if people just told us what we needed to know?”

“I don’t even know what’s going on right now,” I admitted. “It’s just a hunch.”

“Hunches are important too.”

“Please, just find the number.”

She picked up Autumn’s phone and pressed the home button. “Password?”

I silently typed it in for her then navigated to the voicemail tab and pointed out the message. “It’s that one. Can you do it by the end of today?”

“I can do it within the hour. Sound good?”

I breathed a sigh of relief and stood up. “You’re amazing. Thank you so much. You’ll let me know?”

“As soon as possible.” She took in my haggard appearance. “Just so you know, if you have any more errands to run, you might want to take a shower first. You look like shit.”

“At this point, I don’t think anyone expects anything else.”

The cover of Holly’s book was slick with sweat by the time I arrived at the assisted living facility. I wiped it off with the hem of my shirt as I approached the front desk. I signed the visitor’s clipboard in illegible handwriting, waived the nurse’s officer to escort me to Ani’s room, and rode the elevator up to the third floor beside an old man who smelled as if he’d just sneaked off for an illegal cigarette outside.

He winked at me. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”

I mustered a dry grin. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

We parted in the hallway, and I flashed the visitor’s badge against the keypad at Ani’s door to let myself in. I knocked softly before pushing the door all the way open. “Aunt Ani?”

But it was Maisy Marks, stooped and wrinkled, who hobbled across the room on slippered feet to greet me first. “My dear girl! It’s good to see you again so soon.”

I hunched to meet her obligatory hug, careful not to crush her delicate frame. Over her shoulder, I checked on my aunt, who sat in her chair by the window. It was as though she hadn’t moved since the last time I’d seen her. “Hi, Maisy. How are you?”

“Still alive,” she answered. She chuckled at her own morbid joke. “Have you seen my grandson yet?”

My pulse spiked at the reminder. “I saw him last night actually, but I’m afraid I didn’t have the time to stop and chat. Would you excuse me though? I have something important to talk about with my aunt.”

“Good luck,” she muttered as I disengaged from her.

At the window, I pulled the vacant armchair as close to Ani’s as possible, forming a barrier between us and the rest of the room. I sat down, glanced over my shoulder to make sure that Maisy was ensconced in her knitting, and placed Holly’s book in Ani’s lap.

“Aunt Ani,” I muttered, keeping my volume as low as possible. “I need your help.”

Her gray eyes stared out at the green yard, unmoving.

“Please.” I adjusted the book so that her fingers rested against the pages. “This is yours, isn’t it?”

Like before, her gaze faltered ever-so-slightly, flickering to the side as if to check on something behind her. I looked over the back of our conjoined armchairs again. Maisy hummed to herself, her knobbly fingers working at a pair of knitting needles. I turned back to my aunt.

“She’s not listening,” I whispered.

But Aunt Ani’s eyes remained fixed on some unknown point.

“Maisy?” I asked, raising my voice to register on the older woman’s hearing aids.

“Yes, dear?”

“I’m sorry to intrude on your knitting, but do you mind if I have a word with my aunt alone?”

Maisy paused in her needlework. “Well, I suppose I might like to visit the courtyard, but I’ll have to call one of those handsome young men that work here to help me into my wheelchair to go down the elevator.”

I stood up and crossed the room. “I can help you.”

After a few agonizing minutes, I got Maisy situated and rolled her out into the hallway, where I caught the sleeve of a passing nurse’s aid. “Excuse me, do you mind taking my friend here down to the courtyard?”

“Sure thing, ma’am.”

I passed Maisy off, watched as she chatted the nurse’s aid ear off as they got in the elevator, then ducked back into the room. I sat in the armchair once more, opening the book to the last page.

“She’s gone,” I told Ani. “No one else is listening. Can you tell me about the book now?”

When her eyes shifted toward me without warning, suddenly aware of her surroundings, a shiver rocked through me. Her index finger moved, resting against the pages of the book, until it pointed toward her bedside table. I leaned across her to open the drawer. Inside, there was another copy of the same novel and two red pens. I took everything out.

I laid the books side-by-side and opened them to the same page. Ani’s copy was similarly marked, but the circled letters didn’t match up to the ones in Holly’s book. Ani’s fingers shifted. She pointed to her book, then to Holly’s, then back to hers, and again to Holly’s. I got the gist.

“You were talking to each other,” I breathed. Ani’s fingers rested against the back of my hand. I looked up at her, and she raised a finger to her lips. “I won’t tell anyone,” I promised. “I just want to find Holly.”

She pushed one of the pens toward me, keeping the other for herself. Then she took both books and set to circling, alternating between her copy and Holly’s. When she was finished, she waited for me to take the novels.

I set the pages next to each other, my eyes bouncing back and forth between the circled letters, putting the words together. We switch off, Ani’s note read.

“That’s why I couldn’t figure it out on my own,” I muttered. “You had the other half of the conversation.”

Ani nodded.

“But why the secrecy?” I asked her. “Why couldn’t you just talk to Holly out loud?”

She furiously shook her head, pressing her lips together, and tapped the cover of the novels.

“Okay.” I covered her hand to stop the nerve-wracking tick of her fingernails against the book cover. “It’s okay. I get it. I need to read this though. Is that okay?”

A brief nod.

With Holly’s red pen in hand, I unfolded the crane and set to piecing together the conversation between my aunt and sister on the blank side of the green paper. It was easy but tedious work. There was no code to break. They hadn’t written in tongues, but switching back and forth between the novels for pages on end for mere sentences was more of a feat than I had bargained for. It took several minutes to mark out an entire page of dialogue, and I did it all while keeping an ear trained on the door in case of Maisy’s return. When I had finished, I smoothed out the flyer to read the transmission. Right away, Holly’s words disturbed me.

I think I’m hearing voices, she wrote. Is this how you felt after Mom and Dad died?

What sort of voices? Ani wrote back.

Bridget’s mostly, and the people around her, I think. I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like we’re connected. I hear what she’s doing. I can feel what she feels.

How do you know it’s real? Ani asked.

I don’t. It comes and goes.

When did this start?

Holly’s reply of circles were shakily drawn. Years ago. When she was in Paris. Something went wrong there. She was in a bad place.

When do you notice it most? The connection?

When Bridget’s in trouble.

A tear dropped from my eyelashes and splattered against the flyer, causing the red ink to bleed and spread. I blew lightly on the paper, coaxing the moisture away from the lettering, and continued to read.

I think something bad’s going to happen, Holly wrote. It felt like this last time too. I keep hearing the same things. The same name.

What name?

My throat closed off. In my chest, my heart stopped. My fingers trembled as I traced the name on the page, unable to look away from Holly’s reply.

Fox.

The flyer crumpled under my grip, threatening to tear until Aunt Ani pried it out of my grasp with an unnatural strength for a woman that sat stagnant in a chair each and every day. She took the books and circled out another question.

Who is Fox?

I circled back, the tip of Holly’s pen shaking against the page.

No one good.

“I have to go,” I said out loud. I returned the pens to the table drawer but kept both books. “I need this. I’m sorry, Ani. I’ll come back as soon as I can. I love you.”

I stood up and dragged my armchair back to its original position, but before I could rush away, Aunt Ani caught my hand and pulled me toward her.

“What?”

I looked into her eyes, which were alight with a worried comprehension. She wasn’t empty inside—catatonic—as the medical reports had described her for all these years. There was something there. A shadow of the person that she used to be, fighting to get free.

“I know,” I told her. “I see you. And I’m going to find Holly.”

In the elevator on the way back down to the lobby, my new cell phone rang. I fought with the touch screen, trying to figure out the precise swiping motion to answer the call, and pressed the phone to my ear.

“Hello?”

“Hey, it’s Mac.”

“Did you find the number already?”

“Sure did,” she replied. “It came from a burner phone, bought at the corner store on Main and Third. Looks like someone dumped it already though. The number’s no longer in service.”

I’d fallen silent, the blood in my veins sluggish and cold. “Mac.”

“Yeah?”

“I think whoever took Holly is still in Belle Dame.”
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HAUNTED


“Let me get this straight. You think you know who took Holly, but you won’t tell me because—?”

It was nine o’clock at night. Mac and I sat on the floor of my motel room. We’d written out the full transcript of Holly and Ani’s conversations on the complimentary notebook, run out of paper, and asked a passing maid for another. My aunt and sister had been talking this way for months. It was a major breakthrough in Ani’s health, but it remained unclear as to why Holly and Ani kept their communication a secret. I suspected that they both feared judgement. Like me, Holly questioned the nature of the voices in her head.

The notebook pages were strewn across the floor, some of them stained with coffee, others with pizza grease. Mac lay on her back, a slice of pizza in one hand and Holly’s book in the other, flipping through it to see it there was anything that we had missed. A box of pepperoni perched on the edge of the coffee table, along with a half-empty bottle of soda that we’d been passing back and forth.

“Because there isn’t a therapist present,” I finished for her. “And because I’m trying not to jump to conclusions.”

“If you would just fill me in—”

“It’s not that simple.”

She flipped another page in the book and turned it upside down. “This isn’t going to work if you don’t learn to trust me. You want to find Holly or not?”

I’d ruined my relationship with the law at the fine age of sixteen. When you were a teenaged miscreant with a damaged soul and a nobody-understands-me attitude, the cops were never on your side. I’d lost count of how many times Officer Scott had picked me up after Emmett and I had dined and ditched or vandalized the high school gymnasium or stolen booze from the local liquor store. He drove me home in stoic silence or—if the crime in question was a more serious one—waited with me at the station until Bill and Emily showed up. He filled out the paperwork, got the business owners to drop the charges, and calmed down Bill’s blazing temper, but no matter how many favors Scott did for me, I always saw him as a cop.

Mac didn’t look like a cop. Not now. She’d changed out of her uniform pants and polo shirt before she’d arrived at the motel. Her running shorts, T-shirt, and bare feet were a far cry from her tidy, straight-laced appearance at the station. Her hair was too short to restrain completely, so half of it was trapped with a pink hair tie at the top of her head and the rest of it stubbornly remained on the back of her neck. The only hint of her profession was the black Glock that rested on the corner of the coffee table, within arm’s reach for her but not for me.

“Well?” she prompted, tilting her head to look at me.

I abandoned my half-eaten slice of pizza and dusted flour off of my hands. “Do you remember last night when I told you I’d seen my fair share of gruesome things?”

“I’m surprised you remember it, to be honest.”

“I’ve been a lot of places,” I told her, drawing my legs up to my chest and wrapping my arms around them. “I never stayed too long in one city. I didn’t want to feel like I was settling somewhere. I needed to keep moving.”

“To keep running.”

“Pretty much,” I admitted. “I kept everything I owned in a backpack. Wherever I was, I did odd jobs to pay for room and board. Cleaned toilets, shucked corn, rolled pasta dough. You name it. I didn’t care if it was gross or hard work. I just wanted to keep going.”

Mac, sensing that I didn’t share this sort of information often, rolled over onto her stomach to listen.

“When I was nineteen, I went to Paris.” Bile rose at the back of my throat, but I washed it down with a swallow of soda. “It was normal to make friends along the way. I met a lot of people my age at hostels or during excursions. But in Paris, I fell in with the wrong sort.”

“This Fox guy.”

“Yeah. It got me into trouble. I got stuck, and I did things—” My voice cracked, and I ducked my head so that I didn’t have to look Mac in the eye. “I did terrible things to keep myself alive.”

She didn’t ask me to elaborate. Somehow, she understood that I couldn’t. “No one else knows about this, do they? Not even Holly?”

“Especially not Holly.”

“And you think Fox is behind all of this?”

I hiccupped, my ribs tightening around my chest. “That’s the thing. He can’t be. Fox is dead.”

I spent the following morning in a haze of disassociation, doing my finest work in mental instability in yet another attempt to forget about my appearance in this world twenty-six years ago. I ate cold pizza for breakfast, stayed in bed, and aimlessly channel surfed, ignoring the constant ping of the cellphone as calls and text messages came in. When the maid knocked, I yelled at her to go away and turned up the volume on the TV to drown out everything excluding my intrusive thoughts. I read over Ani and Holly’s notes again, desperate to piece together the mystery of Holly’s disappearance, but there was no new information to glean from the scribbled circles. I slept through the afternoon. In the evening, a pounding knock jolted me awake.

“I know you’re in there, Bridget!” Autumn called through the door. I watched her silhouette as she tried to catch a glimpse of me through the curtains on the window. “Get your ass up! We’re going to The Pit.”

I stayed quiet, hoping that she would get the hint and move on, but Autumn was a persistent soul. She hammered on for another five minutes, ranting about how it would be good for me to get out of the motel room and that if I didn’t go to the show, I’d be breaking yet another promise to her. I buried myself deeper in the sheets, covering my head with the pillow.

At long last, her persuasive speech died off with a deep sigh. I peeked out from under the comforter to watch as her shadow leaned against the window.

“Fine, Bee,” she said wearily. “Don’t come. I’ll just—oh.”

Her hand moved to her stomach, cupping the little baby bump in a protective cradle. Her breathing quickened. Short, labored gasps penetrated the thin wall of the motel room.

“Bridget,” she squeaked. “I think—I think something’s wrong.”

I leapt out of bed, sprinted across the room, and yanked the door open, completely unashamed of my pantless attire. “What it is? What can I do? Should we go to the hospital?”

I stopped dead at the grin on Bridget’s face.

“Gotcha,” she said.

“You’re an asshole.” I made to close the door again, but she stuck her foot in the jamb. “Autumn, seriously. Leave me alone.”

“No.” She pressed her face to the crack in the door and pouted. “You wouldn’t leave a pregnant woman out on the streets, would you?”

Reluctantly, I let the door drift open. “You’re milking this.”

“I knew it was the only way you’d let me in.” She wrinkled her nose at the sight of the wrecked room, kicking aside the empty pizza box. “Jesus, Bee.”

“I told you. I can’t deal with today.”

For a moment, as Autumn stared at me with a haughty tilt to her lips, I thought she might finally see the wreck that I was and realize that the ten years without me had been far less stressful than the last week had been with me. Instead, she picked her way across the mess on the floor and wrapped her arms around me.

I fell apart in her grasp, and she let me. We stood there, my neck bent an odd angle so that I could rest my forehead on her shorter shoulder, for several minutes, and for once, there was no expectation as to how long a hug should last. Autumn squeezed me tighter, and my heart released desperate streams of relief that flowed to the tips of my fingers and toes in an effort to mend what was broken.

“Come on,” Autumn murmured. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

She stuck around as I showered, leaning against the bathroom counter and blathering about the woes that came along with pregnancy. As she went on and on about her swollen ankles and morning sickness and having to pee every ten minutes, I washed my hair, feeling oddly grateful that she wasn’t trying to analyze the problems I had with my birthday.

We walked to The Pit together, her arm linked through mine just like high school. Night had fallen, but Main Street was lit up with fairy lights and fun. People were out to celebrate their Friday night, milling about under the stars and filtering in and out of restaurants and shops. Soulful rock music pumped from the speakers of the Pit as we approached, but it was just a radio playlist to get the crowd going before the band went on. Autumn kept me close as we joined the crowd inside, weaving her way toward a table at the rear of the room where the stage was. There, Christian and three other people—two guys and a girl, who I assumed made up the rest of his band—were already nursing a few drinks. He caught sight of us and raised his glass.

“Hi, baby!” he shouted over the pumping music, pulling Autumn close and landing a kiss on her cheek. As her hand detached itself from mine, Christian said to me, “Glad you turned up!”

“Thanks for inviting me.” I claimed one of the empty stools at the table and flagged the bartender down for a drink. When it arrived, it gave me an excuse not to talk to anyone. I drank and watched as Autumn settled in with Christian. He and his bandmates chatted excitedly about chord progressions, their set list for the night, and how the soundcheck went. I tuned it all out, turning my attention to the rest of the bar. Across the room, I caught sight of Mac, who nodded when she noticed my gaze.

“Will y’all excuse me?” The contraction slipped from my mouth before I could stop it. I’d been in Belle Dame for too long. Christian didn’t notice as I sidled off my stool, but I felt Autumn’s eyes on my back as I pushed through the crowd.

“Bee! Bridget!”

I turned to see Emmett struggling through the sea of people and waited for him to catch up. “Hey, what’s up?”

He caught his breath. “I didn’t expect to see you here. Happy birthday.”

My stomach flipped. “Thanks.”

He ducked his head and tucked his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “Listen, Bridget. About last night. I’m really sorry. Things got a little heated—”

“Emmett, it’s fine,” I interrupted, unwilling to sit out his entire awkward apology. “We were both getting into it. I find it particularly easy to fall back into old habits.”

His face twisted into a quick scowl before rearranging itself again. “Well, I wouldn’t say it was just an old habit.”

I laid a hand against his chest. “Look, it won’t happen again. I need to focus on getting Holly home. Enjoy the show, okay?”

I stepped around him before he could reply, dodged a few wayward drunks, and finally made it to Mac, who looked over my shoulder at Emmett with an amused smirk.

“You kicked the puppy,” she said.

“What? Oh, Emmett.” I sighed, lifting myself onto the stool next to hers. “He’ll get over it. I’m sure he remembers what it’s like to be disappointed in me.”

She craned her neck to follow Emmett’s path toward the stage. “I don’t know. He looks pretty put out.” She glanced at me. “And so do you. Are you okay? Did something else happen?”

I folded my arms on the bar and rested my head on them. “It’s my birthday.”

“Okay…”

“Coincidentally, it’s also the anniversary of the car crash that killed my parents and wrecked the rest of my life,” I added.

“I’ll get you another drink.”

An hour later, the crowd was getting restless and rowdy. A steady headache pounded between my ears, and when yet another drunk bar patron accidentally bumped into me as they picked up their drinks, I wondered if Autumn would notice if I gave The Pit the slip. Suddenly, the crowd released a celebratory cheer, raising their drinks as Christian and his band finally made their way to the stage. Feedback pierced the air as they plugged in their instruments, causing me to wince.

Christian sat behind the drum set and adjusted his mic so that he could reach it over the snare drum. “Hey, everyone,” he said, and the crowd roared again. “We’re the Outskirts. Enjoy the show.”

He clicked his sticks together four times, and the band launched into their first song. The lyrics were unintelligible over the noise of the instruments, but Autumn, now alone at her table, faithfully sang along. A fresh wave of guilt washed over me. I turned to Mac.

“Hey, I’ll catch you later, okay?” I told her. “I kinda promised my attention to someone else tonight.”

She tipped her hat. “No problem. Stay out of trouble.”

As I slid off the barstool, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I took it out and checked the screen. Unknown number. My heart pounded. I swiped to answer it.

“Hello?”

No one replied. I dug my finger into my opposite ear, trying to block out the loud music and cheering crowd.

“Hello? Who is this?”

“Brigitte?”

My throat tightened. “Noemie?”

“Brigitte!” Her voice cracked over the phone. I heard a small sob of relief before her thick accent continued on. “I don’t have much time. If they realized I’ve called you, they’ll kill me. They’re back. They know what we did in Paris. Your sister—”

The song crescendoed, drowning out Noemie’s words.

“Noemie!” I shouted over the line. “Hey, can you hear me?”

“Run, Brigitte.”

The line went dead with a click. I stared at the phone, unable to process the call or what it meant. Suddenly, someone else called my name.

“Bridget Dubois?”

I looked up. It was the bartender, the same curvy girl from my first night back in Belle Dame. “Yeah?”

She passed a small envelope across the bar. “Someone left this. Said to give it to you.”

I took the envelope with shaking fingers. “Who?”

She shrugged. “No idea. I’m a bartender, not a carrier pigeon.”

As she disappeared to serve someone else, I lifted the corner of the envelope flap, which wasn’t sealed shut, and drew out a yellowing Polaroid picture. An icy chill stole over me. It was a familiar photo, one that I hadn’t seen since I’d left France three years ago. I never thought it would’ve followed me all the way to Belle Dame.

It was a picture of the group of people I’d met in Paris. There were thirteen of us in total, each a self-designated duke or duchess of the crime group that we served. I stood smack in the middle of the group, unsmiling in the arms of a man whose face I’d come to loathe. Fox was beautiful, and at twenty-five, he had been as handsome as a lion and as cunning as a snake. He was the king of our crowd, a benevolent dictator on the outside but a violent opponent to anyone who crossed him.

I turned the photo over, not breathing. A message had been scrawled along the back, and I’d read enough letters from Holly to immediately recognize her handwriting.

Want me back alive? Play along.
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WHITE NOISE


The bar was a mass of writhing bodies, each sweatier than the last. The whole place pulsed and spasmed along with the band that played on stage. Soulful rock music pumped from the amplifiers and monitors, pounding its cadence into the space between my eyes. Every kick of the bass drum thumped blood through my aching head. Every stick against the snare felt like it was being smacked across the bridge of my nose. The crowd jostled around me, bumping me against the busy stools lined up at the bar. No one noticed that the music had no effect on me. No one noticed that I stood stock still in a sea of moving parts. No one noticed that the Polaroid photo in my hand—a mere picture—had paralyzed me with fear.

My little sister was missing.

My past was catching up to me.

And someone was toying with my life.

I stared at the photograph. Twenty-year-old me stared back with vacant eyes, straight lips, and sallow skin. A man held me from behind, like a lover or a boyfriend in a prom photo, but his fingers grasped my wrists too tightly for love. He was young too, twenty-five at the time. With his pale blond hair, piercing blues eyes, and chiseled physique, he could’ve made any woman fall for him. He chose me, but it was never love. Just a trick. There were other people in the picture, people who considered me to be an essential element of their group. I hated every single one of them. I hated every moment that I’d spent in their despicable presence. They were cold and heartless, criminals who cared about themselves and no one else, and I had just been trying to survive.

Though the picture dredged up every memory I’d promised to forget, the image wasn’t the reason that cold chills wracked my body, raising the hair on my arms. It was the message that was written on the back, scrawled in permanent marker across the glossy paper. The letters were sloppy and uneven, as if the writer’s hand had been shaking when they had set the pen to the back of the photo. It was my sister’s handwriting. Holly’s handwriting.

Want me back alive? Play along.

A hundred questions badgered my mind. Who had taken Holly? Why were they forcing her to terrorize me? Was this all an elaborate trap? What if Holly was already dead and there was no chance of saving her anyway? Nothing made sense to me, which I imagined was exactly what Holly’s captors wanted.

The music crescendoed through the bridge of a song. The crowd sang along, but I couldn’t make sense of the lyrics. It blended together in a rush of static. My vision blurred, and I sagged against the counter, cradling my head in my hands with the photo pressed to my cheek. Then, all of a sudden, the steady drip of water and the hum of an old appliance replaced the hubbub of the bar. I looked up.

“What the hell?”

I stood in the middle of an unfamiliar basement. Piles of dirty laundry surrounded the washer and dryer, waiting to be tended to. The wash basin faucet leaked, plopping uneven patterns into the drain below. The humming emanated from a decrepit hot water heater stained with rust and dirt. A thin wall separated the basement into two sides, one for maintenance and the other for recreation, but the drywall had been knocked through several times with a hammer, exposing the wood beneath. I peered through a jagged gap in the wall. A ripped leather sofa sat atop a roll of muddy carpet. An outdated television had been set up on top of a cardboard box alongside a broken, crooked antenna. In the far corner, a weathered boxing bag hung from the ceiling. The whole place smelled like sweaty socks and corroded metal.

“Where am I?” I muttered.

“Bridget?”

I whirled around, my heart battering against my rib cage. “Holly?”

“Over here.”

I followed her voice around to the back of the washing machine. As soon as I laid eyes on her, rage boiled in my chest. Holly—my seventeen-year-old sister, star of the local high school’s softball team and an all-around beautiful person—was tied to an exposed joist, her hands and feet bound together by a length of twisted, dirty rope. She was filthy. Her white practice pants and Belle Dame High School varsity athletics softball shirt were stained with dirt and blood. Someone had taken her shoes and socks. The soles of her feet were scratched and scabbed, as though she had been made to walk barefoot for several miles. Her strawberry blonde hair looked gray in the dingy light of the basement, and the only clean parts of her face were the tear tracks that traced down her cheeks and chin.

“Oh my God.”

I lunged forward, reaching for the ropes that held her in place, but it was like pushing through quicksand. No matter how much I struggled, I remained unable to make contact with my little sister. She shook her head sadly.

“You can’t do that,” she said.

I pounded and kicked against the invisible wall. “Why not?”

“Because you’re not really here.”

I stilled my vigorous attempts to reach her. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re at The Pit.” Her eyes drifted shut, and her chin drooped to rest against her chest. “You’re listening to Autumn’s boyfriend’s band play their first show in town. I can see you there.”

Kneeling down, I swiped my fingers through the layer of grit on the floor. “But I can see you here. I can feel this dirt. What the hell is happening, Holly? Where are you?”

She shifted her hips so that her weight rested differently on the concrete foundation, and I caught sight of the red scabs that the ropes had rubbed into her wrists.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know where I am. Somewhere in Belle Dame, I think. Not far.”

“You’ve done this before,” I said. “This whole time you’ve been missing, I kept hearing your voice in my head. It wasn’t me going crazy. I wasn’t hallucinating. You’ve actually been talking to me. How are you doing this?”

She lifted her head, peering at me through bloodshot eyes. “I don’t know. I think it’s both of us. I think we’re connected.”

“Connected.”

“Yes.”

“Holly, I need to find you. You have to help me find you,” I pleaded, once again trying and failing to touch her. “What happened? Who took you? Who’s keeping you here?”

Her chapped lips barely parted as she fought to get the words out. “I remember leaving the practice field. I got in my car to drive home, but someone was in the back seat waiting for me.”

My stomach lurched. “Who?”

“No idea. They shot me up with something, and I woke up here.”

I groaned, keeling forward and clenching my core to keep the nausea at bay. There were subtle track marks on the insides of Holly’s elbows. She’d been unprofessionally sedated a number of times.

“Bee,” she whispered. “We don’t have much time. If you want to find me, you have to play their game.”

“What game?”

“Follow the clues,” Holly instructed. “It’s going to be awful. I know it is. But I’ll be there for you when I can be. They want you to find me. They want to lure you here. You have to be smarter than them, Bee.”

“Who are they?” I begged. “Holly, please.”

“I don’t know,” she said again, her voice breaking. “It’s two people. They cover their faces when they come down here, but I can hear them when they argue upstairs. They sound familiar.”

Suddenly, a drum fill split the comparative silence of the basement. The scene flickered in and out of existence as my connection with Holly wavered and the reality of the bar tried to take over again.

“I’m losing you,” Holly whispered.

“No, Holly! Focus!”

A closing chord progression boomed as I lurched toward my sister, but there was nothing substantial to take hold of. Holly wasn’t there, and neither was I. The visual of the basement muddied itself against the real backdrop of The Pit.

“Holly!”

“You can find me, Bee. You can do it. I love you.”

And then she was gone.

The bar top was damp, not with beer, but from my tears. They had dripped onto the photograph too, smudging Holly’s handwriting. I blinked to clear my vision, heaving for breath as the reality of Holly’s situation fully hit me. The blurriness faded, but the panic didn’t.

The bar was too quiet. The band had stopped playing. Everyone was staring at me. The drummer of the band—my best friend’s boyfriend—stood on his throne, the microphone to his mouth.

“I don’t think she heard us, folks,” he said into the mic. “Let’s try that again. One, two, three—”

The entire crowd shouted, “Happy Birthday, Bridget!”

I smiled half-heartedly. Then I passed out.
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ISOLATED


Iwoke to the subtle beep of a cardiac monitor, the drip of an IV bag, and the sterile sting of disinfectant in my nostrils. My eyes fluttered open, taking in the soothing mint color of the walls, stiff white sheets, and the fuzzy felt blanket that seemed to occupy every hospital room. A line of sunshine traced across the room from the crack in the curtains. The back of my hand twinged. A needle was taped to the vein there, tracking up to meet a bag of yellow fluids hanging next to my bed.

My best friend, Autumn Parker, slept in the armchair by the window. She was slumped at an odd angle, her neck tipped back in a way that could not possibly be comfortable. A spare blanket pooled on the floor near her feet, like it had fallen off during the night. She wore the same clothes from the previous evening, cut-off denim shorts and a billowy linen top. The shirt rode up against the armchair, revealing a little baby bump.

In a rush of overwhelming thoughts, everything from the night before came flooding back to me. Holly was tied up in an unknown basement, and I had instructions to play a diabolical game to get her back. On the upside, my birthday was over, which meant that another anniversary of my parents’ death had passed too. I was officially twenty-six, and it had been ten years since I’d had parents or a real place to come home to.

“Autumn,” I croaked, pushing myself up to sit against the crunchy pillows.

She remained asleep, jaw slack, lips parted in a delicate snore.

Someone—Autumn probably—had left an empty takeout container on the table next to the bed. I seized the plastic fork and tossed it across the room. It bounced off of Autumn’s forehead, and she woke with a start. When she saw that I was awake, she pried herself out of the armchair.

“Bee! Hey, you’re okay.” She sat on the bed next to me and traced soft patterns in the palm of my hand, careful not to jostle the needle.

“Yeah, I know that,” I replied. I felt fine, if a little groggy. “What the hell am I doing in here? What’s with the hook-up?”

She followed my gaze to the IV bag. “It’s standard fluids. Vitamins, I think. They said you were dehydrated when you came in. Bridget, do you remember what happened last night?”

“Christian’s band played—”

“And you fainted,” she reminded me. “Hardcore. We couldn’t wake you up, and we couldn’t find a pulse. Officer Hart was totally freaking out. What is up with her anyway? Are you guys suddenly best friends or something?”

I ignored the note of jealousy in the question, peeling the medical tape from the back of my hand. “I have to get out of here.”

“Whoa, whoa!” Autumn pried my fingers away from the needle. “You can’t do that. At least wait for a nurse.”

I swatted her away. “I don’t have time for this, Autumn.”

“Bee, stop.”

We fought for control over the IV, lightly smacking at each other like a pair of five-year-olds bickering in the back seat of their parents’ car.

“Let go!”

“Are you crazy? You passed out, Bee!”

“Well, I’m awake now!”

A passing nurse paused at the open door as our argument spilled into the hallway. When she noticed Autumn and I grappling over the needle, she rushed in.

“That’s enough. Off you go,” she ordered, edging Autumn away from the bed and securing the tape to my skin again. “What’s going on in here?”

“I need be discharged,” I told her. “It’s urgent. There’s nothing wrong with me anyway. I was dehydrated last night. That’s why I passed out.”

The nurse took my chart from where it hung at the end of the bed and flipped through it. “Admitted last night,” she muttered. “Unconscious without medical reason.” She tapped a detail on the chart and looked up. “We can’t let you go yet. The doctor wants to run a CT scan before you leave.”

“I’m fine,” I insisted. “I don’t want the scan.”

The nurse raised a quizzical eyebrow. “Ma’am, I don’t think you understand the risks here. If you leave the hospital against medical advice, you could be putting yourself in all kinds of danger. If you have some kind of head injury that we aren’t aware of—”

“Discharge me,” I demanded. “I understand the risks. I’ll sign whatever forms you want me to. I don’t care. I just need to get out of here.”

“Ma’am—”

“Discharge me.”

The nurse pursed her lips. “All right. I’ll get the paperwork.”

Autumn watched as she left, her arms crossed over her chest. “Are you kidding me, Bridget? Why are you doing this? You won’t be any good to Holly if you’re dead.”

I returned to peeling the tape off the back of my hand. This time, Autumn didn’t try to stop me. “Would you relax? I’m nowhere close to dead.”

She wrinkled her nose as I coaxed the needle out of the vein. “How do you even know how to do that?”

I unwrapped a bandage with my teeth and smacked it across the tiny pinprick left over from the IV connection. “Not my first rodeo. Did you bring me clothes?”

Autumn lifted a large purse from the side of the armchair and set it on the bed. I kicked off the scratchy sheets, shook off the flimsy hospital gown without shame, and upended the purse. It was full of brand new outfits from Autumn’s boutique.

“Thanks,” I said, slipping into a plain black T-shirt and a pair of jeans. “Shoes?”

She pointed to my sneakers at the foot of the bed. I stepped into them, straightened my shirt, and shook out my legs so that the jeans settled more comfortably on my hips, all with the weight of Autumn’s gaze on me.

“You want to take a picture?” I asked her.

And then I remembered. The photo from last night. Where had it gone? That picture could not end up in the wrong hands. It put me at the center of one of the most notorious crime circles of the past several years. If someone found it before I did, it could mean years in prison. I ripped the sheets off the bed then rifled through the plastic bag of belongings that the paramedics had collected off my person yesterday. No sign of the picture.

“Oh, I would love to know what you’re doing,” Autumn quipped as I tore apart the hospital room.

“The photo,” I said, shoving aside the armchair by the window to check underneath it. “I had a picture last night of me and a big group of people. Did you see it? Did I have it when I was admitted last night?”

Autumn sank onto the destroyed linens of the bed. “I have no idea, Bee. I didn’t see anything. You probably lost it at The Pit.”

“Did you drive here?”

“Yeah. They wouldn’t let me ride in the ambulance with you because I’m not family.”

I grabbed her hand and pulled off from the bed. “I need you to give me a ride back to the bar. Now.”

She planted her feet and leaned back, preventing me from leaving the room. “Excuse me? You’re supposed to sign this freaking paperwork the nurse is talking about.”

“I don’t have time—”

“Your insurance won’t pay for any of this if you don’t sign.”

I scoffed. “Please. Like I have insurance.”

Autumn’s mouth dropped open. “You don’t? Haven’t you been bungee-jumping off bridges and cliffs for the past ten years? What would’ve happened if you got hurt?”

“See, that’s the thing,” I told her, offering the purse to her. “When you don’t care whether you live or die, you don’t need health insurance.”

Autumn’s bottom lip quivered. “Bee—”

“Forget about it,” I said. “It’s not like that anymore. Holly needs me. Now. Please, can we just go?”

“Yeah.” She wiped a tear out of the corner of her eye and stood up. “Yeah, let’s go.”

But the nurse stopped us in the doorway of the room, blocking our path with a clipboard.

“I don’t think so.” She shoved the clipboard against my chest. Big, block letters—AMA—were printed in bold across the top of the first page. “Not on my watch. Fill this out.”

After signing my name a hundred times, Autumn and I finally made it out to the parking lot, where the windshield of her tiny white sports car reflected the blinding North Carolina sun into our eyes. The heat beat down on me as I slid into the passenger seat, shoving aside the collection of shoes that Autumn kept on the floor. Autumn turned the key in the ignition and kicked off her wedges to add them to the pile. Barefoot, she reversed out of the parking space and sped out of the hospital lot.

Blissfully, it was a Saturday and the traffic was minimal, so Autumn’s questionable driving habits were less alarming than they would’ve been on a busy weekday. For once, I appreciated her need for speed as we zoomed up the interstate on our way back to Belle Dame.

“Just drop me off at The Pit,” I told her.

“It’s seven in the morning. It won’t be open yet.”

“That’s fine.”

Autumn looked over at me, taking her eyes off the road for longer than advisable. “Are you going to tell me what the hell is going on? You’re acting like a complete freak.”

I kept my gaze trained on the rural landscape passing by the passenger window.

“Can you at least tell me what’s so important about this picture that you want back?” she pestered.

I pressed my lips together.

Autumn’s lips fluttered in a gusty sigh. “God, what the hell happened to make you like this? I miss the old Bridget.”

“She’s gone,” I muttered, resting my forehead against the window.

Suddenly, Autumn slammed on the brakes. I braced myself against the dashboard as she crossed all three lanes and rolled to a stop on the side of the road.

“What are you doing?” I demanded. “I told you. I have to get back to Belle Dame!”

She put the car in park. “We’re not moving until you clue me in.”

“Are you kidding me?”

Autumn pulled her legs up onto the seat and crossed her arms. “Nope. It’s you and me, Bee. Tell me what’s going on or sit here on the side of the road with me until the end of eternity. But just so you know, I can be incredibly annoying when I want to be.”

“Do you think this is a game?” I asked, deadly quiet in the tiny interior of the sports car. “Because it’s not. This isn’t Candyland, Autumn. Holly’s life is on the line.”

“Yeah, I get that she’s gone,” Autumn snapped. “Everyone’s freaking out, not just you, but you don’t care. You only care about yourself, and you shut everyone else out.”

“Autumn—”

“No, let me finish. What makes you think you have a better chance of finding Holly than the police? Huh? You’re acting like you’re the only person who has a chance in hell of finding her, but the last time I checked, you weren’t exactly up to snuff on detective work. Did you watch a lot of CSI when you were overseas, Bridget? Is that it?”

“You don’t understand—”

“Then fill me in,” she said. “Ever since you got back into town, something has felt off with you. You’re blowing me off, messing with Emmett’s head, making friends with the local cops. I mean, come on. You gotta give me something.”

“No, I don’t!” I exploded, filling the front seat with anger. “Why don’t you get that, Autumn? I don’t have to tell you anything! In fact, it’s better if I don’t. It’s dangerous—”

“Just because I’m pregnant doesn’t mean that I can’t handle it,” she insisted.

“It has nothing to do with your kid,” I told her. “It’s just better for you to remain uninvolved. Now put the damn car in drive.”

“No.”

“Goddamn it, Autumn.”

“What about Officer Hart?” she asked. “You met her last week, and you already trust her more than me. How much does she know? What have you told her that you haven’t told me?”

“Mackenzie is a cop, not a boutique owner,” I pointed out.

Autumn looked at me as though I had slapped her. “That was real nice, Bee.”

“You know I didn’t mean it like that—”

“I don’t care how you meant it,” she replied. “And Mackenzie? You’re on a first name basis with the newest member of Belle Dame’s finest? I didn’t think that she was assigned to Holly’s case. Does the force know how close the two of you are? Because I doubt they would approve of—”

“Autumn!” I bellowed. “Shut up! Why can’t you understand that I’m trying to keep you safe? I’m not telling you anything, and you have to deal with that. Stay out of it!”

Stunned, Autumn stared at me with her mouth open for a couple seconds. Then she pushed the gearshift into drive, looked over her shoulder, and pulled onto the interstate again. The remainder of the ride was heavy with loaded silence. I rolled down the window and closed my eyes, letting the rush of air fill my ears. When we coasted off the exit ramp and into Belle Dame, the two-lane road bordered by cornfields on either side, I couldn’t take the tension anymore.

“Just drop me off here.”

Autumn’s reply was practical and soft. “We haven’t even made it into town yet.”

“It’s fine.”

“Fine.”

She coasted to the shoulder, where I opened my door before the sports car had fully completed its stop. The overgrown grass on the side of the road tickled my ankles as I stepped out.

Autumn tugged on the back of my shirt. “Come on, Bee. Let me at least drive you to civilization.”

I pulled free of her grasp. “I just need to be alone right now.”

She shook her head, giving up. “Whatever.”

I shut the door and looked at her through the open window. “Hey, I’m—”

“Don’t apologize.” She flipped her darkly tinted sunglasses into place and looked straight at the road ahead. “I’m so sick of hearing you say you’re sorry. Call me when you’ve decided to stop being a colossal jerk.”

She revved the engine, and I backed away just in time to dodge the squealing tires. The white sports car peeled off, careened down the road, and faded into the horizon. I watched it go, trying to convince myself that letting Autumn get mad at me was the best way to keep her safe.

When I reached town an hour later—drenched in sweat, sunburned, and sporting matching blisters on each heel—The Pit, as Autumn guessed, was closed. Cigarette butts, flyers for the band, and beer bottle caps littered the sidewalk outside, remnants of last night’s show. I picked up one of the bright green flyers. Autumn’s boyfriend, Christian, was featured in the center of the black and white photo beneath the printed advertisement: The Outskirts. One night only at The Pit. Friday @ 7pm. I crumpled the flyer and threw it into the road. For good measure, I jiggled the handle to The Pit’s front door. Locked.

Most of Belle Dame was asleep. A woman in workout gear jogged by the end of the road, while a man walked his dog on the opposite side of the street. Neither paid any attention to me, so I slipped into the alleyway between The Pit and the laundromat next door. A security camera watched from above The Pit’s back door, so I turned my face against the brick wall and sidled along like a crab. That was one decent thing about Belle Dame. The town didn’t see a whole lot of crime. Most businesses never expected to host a break-in, an assumption that worked to my advantage. I used my credit card to jimmy the lock of the back door, popping the simple deadbolt out of place in less than three attempts. Then I eased the door open, slipped inside, and let it shut behind me.

Without customers to fill it, The Pit felt oddly haunted. Sepia pictures of Belle Dame High’s past football teams decorated the walls, and the eyes of the long-grown teenaged players seemed to follow me as I snuck through the kitchen and ducked underneath the bar top. The soles of my shoes peeled off the sticky floor with every step, working my way through spilled soda and beer. I retraced what I could remember of my steps from the previous night, scanning the floor for the picture. Near the middle of the bar, where I had collapsed, a corner of white photographic paper glinted up at me. I made a dive for it.

The picture was stuck beneath the bar, glued to the floor by a used piece of chewing gum. I pried it up, doing my best not to damage it, but after being kicked around by every drunk idiot in Belle Dame, the photo was pretty worse for wear. Holly’s handwriting on the back had bled out in streaky black stains. Some of the faces on the outer edges of the pictured group were no longer definable. Ironically, I remained completely recognizable, as did the man who embraced me from behind.

A door clicked shut out of sight, and I shot to my feet, banging my head against the underside of the bar.

“Shit!” I hissed, rubbing the tender spot on my skull as stars danced in front of my eyes.

“Bridget?”

I turned slowly, dread heavy in my stomach, but it was only Autumn’s boyfriend Christian. He held a mic stand in one hand and several instrument cables in the other.

“Hey, Christian,” I said, casually tucking the picture into the back pocket of my jeans. “What are you doing here?”

He lifted the mic stand. “Getting the last of the band’s stuff. We got a little too drunk after the show last night and forgot some of it.” He deftly wrapped a dangling cable around his elbow. “How are you? You looked pretty rough last night. I didn’t know you were out of the hospital yet. Autumn never called me.”

I tried not to let out a sigh of relief. Autumn hadn’t had the time to fill Christian in on our recent argument. That was good. The last thing I wanted to do was defend myself to her hunky boyfriend.

“Yeah, I just got out,” I said. “It was no big deal. Guess I should’ve drank more water last night.”

“Happens to the best of us.” Christian looked over his shoulder toward the back door. “You here for hair of the dog or something?”

“Uh, no,” I told him. “I think I left my credit card here last night.”

He pointed. “It’s in your front pocket.”

I looked down, where the corner of the card poked up out of my jeans, a little bent from its work in the back door lock. “Oh! Thanks. I didn’t even notice. Man, you know how annoying it is to have to call the bank when you lose one of these suckers.”

“Tell me about it.”

I edged around him. “I should go. The doctors told me to take it easy today.”

“Yeah, you probably should. Hey, did Autumn make it home okay?”

“I’m not sure,” I replied, backing toward the door. “She dropped me off here. Is everything okay between the two of you?”

Christian set the cables on top of a guitar amplifier, where they unraveled like an amateur charmer’s snakes. “I’m not sure. She’s been kind of distant lately. Ever since you got back into town actually.”

I looked down. “I’m not sure why.”

He fiddled with a Velcro twist tie around his wrist. “She shouldn’t be stressed. You know, because of the baby.”

“Right—”

“I’m probably overreacting.” He gathered up the cables again, this time securing them with the Velcro tie so that they wouldn’t spring apart again. “I can’t help but worry, you know? Autumn’s so great. She’s really strong, and she’s determined to prove that pregnant women are superheroes.”

“I picked up on that.”

“They totally are,” he went on as he fiddled with the Velcro. “Superheroes, I mean. Can I be completely honest with you?”

“Sure.”

Christian leaned in and lowered his voice. “This whole thing kind of freaks me out. Don’t get me wrong. I love the idea of starting a family with Autumn, but the baby thing? It’s like a tiny little alien has taken over her body.”

I stifled a laugh. “You are such a guy.”

He grinned and flipped his honey-brown hair off of his forehead. Flecks of gold glittered in his hazel eyes as the sunlight filtered into the bar through the front windows. He and Autumn shared a natural warmth. Together, the couple was a living embodiment of a fall fashion advertisement. Their golden skin tones were reminiscent of fresh cinnamon scones and hot cappuccinos on a chilly morning. If anyone deserved Belle Dame’s quintessential charm, it was my saint of a best friend and the father of her child.

“I guess you’re right,” Christian said, folding up another mic stand and stacking it against the first. “Women do this all the time, right? It’s the miracle of life.”

“If it helps, I remember when my mom was pregnant with my little sister.” My ribs clenched around my lungs. God, I missed those days. “I think I was about nine years old. It completely weirded me out. Wait until you start seeing the baby’s hands and feet push against Autumn’s stomach. Talk about aliens.”

“Ugh.” He faked a dramatic gag. “I can’t wait.”

I laughed and squeezed Christian’s forearm reassuringly. “Don’t worry. You’ll be fine. Every new parent freaks out.”

“Yeah,” he sighed. “Listen, it would really help if you were there for Autumn. She doesn’t have the best relationship with her mom, so she doesn’t have many people to talk about this stuff with. I love her so much, and I want to make this as easy on her as possible.”

Guilt flipped my stomach over. What Christian wanted from me was the exact opposite of what I had planned to keep Autumn out of my mess. “I’ll do my best. I love Autumn too, but it’s hard with Holly missing. I’m all over the place right now.”

Christian set down a heavy guitar amp with a soft plunk. “Hey, I can’t imagine what you’re going through, but if you ever need anything—an objective third party to talk to or whatever—I’m here for you. Any friend of Autumn’s is a friend of mine.”

A lump rose in my throat. “Thanks, Christian.”

“Of course. And they’ll find Holly too,” he said. “I promise. I know it looks bleak, but I have a good feeling about it. Don’t give up.”

I let out a garbled chuckle. “I won’t. We can’t let her miss out on Autumn’s baby. She’d kill us. Aunt Holly and all that.”

He smiled too. “Aunt Holly. I think she’d like that.”

“I know she would.”

Christian tapped the top of the guitar amp. “I should get back to this. The manager’s already mad at us for not cleaning up last night.” His biceps bulged as he lifted the guitar amp onto a waiting dolly cart. “You should drop by the house sometime for dinner. I know Autumn would love it. Plus, I need an objective opinion of my cooking. Autumn lies to make me feel better about burning stuff.”

“Oh, I will be brutally honest about your cooking,” I promised him. “See you later.”

“Bye, Bridget.”

I ducked under the bar again but paused before I reached the back door. “Hey, Christian?”

He glanced up from dismantling his drum set. “What’s up?”

“I’m really glad Autumn has you.”

“I’m lucky to have her.”

My eyes watered as they adjusted from the dark interior of The Pit to the morning light. I crossed the road and jogged toward the police station, patting my back pocket every so often to make sure that the picture hadn’t wiggled out. Holly had said that her captors wanted to play a game. She told me to follow the clues, but so far, the only breadcrumb was the faded photograph with the ominous message in my little sister’s handwriting. I was at a loss for what to do with it. I needed another pair of eyes, one that I could trust not to judge me for the illegal things I’d done in the past. One person came to mind, and oddly enough, she made a daily habit of wearing a law enforcement uniform.

The cop shop was frigid. After a few days with a broken AC system, the local officers took full advantage of the fix. Cool air rushed through the vents, chilling the sweat that now felt like a permanent fixture of my body. I shivered and ran my fingers through my damp hair as I approached the unfamiliar officer at the front desk.

“Yes?” the stout man asked without looking up. His last name—Poitras—was embroidered on the pocket of his polyester uniform shirt.

“Is Officer Hart here?”

“She’s in a meeting with Scott,” Poitras replied gruffly.

“About what?”

The cop looked up, his rotund cheeks puffing out in recognition as he examined me from head to toe. “Private matter. You wanna leave a message? It might be a while.”

“No, thanks.” I rapped my fingers on the countertop. “I’ll wait, if you don’t mind.”

Poitras glowered at my restless tic. “I mind.”

I stole a lollipop from a jar meant for kids and sat down on the cold metal bench near the door. “Don’t worry, sir. I’m a good girl.”

“Ain’t what I’ve heard.”

But he leaned his head back against his chair, closed his eyes, and tipped his cap forward so that I couldn’t see his face. I took it as permission to stay.

I didn’t like that the Dubois name was becoming more and more notorious in Belle Dame. It was one thing when the pejorative connotation applied solely to me. Ten years ago, I was the resident delinquent in town. I traipsed around with a chip on my shoulder, taking out the frustration and anger of being unexpectedly parentless on the easily-spooked residents of our small and sleepy community. Holly, on the other hand, had shined the name to a spotless gleam once I had left. She wore it across the shoulders of her jersey like a first place trophy to carry on the glory of what our family once was. Belle Dame loved Holly. The people here used to talk about her in reverent tones, praising not just her incredible softball skills but her sunny personality too. Now, her name cropped up in hushed conversation that fell suspiciously silent when I passed by. The Dubois family was a mess. With two dead parents, a prodigal daughter with a record of petty crimes, and a missing high school softball star, it was no wonder we were the talk of the town.

An office door creaked open, and Officer Scott and Mackenzie Hart—or Mac as I’d come to know her in the last week or so—joined the other officers in the refrigerated bullpen. I strained to catch the tail end of their conversation, but their words were inaudible from across the station. Scott patted Mac on the back and returned to his office. Her shoulders sagged. She turned around, caught my eye, and made a beeline for the front desk.

“Hey, Bridget,” she said brightly, tugging me up from the bench and piloting me toward the door. “I almost forgot about our brunch plans!”

“We have brunch plans?”

She tipped her head toward the dozing Poitras and muttered, “Just go with it.”

“Right!” I said. “Brunch plans. Yep. That’s why I’m here. I could kill for a stack of pancakes. You ready to go?”

“Ready as ever.”

Poitras grumbled beneath his hat. “Damn kids. You ever actually work at your desk, Hart?”

“I’ll bring you a doggie bag, Poitras.”

Mac ushered me out onto the street and led me beyond the scope of the police station’s glass windows. She studied me like a trail of footprints leading from a crime scene. “Jesus, did you go for a swim or something?”

I flapped out the wrinkles of my sweaty shirt. “It’s hot. I’m surprised you haven’t grilled me about last night yet. Autumn said you were freaking out.”

“I called the hospital earlier this morning,” she explained. “They reported that you were in stable condition.”

“Stable, huh? In theory, I guess. What did Scott want with you?”

We walked to the nearby dog park, where our conversation was muted by furious barking and the occasional sit or stay command. Mac leaned against the fence, took off her Belle Dame P.D. ball cap, and fanned herself with it.

“A higher-up noticed that someone accessed Holly’s case file without permission,” she told me, her lips set in a grim, straight line.

“That’s bad, isn’t it?”

“It’s not good,” she admitted. “I could get fired for something like this.”

I hung my head. “Shit. Mac, I’m so sorry. I never should’ve asked you to do that for me. If Bill and Emily had just clued me in on what was happening with Holly—”

She waved off my apology. “I know you don’t have the best relationship with your foster parents. Don’t worry about it. Thankfully, Scott’s on my side. He knows I was just trying to help you out. He’s going to take care of it.”

A golden retriever puppy gamboled by, tripping on its own ears as it chased after a wayward butterfly.

“So you won’t get in trouble?” I asked.

“Scott told me to take this as a very serious warning,” Mac replied, unable to suppress a grin as the puppy stopped near her feet and began to lick the toe of her boots through the chain-link fence. “They’re going to be watching me. It’s going to be a bitch to get any more information for you, at least at the station.”

I reached for my pocket, where the corner of the Polaroid picture peeked out over the denim. “What about outside the station? You ever do your own research at home?”

Mac followed the movement of my hand. “I like to think I’m pretty savvy. Why, you got something?”

“Holly sent me a message.”

She turned to face me, pulling her boot away from the fence. The puppy whined and pawed at the ground. “What kind of message?”

I freed the picture from my jeans but kept it hidden in the palm of my hand. “Before I show you this, you have to promise not to judge me for who I was a few years ago.”

Mac’s cocoa-colored eyes solidified in a hard glare. “All right.”

“You should know—”

A harsh vibration interrupted me as my phone, tucked in the opposite pocket of my pants, beeped out a message notification. I drew it out and swiped the touch screen to open the text. It was from a blocked number: Keep your cop friend out of it or Holly dies right now.

I swallowed hard, my fingers tightening around the Polaroid.

“Bridget? What is it?”

“Nothing.” I deleted the message and, in one swift movement, tucked both the phone and the picture back into my jeans. “Never mind.”

Mac arched a wary eyebrow. “Seriously?”

I pushed off from the fence, backed away from the dog park, and stumbled over the curb. “I gotta go. I’ll let you know if anything comes up. Thanks, Mac.”

She called after me as I sprinted away, but I pretended not to hear, my heart pounding in time with the beat of my sneakers against the burning pavement.
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THE GAME BEGINS


The local motel in Belle Dame wasn’t seedy, but it definitely didn’t match the level of cleanliness or coziness of the bed and breakfast down the street. Temporarily, it was home, and I had stayed in far worse places over the course of my international travels. At least this place didn’t have bedbugs. As I approached the door to my room, I drew out the phone again. The text was gone, but the message lingered in my head. Someone was watching me to make sure I did what they wanted, but how could I play along to a game with no rules?

The answer arrived shortly. As I drew out the keycard to unlock my motel room, a postcard wedged into the door frame caught my eye. I snatched it up, swiped the keycard, and locked myself in the room—flipping the latch of the door jammer—before giving the postcard my full attention. It was a black and white photo of an underground chamber. The Paris Catacombs, a network of caves and tunnels that stretched hundreds of miles beneath the city, housed the remains of over six million bodies. I first learned of the mass tomb when I was nineteen, and my macabre sense of curiosity had sent me into the depths of the unknown.

I trekked along at the back of our tour group, running my hands along the damp stone walls as we made our way toward the burial sites. It was a lengthy walk, one that the website warned wasn’t for the faint of heart. Ahead, the tour guide yammered on in solid French. Most of the group ignored her, opting to listen to the provided handheld audio guides instead. They, like me, were foreigners, but I had a better grasp of the language than most. My high school French classes came in rather handy, and I’d spent the better part of several months perfecting my accent as I traversed the less popular areas of the country. I prided myself on being able to keep up with the locals. They were moderately pleasant to tourists who didn’t butcher their native language.

It had been roughly two years since I’d left home. Sometimes, it felt like two months. Sometimes, it felt like ten years. I’d dreamed of Paris in the same way that everyone else did—heart-stopping romance, distinguished wine, fresh baguettes, and the Eiffel Tower—but the experience ended up being entirely different than expected. This was better. This was an adventure to get to know myself better, and the underground chasms beneath the streets sounded like a great way to confront my fascination with death. I went alone. The other college-aged students at the hostel I was staying at refused to tag along. They claimed that the catacombs were haunted. That was fine with me. I wasn’t scared of ghosts. I’d practically been one ever since my parents died.

Up ahead, several people gasped aloud. At long last, we had reached the interesting part of the tour, a section of the mass grave that was available to the public. As the group filtered into the room, I craned my neck to see over the heads of the others until we had shuffled far enough forward for a full glance. My jaw dropped in awe. Human bones lined the walls, stacked from the floor to the ceiling like a morbid jigsaw puzzle. Skulls encircled stone signs etched with the French language. Some explained where each set of bones had originated from, while others displayed poems and words to remind the visitor of their own mortality.

“There were what we were,” an accented voice read out loud behind me. “Dust in the wind, fragile as men, weak as nothing.”

I read along in French as the owner of the voice stepped up to my side. He was more beautiful than handsome, with the delicately angled face of a male runway model rather than the rugged square jaw of most men. His pale blond hair, short on the sides and longer on top, was swept neatly but casually away from his face, revealing a pair of icy blue eyes. He was tall too. The top of my head reached his collarbone, which was impressive considering my own athletic build. A tattoo peeked out from beneath the sleeves of his thin cotton shirt, winding around a well-defined bicep.

“Je peux lire,” I told him with a smirk.

He glanced down at me in surprise. “She speaks French,” he said, his voice lilting with that hardwired Parisian superiority. “I’m impressed.”

I rested a hand across my heart in mock gratitude. “It’s been my lifelong goal to impress a Frenchman. I can die happy now.”

His laugh echoed through the chamber, startling some of the other tourists. “Paris must adore you, mademoiselle. You fit in so well.”

“I’m working on it,” I told him. “I’ve only been here for two days. Don’t worry though. I’m confident in my ability to woo the rest of your charming city. I’m off to an excellent start, wouldn’t you agree?”

The tour group continued deeper into the cavern, and I followed along behind them without waiting for an answer from my new companion. When his footsteps hastened to catch up with me, my lips found the curve of a smile.

“I would not dare to offer an alternate opinion,” he replied. “Tell me, does your boyfriend know that you seek a darker path than the one you walk with him aboveground?”

“Wow,” I whispered back, pretending to listen to the tour guide’s spiel. “That’s the line you’re going with? ‘I can show you the world?’”

His answering chuckle spread a warmth through my stomach. “Perhaps. But you did not answer the question.”

“I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“Ah. How intriguing.”

“And I have no need to seek out a darker path,” I added. “I’ve already found mine.”

His lips curled up in a mischievous beam. “Oh, you know nothing of the dark. This is just the beginning of the catacombs. This tour covers a mere fraction of these tunnels. If you want to get the real experience, you have to come back when the City of Light extinguishes its torches.”

“That sounds legal,” I quipped.

He winked. “Nothing fun is ever legal.”

I bit my lower lip, hiding a smile. “I don’t disagree.”

His eyes flickered toward my mouth. “Meet me tonight. I’ll show you what it really means to be Parisian.”

“I don’t know you.”

“But you could,” he pointed out. “I get the feeling it is very simple for you to make friends.”

We had fallen behind the rest of the group, but I had no desire to catch up with the other tourists. I studied the outline of my acquaintance, tracing his slim build and listening to the impulsive hum of attraction as it buzzed through my veins like an amphetamine.

I offered my hand. “I’m Bridget.”

His fingers slipped into mine and caressed my wrist. “Everyone calls me Fox.”

I shook off the memory and flipped over the postcard. Next to the address of the tour group in Paris—where any normal person would’ve written a quick note about their experience in the catacombs—was another message from Holly, the loop of her letters rattled and messy.

Tell Bill the truth about the barn fire.

My stomach flipped over. This was the game. Holly’s captors wanted to play puppet master. They knew things about me, things that few others were aware of. Belle Dame was full of burnt bridges for me. Apparently, that wasn’t torture enough. The first step toward getting Holly back was to demolish the remaining pieces of one said bridge, possibly beyond repair.

The motel room safe, hidden in the closet, had a programmable code. I made quick use of it, depositing both the postcard and the damaged Polaroid before closing the thick door and ensuring that it was securely locked. Then I drew out my phone again. I hated technology. The deleted message had been moved to a trash file, not erased from the phone’s history. The blank number teased me from the screen. I created a new text.

What do you want from me? I typed out.

Not a minute later, the reply came. You have your instructions.

My fingers raced against the touch keyboard. Bill will have me arrested if I tell him the truth. How am I supposed to play your game from the holding cell at the police station?

The phone remained silent. My new pen pal had no other advice for me. I tried again.

Is this Holly?

Nothing. I threw the phone across the room, panicked when it smashed against the far wall, and rushed over to rescue it. The screen had cracked, but everything else was in working order. I shoved it into a pocket to protect it from future outbursts. It was my only point of contact with Holly’s captors.

I paced in front of the door. My fingers worked through my hair, yanking out strands in stressful clumps. Holly’s handwriting flashed before my eyes. Tell Bill the truth about the barn fire. I took a deep breath, pondering my limited options. This was the game. This was Holly’s life. Play the game, get to Holly. That was the deal. I yanked open the motel door and walked out into the sun again.

After ten years, Bill’s weekend routine had not altered. On Saturday mornings, he ran errands for his business. I located him at the feed and supply store at the edge of town. The store was more of a warehouse than a building. The low ceiling hovered over your head like a storm cloud ready to burst. Massive bags of livestock feed were stacked on wooden pallets shoulder-high. The sheer number of trucks parked in the dirt lot outside might have baffled out-of-towners. Here in Belle Dame, the community relied on local livestock and farming to feed their families. They wore the responsibility with badges of honor and proud smiles. Saturday morning at the feed store was more of a social event than a necessary outing. Everyone knew everyone else, and as they shopped, they talked about everything from picky horses to natural pesticides to the questionable existence of the one vegan restaurant in town.

Bill Miller, the less prepossessing half of the couple that had collected me and Holly from the foster care system after the car crash that killed our parents, was a big man. People parted in the aisles to let his corpulent belly pass, tipping their hats at a steep upward angle to compensate for his giant-like height. His boots thudded against the polished concrete floor as he pushed a utility cart piled high with horse feed past the other customers. Almost everyone greeted him. Bill owned one of the largest farms in Belle Dame, and he made a point to stock fresh items from smaller businesses to sell in his store. Getting on his good side was a surefire way to pull in some extra revenue, and the locals knew it. Bill sealed deals the old-fashioned way, with a gruff verbal agreement and a firm handshake, because no one dared take advantage of his benevolence. It was a shame the same kindness didn’t extend to some of the children he and his wife, Emily, fostered.

I followed him at a distance through the store, pretending to read the label on a fifty-pound bag of goat snacks when he glanced over his shoulder and squinted down the aisle for an item he’d missed on his first pass. There was no way to tell him about the barn in private. Bill could spend hours in the supply store, and if I wanted to get this over and done with as quickly as possible, I’d have to muster up the audacity to tell him the truth between the tractor maintenance tools and the big-and-tall workwear clothing racks. He turned a corner and disappeared out of sight. I sped up, but as I rounded the towering shelves, I ran smack into the firm, muscled chest of my childhood friend, Emmett Marks.

“Bridget?” A bewildered expression crossed his husky, handsome face as he steadied me by the shoulders. “What are you doing here?”

“I needed overalls.”

“Yeah, right,” he scoffed. “You shouldn’t be racing through these aisles. It’s dangerous.”

“I love to live in fear,” I replied. “Or did you forget?”

He grinned, and his dimples popped into existence, playing with my feelings like they always did. “How could I? You proved that again last night at The Pit. I helped load you into the ambulance. How much did you drink anyway?”

I decided not to mention that the reason for my collapse was rooted in an inexplicable telepathic connection with my younger sister rather than an unplanned brush with alcohol poisoning. “I lost track. It wasn’t my finest moment.”

Emmett unstuck a sweaty strand of hair from my forehead and brushed it behind my ear. “I’m really glad you’re okay.”

“Me too.” I peeked around him to keep Bill’s enormous figure in my line of sight. Part of me was glad for Emmett’s distraction. I wasn’t ready to confront my foster father just yet. “What are you doing here anyway?”

Emmett held up an obscure engine part for a riding lawnmower. “I had to pick something up for my job.”

“On a Saturday?”

“My boss is a stickler,” he said. “What’s your excuse?”

“I told you.” I reached for the nearest pair of coveralls and held the hanger up to my neckline as if to check the size. The pant legs completely hid my feet. “I’m passionate about farm town fashion.”

Emmett, bless his heart, went along with my insanity. “Well, my dear, I think you’d better have a look at the waders for ladies in the next aisle over. Might be a better fit. Plus, the camouflage patterns are to die for.”

“I hear camo is all the rage this season.”

He rolled his eyes with a smile. “I should get going. My boss is expecting me.”

“Yeah, of course. Sorry.”

I stepped out of the way, unblocking the path to the checkout line, but Emmett hesitated.

“Bee, listen,” he said. “I know this week has been really hard on you, what with Holly gone and your birthday being a disaster, but I feel like you coming back to town after so long was kind of a sign. I missed you. A lot.”

I scuffed my sneakers against the floor. “I missed you too, Emmett.”

“If it’s possible, I’d like to see you more,” he went on softly. “Maybe outside of a bar, since we tend to get in trouble if there’s alcohol involved.”

“If I recall, you were the one who got into a fistfight at The Pit a few nights ago,” I reminded him. “Not me.”

“And you were the one who got carted off to the hospital last night,” he countered, playfully bumping his hip against mine. “Are we keeping score?”

I nudged him away, careful to avoid the piece of machinery he held. “I’m too competitive to keep score.”

“I know,” he agreed. “So what do you say? You and me, minus the booze.”

“Look, Emmett,” I said. “I would really like to, but I’m not here to catch up with old friends. I’m here to find Holly.”

“I’m sure Holly would want you to let loose a little,” he told me. “She was always worrying about you.”

“And now it’s my turn to worry about her.” Over Emmett’s shoulder, Bill had vanished amongst the other customers. “I’m sorry, Emmett. Maybe after I get my sister back, we can talk about it.”

He cleared his throat and straightened up. “Totally. Holly’s my priority too. I just figured I’d try to take care of you while she’s gone, but I probably should’ve known that you don’t need anyone to take care of you. It’s one of the things I like about you so much.”

I stood on my toes, balanced myself on Emmett’s forearm, and kissed his cheek. “Thanks. I’ll see you around, okay?”

“Looking forward to it.”

As I stepped around him to chase after Bill again, I tried not to make too much of his melancholy expression. Emmett had resting puppy face, and turning him down was like taking a delicious steak bone away from a well-behaved dog. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to hang out with him. Emmett was one of the few people who had the ability to distract me from the problems that followed me around. His methods of doing so were uncouth, but we always had fun. Unfortunately, I couldn’t run from my issues anymore. I had to chase after them instead.

For a moment, I thought I’d lost Bill in the maze of the supply store, but after another lap around the hardware section, I found him helping an older gentleman pick out a trailer hitch for his truck. I waited until they were finished. When Bill turned around to continue his shopping and found me in his way, his thick beard turned swiftly downward.

“I thought I told you to stay away from me while you were in town.” He attempted to push his utility cart past me, but the castor wheels were fickle.

I propped my foot against the cart, preventing him from going any farther. “I need to talk to you.”

“If this is about Holly’s damn case file, I already told you that I won’t let the cops give you permission to look at it,” Bill growled. “Relentless, aren’t you?”

“This isn’t about Holly’s case,” I said. “It’s about the barn.”

His bushy white eyebrows lifted, wrinkling the lines on his sunburned forehead. “You mean the one you burned down?”

“Yeah, that one.”

Bill leaned down on the cart handle. “Oh, this oughta be good.”

I gulped and stepped free of the cart’s immediate path, lest Bill attempt to run me over with it once I fulfilled the postcard’s instructions. “Bill, before I tell you this, you should know that I was young and angry then. Everything felt like the end of the world to me. I did a lot of things that I’m not proud of. I know you and I have never had the best relationship, but when I think about what I put you and Emily through, I feel awful.”

Bill, leery of my repentant tone, narrowed his eyes. “Do I smell the apocalypse brewing? Because this sure as hell sounds like an apology to me, and I never thought I’d hear one come out of your mouth.”

“It’s kind of an apology,” I admitted. “But it’s more of a confession.”

Bill straightened up, looming over me. “What did you do?”

“You already know what I did,” I told him. “You don’t know why. The truth is that I set fire to the barn because I thought you were in it.”

It took a moment for the statement to settle into reality. I watched as Bill’s jaw went slack and the crinkles at the corners of his eyes bunched up.

“I’m sorry,” I blurted out. “Like I said, I was sixteen and stupid. It didn’t seem fair to me that you were alive when my parents were dead, especially after what you did to Emily—”

“You hated me that much?”

“I—” The tremble in his quiet tone completely threw me. He had never sounded so vulnerable before. “I hated everyone. You just happened to be the closest target.”

“You do realize that you just admitted to attempted murder,” he said.

I swallowed hard. “Yes, I do.”

Bill didn’t rush me with the cart or explode with anger like I expected him to. Instead, he hung his head, stroking his beard in quiet thought.

“You know, Bridget,” he said so softly that I had to lean in to catch the words. “I always tried to do right by people. Emily and I don’t foster kids for the extra cash or tax breaks. We started doing it because Emily always wanted children and we couldn’t have any of our own.”

“Oh.”

“She likes them,” Bill continued. “Hell, I like them too when they’re not bouncing off the walls or flushing toys down the toilet. The point is, when we took you and Holly in, we knew it would be hard, but we thought it was for the best. You and Holly wouldn’t get bounced from house to house like most of the other kids in the system. You could stay in Belle Dame, where the rest of your friends and family were. We saw two heartbroken girls in need of a home, and we were in a position to provide that.”

“Bill, I—”

“I’m not finished,” he said, holding up a meaty finger to stop me. “I did my damnedest to be patient with you because I couldn’t begin to understand what you were going through. And then the sneaking out started, and the petty theft, and the vandalism. You were a damn tornado, Bridget. You ripped apart everything in your path without thinking of the consequences.”

“I know. I’m so sorry.”

“And now—” Bill raised his voice to overpower my apology. “You come into town to blame me and my wife for Holly’s disappearance and to inform me, in public, that you wanted to kill me when you were a teenager? What I can’t understand is why you’ve decided to torture me like this. All I’ve ever done was try to protect you from yourself.”

I covered my mouth, holding back a sob. Impatient tears spilled over my eyelashes, and several passing customers shot suspicious looks at me and Bill.

Bill sighed and tightened his grip on the utility cart. He glanced at the watch on his wrist. “Look, I believe that you’re here for Holly. I believe that you love her and that you would do anything for her. Here’s the thing though. I’m responsible for Holly until her eighteenth birthday. After that, she can do whatever she wants, but until then, I don’t want you anywhere near my family. Don’t come to my house. Don’t talk to my kids. Don’t come near my wife. When Holly gets home, I’ll give the two of you an hour to catch up, and then I expect you to go right back to Turkey or Greece or wherever you were before Holly disappeared. Actually, I don’t care where you go as long as it’s far away from Belle Dame. If you don’t respect my decision, I won’t hesitate to take out a restraining order against you. Understood?”

My chin quivered as I fought against the flood of emotions threatening to burst out and leak onto the floor of the warehouse. If I opened my mouth, I would lose it, so I nodded once and kept my eyes on Bill’s boots.

“Good.” Bill pushed the utility cart down the aisle. “God help you, Bridget. You sure as hell need someone to.”

As his girth faded into the crowd, a short, desperate cry escaped from my lips. I clamped my mouth shut and made a run for the door, bumping customers out of the way. The sun hit me like a smack in the face. Tears streamed down my cheeks as I vaulted over the landscape border to the side of the massive warehouse, away from the front door and the dusty parking lot. I sagged against a bale of hay and lost it, crying into the itchy yellow grass.

The phone vibrated in my pocket, buzzing against my thigh. I took it out, wiped my eyes to see straight, and checked the messages.

Well done. One step closer to saving your little sister.

When I’d gathered myself into one piece again—or as close to one piece as I could get—I walked back into town. My chest felt hollow, as though someone had reached in and ripped my heart out of place. Bill’s reaction confused me. All this time, I’d painted him as a villain. I should’ve known there was more to the story behind the Millers’ love of fostering. This was why I’d left Belle Dame in the first place, because it was impossible for me to measure up to the expectations of those around me.

An engine hummed as a squad car pulled up to the sidewalk next to me. Mac rolled down the window and leaned across the seat, frowning when she saw my pink, tearstained face. “Everything okay?”

“No.”

Mac drifted along as I continued trudging down the street. “Been looking for you. We got a call at the station about a half an hour ago. It was Bill Miller. He said the two of you had a run-in at the supply store, mentioned that you might be a danger to yourself and to others. I convinced Scott to let me track you down. Anything you want to tell me?”

I counted the neat cracks in the concrete beneath my sneakers.

“Bridget.”

“I can’t talk here,” I muttered.

Mac cupped her hand to her ear. “What’d you say?”

I stepped over the grass to the curb, looked around to make sure that no one was within earshot, and bowed into the window of Mac’s cruiser. “I can’t talk here. Someone might be listening. We need to meet. Tonight, in the home team dugout at the old high school’s softball field. Two o’clock. Can you do that?”

Mac tapped the temple of her aviators, sliding the glasses down the bridge of her nose to scrutinize me over the frames. “You gonna fill me in on what’s happening with you then?”

“As much as I can.”

The sunglasses went back up. “All right then. Two o’clock. What should I tell Officer Scott when I get back to the station?”

I retreated from the window of the squad car. “Tell him it’s the same old shit.”

At half past one, when the only people left awake in Belle Dame were the regular ghosts of the local bars, I dressed in dark jeans and a black jacket, yanking the hood over my head and cinching it tightly around my face. My reflection in the motel room window looked ready to rob a convenience store, but those days were long behind me. I took the Polaroid photo and the postcard from the motel safe and stole into the night. I left my phone in the room, just in case Holly’s captors had somehow managed to turn it into a tracking device.

I jogged through the back side of town, jumping fences and startling cattle in order to avoid the main roads. Every so often, I looked around to make sure that no one was following me. In the open fields of Belle Dame’s rural landscape, there weren’t many places for a stalker to hide, another advantage of taking the long way.

The old high school was practically falling over. Cinderblocks crumbled at the corners, red and black paint—Belle Dame official colors—peeled off the building, and someone had toppled the statue of the school mascot in the quad. I snuck beneath the dilapidated overhangs and past the portables to the rear side of the school, where the chain-link backstop of the old ballfield cast a cage of shadows across the infield in the moonlight. The home team dugout faced the opposite direction. I clambered over the fence, crept across home base, and sidled into the little alcove.

Mac stood at the very back, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed, eyes open and alert. I jumped at her statuesque posture. She was as still and quiet as the rest of the night, like a wolf waiting out its prey.

“Shit, you scared me,” I said, taking a breath to steady my racing pulse.

“Sorry.” She moved into the moonbeams and sat down on the rickety wooden bench that stretched from one end of the dugout to the other. “What’s going on?”

I sat next to her, drew the Polaroid out of my pocket, and set it in her lap. She picked it up, eyed me carefully, and examined the photo.

“What is this?” She pointed to the center of the picture. “Is that you?”

“Flip it over.”

She did so, squinting at the smudged writing. “‘Want me back alive? Play along.’ Bridget, what the hell?”

“That’s Holly’s handwriting,” I told her. “I’d recognize it anywhere. She’s still alive, Mac.”

Even for a cop, Mac possessed an unusually keen sense of perception. “And you know this because of the photo or because of something else?”

“I saw her. Last night, when I passed out at the bar. It wasn’t because I was drunk. I had this weird out-of-body experience. I saw Holly. I talked to her. They’re keeping her tied up in some basement—”

“All right, slow down.” She held the photo at eye level, comparing the two versions of me side by side. “You told me before you were having auditory hallucinations. Did this vision feel the same way as those did?”

“They weren’t hallucinations,” I insisted. “It’s real. Holly and I have some sort of weird connection. She said so herself.”

“Bridget, come on.”

“I shit you not.”

Mac slumped against the dugout wall, humming with exhaustion. “All right, say it’s real. What’s stopping you from just asking Holly where she is? Or who took her?”

“I tried that,” I said. “She doesn’t know. Part of me wants to tear apart every house in Belle Dame until I find her, but I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

My gaze flickered to the picture in her hands.

“This is blackmail, isn’t it?” she asked, lifting the Polaroid again.

“About as black as it gets,” I replied. “You can’t tell anyone at the station about this. Whoever took Holly is keeping tabs on me. That’s why I had to sneak out here in the middle of the night. If they find out I met up with you—”

Mac heaved a gusty sigh. “I get it. Tell me about this picture. Not everything,” she added at the look on my face. “Just enough for me to know what’s going on.”

I swallowed, trying to alleviate the pressure that felt like a hand around my throat. “You already know some of it. That picture was taken roughly three years ago at an abandoned hotel outside of Paris. I met that man—” I pointed to Fox’s exquisite face “—on a tour of the catacombs under the city. He was charming, charismatic, and gorgeous, everything you’d want out of a hot foreign fling.”

“Fox. I remember. What happened?”

“He had a different idea of how our relationship should go,” I said, biting down on the bitter taste on my tongue. “I worked for him.”

Mac closed her eyes in comprehension. “You worked for him.”

“A lot of girls did.”

“Ugh.”

“His network was huge,” I explained. “He had people all over the biggest cities in France. I heard he ran operations in other countries too. The people in that photo were just involved with the Paris sector.”

Mac studied the picture with a disgusted sneer. “How long were you there with him?”

“From the time I was nineteen to the time I was twenty-two,” I told her. “I was his favorite, so he kept me close. I went along with it. It came with certain perks, like regular meal times and staying alive.”

Mac covered her mouth as if subduing a gag. “Oh, God. Bridget, I’m sorry.”

“It’s over now.”

“It still matters. How did you get out?”

I ducked my head, drawing patterns in the dirt of the old bench. “That’s the thing. I did a lot of illegal shit in order to survive at the hotel, and then I did a lot of illegal shit to make it out of France alive. It didn’t end well for Fox’s business.”

“You told me Fox was dead.”

“Collateral damage,” I said with a shrug. “Fox may be gone, but his business partners aren’t. I betrayed every one of the people in that photograph. They lost everything because of me.”

Mac fluttered the Polaroid. “You think one of them took Holly.”

“No one else would have a copy of that picture.” I showed her the catacombs postcard. “They sent me this too.”

She read the message on the back. “I guess this explains the incident with Bill earlier.”

“I have to play the game,” I told her. “Holly said so, but no one ever said I had to play it by their rules. Can you check these for fingerprints?”

Mac tucked both into the inside pocket of her jacket. “I can, but it’s unlikely I’ll find anything. This photo’s not in great shape, and you’ve been touching this postcard all day by the looks of it.”

“Just try.”

“I will. Is that all?”

“For now.”

We stood and left the dugout, in step with each other as we crossed the neglected ballfield. Mac kicked her shoe against the ground, showering home base with red dirt.

“I’ve never seen infield clay this color before,” she remarked. “It’s weird. Rusty. Like—”

“Like blood.”
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DO NOT PASS GO


The remaining dark hours of the morning passed in a combination of insomnia and nightmares. Whether I was awake or asleep, dingy basements and abandoned hotel rooms and stacked skulls haunted the black screen of my eyelids like a broken rendition of a horror movie marathon. For a while, I tried to contact Holly again. Apparently, there were no rules to whatever connection linked her mind to mine. No matter how much I attempted to recreate the strange buzzing feeling that filled my head each time Holly contacted me through brainwaves or whatever shoddy science that linked us, the experience fell flat. There was nothing to find out there in the ether. It was as if Holly was the one who needed to initiate the psychic phone call. Either that, or we both had to be reaching out at the same time. It occurred to me that Holly may not be strong enough to get ahold of me. After all, she was tied up in a basement. Who knew how long it had been since she last ate or drank. The mere thought made me shake with anger.

After hours of trying, I’d only succeeded in giving myself a hammering headache, so I pulled the cool bedsheets over my head and dozed until mid-morning. Experimentation clearly wasn’t the answer. I needed concrete research on the possibilities of a telepathic link between sisters, but that sort of thing was difficult to come by when the science behind it was more fantastical than, well, scientific. It would be simpler if I could talk to someone with similar experiences, yet I doubted a visit to the local palm reader—whose store always smelled faintly of marijuana and lavender incense—would do me much good. No, I needed something real to hold on to. Someone who—

I sat straight up in bed, the epiphany hitting me like an anvil to the head. I knew someone who heard voices. Aunt Ani, my mother’s sister, had been declared unable to care of herself after my parents’ deaths. She’d claimed that she heard my mother calling out to her from beyond the grave. No one believed her. They told her that she was suffering from emotional trauma as a result of her sister’s death. Then they pumped her full of antipsychotics until she stopped functioning like a human being. Now, she resided in the assisted living facility meant for Belle Dame’s elderly residents, but she wasn’t as unresponsive as the staff thought. She and Holly had spoken through coded messages, and once I discovered their methods, I’d broken through to Ani too.

I rolled out of bed and tugged open the dresser drawers, where my clothes were piled in messy heaps. I desperately needed to take advantage of the motel’s laundry room, but there was no time. I sniffed at a T-shirt, blanched, and found one that smelled less repulsive to pull over my head. Then I braided my hair back, put on my shoes, and headed out, but another postcard had been shoved under the door sometime during the night.

The glossy picture showed the Statue of Death, a grim reaper dressed in white robes that stood in the courtyard of the University of Medicine in Paris. Death’s open mouth laughed at passers-by, reminding everyone that we would all meet at the end someday. On the back of the postcard was another message, and a surge of relief rushed through me at the sight of Holly’s writing. At the very least, she was being kept alive to keep the game going.

Get Emily on your side, the postcard read. You know how.

I swayed on the spot, deliberating, then deposited the postcard in the motel safe before leaving the room. For once, the sun didn’t beat down on the pavement. It was a rainy Sunday morning. Puddles gathered in potholes, lying in wait for unsuspecting drivers to splash through them. The steady drizzle pattered on the overhang of the motel hallway as I walked toward the reception office at the front of the parking lot. Gray clouds washed out Belle Dame’s usually vibrant colors. The gloomy day matched my solemn mood, so the damp shoulders of my T-shirt bothered me less than they should have.

I hopped over a puddle and pulled open the door of the reception office. I’d already made the acquaintance of Grant—the stringy recent high school graduate that manned the front desk—when I’d checked into the motel a couple weeks ago. He snoozed in a rolling chair with his muddy boots propped up next to the motel’s computer.

“Grant,” I said. “Hey, Grant!”

He snorted and came to, his boots thumping to the floor. “Welcome to the Star Motel, where we make you feel like a star.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s just me, you dork.”

“Oh, Bridget.” Grant rubbed his eyes. “What can I do you for?”

“Do you have access to the security footage from outside my room for last night?” I asked him, drumming my fingers on his desk. “The motel has to have cameras, right?”

“Yeah, we got cameras,” he said. “I don’t have access to the tapes though. That’s more of a manager thing. Why? Is something missing from your room?”

“No, it’s nothing like that,” I told him. “I had a visitor that I’d like to identify. Can you ask if it’s possible to get those tapes?”

“Sure thing. Here, grab an umbrella before you go.”

“Thanks.” I took the offered umbrella, which was printed with Star Motel’s amateur logo, from the stand by the door.

“Have you heard any news about Holly?”

I pushed through the door, out into the rain. “Not yet.”

Belle Dame’s collection of churches lined a street perpendicular to the neighborhood at the top of the hill, starting with the Baptists at one end and ending with the Catholics at the other. I waited on the steps of the Lutheran church with the umbrella perched over my shoulder, listening to the muted mass filter through the oak front doors. It was the calm before the storm. All of the churches followed the same schedule. In a few minutes, the congregations would disperse, and the people who claimed to be good Christians in the house of God would filter out to fight over who got to drive out of the parking lot first, flipping each other the finger as rosaries swung from their rearview mirrors.

I reined in my cynical thoughts. Not everyone in the world was out for themselves. There had to be some good people left. It was heartbreaking to think otherwise, and it made me feel empty inside to consider it. My parents were a prime example. They, like most people from the South, had been Christians too. I’d been baptized as a baby, brought forth into the Kingdom of God. I learned the prayers and went to Sunday school and dressed all in white for my First Communion. I sat in Confession without knowing what to say, and after my parents died, I lit votive candles for each of them in the hope that it might alleviate some of the unbridled rage that I carried in my chest. It hadn’t helped. My parents were good people, and as a child, it had been easiest to blame God for taking them. But that was life. Good things and bad things happened, and I quickly learned that you couldn’t thank or blame an invisible man for either.

Inside, the church filled with the voices of the choir and congregation as they sang a closing hymn. The less devoted attendees snuck out before the recession, crossing themselves hastily as they hurried toward the parking lot to beat the others out onto the street. I watched them go, knowing better than to expect Bill and Emily anytime soon. They were the type to file out dead last, which as a sixteen-year-old delinquent had been absolute torture, so I settled in as the floodgates opened, releasing all denominations from their obligatory weekly meeting.

The Millers were easy to spot once they exited the church. Bill led the charge, followed closely by Emily and the four foster kids that currently lived with them. Holly’s tall figure was missing from the lineup. Ryan, the current eldest, spotted me on the steps right away, giving me no time to prepare myself for the forthcoming conversation.

“Hi, Bridget!” He waved merrily, sprinkled donut in hand. The stiff sleeve of his too-small button-down shirt rode up toward his wrist. At the head of their pack, Bill stiffened, and Emily rested a comforting hand on his forearm. I clenched my teeth into a grin and waved back, weaving in and out of the other parishioners to reach the family.

“I can’t believe you didn’t bring me a donut,” I told Ryan, covering his post-mass treat with the umbrella to protect it from the rain. The other kids, two girls and a boy, stared up at me in awe. It wasn’t hard to grasp why. I was essentially an older, but otherwise identical, version of their missing foster sister.

“I didn’t know you were coming,” Ryan protested.

Bill forced Ryan behind him. “I thought I made myself clear yesterday,” he said, keeping his voice at a low rumble in order to not draw attention to my foray. “I told you to stay away from my family. Looks like I’ll have to arrange that restraining order sooner than I thought.”

“I need to talk to Emily,” I replied, guilt and anticipation churning in my stomach.

“The hell you do.”

“Bill, not here.” Emily took her husband’s elbow, encouraging him to nudge the younger children toward the parking lot. “What do you want, Bridget?”

I eyed Bill, who waited a few steps down, his face now level with mine. “Can we talk in private?”

The youngest girl whined as Bill’s fingers tightened around hers. He glowered at me. “Whatever you have to say to my wife, you can say to me too.”

Emily’s eyes drifted toward the sky, but she kept her cool. “Sweetheart, it might be best—”

“I’m not leaving her alone with you,” Bill declared.

“You don’t want him to hear this,” I told Emily in an undertone. “At least, not right away. You might need some time to think before—”

“Just tell me, Bridget. What’s this all about?”

“It’s about Bill,” I warned her.

Emily’s gaze flickered toward her husband, whose beard had separated between his lips to indicate a slack-jawed expression. The last lingering parishioners stepped around him and the brood of children, leaving me and the Millers alone on the church steps.

“Bridget,” Bill said. “Don’t do this.”

“I have to.”

“What are you talking about?” Emily asked.

I stepped closer to her, lowering my voice as much as possible. “Emily, I don’t know what Bill’s told you about me. Nothing good, I imagine. I’ll admit I was a pain in the ass when I lived with you two, but the rift between me and your husband wasn’t entirely my fault. You see, I saw him do something that he wanted kept quiet, and he reminded me of it every chance he got.”

“Bridget—” Bill said again.

“Shh!” Emily crossed her arms and trained her eyes on me. “Go on.”

I took a deep breath. “Do you remember Gretta Marshall? She taught history at Belle Dame High. Blonde, tall, pretty.”

“Yes, I remember Gretta.”

I caught sight of Bill over Emily’s shoulder, furiously shaking his head, and plowed ahead. “I had detention after school one day. Bill was supposed to pick me up. His truck was parked in the car loop, but he wasn’t in it. I wanted to go home, so I went to go look for him.”

Emily’s face had fallen, as if she already knew where this recollection was headed. Ryan ping-ponged between Bill and Emily, studying their reactions, as the younger kids grew restless, pulling at their foster father’s hands. He stood like a rock, thunderstruck, as I continued on.

“I found him in the supply closet near the history classroom,” I said. “With Gretta. He threatened to kill me if I ever told you, so I kept my mouth shut. That’s why Bill hated me so much. That’s why I burned down the barn and caused so much trouble. I just thought you deserved to know what kind of man your husband really is.”

Silence fell over the steps of the church. The rain picked up, drenching Bill’s thin hair and hammering on the top of my umbrella. Emily tightened the hood of her pink floral slicker and turned to her husband.

“Is it true?” she asked.

And Bill, much to my surprise, gave one curt nod.

Emily left me near the church doors to step down and free the children’s hands from Bill’s grasp. She straightened her shoulders and looked her husband square in the face. “Don’t come home,” she told him. “Find a friend to stay with. Mick or Kurt. I don’t care, but don’t you dare set foot in my house until I’ve decided what to do about this.”

“Emily—”

“How could you?” she whispered, her bottom lip trembling. “Years of marriage ruined for one pretty girl. How could you do that to me?”

“Baby, I’m so sorry,” Bill insisted.

Emily pushed past him. “Let’s go, kids. Bridget?”

“Yes?”

The wind blew Emily’s hood off, and the rain plastered her bangs to her forehead. “Would you mind helping me get the kids home? I can offer you a nice lunch.”

“I can do that.” Without making eye contact with Bill, I joined Emily on the sidewalk. I took the youngest girl’s hand in my own and gave my umbrella to Ryan, who held it above all three of us as we walked toward the parking lot. Bill remained on the church steps, unmoving, the weather seeping through his workman’s jacket.

The ride in the passenger seat of Emily’s red minivan from the church to the Millers’ house was silent. Somehow, the kids could sense the gravity of the situation. They sat quietly in the back seat as Emily drove through town. Ryan’s napkin-wrapped donut lay forgotten in a cupholder. When we trundled up the dirt driveway of the Millers’ farmhouse, he got out first, unlatched the car seat next to him, and wiggled the littlest girl free of her restraints.

We followed the four kids up to the porch, where they robotically kicked off their muddy boots then shed their coats and laid them out to dry across the rickety swinging bench. One by one, they filed inside. I shook out the umbrella and propped it against the door before heading in after them. As the kids retreated to the second level of the house, Emily opened the fridge to gather ingredients for the promised lunch. She stared at the cramped shelves of food but didn’t move otherwise.

“Emily?” I rounded the island counter to stand behind her. “Do you need help?”

“Why now?” she asked.

The chill from the fridge crept past her, frosting the raindrops on my skin. “Sorry?”

She closed the refrigerator with a snap and pivoted toward me. “Why tell me about Bill now? You could’ve said something years ago, and you never did.”

I looked down at the black and white checkered floor, unable to match Emily’s keen gaze. “He was adamant about it, and I was scared of him. When I left Belle Dame, I didn’t see the point. I didn’t expect to talk to you or Bill ever again.”

“You owed me the courtesy—”

“I know,” I said. “And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. Honestly, I’m sorry I had to tell you now, but Holly’s disappearance has really put things in perspective for me. You’ve been really good about all of this—not blaming me for the past and letting me see Holly’s room—and I couldn’t lie to you anymore.”

Emily threw herself at me, knocking the breath out of my lungs with an intense hug. She squeezed tight. “Oh, Bridget. I’m so sorry. No wonder you and him were always on edge. If I had known what he’d said to you, I would’ve put a stop to it right away.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I gasped.

She drew away, wiping her eyes. “I always felt so terrible for you. Every time the police picked you up, I wondered if there was anything else I could do to help you.”

“Emily, it was never your fault.”

“I could’ve done more.”

“You tried your best,” I told her. “Did, uh, did Bill tell you that I saw him yesterday at the supply store?”

Emily returned to the fridge, this time extracting all the fixings for sandwiches. “He mentioned it. Why?”

“Did he tell you what we talked about?”

“Just that you seemed upset.” She set down a packet of cheese, a loaf of white bread, and an entire roast on the counter. “Is there something else I need to know?”

I shook my head. “No, no. Never mind.”

Emily blotted her eyes with a kitchen towel then filled the kettle and set it on the stove. “Would you like some tea? I find tea quite comforting on crappy days like this.”

“Sure.”

She shaved the roast and lined up a row of bread slices for sandwiches, decorating each one with a layer of meat and cheese. I wasn’t used to making casual conversation with Emily, and I expected that she wasn’t in the mood for idle chitchat after the bomb I’d dropped on her marriage anyway.

The kettle whistled, shrill against my eardrums.

Holly’s voice called out. “Bridget? You there?”

“One second,” I mumbled. To Emily, I said, “Bathroom. Be right back.”

I hurried out of the living room and locked myself in the bathroom at the end of the hall. “Holly? Still with me?”

“Check my car,” Holly said. I couldn’t see her like I had during that night at The Pit, but her voice came in clearer than a telephone call.

“What for?”

“Clues.”

“Holly, the police already searched your car.” I sat down on the closed toilet lid. “They didn’t find anything.”

“They missed something,” she replied. “Go look.”

A fuzzy static filled my head, a sign that the connection was fading. “Okay, I’ll look. Hold on, Holly. Just hold on.”

The connection died, and Holly was gone. I squeezed the bridge of my nose, fighting off the ache that accompanied our telepathic calls and praying for her to be okay.

In the living room, Emily decorated six plates with roast beef sandwiches, apple slices, and a heap of potato chips. “Oh, good. I hope you’re hungry. Can you grab the kids?”

“Actually, do you mind if I have a look at Holly’s car?”

Emily paused with a bottle of orange juice poised over the lip of a glass. “I guess so. I’m not sure what you’re expecting to find though.”

“Me either.”

She set down the orange juice and tossed a pair of keys at me from a tray on the counter. “There you go. It’s in the garage out back.”

I jogged across the yard through the drizzle and manually lifted the door to the old garage. Holly owned an outdated tan Jeep with a black soft top. Somewhere, I had pictures she’d sent me of the day she bought it off of one of the locals in town. The back seat was full of her fastpitch gear, piled high with spare cleats, bats, practice jerseys, and several neon green softballs. I rummaged through it, looking for anything out of place, but the mess was distinctly Holly’s. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. The front seat was much cleaner, aside from the layer of infield clay beneath the pedals on the driver’s side. A half-empty Gatorade bottle sat in the console cupholder, as well as a ripped wrapper of a POWER PUNCH protein bar. I picked up the bright pink wrapper, wrinkling my nose, and tossed it into the garbage bin along with the leftover energy drink.

“What are you talking about, Holly?” I murmured, checking under each seat in case I missed something. Nothing. For good measure, I did another pass of the entire vehicle before giving up. Whatever Holly expected me to find was long gone.

I returned the keys to Emily in the kitchen, where the kids were lined up on the bar stools of the island counter to eat their lunch.

“Did you find anything?” she asked.

“Nope.” I sighed. “Thanks though. I should go. I promised my aunt that I’d visit her today.”

Emily deftly wrapped the spare sandwich in plastic and handed it over the counter. “Take this. You look like you need it. And tell Ani I said I hope she’s doing well.”

“I’ll let her know. Take care, Emily.”

For once, Aunt Ani had ventured out of her private room at the assisted living facility. While the rest of the residents had retired inside to take shelter from the rain, I found my aunt on the massive back porch of the resort-style building, staring up at the steady rain from the relative comfort of a wheelchair. A nurse’s aide lingered nearby, far enough away to give Ani her privacy but close enough to respond in case of emergency. For a minute or two, I studied my aunt from afar. Like always, she made barely any movements, stiller that the statue of death from that morning’s postcard.

Finally, I drew up one of the wicker outdoor chairs to sit beside her. “Hi, Ani. I brought you the Sunday paper. Thought you might like to read the comics.”

Gently, I set the newspaper down in her lap, along with two pens. The nurse’s aide glanced over the top of her magazine then returned her attention to whatever article she was reading.

“Can we talk?” I murmured, uncapping one of the pens.

At a glacial pace, Ani’s fingers clasped the other pen. She drew the newspaper toward her, hunched over it, and circled two letters. Hi.

“Hi,” I whispered back.

She tapped the newspaper, a silent instruction. I leaned over her chair and began circling my own set of letters. I can see and hear Holly.

Ani’s blue eyes, identical to my mother’s, widened ever so slightly. Her pen chugged across the page. Where is she?

I don’t know, I wrote back. The connection isn’t good. That’s why I’m here. This happened to you too, didn’t it? With Mom?

Her pen hovered over the newspaper, uncertain.

“Please,” I whispered, glancing over my shoulder to check that the nurse’s aide was still ensconced in her magazine. “I don’t think you’re crazy.”

The pen settled against the paper. What do you need to know?

I scrawled hastily back. How do I find her when I need her?

Concentrate.

I tried that already.

Try harder. She’s weak. She can’t reach you as well.

I sighed, scratching my forehead with the end of the pen. I need more than that.

Ani set down her pen and pushed away the newspaper, returning her gaze to the steady drip of rainwater from the roof of the building.

“Ani, I know you’re scared,” I said softly. “I know that this is one of the reasons you got stuck in this place to begin with, but I need your help to find Holly—”

“All set, Annette?” The nurse’s aide, having finished her magazine, had snuck up behind us. She pried up the brakes from the wheels of the chair.

I swept the marked newspaper from Ani’s lap. “Actually, do you mind? We weren’t quite finished.”

The aide smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry. She’s been out here all morning. She’s late for lunch. You can join us if you like though.”

I looked at Ani. She gazed through me, her eyes vacant again. “No, that’s okay. Thank you.” I leaned down and brushed a kiss against my aunt’s cheek. “Bye, Aunt Ani. I’ll visit again when I can.”

Ani didn’t reply, and the aide rolled her away, boosting the wheelchair over the threshold of the facility with a practiced lift. I stepped off the porch, the newspaper tucked under my arm, and embraced the rain. Without further help from my aunt, there was nothing left to do but wait for the next postcard and hope that Holly found the strength to contact me again.

When the wind picked up and the rain started to blow sideways, there was only so much the umbrella could do. Eventually, it flipped inside out, so I fought down the spokes and folded it under my arm. Within minutes, I was soaked from head to toe, shuffling through puddles as thunder rumbled and lightning flashed overhead. By the time I made it back to the motel, I looked like a drowned, harassed rat. As I took refuge under the overhang, Grant stuck his head out of the reception office.

“I guess the umbrella didn’t work out too well for you, huh?” he asked.

I handed the bent device to him. “It broke.”

He grimaced, shaking out the excess rainwater. “I just wanted to let you know that I asked the manager about the security tapes. Turns out the camera in your hallway is busted.”

“Of course it is.”

Grant squinted up the tempestuous sky. “What can I say? That’s Belle Dame for you. We don’t usually need the security cameras. It’s not like people are cooking meth in the rooms here, you know?”

I squeezed water out of the end of my braid. “So there’s no footage from the last week at all? Do you know how long the camera has been down?”

“We have the video from your first day here,” Grant answered. “Or most of it anyway. From the looks of it, the camera died in the middle of that night.”

What a convenient coincidence. Whoever was dropping off the postcards had thought ahead. They knew I’d check for the security footage and disabled the cameras.

Grant caught my irritated expression. “I’m really sorry. We’re doing our best to fix it. Is there anything else I can help you out with?”

“No, Grant. Just let me know when the camera gets fixed, okay?”

“Will do.”

I left him to it and shuffled along the outdoor hallway, ready for a nap, but someone waited outside my room. Emmett leaned against the wall, his brow furrowed as he typed a message on his phone.

“Hey, stalker,” I greeted him.

He pushed himself upright and slipped the phone into his jeans. “Hey. Wow, you’re soaking wet.”

I swiped the keycard at the door and beckoned him inside. “It’s been a hell of a day.”

He followed me into the room, where I wasted no time in stripping off my dripping shirt. Emmett cleared his throat and averted his eyes. I was less bothered. He’d seen it all before. Of course, roughly ten years had passed since then, but I had never been uncomfortable in front of him.

“There’s soda and power bars in the mini fridge,” I called as I rinsed the gritty feel of rainwater off of my face in the bathroom. “If you want something.”

The fridge door squeaked, and I heard the pop-hiss of a soda can as Emmett helped himself. I grabbed a towel and joined him at the two-person table in the kitchenette. He sipped his soda while I wiped down my arms and back.

“Everything okay?” I asked, unraveling my braid to let my hair dry out. “I wasn’t expecting you to drop by.”

“Everything’s fine,” he said. “Well, it would be if Holly were here.”

The towel slipped out of my grasp and dropped to the floor. Emmett picked it up and placed in on my lap, his gaze lingering around my exposed abdomen.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t mean to keep reminding you about it.”

“No, I need to be reminded,” I assured him, pulling loose threads from the towel. “It keeps me going. Do you know what they say about missing children? That the first forty-eight hours are the most critical in terms of finding and returning a child to their home. I wasn’t even here for the first forty-eight hours after she disappeared. It’s been over a week, Emmett.”

“Hey.” He reached across the table, pried the towel out of my grasp, and took my hands in his own calloused ones. “Don’t give up yet. They’re going to find her.”

I rested my head against his shoulder. “She’s still alive. I can feel it.”

“Of course she is. Holly’s a fighter.”

He turned slightly, so that we fit more comfortably together, and nuzzled his chin against my wet hair. “You should grab a shower before you catch pneumonia.”

“Emmett, it’s eighty-five degrees outside.”

“I don’t want you to get sick.”

I smiled into his shoulder. “You haven’t changed one bit, you know that? You’re still a goofball, still a muscle head, still a worrier.”

His fingers danced along my arm, tracing delicate patterns across my skin. “I like to think I’ve made some improvements.”

I closed my eyes, letting the rise and fall of Emmett’s chest lure me into a comforting doze. “I’m sure you have.”

“Hey, Bee?”

“Hmm.”

He stroked my hair, gently untangling the damp strands from one another. “I know you said yesterday that you’re focused on finding Holly, but I don’t think camping out in this crappy motel room is good for you. You should get out of here. I was thinking…There’s a really nice restaurant down the street from The Pit. Would you like to go for dinner there sometime? Maybe tomorrow night?”

I sank into a sleepy haze at the lullaby of Emmett’s deep voice. “I’ll think about it.”
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After a year of working for Fox, the abandoned resort that he ran his business out of—or L’hotel Douloureux as I referred to it in my head—began to reveal its secrets to me. With its wandering halls, high ceilings, and dusty gold accents, it wasn’t hard to see the once-extravagant lure of L’hotel Douloureux, but the girls in the corridors and common rooms wore sallow skin and vacant-eyed expressions, and the pained whimpers that echoed from behind locked doors served as a sick reminder of the hotel’s true nature. It was clever really. A crime in plain sight. The hotel rested just outside the Paris city limits. Were it not for the “fermé” signs posted all over the doors and windows, passersby might have stopped into the first floor cafe for a drink or booked a room in the luxuriously carpeted lobby.

The bath in Fox’s deluxe suite on the top floor was one of the only ones with hot water. One evening, after a particularly rough encounter with a high-paying client, I filled the tub to the brim, flicked the vanity lights off, and slid into the warm soapy haven. In the dim flicker of tea lights, the bruises—some fresh, some fading—were less noticeable. I dabbed gently at my skin with a cotton washcloth that I’d pilfered from the toppled stacks in the industrial laundry room downstairs and wiped away the fear and the anger and the shame. Or some of it anyway. At L’hotel Douloureux, my mind played host to a constant whir of thoughts. Disconnecting from reality was the simplest method of coping. It blurred my squalid existence into a haze of confusion. Every man who paid for “the key to paradise” wore the same face. Every encounter was a repeat of the first. It was easier to give up any semblance of mental presence than confront the inhumane conditions of Fox’s business.

I dreamt of simple things to keep myself running. Blooming roses on a bedside table in the pale sun of morning. A white glistening blanket of fresh snow to quiet the bustling noise of a big city. Secret tunnels in the basement that led to the other side of the world, where it might be possible to forget the atrocities committed between the fleur-de-lis wallpaper of L’hotel Douloureux. But the delusions never rescued me from my role in Fox’s king-sized bed every night.

The water rippled. I kept my eyes closed as another body lowered itself into the bath, spilling lavender-scented bubbles over the lip of the tub and onto the floor. Fox slid toward me, lifting my legs so that they rested on top of his, and wiped the soap from my arms to examine the skin underneath.

“Merde,” he muttered, running his fingers along the yellow and purple markings. “I keep telling them not to damage the product.”

“The product.” I drew my arm away from his touch and leaned against the warm porcelain. “Is that all I am to you?”

Fox lay back, his knees bending so that he could dip his head under the hot water. When he rose again, he whisked his dripping hair away from his face and flipped around to rest his weight on top of me. His lips brushed against my ear. “Of course not. You’re my favorite.”

I tilted my head away from him. “I need more.”

Fox drew back, annoyed. “More? What more could you want? You eat four-course meals every day and sleep in fresh sheets every night. You have the freedom to walk these halls whenever you please. The other girls here would kill to have the perks of your position.”

“If I’m your favorite, why do you rent me out to others?” I challenged.

Fox flicked bubbles from the tips of his long fingers. “Profit.”

I suppressed a shudder, but the tiniest shake sent wavelets across the surface of the bathwater. “If you truly cared for me, you would consider the things I want.”

He lifted a hand to stroke my cheek. “It would be unfair to the other girls if I were to give you special treatment. Everyone pulls their weight here.”

I fought against the heave of my stomach as I leaned closer to him, lowering my voice to a purr. “Surely there must be something else I can do. Some other way to contribute.”

Fox’s eyes drifted to my parted lips before he captured them in his own. “I suppose I have a few ideas.”

“What kind of ideas?” I whispered between kisses.

“We lost three girls today,” he said. My stomach dipped again. Lost was code for dead. And fewer girls in the hotel meant picking up the slack for the others. “We’re falling behind this month. Less girls, less money.”

“So we need more girls.”

“Hmm. See, the problem is that not so many of them are as trusting as you.” Fox smiled into the backhanded compliment. “These women don’t come willingly anymore.”

“How frustrating for you,” I drawled.

He either missed or chose to ignore the bite of my reply. “Quite. That’s where you come in.”

“Me? What am I supposed to do?”

Fox trailed his nose across my cheek and down my neck, where he lightly bit down. “All you have to do is make friends with the targets. After all, who would mistrust a beautiful girl like yourself?”

Realization dawned on me, and I jerked away from his touch. “You want to use me as bait?”

“More as a lure,” he replied. “It would be so easy for you. Those eyes—” He placed a kiss on each eyelid. “—that smile—” Another kiss on the lips. “Every girl wants a friend in the City of Lights. All I’m asking of you is to be that friend. Take them for espresso. Show them the sights. Share a baguette. Then bring them to the hotel.”

I squeezed his cheeks in one hand, forcing his face away from mine. “You’re asking me to condemn free and innocent women to this fate.”

He jerked out of my grasp. Then, quick as a switchblade, his fingers enclosed around my throat and pushed. With a gasp, I slipped beneath the water. Soapy residue clouded my vision as I grappled for purchase on the side of the tub. Fox held me fast, but lifted me ever-so-slightly, so that my mouth and eyes cleared the water.

“Don’t forget your place,” he snarled.

“Fox,” I coughed. “Please.”

He released me and climbed out of the tub, water pouring off of his skin. I sat up, gulping air as I massaged my throat.

“Think of this as a promotion.” He shook his head like a wet dog. The action soaked the exquisite bathroom, but Fox paid no mind. Later, one of the girls would clean up his mess for him. “You would be free from your obligations to the other customers, and I would have a reliable source of creating new income. We both get what we want. Do we have an accord?”

I wiped soap from my eyelashes. This was a lesson in vicious circles. If I did to others what Fox had done to me, I might not be able to live with myself. If I refused, I might not live at all. I glared up at the beautiful man in the bathroom doorway.

“Oui, monsieur.”

The third postcard—once again deposited to my room through the crack at the bottom of the motel door—boasted a picture of the Petite Ceinture, an abandoned railway line that circled the city of Paris. The stretch of vandalized concrete and the reach of overgrown greenery were familiar to me. The Petite Ceinture was home to one of the easiest entry points to the Paris Catacombs. I’d been there multiple times, procuring chattel for Fox’s business.

Accept Emmett’s invitation to dinner, Holly’s message read. Convince him that you’re falling for him.

A knock on the door jolted me out of my stupor. I peeked through the curtains. Mac waved through the window, so I flipped the jammer to let her in.

“Got your message.” She latched the door behind her. “What’s up?”

I raised the postcard. “Third one in three days.”

She pulled an evidence glove from the pocket of her uniform pants and used it to take the postcard from me. She read the back. “What does Emmett have to do with any of this?”

“They’re toying with me,” I told her. “First Bill, then Emily, and now Emmett. I get the feeling they’re setting me up to ruin every relationship I have in Belle Dame.”

She frowned, studying the postcard. “But why?”

“Revenge is the first thing that comes to my mind.”

“Okay, you gotta tell me what happened in Paris,” Mac said. “Whatever you did there can’t be that bad. Besides, we’re neck deep in this already. Any extra information that I can bring into the station—”

“No,” I said firmly. “They’ll kill Holly as soon as I get the cops involved.”

Mac gestured to the embroidered badge on the chest of her polo shirt. “Um, hello? The cops are involved, Bridget. If you know something—”

“It isn’t pertinent information.”

“In a kidnapping case, everything is pertinent information,” she shot back. “Do you want to find Holly alive or not? I hate to break it to you, but time is running out, and you don’t know who these people are or what they’re capable of. If you just let me run all of this by Officer Scott—”

“No,” I said again, harder still. “Did you manage to get any fingerprints off the photo or the first postcard?”

“Yeah, yours,” Mac said, rolling her eyes at the sudden change of subject. “And Holly’s. That was it. Nothing else turned up. I assume you want me to dust this one too?” She waggled the Petite Ceinture picture at me.

“If you don’t mind.”

“Of course I don’t mind.”

She zipped the postcard into a plastic baggie. Then she sat down at the table in the kitchenette, where she took off her hat to massage her temples. I flipped open a box of assorted powdered donuts that I’d picked up from the corner store and pushed it toward her as a peace offering.

Mac eyed the sugary treats. “I don’t eat gluten.”

“Of course you don’t.” I took a cinnamon donut for myself and sat next to her. “Mac, listen. I can’t make you do any of this for me. If your job is in jeopardy—”

“I can’t prioritize my job over your sister’s life,” she said. “Some people might be wired like that, but I’m not. I’m already in this. If I take what I have to Scott now, he’ll know I deliberately disobeyed his orders to stay out of a case that I wasn’t assigned to. I’ll be suspended or fired, and if that happens, I won’t be able to help you find Holly anyway. I just wish we could’ve followed protocol for this one. It would’ve made things a whole lot easier.”

Cinnamon powder dusted the tabletop as I bit into my snack. “I’m sorry about that.”

“Mmm. So what are you going to tell Emmett?”

I swept the loose sugar from the table to the carpet below. “I’ve already followed the instructions from the first two postcards, so I guess I might as well go along with the third, right? It’s just another part of the game.”

“Yeah, except you don’t how to win,” Mac pointed out. “What’s the point of doing all of this without the guarantee of getting Holly back?”

“To keep her alive for as long as I can,” I said. “Until I can find her.”

Mac pursed her lips and leaned forward. “I don’t mean to be morbid, but what if she’s already dead? These visions of yours—how do you know the contents are true?”

“I just do,” I replied. “I can’t explain it. I talked to my aunt about it yesterday. She told me that all I had to do to talk to Holly was to concentrate. The problem is that Holly’s too weak to talk back. She’s hardly there when I reach out to her, but she is there. I know that for sure.”

“I just want you to be prepared for the worst,” Mac said. “I know it’s hard to think about, but I would hate to see these visions give you a sense of hope only to have everything go to shit in the end.”

“It won’t.”

“If you say so.” She took a bottle of water from the mini fridge, twisted off the cap, and took a long draught. “Didn’t you say you got more messages from an unknown number?”

I showed her the texts that praised me for completing my tasks. “It’s a different number every time. They’re watching to make sure I’m following through with the postcards. Why? Do you think you can track them down?”

“Maybe, but that’s not what I was talking about. I think I have an idea.”

“About what?”

“They want you to go on this date with Marks, right?” The water bottle crackled as Mac squeezed it. “I assume someone will follow you there to ensure that you go through with it. So what if I went too? It’ll be a good old-fashioned stakeout. I’ll keep an eye on you, and if anyone questionable turns up, we’ll have a decent shot at figuring out who’s blackmailing you.”

“If they see you—”

“They won’t.” She finished off the water and tossed the empty bottle across the room, where it landed squarely in the wastebasket by the bed. “You in?”

“Yeah, I’m in.”

“Good,” she said. “What’s up with you and Marks anyway? One day, you’re all over him, and the next, you’re acting like he’s a stray dog that won’t go away. You guys have a past or something?”

I stretched out, propping my feet up on the empty chair across from Mac’s. “Kind of. We were friends in high school. He always had a crush on me, which I knew about but never bothered to address. After my parents died, I decided that recklessness was more fun than common sense, or at least a better coping mechanism. Emmett was a good distraction, and it doesn’t hurt that he’s always been gorgeous. He’s just stuck, you know? He’s a perfect representation of Belle Dame. Slow and annoyingly complacent. I never wanted that.”

“You prefer fast and unsure?”

“Life is more entertaining that way.”

“Yeah, but life isn’t always about constant entertainment,” she countered. “Look at where that mindset landed you.”

“Thanks for reminding me.”

“Sorry. All I’m saying is that it takes a healthier balance to maintain a certain level of happiness.” She pushed the phone toward me. “What are we waiting for? Might as well call him up before he makes plans with some other local girl with a heart of gold who would be perfectly satisfied to raise her children on a farm in the backwoods of Belle Dame.”

“I hate you.”

I dialed Emmett’s number and pushed the speakerphone button, holding a finger to my lips to signal Mac to stay quiet when he answered.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Emmett. It’s Bridget.”

“Bee! It’s so good to hear your voice.”

Mac smirked and rolled her eyes. I tossed a donut morsel across the table at her. “Yeah, you too,” I said into the phone. “Listen, I’ve been thinking about what you said last night. Is that dinner invitation still valid?”

His voice perked up. “Totally. Are you interested?”

“I am,” I replied. “I think you’re right. I’m making myself sick worrying about Holly, and it’s not doing me any good. I need a night to relax.”

“Say no more,” Emmett said. “I’ll make the reservation. Seven o’clock sound good?”

I glanced up at Mac, who gave me the thumbs-up. “Seven o’clock sounds great.”

For the sake of Holly’s health, I pulled out all the stops. A place that took reservations wasn’t the type of restaurant that you could show up at in jeans and a T-shirt. Normally, I would’ve headed straight to Autumn’s boutique to have her pick out a better outfit for me, but since we were in a tiff—and it was safer for her if it remained that way—I caught a ride out to the mall forty-five minutes from Belle Dame. The advantage to shopping on my own was that I didn’t have to adhere to Autumn’s flowery bohemian ideas of fashion. By the time seven o’clock rolled around, I’d dressed in slim, black moto leggings, a wine-red top, and heeled booties. The outfit had cost twice as much as what I would’ve spent at Oak and Autumn, but at least I felt like myself. As the clock ticked toward seven, I worked a palm full of mousse through my strawberry scented hair and left the wavy blonde locks loose and free around my shoulders. As I finished up, a patterned knock drummed against the motel door.

Emmett smiled at me from the threshold then looked down at my outfit. “Whoa. I don’t even know what to say. You look hot—amazing. You look amazing.”

“Thanks. You look nice too.”

For once, Emmett had ditched his trucker hat, muscle shirt, and worn-out jeans for black slacks and a baby blue button down shirt. He’d even made an attempt to iron, though the tricky bits around the collar of his shirt were still a little wrinkled. He offered me his arm.

“Ready to go?”

“Just one second.”

I gathered my phone, wallet, and keys, but as I met Emmett in the hallway again, a dizzy spell came over me. He steadied me as I swayed against him.

“Did you pregame without me or something?” he joked, rubbing my arms with his calloused hands.

I shook my head, frowning. “I just have a bit of headache.”

“Are you okay? We can reschedule.”

“No,” I said. If we postponed the date, the people on the other end of Holly’s postcard might suspect that I’d given up on their game. “It’s fine. I’ll get some water at the restaurant. I’m sure it’ll go away. Let’s go.”

Emmett’s hand lingered on the small of my back as he led me out to the parking lot. His lifted truck waited for us there, despite the fact that the restaurant was a ten-minute walk down the road. I suspected that Emmett wanted to prove that he could do a date right. He opened the passenger door for me and offered his hand to help me up. Then he crossed to the driver’s side and hopped in. Country music blared from the speakers when he turned the key in the ignition. He quickly turned the volume down.

“Sorry about that.”

“No worries.”

I subtly glanced around the motel’s lot. Mac had agreed to follow us from the motel to the restaurant, but she was nowhere to be seen. Then again, if she was as good at laying low as she claimed, I wouldn’t see her all night.

As Emmett backed out of the parking space, the massive wheels of the truck rolled over the curb behind us. He swore, apologized again, and put the car into drive, his shoulders tense against the driver’s seat.

I watched him, perplexed by his behavior. “Dude, what’s with you?”

“Huh?”

I reached across the center console to poke the veins in his neck. “You look like you’re about to blow a gasket. Relax.”

He swatted my hand away but couldn’t hide an emerging grin. “Sorry. I don’t mean to be weird. It’s just that—this is going to sound so lame—I’ve been wanting to take you out on a real date for so damn long, and I’m really surprised you said yes, and I’m worried that it’s not going to live up to your expectations—”

“Hey,” I interrupted. I stretched underneath his arms and pressed the button on his door to roll his window down. Then I did the same on my side, turned the radio back up, and smiled over at him as the breeze blew my hair away from my face. “Can we just enjoy this? It’s a gorgeous evening, and we’re about to go eat at an amazing restaurant. It’s going to be great. I promise.”

His shoulders relaxed, and his grip on the steering wheel loosened. “Yeah. You’re totally right. Hey, do you like escargot?”

“I’m not eating snails, Emmett.”

The restaurant, a place called The Silver Pavilion, looked out of place in Belle Dame. It was a few blocks down from The Pit, a standalone building complete with a circular driveway and valet service. It was moderately busy for a Monday night. Customers mingled outside with wine glasses and appetizers, juggling pagers that were meant to alert them when their table was ready.

Emmett pulled up to the front door and studied the valet stand. “Ten bucks? Just to have someone park your car?”

“Why don’t we park on the street?”

As one of the valet attendants pulled the car in front of us away from the curb, Emmett eased off the brake to approach the stand next. “No, I said I’d take you out for a fancy dinner. We’re not going to walk in from off the street.”

“Really, it’s not a big deal.”

But Emmett jumped out of the cab, handed his keys off to an attendant, and made his way to the passenger side to help me down. His hands lingered around my waist as I dropped to the pavement. The waiting restaurant patrons examined us over the lips of their martini glasses. At a place like The Silver Pavilion, it was easy to judge. Here, the locals dressed up in their best formalwear to pretend that their lives were bigger than Belle Dame’s city limits. It gave people masks to hide behind as they scrutinized their peers, so they stared unabashedly as Emmett and I made our way to the front steps.

“When are people going to get over the fact that I’m back in town?” I muttered to him as he held the door open for me.

“Probably not until you leave again,” Emmett replied. “You know how this place is. The locals don’t have anything to talk about. You and Holly are the biggest pieces of news right now.”

Another wave of dizziness rushed over me, and I gripped Emmett’s arm tighter as we approached the host stand at the front of the restaurant. The Silver Pavilion was as impressive on the inside as it was on the outside. Fairy lights twinkled over the intimate tables, casting a subtle golden glow over the well-dressed patrons. A soft murmur of voices and the occasional clink of silverware echoed through the room. The bar was well-stocked with expensive brands of booze that were most likely unrecognizable to the sheltered locals. A patio out back opened up to the lakefront, where the pretty view of the water almost coerced you to forget that you were sitting in the middle of a town built on cornfields.

“Two for Marks at seven-thirty,” Emmett said to the hostess.

She checked her list, made a note, and smiled politely. “There you are. It’ll just be a few minutes.”

We drifted toward the bar to wait, where Emmett flagged down the server and ordered a glass of water for me. It arrived in a champagne glass and tickled my nose.

“Everything okay?” Emmett asked.

“It’s sparkling.”

“Is that bad?”

I laughed at his worried expression. His eyes widened as I smoothed his hair against his forehead. “No, it just surprised me—”

“Yo, Emmett!”

We turned toward the door at the sound of the voice, and I blanched. It belonged to Christian, and he led Autumn by the hand. Christian had more practice with formalwear than Emmett. He wore a tailored shirt and a fitted vest, the color of which matched Autumn’s pretty blue dress. I met Autumn’s eyes, caught sight of the lingering resentment on her face, and ducked my head as the couple met us at the bar. Emmett and Christian clapped hands and pulled each other into the one-armed hug that men considered more masculine than full contact.

Christian pulled away from Emmett and offered me a quick hug as well. “Hey, Bridget. Doing all right?”

“Hanging in there. You guys know each other?”

“We work out together at the gym sometimes,” Emmett explained. “Christian was a huge help with my deadlifts.”

“Why am I not surprised?” I chanced another look at Autumn, who held onto Christian’s hand but determinedly looked in the opposite direction. “Hi, Autumn. How are you?”

“Fine.”

I reined in a sigh. She was definitely still mad.

“I’m surprised to see you out,” she went on. Emmett and Christian probably didn’t notice the hard edge to her voice, but I had known Autumn too long to not catch it. “Shouldn’t you be stressing out over Holly?”

“I figured stressing out wasn’t the most productive way to go about things.”

“Oh, now you figure that.”

The edge became more pronounced. I sipped my sparkling water, holding in a sharp reply. Emmett and Christian glanced back and forth between us, picking up on the tension without entirely understanding why it was there.

Christian cleared his throat. “Man, can you believe this wait? They told us it would be at least forty-five minutes before we were seated. How long have you guys been here?”

“We just walked in,” Emmett said. “But we have reservations.”

Christian nudged Autumn. “Reservations! Why didn’t we think of that?”

“Why don’t you guys sit with us?” Emmett suggested.

My stomach plunged into an icy bucket. “You know, I’m not sure the restaurant can do that. They probably reserved a two-top for us.”

Right on cue, the hostess called our name over the muted chattering of the waiting crowd.

Emmett took my hand. “I’m sure they can add a couple seats. Come on, guys. Let’s go ask.”

I had no choice but to tag along behind him as Autumn and Christian pulled up the rear. At the host stand, Emmett flashed his brightest smile, the one that put his dimples on full display, as he persuaded the hostess to change our reservations from two to four. She was more than happy to oblige and even bumped a waiting party down the list to accommodate us.

As we followed her to our table, I whispered to Emmett. “Smooth. You know no one can resist the dimples.”

He grinned. “I’ll remember that for later.”

Somehow, I ended up seated between Autumn and Emmett at the small, square table. Autumn draped her purse over the back of her chair. In the process, she managed to shift the chair closer to Christian, as far away from me as possible. I replied by leaning across the corner of the table and resting my chin on Emmett’s shoulder to look at the menu he was holding.

“You guys like sangria?” Christian asked, playing with Autumn’s fingers over the tablecloth. “We could all share a pitcher.”

“I’m sticking to water tonight,” I said.

“Same,” Emmett added.

“I’m out too.” Autumn rested a hand on top of her belly. “For obvious reasons.”

Christian snapped his fingers in mock disappointment. “No fun.”

As we perused the menu, discussing entrees and appetizers, I unwound a bit. Both boys appeared oblivious to Autumn’s cold attitude toward me, so I conjured my best small talk, and the three of us chatted amiably while the server poured water and delivered warm bread. Autumn, on the other hand, kept quiet, her arms crossed over her tummy as she watched us interact.

“Bridget, you’ve been to Italy, right?” Christian asked, peering at an item on the menu. “What the hell is guh-know-kee?”

“Gnocchi?”

“Is that how you pronounce it?”

“They’re little dumplings,” I told him, “but it’s usually served like pasta.”

Christian made a face. “Aren’t dumplings Chinese?”

We all laughed, and Emmett trailed his hand across my arm. “I love that you’re so worldly,” he murmured.

As his breath ruffled the hair around my ear, a fresh wave of dizziness overtook me. I resisted the urge to pull away, remembering the instructions on the postcard. Convince him that you’re falling for him.

I turned toward him, fighting off the woozy rush. “Oh, do you?”

He leaned closer. “I do.”

Autumn glared at us from across the table, but before I could do anything else to piss her off, my vision blinked to black for a brief second. I wobbled in my chair, rocking away from Emmett. His fingers clutched my elbow to keep me upright.

“That headache again?” he asked in a low, worried tone.

“Yeah,” I muttered, rubbing my temples. “Would you excuse me? I’m going to run to the bathroom. Maybe splashing some cold water on my face will help.”

Emmett pulled my chair away from the table for me. “Sure.”

I left the table and weaved my way through the intimate restaurant. My phone buzzed in my pocket. It was a text from Mac.

Everything okay?

So she was watching. That was a relief. I peered around the restaurant for a glimpse of her auburn hair but came up short. Then I slipped into the restroom to text her back.

Fine. See anyone yet?

Nope. Hang in there.

I leaned over the sink, grateful that I was alone. Another surge pitched me against the bathroom counter. I squeezed my eyes shut, riding it out. When I opened them again, they were blue instead of brown.

“Holly,” I breathed, staring into the mirror.

The dizziness suddenly made sense. It belonged to Holly, not to me. This was different than the last few times Holly had contacted me. I couldn’t hear her voice or see her surroundings. It was more like she’d reached out subconsciously, a weak plea for help. She was growing weaker. Sick.

“Hold on, Holly,” I whispered, hoping that she could hear me. “Just hold on.”

“What are you doing?”

I whirled around at the coarse accusation. Autumn stood in the doorway of the bathroom, peering at me with narrowed eyes.

“Nothing,” I stammered.

“Uh-huh.” Her heels clicked against the tile floor as she joined me at the mirror, arms crossed. She studied my flushed face, damp scalp, and trembling fingers in the reflection. “God, you’re not on drugs, are you?”

“No, of course not.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” she said, lifting an eyebrow. “It’s just like old times. You and Emmett cozying up together. I thought you said you weren’t interested in him.”

I plucked a few paper towels from the nearby holder and blotted my face with them. “Things change.”

“So what? You’re dating now?”

“Seriously, Autumn? I thought you weren’t speaking to me.”

She pressed her lips together. “I’m not. Hurry up. I want to order the entrees so we can get out of here as soon as possible.”

I took her arm before she could leave. She frowned down at my clammy fingers. “Is this how it’s going to be from now on?” I asked her. “Cold and angry?”

“You tell me.”

As her gaze bore into mine, I considered dumping the real story on her. Lying to Autumn was my least favorite thing in the world. She deserved better. But she also deserved to live her life without having to worry about the threat hanging over my head. That hadn’t changed. The more Autumn knew, the more likely it was that the people behind Holly’s disappearance would use her to get to me.

“I guess it is,” I said to her.

She turned on her heel and stomped off, but not before I caught the flicker of hurt that broke through her angry mask of indifference.

The cab of Emmett’s truck was quiet—save for Dolly Parton’s soft croon on the radio—as he drove me back to the motel. My appetite had abandoned me at The Silver Pavilion. There were too many distractions. Holly’s waves of nausea continued throughout the course of the meal. Autumn scrutinized every glance that me and Emmett shared. Emmett and Christian were easy to entertain but difficult to keep up with when the conversation turned to trucks, weights, and sports. By the time we had finished dessert, I was exhausted and ready to put my fake happy face to bed.

Emmett held my hand as he walked me to the motel door. When we lingered outside, I took a deep breath, setting myself up for the anticipated conversation.

“I had a great time tonight,” he said. “Did you?”

“Yeah. The food was amazing.”

He smiled down at me. “You hardly touched your plate.”

“Well, what I ate was amazing,” I countered, pasting a grin across my face. “I guess I was too preoccupied with the conversation.”

Emmett linked his arms around my waist and drew me closer. “I think I might’ve flubbed that part of tonight. I didn’t mean for Christian and Autumn to gatecrash. I was trying to be polite.”

I slid my hands up his chest and around the back of his neck. “That was very nice of you.”

“You didn’t mind?”

“No, of course not.”

We swayed on the spot in a subdued version of a slow dance. Emmett dipped his head to lean in closer. “Next time, I’ll make sure it’s just the two of us. Sound good?”

In reply, I closed the gap between us to kiss him. He fumbled at first, taken aback, then settled into it, caressing my lips with his. I let him take what he wanted and even encouraged it, arching up against his chest as his fingers inched beneath the hem of my shirt to cinch around my waist. We broke apart, breathing hard into each other’s mouths.

“Should we—?” he started, piloting me toward the motel room.

“We shouldn’t,” I replied breathlessly. “I don’t want to move too fast.”

“It feels like it’s been forever.”

“Soon,” I whispered against his lips. I kissed him again, pressing him to the wall. He groaned, but when I pulled away with a grin, he respectfully disengaged.

“Okay,” he said. “I give. Good night, Bee.”

“Night, Emmett.”

He kissed my forehead, straightened out the collar of his shirt from where it had been clenched in my grasp, and left. I let myself into my room, listening to the growl of the truck engine as Emmett drove away. As soon as I was inside, my phone rang, displaying Mac’s number.

“That was convincing,” Mac said when I answered. “Hell, even I kind of bought it. Still no sign of your stalker though.”

I slid down the door and sat on the floor, completely spent. “He’s going to want more soon. I don’t want to do this anymore.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice soft. “I know this sort of thing must bring up some terrible memories for you. Just remember that you’re doing it for Holly.”

“Yeah.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m starving,” I admitted.

Mac’s answering laugh echoed over the line. “I might’ve been a little overzealous ordering takeout for tonight’s stakeout. You interested in brisket from Harry’s?”

“You’re my hero, Officer Hart.”
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“Bridge.”

I mumbled something unintelligible, still dozing, and rolled over, but Mac was persistent. She poked my ribs through the coarse motel blanket. I groaned and shooed her away.

“Bridget, wake up. Someone dropped off another postcard while we were asleep.”

That broke through my hazy, brisket-induced stupor. Mac, in an old Belle Dame softball T-shirt and running shorts that she’d borrowed from me last night, handed me the postcard as I wiggled out from beneath the sheets and propped myself up against the headboard. The photo side showed a black and white lithograph depicting several women with various demented expressions in the stone courtyard of an old hospital.

“What the hell is that?” Mac asked, eyeing the photo with distaste.

“The Pitié-Salpêtrière Hospital,” I replied. “It used to be a dumping ground for prostitutes and other women that were declared hysterical. Back then, the place was more of a prison than a hospital.”

“I get the feeling that these postcards were hand-crafted with you in mind.” She gestured to the back. “The message is written in French. What’s it say?”

I flipped the card over, trying to ignore the way last night’s brisket churned in my stomach. “We got you a Christmas present. Remember Noemie?”

“Who’s Noemie?”

The lights in the Paris nightclub flashed pink and purple, casting an inhuman glow over the dancers as they pulsed along to the generic beat of the electronic music. The dance floor was hot and lively, bodies packed right up against each other, generating a heat that steamed up toward the mezzanine overhead. Here, it didn’t matter who danced with who. Men and women gyrated against each other without concern of judgement. This was a place to dance, to drink, and to devolve into a darker representation of humanity. As the beat pounded in my head, I set my hips to the rhythm. Everyone was some kind of drunk, and though I had a few cocktails under my belt as well, I hadn’t forgotten why I’d ended up at the club. One of Fox’s boys supervised my exploits from a shadowy booth in a private corner. We had work to do.

I knew exactly the type of girl that Fox wanted. Thin, pretty, and delicate. Easy to push around. Unlikely to talk back or defend herself. Preferably foreign, so that her family wouldn’t notice her prolonged absence right away. There were a number of prospects on the tiny dance floor alone. I could’ve walked up to any one of them and started a conversation, but that night, work found me instead. A gorgeous girl slinked between the other dancers and laced her arms around my waist. She was young—seventeen or so, naive enough to believe that youth granted you invincibility—with olive skin, jet-black hair, dark eyebrows, and plump lips.

“Please,” she shouted over the music, her thick French accent weighing down the syllables as she looked up to me. “Can you play along? That man at the bar won’t leave me alone.”

I looked over the top of her head. A dark-haired individual with a rat nose and narrow eyes watched the girl with a predatory interest. He wasn’t one of ours. Fox’s lures were less conspicuous. It was why Fox considered me ideal to do this in the first place. Women were more likely to trust other women than strange men. I snaked around the girl and pulled her close, never abandoning the beat of the music as we settled into the sultry rhythm, then looked straight across the bar at the man and grinned. He rolled his eyes, pushed his drink away, and disappeared into the crowd near the exit.

“Dieu merci!” The girl’s deep brown eyes sparkled under the lights of the dance floor. “You are a miracle worker. How can I thank you?”

“Don’t worry about it.” I leaned in closer to be heard over the music. “What’s your name?”

“Noemie,” she shouted back.

“Enchanté. I’m Bridget.”

She twirled herself from our intertwined fingers and laughed. “Brigitte, you are a surprisingly good dancer for an American.”

“Merci.” I spun her again as the song changed, morphing into a faster beat. “I need some air though. Do you smoke?” I mimed putting a cigarette to my lips. In any part of France, it was the quickest way to get a girl alone. Noemie was no exception. We wound through the sweaty bodies hand in hand and escaped the humid club through a side door.

A single lamp illuminated a meager section of the dim alleyway outside, where the breeze chilled the sweat on my skin. Noemie shivered, wrapping her arms around herself as I drew an unopened pack of cigarettes from the pocket of my jeans. From the shadows near the street, a figure darted through the gloom, as quick and silent as a fox. Noemie remained oblivious.

“Noemie,” I said.

She reached for the cigarettes. “Yes?”

“I’m so sorry.”

Her confusion ended where Fox’s pitiless hands began. He wrapped one around her mouth to keep her quiet and the other around her neck, dragging her backward toward a dark utility van with blacked-out windows parked at the mouth of the alley. She fought against him, her screams muffled against his palm, and pleaded with me through wide, frightened eyes, but I turned my gaze down to the cobblestones and ignored her. One of Fox’s boys waited at the van. He opened the sliding side door as we approached. Fox lifted Noemie in and dragged her across the unforgiving aluminum flooring.

“Baby?” he asked, panting as Noemie kicked out. “A little help here?”

I climbed in after him, carefully avoiding Noemie’s designer heels, and took over restraining her. As I hugged her from behind, she bit down on my hand. The pain didn’t register as my skin split under her teeth. Fox slid out and slammed the door shut. I released Noemie, who automatically jabbed a finger toward my eye socket. In the lack of light, she missed, and her polished nail raked across my eyebrow instead.

“How could you?” she demanded.

I stayed silent. My eyes adjusted to the muted streetlights that penetrated the blackout paint on the windows. Doors slammed shut, and the van lurched forward, sending Noemie toward the rear of the van. She braced herself and kicked at the sliding door, hoping to dislodge it. I knew it wouldn’t budge. Noemie wasn’t the first girl to try her hand at escape.

“Where are they taking us?” she demanded.

I didn’t reply and began to wipe the blood from her bite marks off of my fingers with the hem of my skirt.

Noemie shimmied over to me and shook me by the collar. “Hello? Are you empty inside? Where are they taking us?” Hot tears rolled down my cheeks. She let go, letting me slump against the wall of the van in an anguished heap. “No. You don’t get to cry. You made me trust you. You owe me. Why are you crying?”

I looked up into her determined face, all too aware of how quickly Fox’s girls lost their fortitude once they arrived at L’hotel Douloureux.

“Because you’re hardly older than my sister.”

“She called me,” I recalled after giving Mac the general basics of Noemie’s role in my life. “Friday night while we were at The Pit. She said something about how they were back, and that they knew what we did in Paris.”

Mac raised an eyebrow. “And you’re just telling me this now? When was the last time you saw this girl?”

“Three years ago when I left Paris. Mac, she also told me to run.”

“I don’t suppose you’ll consider that as an option,” she said. I gave her a look. “No, I thought not. So what does it all mean then? The phone call and the postcard?”

I lifted the postcard to show it to her again. Beneath Holly’s shaky handwriting, there was an address. “That’s my old house number.”

“Here in Belle Dame?”

“Yup.”

“Okay, so what are you supposed to do?” Mac asked. “Doesn’t someone else live there now?”

“Yup.”

“You’re going to break in, aren’t you?”

I patted her on the shoulder. “It’s probably best if I don’t answer that one, Officer Hart.”

She groaned and flopped backward onto the bed. “I’m on duty today, Dubois. I swear to God, if I get a call about breaking and entering—”

I hopped off the bed and started getting dressed. “You won’t. And if you do, I’ll be long gone by the time you get there. Hey, on your way out, can you ask the nerd at the front desk if they’ve gotten the security cameras fixed? Feel free to put the fear of God in him.”

The house that I’d grown up in was located on the main road that carved a path through the quaint neighborhood at the top of the hill. I had passed by it once or twice on my way to Bill and Emily’s, each time letting my gaze linger on the familiarities of the front porch, swinging bench, and wide side yard. It was as if the memories that I’d made in that house belonged to a different version of myself, one that lived in a separate timeline. This time, instead of walking past it, I hid in the rose bushes that divided my old house’s yard from the one next door. As the thorns dug into my skin, I settled in to watch the front door.

It was early, not yet eight o’clock. The sun wasn’t unbearably hot, and a breeze rustled through the rose petals, wafting their scent toward me. Before long, the front door of the house opened, spilling out two elementary school boys, a mother with a diaper bag over her shoulder, and a matching dad with a baby on his hip. Together, the young couple loaded their kids into a waiting minivan. Then the man opened the driver’s side door for his wife, kissed her goodbye, and waved as she pulled out of the driveway before getting into his own truck and driving off. I waited for a few minutes, just to be sure, then escaped from my thorny hiding place and darted around to the side yard.

There was no point in trying the front door. I’d watched the family lock up, and I was useless with a bobby pin, so I circled around to the back side of the house and jumped down to the walkout of the basement door. I jiggled the handle and grinned. The new residents hadn’t bothered to replace the faulty lock, so with a satisfied smirk, I propped my shoulder against the door, lifted up, and shoved it out of place.

Ten years ago, the basement of the Dubois house had been an entertainment haven of sorts. It was fully furnished with soft carpeting, comfy sofas, and a widescreen TV for when the neighbors wanted to come over to watch the latest football game. All of that was gone now, except for the carpeting, which now bore curious stains and tears. The new family had no use for the basement other than storage. Boxes for cribs, baby monitors, and toys were piled high against one wall. By the looks of the half-folded laundry loads near the washing machine, someone had been interrupted halfway through their chores. Cleaning supplies cluttered the utility closet near the stairs that led up into the main area of the house.

“What am I doing here?” I muttered, picking my way through a Costco-sized box of diapers that had fallen over and spilled across the floor. What did Noemie have to do with my old house? Clearly she wasn’t being kept here. The family overhead would’ve noticed if a terrified French girl had been tied up in their basement like Holly was in someone else’s. But if that was the case, why had the postcard included my old address?

So far, Holly’s messages had not led me astray. I crept up the stairs to ground level, listened to make sure that no one else had stayed behind in the house, and snuck into the kitchen. My heart thudded against my rib cage as I recognized the familiar layout of the house. The last time I’d been here, it was to pack up the rest of my things after my mother and father’s joint funeral. Aunt Ani—who had been mentally deteriorating by the minute back then—hadn’t provided a whole lot of help, so I had to be the one to take Holly around the house and ask her what she didn’t want to leave behind.

“Where are we going?” she’d asked, over and over. “This is our house.”

Her seven-year-old mind couldn’t grasp the concept of living anywhere else. She knew what death was—we’d been through that conversation with her when the old family cat had passed away a year before—but somehow, she couldn’t apply the notion to Mom and Dad. It didn’t compute, and for months after, she continually asked me when our parents were coming home.

I walked like a ghost through the old house, expecting every familiar aspect of it to trigger some kind of intense emotional reaction in me. Maybe that was why it didn’t happen. The wood floor creaked under my sneakers in the living room in the same way that it had when I was a child. The faucet in the downstairs bathroom still leaked. On the second floor, the master bedroom closet smelled faintly of the cedar balls my mother used to protect her expensive linens. My old bedroom belonged to the baby now. It was painted pale pink. There was a crib in the corner, over which spun a generic pastel-colored baby mobile. A diaper table had replaced my twin bed. The big windows, which faced east toward the front yard, were covered with blackout curtains, which seemed like such a waste. One of the reasons I’d loved my room so much was because the sun woke me up first thing in the morning. I’d never needed an alarm clock.

It was Holly’s room that reminded me of why I was there. It was the one room in the house that had been altered the least. The light blue walls were close to the color of Holly’s eyes, and the bunk bed by the window was nearly identical to the one we used to share when we both lived at the Millers’ house. Instinctively, my mind reached out to Holly. Somehow, over the course of the last week, the strange feeling of my little sister in my head had morphed into something that I needed to nourish. The mental connection between me and Holly was just as important as the blood we shared in our veins, maybe more. But, like last night, Holly was barely there. I strained to push through the invisible barriers that separated her mind from my own, but I could only do so much. Holly had to reach out too, and if her silence was any indication, she was in no position to do so. I had to work faster.

I combed the house from top to bottom, keeping an eye on the driveway through the windows just in case the new residents decided to return. It took over an hour to go through every closet, drawer, and hiding place on each floor. I came up sweaty, frustrated, and empty-handed. The postcard mocked me from my pocket, the folded corners digging into my hip. I took it out again and studied Holly’s handwriting, hoping that I’d missed a clue before.

We got you a Christmas present. Remember Noemie?

The wording didn’t make any sense. It was the end of spring. What kind of Christmas present arrived when summer was just around the corner? Then it hit me. It didn’t matter what time of year it was. What mattered was the Dubois family tradition of opening our presents at midnight on Christmas Eve. Holly’s message was a hint in itself. We had always opened our presents under the twinkling tree, which we’d always put up in the corner of the basement closest to the walkout so that we could see the lights from the backyard. I had to go back to where I’d started my investigation.

I returned to the level below ground, my sneakers thundering against the creaky basement steps. Of course, the corner by the walkout was piled high with junk. With three kids, the young couple who lived here now was probably too busy to tend to the growing storage situation in the basement. With a groan, I set to work clearing the clutter, trying to keep a mental image of where everything had been. I would need to rebuild the pyramid of disorder after I’d finished looking for whatever the postcard sender had left behind, a task that felt more daunting than the one I faced now.

At the very bottom of the heap, tucked between a broken television set and the baseboard, I found a shoebox. Usually, such a common household item would not stop my breath, but the faded, water-damaged logo called to mind a different time in my life. The box once held my favorite brand of softball cleats before the car crash had broken my collarbone, ruined my shoulder, and ended my athletic career. Gingerly, I lifted the lid. The box was chock full of photos, ones that had once hung in frames on the walls of the house. Here were my eight-by-ten school pictures from preschool all the way up to tenth grade. Here were the team photos of the Belle Dame High Junior Varsity Fastpitch girls, where Autumn and I stood side by side in each one. There were photos of my mom and dad’s wedding, Holly’s fifth birthday party, and Aunt Ani’s final day of medical residency for UNC Hospitals. The shoebox was a celebration of the Dubois family, and it had been sitting here in the basement of our house, forgotten for ten years.

One photo faced the opposite direction than the rest, folded in half so that only the white reverse side was visible. I plucked it free and flattened it out. It was a picture of me and Holly, jumping off the second tier of a boat dock and into the lake below. The lake was not far from our neighborhood. It was where most families in Belle Dame spent hot summer days, desperate for a way to cool off under the North Carolina sun. Holly was small, maybe four or five, dwarfed by a neon green life jacket. She’d been scared at first. The dock was a good ten or twelve feet up, an intense distance for some kids. But eventually she had taken my hand, sprinted toward the end, and leapt off. I remembered plunging into the water, wishing that I could bottle Holly’s bravery and keep it with me for when I was feeling meek. Even then, Holly was courageous and resilient. After that first jump, we couldn’t keep her off the dock for more than a few minutes. She circled round and round, squealing with joy as she splashed into the water below, until the afternoon thunderstorms rolled in and forced us to the covered area with the picnic tables near the boat ramp.

Like with the postcards, a message was scrawled on the back of the photo in Holly’s handwriting. If there was one good thing about these messages, it was seeing proof that Holly was alive, or at least she had been when she’d written out these clues for me.

Better hurry, the message read. She’s running out of air.

Panic bloomed like a poisonous flower in my lungs. I fumbled for my phone, my fingers trembling against the screen as I clicked on Mac’s contact information and pressed the call button.

“Yeah?” Mac sounded distracted. A copy machine beeped and muted conversations buzzed in the background of the call. “Bridget, what’s up?”

“I need a ride out to the lake,” I said.

“I told you I’m on duty—”

Overhead, a door slammed.

“Shit!” I set the shoebox aside and started re-stacking the junk in the corner of the basement as quietly as possible.

“Hey, what’s going on?” Her voice was garbled, as if she’d placed a hand over her mouth to keep the sound from traveling to the other cops at the station. “Don’t tell me someone caught you at that house.”

“Not yet,” I griped, listening to a set of footsteps cross right over my head. “Someone just came home.”

“Bridget!”

“Can you not scold me?” I asked, balancing an ancient dollhouse on the top of the pile. “Listen to me, Mac. I found something here. I think Noemie’s in trouble. Hell, she might already be dead. We need to get out to the lake—no!”

The dollhouse toppled over, tumbling off the junk pile in what felt like slow motion. I dove, desperate to catch it, but it eluded my grasp and fell to the floor with an earsplitting crash. My phone flew out of my hand and skittered across the room. Above, the footsteps halted. The basement door creaked open at the top of the stairs.

I crawled across the floor on my hands and knees, grabbed the phone, and scrambled to hide behind the washing machine just as someone flicked on the basement light from the staircase.

“Bridget?” The grainy sound of Mac’s voice through the phone felt as loud as an atomic bomb, even though she wasn’t on speakerphone.

“Shh,” I hushed her, folding my knees up to my chest to make myself as small as possible. “Just shut up for a second.”

“Hello?” a woman’s voice called down the stairs. “Is anyone there?”

She took a tentative step downward, then another and another until she came into view. It was the mom from before, sans children, holding a baseball bat at the ready over her shoulder. I hardly dared to breathe as she inched by, praying that she couldn’t hear the steady beeping of the copy machine at the police station through the cell phone. When she rounded the corner and spotted the fallen dollhouse, her shoulders slumped, and she dropped the baseball bat to the floor with a relieved sigh. She didn’t notice the old shoebox set away from the rest of the mess.

“Damn it, John,” she muttered under her breath, picking up the shattered pieces of the dollhouse. “I told you to clean this stuff up. Ugh. I need the vacuum.”

She left the mess and jogged back upstairs, unaware of my presence. She left the door wide open, and I could hear the wheels of the vacuum cleaner rolling across the floor. If I wanted to make it out of the basement unseen, now was my only chance. I unfolded myself from the space behind the washing machine. My legs cramped up as the blood rushed back to my feet, but I ignored the static tingling and sprinted toward the walkout door, all too aware of the woman’s footsteps descending the staircase once more. I grabbed the shoebox and tucked it under my arm. Then I slipped outside, vaulted up the stairs, and sprinted down the side yard toward the street.

A few blocks down, I remember my ongoing phone call. I set the phone to my ear. “Mac?”

“Still here,” she grumbled.

“Can you pick me up?” I asked her. “I’m on Fortieth Avenue, heading toward the lake. We need to get there as soon as possible.”

“Bridge, if you think that Noemie’s in trouble, then I should really send someone out there right now,” Mac replied. The noise of the station had faded out. “Like a paramedic.”

“Damn it, how many times do we have to have this conversation?” I panted, cutting through someone’s yard. “They’ll keep Noemie alive long enough to screw with me. I can be at the lake park in five minutes if you come get me.”

“Don’t jump that damn fence,” she ordered. “I’m already pulling up behind you.”

Sure enough, Mac’s squad car ambled up the street. I opened the passenger side door before she came to a full stop and lowered myself inside. “Go, go, go. Make a left up there. It’s a shortcut.”

She did as asked. “What did you find?”

I showed her the picture and the message on the back. As soon as she read the threat, she accelerated and pulled a tight turn around the corner of the neighborhood. As the car straightened out, she floored it, shooting away from the more populated side of Belle Dame to plunge into the swampy shadows of the surrounding nature.

“I assume you got out of there unnoticed,” she said tersely as the car hurtled through the trees.

“Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“Relax. I’m not sixteen anymore. I’ve since honed my burglary skills.”

“How reassuring.”

A fallen log blocked our lane ahead. Mac swerved around it, her eyes flashing to where my knuckles were white against the dashboard.

“Everything’s going to be okay, Bridget,” she reassured me.

“God, I hope so. Make a right at that dirt road up there.”

She slowed down to turn onto the narrow road that led to the public boat ramp, and we trundled into the little picnic area that used to be a favorite spot for the locals. The park had fallen out of favor. Now, the wooden tables were covered in green moss and the outdoor grills had rusted over. The concrete that made up the simple boat ramp was cracked in two, and water lapped up to kiss the algae that covered it. The sun had beaten the warm rich color out of the dock, resulting in dull gray wood that looked as though it might crumble off and fall into the lake with one heavy footfall.

“Well?” Mac slammed the door of her cruiser shut and planted her hands on her hips to survey the area. “I don’t see anything. Are you sure this is the place?”

“Dead certain,” I told her, but I held the photograph up to compare it to reality to make sure. The dead and empty park looked nothing like the happy place I recalled from mine and Holly’s childhood adventures.

“Let’s check the water.”

With her hand resting on the gun at her hip, Mac began to sweep the area, starting at the far side of the park. I headed straight to the rickety dock, the toes of my sneakers resting against the first plank of weathered wood.

“Noemie?” I called out, cupping my hands around my mouth to project the sound. “Are you out here?”

No answer. I didn’t expect one. It would’ve been too easy. I stepped onto the dock, testing my weight against each beaten plank before advancing. Mac, noticing my progression, jogged over.

“Are you nuts?” she called from the shore as I jiggled the ladder that led to the upper level of the dock. “That whole thing looks like it’s about to fall over!”

The ladder rocked as I climbed upward, the rotting wood threatening to disengage from where it was held to the second level with a series of rusted nails. I leaned forward, gripping it tighter.

“The message was on the back of a picture of this dock,” I told Mac. “She’s around here somewhere, and I can get a better view of the water from the top level.”

The last three rungs of the ladder were broken so I hoisted myself up the rest of the way, ignoring the bite of splinters against my palms. Mac watched as I walked out to the edge of the dock, shielded my eyes against the sun, and peered into the murky water below.

“Be careful,” she called. “I didn’t plan on going swimming today.”

“Me either,” I muttered.

The sun sparkled off of the lake water and into my eyes. I squinted around, desperately looking for any sign of a struggle. Noemie had to be around here somewhere, but the lake wasn’t giving up its secrets anytime soon.

“Noemie!” I called again. “It’s me, Bridget. Brigitte. Whatever.”

No one replied. A crow cawed overhead, hidden somewhere in the thick Spanish moss that hung between the trees. My pulse beat faster. Was Mac right? Had we come to the wrong place? But then a faint whisper echoed—not from the lake or the park—but from the inside of my mind.

“Jump,” Holly breathed.

I groaned then kicked off my shoes.

“What the hell are you doing?” Mac demanded as I backed up to get a running start. I squeezed my eyes shut, pretending that Holly was standing beside me, just as she had all those years ago. Then I hurtled toward the edge of the dock. “Bridget, no!”

I leapt out over the water and braced myself for impact. The drop itself didn’t scare me. I’d conquered greater jumps off of cliffs and out of planes throughout my years of adrenaline seeking. It was what might lay beneath the surface of the water that sent a cold shiver down my spine. I plunged into the lake, sinking like a stone as my clothes weighed me down.

I opened my eyes, but the green tint of the lake water didn’t have the best visibility, and the bubbles that rose from my displacement didn’t help either. I kicked toward the surface and took a deep breath.

“Are you insane?” Mac yelled at me from the shore.

I ignored her and dove again, this time keeping as still as possible as I scanned the lake floor. There. Beneath the dock. A shadowy figure. I surfaced.

“I think she’s under the dock,” I called to Mac, striking out toward the rickety wood.

Mac followed me along the water’s edge. “Bridget, do not go under there. If you get stuck—”

I ducked under the dock, where there were only four or five inches of air between the underside of the wooden planks and the murky lake water that lapped up the algae-covered support beams. The top of my head scraped against the dock as I fought to keep my nose and mouth above water, but the sight that met my eyes stole my breath anyway. There was a body tied to one of the supports—a dark-haired girl—and I couldn’t tell if she was alive or dead.

“Noemie!”

I swam toward her. Sure enough, it was the same girl from that dreadful night at the Paris club, except now her face was pale and green instead of a lively pink. She wasn’t dead though. Not yet. Though her eyes were closed, her fingers clutched the support beam, and her breath rattled in and out between white lips. I seized the nautical rope that kept her bound in place and followed the length of it with my hands. It looped beneath Noemie’s feet, keeping her close enough to the surface to breathe when she no longer had the strength to stay afloat.

“Good girl,” I said, spitting water out of my mouth as I struggled to untie the slippery knot. It slid free, and Noemie immediately sank. I caught her beneath the arms before she disappeared under the water, grunting with effort.

“Bridget!” Mac called. Her boots thumped against the dock overhead. “Damn it, Bridget! Make a noise!”

“I’ve got her!” I called up through the gaps in the planks. “I’m coming up.”

With Noemie in tow, I ducked under the water again to clear the claustrophobic underside of the dock, gasping with relief on the other side. Mac splashed through the water as I swam toward the shore, dragging Noemie along with me. When I reached Mac, she took over, gently lifting Noemie from the lake and carrying her to the cruiser. Trembling, I heaved myself out of the water and followed, collapsing against the open door of the car as Mac laid Noemie in the back seat.

“Is she breathing?” I asked.

Mac leaned over Noemie’s mouth, listening. “Yes. Go in my trunk and get the rescue blanket out of the first aid kit.” I did as asked, and Mac lifted Noemie’s shoulders to wrap the foil blanket around her. “Can you sit with her back here and make sure she’s okay? We need to get her to the hospital.”

I clambered into the backseat. Water pooled against the smooth vinyl as I lifted Noemie to lie in my lap. Mac climbed into the front, started the car, and peeled out of the park while I smoothed Noemie’s matted hair away from her sallow face.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered. “I’m so sorry.”

Mac took care of the dicey informational side of things at the hospital, fielding the bombardment of questions from nurses and doctors as they loaded Noemie on a stretcher and wheeled her away. I sat in an uncomfortable plastic waiting chair, my head tipped back to rest against the wall behind me. A puddle of lake water accumulated beneath me as the gusty AC vent above chilled my sopping clothing.

Mac, having finished her conversation with the nurse at the desk, flopped down in the chair next to mine. “God, what a day. It’s a good thing we found her when we did.”

“What did they say?” I asked her, shivering. “Is she going to be okay?”

“From the state of her, she’d been under that dock for a while,” Mac explained. “A day or two at least. If it weren’t for that trick she pulled with the rope, she definitely would’ve drowned. Even so, submersion like that can have some pretty perilous effects on the body.”

“Like what?”

She ticked each horror off on a finger. “Dehydration, ironically enough. Infection. Muscle atrophy. Not to mention the mental strength she’ll need to get over this.”

“She’s been through worse,” I muttered. “Believe me.”

“With Fox’s gang, you mean.”

I nodded wearily. “This is all my fault. She wouldn’t be here if not for me—”

Mac sat up. “Hey. This is absolutely not your fault. You did what you had to do to survive in a shitty situation. I can’t imagine the courage you needed for that.”

I scoffed. “Courage. More like cowardice.”

“You got out of there,” Mac reminded me. “And so did Noemie.”

“Not everyone else did though.”

Mac opened her mouth to reply, but a nurse with a friendly smile and holding a neatly folded pair of mint green pants interrupted. “Honey, I noticed that you were dripping wet,” she said to me. “I found a clean pair of scrubs if you’d like to change out of those clothes.”

“Thanks,” I said, standing to accept the offered clothes. I patted Mac’s knee. “Be right back.”

When I returned to the waiting room, dressed in the scrubs, Mac paced back and forth across the hallway. As soon as she spotted me, she rushed over.

“Hey,” she said. “Noemie’s awake. They said we can go in and talk to her. Are you ready?”

I cleared my throat. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

I followed Mac to a room down the hall. As the nurses cleared the way, I caught sight of Noemie. She was alert and awake, sitting against the headboard of the hospital bed. Some of her color had returned. She was hooked up to a bag of IV fluids, one arm strewn out to the side to accommodate the needle while she used the other to feed herself gray mashed potatoes from a plastic tray. Mac lingered at the door as I hesitantly stepped toward the bed. Noemie glanced up, setting her fork against the tray when she recognized me.

“I thought the food would be better in America,” she said.

“Not hospital food,” I told her, unsure whether or not I should come any closer.

Noemie looked me over from head to toe, taking in my damp hair and borrowed scrubs. “The last time I saw you, you abandoned me at a train station in Brussels.”

Mac shifted her stance behind me. This was not a part of the story that she’d heard.

“I got you out of Paris,” I said. “I made sure you were safe.”

“You left me alone in a strange city,” Noemie countered. “After we—”

“Don’t,” I cut her off.

Her eyes wandered to Mac, who listened at the door. “Your friend doesn’t know, does she? You haven’t told her everything yet?”

“Stop it,” I warned. “Don’t go there.”

Noemie leveled a challenging stare at me. Her time beneath the dock had not knocked the fight out of her sunken eyes.

I sagged against the bed. “I’m sorry. For all of this. For everything. From that first night in Paris until now. I get that you wouldn’t be in this mess if it weren’t for me, but I need your help. You met Holly, didn’t you? Do you know where she is?”

Noemie’s expression softened, but her eyes were sad as she looked up at me. She set aside the tray of food and patted the space beside her for me to sit down. “You should know that this is a long game. They have been planning this ever since we left Paris three years ago.”

“Who?” I asked. “Who is it?”

“I don’t know,” Noemie replied, shaking her head. “I imagine a few of Fox’s closest men. You dismantled their lives, Brigitte, and this is how they’ve decided to repay you.” She swallowed hard, looking away from me to stare out of the hospital window. “For a while, I thought I was safe. I went home to my family in Algiers. When they asked me about university in Paris, I lied. I told them I had dropped out. They were disappointed, but my relief overpowered their dismay. I settled for working at a local school and tried to put the past behind me.”

Tears shone in her eyes as she continued. “I allowed myself to think that I was safe. After all, I assumed that we had left all of our troubles behind when we fled Paris.” She turned toward me again, a hard edge in her tone. “Brigitte, they never stopped tracking me. They followed me for three years, waiting in the shadows, which means they’ve been watching you too.”

“God, all this time…” I rested my head in my hands, trying to think. The other side had organized this attack far in advance, and I’d been trekking around the world, completely oblivious to their slow poison.

Noemie took my hand. “Listen to me, Brigitte. You must hurry. They’re getting impatient, and your sister is running out of time.”

“What am I supposed to do?” I asked her. “They want me to play by their stupid rules! I get one postcard a day—”

“Check again,” Noemie said. “Go now. I’ll be fine.”

I stood up from the bed, looking mournfully down at a girl who’d gone from victim to ally to savior and back again, all because of me. “They’ll know I rescued you. They’ll come back here.”

“I’ll keep watch over Noemie,” Mac offered from the doorway. “I can call the station and say that something came up.”

I squeezed Mac’s shoulder. “Thank you. Take care.”

She took my arm before I could pass her. “Be careful.”

“Never.”
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Itook a cab back to the Star Motel. Every minute that passed felt like a minute wasted. The game was picking up. Noemie was meant to have died. It was a message in itself. Though Holly’s captors wanted to toy with me, this game was not meant for children. It was psychological torture, and the more I thought about the fact that someone in Fox’s crew had been planning this for years as a sick way to get justice for what happened in Paris, the more determined I was to end this as soon as possible.

The cab fare was atrocious. My lack of a car was getting to be a nuisance, and it wasn’t like I could ask Mac to borrow her cruiser. Officer Scott would love that. When we pulled up to the Star Motel, red and blue lights blinked outside the reception office. I handed over the cab fare, slammed the door, and jogged inside, where Officer Scott was talking to Grant, the front desk nerd.

“Bridget,” Scott said as I walked inside. “Just the woman I wanted to see.”

“Did I do something wrong?” I asked, lingering by the door in case I needed to make a quick escape. “Whatever it was, it wasn’t me.”

Scott’s deep chuckle echoed through the small room. Grant seemed relieved that Scott’s attention had been redirected elsewhere.

“Don’t worry,” Scott said. “I’m not here to arrest you for anything. I do have some bad news though. Your room’s flooded.”

“Flooded?” I repeated, glancing between Scott and Grant. “What do you mean?”

“A pipe burst,” Grant explained. He swiveled around on his rolling chair, tapping his feet against the wheels. “In the wall between your room and the next one over. I tried to get all of your things out, but a lot of your stuff got ruined. I’m really sorry.”

“We moved the rest of your things to a room at the bed and breakfast down the road,” Scott said. “Don’t worry about the bill. The station’s going to pick it up for you. We figured you’ve got enough to deal with already. You want a ride there?”

It didn’t feel like a coincidence that my motel room flooded the same day that I rescued Noemie from nearly drowning. Something else was going on here. “Can I see the room actually?” I asked. “Just in case you guys missed something.”

Scott clapped me on the back. “Sorry, kiddo. I can’t let you do that. It’s too much of a hazard.”

“What about the trashed stuff?” I said. “What did you do with it?”

“It’s in my trunk,” Scott said. “You want to look through it? See if there’s something else you can salvage? There’s not much.”

“That’s okay,” I replied. “Do you mind if I talk to Grant? I’ll be out in a second.”

Scott raised an eyebrow but didn’t question my request. “All right.”

I waited for the door to close behind Officer Scott’s hulking figure before turning to plant my hands on the front desk in front of the greasy-haired kid who ran it. “Grant, tell me the manager got the security cameras fixed before that pipe burst in my room.”

Grant rolled away from me, holding up in his hands at eye level. “I already told your cop friend this morning. She’s as scary as my mother in the morning, by the way. The manager put off repairing the cameras because he can’t afford it right now. No budget. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the bed and breakfast has been taking a lot of our business.”

“That’s because they have complimentary breakfast,” I said though clenched teeth. “Listen, Grant. Did you see anything weird in my room when you went in there?”

“Like what?”

“Anything at all out of the ordinary.”

“Miss, I saw a room full of water,” Grant replied dryly. “To me, that definitely ain’t ordinary.”

I heaved a sigh. “God, I hate this place.”

“You can leave a review on Yelp.”

Officer Scott waited for me outside, leaning against the trunk of his car. He swept his hat off, wiped his brow, and replaced his headgear, then peered up at the sun through his aviators as though it had personally offended him.

“Damn, it’s hot,” he remarked as I approached him.

“Getting hotter.” I gestured to his trunk. “Do you mind?”

He popped it open and drew out a white trash bag. Water dripped from the bottom as he handed it over. He looked me up and down. “Should I even bother to ask why you’re wearing hospital scrubs?”

“I wouldn’t.”

He grunted in agreement. I opened the bag and tried not to groan. There hadn’t been much in the motel room for the water to ruin, but the bag was full of stained or torn clothes from Autumn’s store, a book of Holly’s that was now unreadable, and the letters and pictures that my little sister had sent me over the years to keep me updated on her life. I rifled through the mess, stifling the pang in my chest at the look of the ruined photographs. They were all I had of Holly, and if I couldn’t get her back, I wouldn’t have any memories of her at all. I shoved the thought into the recesses of my brain.

“Did you find anything else?” I asked Officer Scott. “A postcard maybe?”

Scott stroked his mustache. “Nope. Not that I recall.”

“Shit.”

“Anything you want to tell me?” Scott asked. “Get something off your chest?”

I twisted the mouth of the garbage bag around to keep it from leaking. “I’m good. Can we head to the B and B now? I could desperately use a nap.”

“Hop in.”

It was only a few blocks to the bed and breakfast, but it felt like forever. Scott drove at a snail’s pace, often pausing to let other cars change lanes in front of him as we trundled along. Twice, he pulled over to talk to a random citizen passing by on the sidewalk, and when he fixed to do it a third time, I smacked my head against the window in annoyance.

“Scott! Can you just get me to the damn inn?”

He straightened the steering wheel. “Jesus, Dubois. What’s got your knickers in a twist?”

“Don’t talk about my knickers.”

Scott waited a moment before replying. He knew from years past that it was best to let my anger burn off before engaging in any further conversation. “This is about Holly, isn’t it? I heard about what happened between the Millers. Bill’s been staying with one of the other guys in town. This is what happens when a kid disappears, Bridget. People discover what’s really important to them, and sometimes, it gets nasty.”

“You don’t know the half of it.”

“Why don’t you fill me in?” Scott suggested.

“No, why don’t you fill me in?” I countered. “She’s been gone for almost two weeks, Scott, and there’s no sign of her anywhere. Have you been doing anything at all to try and find her or are you too busy wringing out the sweat from your uniform?”

“My officers—”

“Your officers are morons,” I interrupted. “Except for Mac, who you won’t even let near the case. Why’s that, by the way? Because you know that she actually has a conscience, and she’ll fill me in on whatever she finds out at the station?”

“Officer Hart is already in hot water with our superiors,” Scott growled. “If you want her to keep her job, I suggest you leave her out of this.”

“At least she’s actually trying.”

“Who said we’re not trying?” Scott demanded, turning down the main street. “I’ve got half of my officers watching hours of security footage from every bus and train station in the surrounding counties.”

“No wonder,” I scoffed before I could stop myself. “That won’t do you any good.”

The squad car bounced into the parking lot of the B and B. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

I clamped my mouth shut. Part of me wanted to tell Officer Scott everything. It would be a relief to get it all out in the open—to have as many professionals as possible know the real details of Holly’s kidnapping—but there were too many complications. For one, Holly was in danger. Fox’s gang was ruthless. If I involved the police, they knew that the best way to torture me would be to kill Holly. Second, telling Scott everything meant telling him everything. Not even Mac knew the extent of what I had done in the past. I wasn’t sure what the consequences would be if all of Belle Dame knew.

I kicked open the door and got out of the car, dragging the wet trash bag along with me. “Nothing.”

Scott caught me by the arm before I could escape into the air conditioned lobby of the B and B. For a second, I felt sixteen again, at odds with the law in the pettiest of ways. If only things were that simple.

“Bridget,” he said in a low voice. “If you know something that might help us find Holly, you really need to tell us.”

I looked straight into his eyes. “I don’t know anything.”

He released me with a sigh and nodded toward the front door of the B and B. “I already checked you in, but you need to pick up the key for your room at the front desk. Ask for the rest of your things too.”

I heaved the garbage bag over my shoulder and started to walk away.

“And Bridget?” Scott called. “If you change your mind, let me know. We could use all the help we can get.”

I ignored him, leaving him behind in the parking lot as I walked into the lobby of the B and B. Unlike the grimy reception office of the Star Motel, the main room of the bed and breakfast was cozy and cute. It was locally owned by one of the older couples in town, Mr. and Mrs. Edwards. Pictures of their monumental wedding anniversaries decorated the wall behind the desk as if to prove that romance wasn’t dead. Mrs. Edwards herself—a stooped woman with curly white hair and kind gray eyes set deep in the wrinkles of her once-beautiful face—read the daily newspaper in one of the comfy armchairs in the sitting area. She glanced up as the bell over the door chimed, and when she saw who had entered, she set her paper aside to greet me.

“Oh, my dear!” she cried, tottering across the patterned carpet to pull me into a deep hug. “You poor girl. I can’t stand that all of these terrible things keep happening to you!”

“Uh, thanks, Mrs. Edwards,” I said, holding the leaking garbage bag away from our awkward embrace so that it wouldn’t drip on her slippers.

Thankfully, she drew away, wiping sympathetic tears from the creases beneath her eyes. “I hope you don’t mind. I set out your things to dry. Everything was sopping wet! But I put you in our nicest room. It’s the honeymoon suite. It has a king-sized bed and the softest pillows in the entire inn! You deserve a good night’s rest.”

“As much as I would love a nap, I really just need my things,” I said, following Mrs. Edwards to the front desk.

“Of course, of course!” She took a key from an organized corkboard behind the desk. “Come along.”

I followed her to the room behind the desk, which was usually off limits to guests. It served as an office for Mr. and Mrs. Edwards, complete with old filing cabinets, a large writing desk, and even a pool table. Today, a wash line had been strung haphazardly throughout the room. I recognized my clothes on the line and stifled a blush at the sight of my underwear pinned above Mr. Edward’s cigar cabinet. Thankfully, the elderly gentleman wasn’t around.

Mrs. Edwards pulled the damp garments from the line without an ounce of shame and dropped them into a waiting laundry basket. “If you need some quarters for the laundry room, just let me know. Here’s your backpack too, dear.”

I shouldered the backpack and lifted the laundry basket from her sturdy grip. “Thanks, Mrs. Edwards. You’ve been amazing already.”

She shyly waved away my compliment and shuffled out of the office. “Before I forget,” she said, her voice muffled as she ducked underneath the front desk. “Someone left this for you earlier.”

She straightened up and handed me a postcard. I dropped the laundry basket in my haste to take it from her, spilling the clothes across the carpet of the lobby. The photo was relatively normal compared to the last few postcards. It showed the Avenue des Champ Elysées, one of the most recognizable shopping districts in Paris. On the back, Holly’s handwriting simply said, Go shopping.

“Mrs. Edwards, who dropped this off?” I asked urgently.

“The Millers’ little girl,” Mrs. Edwards replied. “Keira’s her name, I think. Isn’t she adorable?”

“She shouldn’t have been alone,” I said. “Where was Emily?”

“Not about.”

“Did you see anyone else?” I demanded. “A man maybe?”

Mrs. Edwards fanned herself with a brochure about the history of Belle Dame. “Who, Bill? Haven’t you heard? Emily won’t let him near the kids since she found out about his affair all those years ago. Oh, it’s just terrible. Honesty in relationships is always the key. Communication. If my dear Henry and I didn’t communicate well, we wouldn’t have made it through fifty years of marriage!”

“Right. Is that the key to my room?”

She glanced at the golden key dangling from her finger, as if she’d forgotten that it was there at all. “Yes, it is. I’ll walk you up.”

“No need.” I held out my palm. “I can find it. What’s the room number?”

She dropped the key into my palm. “Room thirteen, dear. I left a basket of fresh muffins on the bedside table for you.”

I was already halfway up the stairs, hands full of my ruined possessions and the key between my teeth. “Thanks again, Mrs. Edwards!”

Room thirteen was at the end of the corridor on the second floor. It was the same size as my lodgings at the motel, except there was no kitchenette and the king-sized bed took up most of the floor space. Everything from the wallpaper to the bed linens to the towels in the bathroom was red or pink, decked out with little embroidered hearts. Honeymoon suite indeed.

I tossed the laundry basket into the corner of the room, pulled off my scrubs, and studied the postcard again. Go shopping. That was it. There were no further instructions. I had no idea what I was supposed to do with such limited information.

I sifted through my wet things, peeling apart Holly’s old photos and laying them out to dry on the dresser. With any luck, some of them would still be recognizable in a few hours. Then I parsed through the clothing that Mrs. Edwards had hung up in her office, searching for something that wasn’t completely soaked to dress myself in. There wasn’t much left. Most of the outfits that Autumn had given to me from her store sat in the garbage bag grave, beyond repair. As I mourned the gifts, trying not to think about what Autumn’s face would look like when I told her about the flood, the message on the postcard suddenly made sense. My clothes were ruined. I needed new ones. Nothing was ever a coincidence.

Go shopping. At Oak and Autumn. They were going after my best friend next.

I sprinted to Autumn’s boutique. The wind chimes over the door rattled as I barged in, startling the few customers that browsed the racks. Autumn was nowhere to be seen. I headed to the back of the store, where Autumn’s office was, but one of the employees paused a conversation with a customer to call after me.

“Hey,” she said, catching me by the arm. “You can’t go back there.”

“I’m Autumn’s best friend,” I explained and tugged free of her grip.

“I know who you are,” she said, lips pursed. “You still can’t go back there. Autumn’s instructions, not mine.”

My heart dropped. Clearly, word of the argument between me and Autumn had gotten out. “Sorry, who are you?”

“I’m Sandra,” she said. “I work for Autumn, but I’m also one of her closest friends. I know you’ve been treating her like crap lately.”

“You don’t understand—”

“Just because your sister’s missing, it doesn’t give you the right to be a jerk,” Sandra interrupted, narrowing her eyes at me. “Autumn doesn’t deserve this.”

“Believe me, I know that.” I glanced around. The customers hastily returned to their shopping, pretending that they hadn’t been listening in on our conversation. “Sandra, please. Is Autumn here?”

“She’s not around right now.”

“Do you know where she is? I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”

Sandra examined her perfectly manicured pink nails as if deciding whether or not I was worth the salt. “She had a doctor’s appointment with the obstetrician down the road.”

“Thank you,” I said earnestly, and made my way toward the wind chimes again.

Wait! Holly’s voice called in my head. Check the dressing room!

I screeched to a halt with my hand on the door.

“Yes?” Sandra asked.

I grabbed a random blouse off of the nearest rack. “This is adorable! Do you mind if I try it on real quick?”

Before she could reply, I swept past her toward the modest dressing room near the rear of the store, pulled the curtain shut, and looked around. Then I spotted it. A neatly-folded origami crane waited for me to find it beneath the small bench for trying on shoes. I snatched it up from the floor to unfold it. It was a copy of a sonogram, printed out on a square sheet of flimsy computer paper. In pencil, Holly had scrawled, Refuse to be the godmother.

I plopped down on the bench, crumpling the sonogram in my fist. Hot tears rolled off the end of my nose and dropped to the carpet below. I couldn’t do this anymore. It was one thing to cause trouble between Bill and Emily. Even after all these years, they expected it from me. I was even okay with leading Emmett on. For as long as I’d known him, he did whatever he could to please me. But asking me to do this to Autumn was going too far. It would break her heart, something that Holly’s captors were obviously aware of. I couldn’t do it. I wouldn’t.

You have to, Holly said in my head.

“I hate this,” I mumbled to her. “Holly, I absolutely hate this.”

She’ll forgive you.

“No, she won’t.” I wiped snot from my nose. “I’ve been the worst friend to her. She won’t talk to me after this.”

After all of this is over, we’ll explain what really happened, Holly said. We’ll tell her that you didn’t have a choice. Autumn will understand.

“Maybe.” I peeked through the curtain of the dressing room to make sure that none of the other customers were waiting for me to finish. “Hey, this is the longest conversation we’ve had in a while. Are you feeling better?”

Not really, she replied, but I thought you could use the reminder that everyone’s counting on you.

Her voice faded out. She was right. I did need the reminder. The short conversation gave me the courage to wipe my eyes, leave the dressing room, and exit the boutique. I trusted Holly’s judgement. I had to. I held on to her words. Once Holly was back, I would be the first to host an apology party and explain everything. Hopefully, my relationship with Autumn could weather the storm until then.

I waited outside the doctor’s office, neurotically checking the time on my phone every few minutes. I had no idea how long a pregnancy check-up was supposed to take, but if Autumn was missing for much longer, I’d march into the office myself to make sure that she was all right. Thankfully, my determination proved unnecessary. My best friend appeared shortly, although all was not right with the worried set of her mouth. When she saw me leaning against the wall of the building, her frown deepened.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, checking for cars before crossing the street.

I kept pace with her. “Sandra said you’d be here. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Autumn, I know that face,” I said, stepping up to the opposite curb with her. “It was the same one you had on when you told me that Veronica Mars got cancelled.”

“Leave me alone, Bridget.” She tripped over a raised crack in the sidewalk and stumbled. Automatically, I caught her arm. She yanked it away. “I can take care of myself.”

“I know,” I told her. “But you shouldn’t have to all of the time. Where’s Christian? Isn’t it customary for the father of the baby to attend all of these appointments as well?”

Autumn scowled. “Christian couldn’t make it.”

“Why not?”

“He said he had to run an errand.”

I stopped short, realized that Autumn had no intention of waiting for me while I processed this information, and jogged to catch up with her again. “Hang on a second. He’s not working? Meaning he was totally available to come to your appointment and he blew you off? That doesn’t sound like him.”

“How would you know?” Autumn asked, sniffling. She took her pink sunglasses from where they were perched on her forehead and slipped them on. “You never bothered to get to know him in the first place.”

“Yeah, but it’s obvious that he’s obsessed with you,” I said. “I can’t believe that he wouldn’t go to something like this.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she replied. “It’s better this way. It’s—”

She broke off, choking up. I tugged at her hand, pulling her to a stop under the cover of a cherry tree near the dog park.

“Hey.” I ducked to catch her eye as she began to cry softly. “Autumn, what’s going on? Is something wrong with the baby?”

She shook her head, blotting her tears with the collar of her white shirt. “No, not with the baby. There’s something with me. I have preeclampsia.”

The admittance was accompanied by a fresh wave of tears. Autumn momentarily forgot that she was mad at me, falling forward to rest her forehead against my shoulder as her hormones got the best of her.

I rubbed her back in soothing circles. “Um, I have no idea what that means.”

“It’s a pregnancy complication,” she explained, her voice thick with tears. “It causes high blood pressure and kidney damage, and the earlier you develop the condition, the more severe it is. I’m only halfway through my second trimester, Bee. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“It’s better to know about it as soon as possible though, right?” I offered, unsure of what else to say. My knowledge of pregnancy didn’t extend far past the basic human biology bits. “The doctors will keep an eye on it. They’ll take care of you.”

“It could lead to seizures, Bee. Seizures!” She stood up straight again, her mascara smudged down her cheeks. “And if it gets to be too bad, they’ll have to deliver the baby early, and then there are side effects of prematurity and other complications—”

I tugged her back into my arms before she could complete the sentence, hoping to calm her down a little bit. “Everything’s going to be okay,” I murmured. “You and the baby are going to be fine.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No, but you have to fine,” I told her, untangling her hair from the breeze’s sticky fingers. “When Holly comes back, she’s going to want to love you and that baby until you’re sick of her face.”

Autumn laughed sadly. Suddenly, a thought occurred to me. Maybe there was a way to turn down Autumn’s godmother offer without breaking her heart or ruining our friendship.

“Autumn, I think you should make Holly the baby’s godmother.”

She drew back. “What? Why? You don’t want to do it?”

“No, it’s not that,” I answered hastily. “It’s just that I don’t how long I’m going to stick around in Belle Dame, you know? And your baby deserves someone who’s going to be there for her when she really needs it.”

Autumn disengaged from my hug entirely and crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re leaving again.”

“Did you expect me to stay?” I asked her. “Come on, you know me. There’s way too much history in this town for me to make a life here.”

“Yeah, but I thought—”

“I’m here to find Holly,” I said firmly. “When she gets home, I’m going to make damn well sure that nothing like this ever happens again, but after that, I have to go again. This place—I can’t take it. It’s like being boxed into a packed chicken coop. It’s claustrophobic.”

Autumn turned and continued walking toward the boutique. “God, I should’ve known this was going to happen. In ten years, I still haven’t learned not to rely on you anymore.”

“I’m not trying to make you mad,” I said, falling into step beside her again. “I just want to be honest. Please. Make Holly the godmother. She would love it.”

“And what if Holly doesn’t come back?” she demanded.

The harsh truth of the statement stopped me in my tracks. Autumn turned around to look at me.

“Face it, Bee,” she said. “She’s been gone for two weeks. It’s not looking good. I love Holly as much as you do. I don’t want to believe that she’s gone for good, but you and I both know that this kind of thing doesn’t usually turn out well. For all we know, Holly could already be dead.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I’m just trying to remind you of the reality of this situation,” she said.

“Yeah, I have plenty of people to cover that,” I replied. “What I don’t have is someone telling me that everything is going to be all right, that we’ll find Holly and get her home safely. I thought I could count on my best friend for that.”

Autumn took a deep breath. “And I thought I could count on you for so much more.”

I opened my mouth to retort, but a cheerful ringtone interrupted me. Autumn rolled her eyes and walked away as I pulled my phone out of my pocket. “Autumn, wait! Yes, hello?”

“Make I speak with Bridget Dubois?” a cool male voice on the other end of the line asked.

“Yes, this is she.”

“Hi, Miss Dubois. This is Daniel from the Belle Dame Assisted Living Facility. I’m afraid I have some bad news. Your aunt, Annette Louis, has suffered a heart attack.”
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THE ROOK


The private lounge in the cellar of L’hotel Douloureux was Fox’s favorite place to relax with the other men. Cigar smoke made the room hazy as the ringleader and his cohorts reclined in leather chairs, drank whiskey, and talked business. Only the best girls were allowed in the lounge, the ones that Fox trusted to not repeat what we heard during those business conversations with the others. That night, Fox balanced me on one knee and Noemie on the other, his hands wandering from me to her and back again as he pleased. The smooth caress of his fingers against my skin made me sick, and I clenched my stomach to keep the nausea from rising in my throat.

“Another five girls just today,” Fox announced to the room in French. He smacked my thigh as the other men cheered and whistled. “This beautiful woman is too good at her job.”

Noemie’s hard gaze bore into me, but I avoided her eyes. Months had passed since I’d taken on my “promotion.” Because of me, we had amassed a collection of young, beautiful, empty-eyed girls for the rich and desperate men who passed through Paris to do what they pleased with.

Leo—the man who managed Fox’s offshore bank accounts—chuckled. “Soon you will need another hotel to house all of your assets.”

“So we’ll buy another hotel,” Fox said simply. He seized the back of my neck, dragged me toward him, and forced his lips against mine. “And we’ll bless every room.”

The men hollered again, lifting their glasses to toast Fox’s declaration. I toyed with the idea of biting straight through Fox’s bottom lip—let him suck on a few stitches for a little while—but resisted the urge. There were more important things at stake, and if I wanted things to go my way, then I had to play along with Fox’s idea of romance.

I stroked Fox’s face. “I need some air. Do you mind if I go for a walk? I promise to bring back a fresh bottle of wine. Maybe a croissant to share. Hmm?”

“It’s late, mon chéri,” he said. “What bakery is open now?”

I lifted myself from his lap and winked. “I know a place.”

He tucked Noemie closer to his chest, petting her long, dark hair. She shivered at his touch. “I’m sure you do. All right. Off you go. But stay close to the hotel. It would pain me to lose you.”

It was more of a threat than a lamentation. I was one of the only girls that Fox allowed to leave the hotel without supervision. Theoretically, I could make a run for it, but I wasn’t stupid. His network stretched across all of France, with sectors in each of the major cities. He had men stationed on every Paris street corner, and most of them knew exactly who I was. If someone saw me beyond the borders of Fox’s playground, they would immediately take action to return me to him. It would take more finesse to outrun the entire city of Paris.

At the lobby of L’hotel Douloureux, I banged three times on the surface of the check-in desk.

“Yes?” a slow voice replied from out of sight. An acrid wisp of smoke curled up to meet my nostrils.

“It’s Bridget,” I said. “Got anything good?”

“Enter, please.”

I hopped over the desk and dropped to the other side, crouching next to a skinny boy with messy black curls and a hand-rolled cigarette between his lips. I knew better than to assume he was smoking tobacco. This was the youngest of Fox’s recruits, a mastermind of the French underworld. No one knew his real name. We called him Phantom on account of his pale, ghost-like appearance and innate ability to disappear when trouble came calling. He was a street urchin and a thief, down on his luck until Fox picked him up out of the gutter. Now he ran another aspect of Fox’s business, one that I often took advantage of.

“Well?” I prompted. “What did you pick up?”

Phantom lazily gestured to a filing box under the counter of the desk. “Have a looksie, my dear.”

I rifled through the box, which contained every manner of prescription and recreational drug that you could buy and sell on the black market, and picked out the ones that I needed. Sedatives, antidepressants, painkillers, and sleeping pills were the most useful to the girls who waited in the locked rooms of the upstairs corridors. I had to be careful with my distribution though. It was one thing to help the girls cope with the situation. It was another to provide them with the means to conduct a desperate version of escape from L’hotel Douloureux. If an overdose came to Fox’s attention, Phantom would no doubt sell me out. It would be the end of Fox’s favor for me.

I shoved the plastic baggies down the front of my shirt then tucked several bills into Phantom’s outstretched palms. “You know the drill. Don’t tell anyone you’re dealing with me. Especially not Fox.”

“Fox is a fox,” Phantom replied, his voice slow and tepid. “I am a hound. A stray dog. I get around.”

I snapped my fingers in front of Phantom’s glazed eyes before he could continue his impromptu poetry session. “How high are you? You promised to show me the other tunnels tonight. The ones that lead out to the train station, remember?”

“You are a rat,” he said, tapping my nose with the unlit end of the cigarette.

I plucked the cigarette from his fingers and dabbed the end against the carpet, extinguishing the cherry of fire there. “You know how this goes, ghost boy. Fox wouldn’t be pleased if he knew your drugs were making their way upstairs to his girls. If I go down, I’m taking you with me. Show me the damn tunnels.”

Phantom pouted as I tucked the cigarette into the pocket of his shirt. He shifted, crawling out from behind the desk on his hands and knees. “All right, my dear. After you. Tonight, we go to the empire of the dead.”

“I’ve already been there,” I grumbled. I grabbed Phantom by the back of his shirt. “Wait. How good of a thief are you?”

“The best.”

“I need a copy of the master key for the rooms upstairs,” I told him. “Fox keeps it in the front pocket of his suit jacket.”

“That will cost you.”

Phantom didn’t question why Fox’s favorite girl wanted the key to every room. He was stuck at L’hotel Douloureux as much as I was. The streets of Paris afforded him nothing but trouble, and he only needed Fox long enough to get back on his feet. Never once had he spent his hard-earned money for a few hours with one of girls upstairs.

“I can pay.”

The atmosphere at the assisted living facility was too calm for the way my heart was drumming in my chest. Apathetic elevator music tinkled through the lobby, a pair of elderly gentlemen discussed the best make of mandolins at a table in the corner, and the various employees did not appear to be the least bit concerned about the possibility of one of their residents suffering from a heart attack on the third floor. Then again, in a place like this, medical emergencies were a daily occurrence. To the employees, it was another mundane part of the job.

Over the phone, Daniel claimed that further information related to Aunt Ani’s condition would be available to me in person at the facility. When I arrived, there was no ambulance parked outside. Had Ani already been transported to the hospital? I rushed to the front desk and banged on the bell to get the attention of the woman behind it.

She pressed her lips together as she set aside a clipboard with a checklist of duties on the first page. “May I help you?”

I glanced at her shiny name tag. “Hi, Caty. I got a call—” I checked my phone for the time “—about fifteen minutes ago concerning my aunt. They said she suffered a heart attack.”

Her attitude shifted at once. She shook the mouse of the computer to disturb the screensaver. “We haven’t had any emergency services arrive today. Patient’s name?”

“Annette Louis.”

Caty clicked through a few information files. Her furrowed brow evened out. “Hmm, no. Annette’s fine. An aide filled out her afternoon report just a few minutes ago.”

“That’s impossible,” I said. “An aide called me—”

“What was the name of the employee?”

“Daniel.”

“Last name?”

“He didn’t give me one,” I huffed, slumping against the counter.

Caty closed the windows on her desktop. “We have one Daniel that works for us, but I don’t understand why he would call you with that information. He doesn’t tend to Miss Louis’s floor. One moment, please.” She dialed a number on the desk phone and put it to her ear. “Hello, Daniel? Would you mind coming the front desk, please? Thanks.” She hung up and smiled at me. “He’ll be here in a minute.”

“Okay, but are you sure that my aunt is all right?” I asked. “I’d like to go up and see for myself.”

“We can absolutely visit Miss Louis,” she said. “Let’s just make sure we have the correct information first, shall we?”

“But—”

The elevator pinged and a tall, lean nurse’s aide with floppy blond hair emerged from its depths to meet us at the front desk. “Hey, Caty. What can I do for you?”

Daniel’s voice was soft and adenoidal, not at all like the deep, husky tone that I’d heard over the phone.

“You’re Daniel?” I asked, my pointer finger extended like an accusation.

“Yes, ma’am. Do I know you?”

“It wasn’t him,” I told Caty. “He wasn’t the one who called me. I would’ve recognized his voice.”

Daniel leaned against the counter between me and Caty. “Pardon me. What happened?”

“Someone named Daniel called me from this facility to tell me that my aunt, Annette Louis, had a heart attack,” I filled him in. “Unless you have a talent for throwing your voice, I’m assuming it wasn’t you.”

Daniel squared his shoulders. “It certainly wasn’t. I haven’t had to make any calls of that sort today. I’m sorry.”

“Do you know if anyone would use your name or your credentials to do something like that?” I asked.

“Why would they?”

“Good question,” I muttered. I addressed Caty again. “Are you sure no one named Daniel works on my aunt’s floor?”

“I’m positive.”

A chill washed over me that had nothing to do with the air conditioning overhead. “I need to see my aunt now, please.”

“Of course.” She wrote my name on a visitor’s badge, peeled off the sticky backing, and handed it over the desk. “Daniel, would you mind escorting her up? I know it’s not your floor, but I need to look into this.”

“Sure thing.”

I pressed the visitor’s badge to my chest as Daniel escorted me to the elevator. He jabbed the button for the third floor, and as we rode up, made an attempt to reassure me with polite chitchat. “I think I’ve met your aunt a few times. What’s her name again?”

“Annette. Ani.”

The information clicked into place. It was always the same reaction. The lifted eyebrows, the parted lips, the stench of pity from every pore. Everyone knew the effect that my parents’ deaths had had on my aunt. Everyone knew my history in Belle Dame. Everyone knew that Holly had disappeared. I missed the strangers that occupied the far corners of the world, who were so blissfully ignorant of my past.

“Ani, of course,” Daniel said. “She’s so sweet.”

“It probably helps that she never speaks.”

The elevator shuddered to a stop, saving Daniel from having to formulate an awkward reply. I followed him down the hall, where he scanned his access badge at one of the doors and knocked politely before turning the handle.

Part of me expected to find Aunt Ani in a state of incapacitation. When I spotted her sitting in the armchair by the window, a whoosh of air left my lungs, my shoulders shrank in relief, and the balloon in my chest popped. Aunt Ani’s vacant expression and eerie stillness haunted the room, but at least she was alive.

Daniel retreated from the room. “I’ll leave you to it. Let us know if you need anything.”

“Thanks, Daniel.”

As soon as the door closed, Maisy Marks, Emmett’s grandmother, shuffled out from her side of the room. “Bridget! How are you?”

I sidestepped her incoming hug with a small pang of guilt. Maisy’s clinginess was most likely a product of loneliness. No matter how much the assisted living facility disguised itself to look like a spa, there was no mistaking its true purpose. People were left here when their families had forgotten about them or no longer had the time or ability to take care of them. When was the last time Maisy had had a visit from a member of her family?

“Hi, Maisy,” I said. “Sorry to bother you. I need to speak with my aunt.”

I sidled past the older woman and joined Ani at the window. As always, she stared out at the backyard of the facility. A closed book lay on her lap. The sun shone down on the chair opposite hers. As I sat down, the heat settled on the thighs of my jeans. Her hands, resting atop the cover of her book, were soft and warm. I held them tightly, afraid to let go, and my head drooped to rest on Ani’s shoulder.

“Someone told me that you had a heart attack,” I said softly. “And all of a sudden, it felt like my heart had been ripped out of my chest. I can’t lose you too, Aunt Ani. You’re all that I have left.”

Maisy’s oxygen tank hissed at sporadic intervals. Ani slipped her fingers out from beneath mine, drew a postcard from between the pages of her book, and handed it to me. Shaking, I took it. The front was a glossy picture of the Père Lachaise Cemetery, where several celebrities were buried. Ani turned it over for me. On the reverse side, Holly’s new message read, Break her heart.

“Where did you find this?” I whispered, my voice trembling.

Ani opened her book, took out a pen, and began circling letters. I followed the train of thought over her shoulder.

It was at the door. Meant for you?

“Yes,” I breathed. Ani shook her head, pointing the pen over her shoulder at Maisy before offering it to me. I took it and circled a reply. I’m being blackmailed.

Ani’s brow scrunched as her pen moved across the page. This was the most animated I’d seen her since I’d come back to Belle Dame. She scribbled with a sense of intense purpose. By someone you’ve known for a while.

It wasn’t a question. How do you figure?

They’re targeting your friends and family, came the answer. They know things about your past that others wouldn’t.

You think someone from Belle Dame is doing this?

Who else?

It didn’t make sense. On one hand, Ani was right. No one from Fox’s circle could know so many intimate details about me. Once I left Belle Dame, I’d always made a point to give other travelers as little information about myself as possible. That held true in Paris. No one there had heard me speak about my hometown or my little sister. Or had they? According to Noemie, whoever wanted justice for the fall of Fox’s business had been gathering information on us during the three years since we left Paris. My last name alone would garner some interesting results from an Internet search. The local papers had covered every inch of our family tragedy, the details of which would’ve been housed in digital archives.

My pen hovered above the page, unsure of what to write, until Ani relieved me of the utensil to ask her own question.

The postcard. What do you have to do?

A swell of sadness washed over me. It means you.

Her reply surprised me. Do whatever you need to do. I’ll play along.

Are you sure?

Yes. We both want Holly back.

She set down the pen, leveling an insistent stare at me. Her eyes were the same stunning shade of blue as my mother’s and Holly’s. It had been so long since I’d actually seen them than I’d forgotten.

“We need to go somewhere more public,” I whispered to her. “They’re watching me. They need to be able to see us argue.”

“The back porch,” she whispered.

Another jolt of astonishment rocked through me. According to the facility’s reports, Aunt Ani had not uttered a word to anyone, not even Holly, since she was admitted ten years ago. Her voice was hardly a sound, hoarse from disuse, but it spurred me to move. Ani was on my team, and something about her sudden return to the world of the speaking awakened an energy within me. If Holly’s captors wanted a scene, then we would damn well give them a scene.

I rolled Ani’s wheelchair over and pulled the handbrakes. She took care of the transfer without issue, moving deftly from one chair to the other. Unlike the rest of the facility’s residents, Ani wasn’t disabled or elderly. She could move and speak, but since my mother’s death, she’d chosen not to.

“We’re going for a walk, Maisy,” I told Emmett’s grandmother as I wheeled Ani past the double beds and toward the door. “Don’t wait up.”

“Have fun, dears!”

In the elevator, my leg jiggled up and down, jostling Ani’s chair. She laid a hand on my knee to still the tremors. The doors chimed open.

“Here we go,” I muttered, squaring my shoulders to push Ani into the lobby.

Caty looked up from the front desk and flashed a smile. “Oh, good! Everything turned out okay.”

“Yup,” I agreed, trying not to picture what Caty’s face was going to look like after the heart-wrenching skit that Ani and I were about to put on. “Thanks, Caty. I really appreciate it. Do you mind if we sit out on the porch?”

“Of course not. I’ll have someone bring out drinks for you. I find that lemonade is always a great way to cool down on these hot spring days.”

“Lemonade sounds great.” I pushed Ani past the front desk, hoping to avoid further pointless conversation.

The double doors that led out to the back porch were propped open to let the hot breeze and bright sunshine filter through the stuffy lobby. I bumped Ani’s wheelchair over the threshold. A few other residents sat outside to enjoy the afternoon, playing checkers with each other or throwing leftover lettuce from the facility’s kitchen to a waiting family of ducks. Storm clouds gathered in the distance, waiting to roll in and wreak havoc on everyone’s enjoyment of the day. I trundled Ani out to an empty corner of the porch, which gave the illusion that we wanted privacy. However, I knew that our voices would carry out to the others and across the facility’s pretty backyard garden. Everyone within a reasonable distance would hear the conversation to come.

I sat down in a patio chair next to Ani. “I have no idea how to start this.”

Her lips tilted upward in a small smile, keeping her voice low as she replied. “Really? I recall a sixteen-year-old girl who was always keen to begin an argument.”

“You know, I think I preferred it when you weren’t talking to me,” I whispered back, but I couldn’t help the grin that snuck across my face. I’d missed the real Aunt Ani. But then I remembered all of the terrible things I’d said to her in the past. “I’m sorry,” I murmured to her, checking over my shoulder to make sure no one was listening. “I want you to know that before we do this. Everything I’m about to say to you is a lie. Please, remember that.”

She squeezed my hand in her own. “I believe you, Bee.”

I took a long, steadying breath. Then I yanked my hand out of Ani’s and stood up, kicking the patio chair out from beneath me. It scraped across the porch and rebounded off the railing, catching the attention of even the deafest residents. Every pair of eyes turned toward us.

“I can’t believe you!” I cried, weighing down my voice with false anger. “You know what you are? Selfish. From the very beginning. Let me ask you something, Ani. Did you feel any remorse at all when you dropped me and Holly off at Child Services after the funeral? Did you wonder what Mom would’ve said to you if she was still alive? You left us. You abandoned your nieces to the system.”

My throat closed up, and as tears spilled over my eyelashes, I realized that some of my anger was not so false after all. Part of me had not let go of a decade-long grudge. I partially blamed Ani for the way my teenaged life had fallen off the map. She was meant to have taken me and Holly in after my parents’ deaths. She was the only other family that we had. She had a house in Belle Dame for us all to live in. She had a job that could support two kids. And yet she had failed to step up to the challenge, even though my mother had specifically left instructions for her to do so should the circumstance arise. I wondered what would have happened if we hadn’t needed to go and live with the Millers. Would I have been a less angry teenager? Would Ani and I have worked through our grief and raised Holly together? Would I have dropped out of high school and left Belle Dame anyway? Or would I have graduated with a real degree and gone to a nearby university to stay close to home? It didn’t sound so terrible now. After all, if I had stayed in Belle Dame, I never would’ve met Fox.

“All of this is your fault,” I went on. “If you hadn’t left us to get picked up by the Millers, then Holly wouldn’t be missing right now.”

Ani’s bright blue eyes shone with tears, but she remained mute, carrying on a performance that she’d perfected over the years. My voice got stuck. This part wasn’t true. I didn’t blame Ani for what happened to Holly. She didn’t deserve to hear this from me, even if it was all for the sake of trickery, but she beckoned with her index finger ever-so-slightly as if to say, Keep going. I had to drive this home.

I knelt down next to Ani’s chair. “I wish you had died instead of Mom.”

The lie burned like a shot of whiskey. Ani bowed her head to her chest, tears falling freely down her cheeks now. Some of the eavesdroppers around us let out audible gasps. A nurse’s aide stood up from where she was supervising some of the less able residents.

“Okay,” she said, heading toward me with her hands outstretched as if ready to break up a fistfight. “Let’s take it down a notch. It’s Miss Dubois, right? I think it’s best if you leave.”

“That’s fine with me,” I said.

An old woman a few rocking chairs down shook her finger at me. “Shame on you!” she cried. “Shame on you for saying something so terrible.”

Out of sight, Ani’s fingers clutched tightly to mine.

“Maybe,” I said to the older woman. “But at least she knows the truth now.”

“Bridget,” a low voice said.

I turned toward the double doors of the lobby. Emmett stood there, stunned and staring at me with a blank expression, as if he couldn’t believe what had just come out of my mouth. I quickly wiped tears from the corners of my eyes.

“Emmett, what are you doing here?” I asked.

It took him a second to answer, as if he was still trying to marry the impressions that he had of me in his head with the terrible one that appeared on the porch. “I was visiting my grandmother.”

Discreetly, I patted my aunt’s hand in a well-done gesture before standing to meet Emmett’s gaze at a more appropriate level. “You were? She always tells me that you never visit.”

“She has Alzheimer’s,” he explained. “She never remembers when I stop by. What are you—? What the hell is going on out here? Why would you say that stuff?”

Emmett knew me. He knew how much I loved Ani, even after she decided that she couldn’t handle the challenge of taking care of me and Holly. It would be a lot harder to lie to him than to the other elderly strangers of Belle Dame. He would pick up on the fib. I needed some other way to escape his scrutiny, so I did the only thing I could think of that would guarantee me an easy out of the assisted living facility. I started crying.

“You don’t understand,” I blubbered, hiding my face behind my hands. “No one gets it. H—Holly’s gone, and no one cares! She—” I pointed at Ani with a trembling finger “—doesn’t care, and she gets to sit here and pretend like nothing’s wrong while the rest of us wonder if Holly’s already dead or not.”

Emmett hurried across the porch to wrap his arms around my shaking shoulders. “Hey, it’s okay,” he murmured. “Shh. Everything’s going to be okay, but I think the aide is right. I think you need to go back to your room and cool off.”

I tucked my head against his chest and sobbed harder, keeping my eyes on his shoes in case my acting abilities weren’t as convincing as I hoped. The soles of his white tennis shoes were stained a rusty red color. Where had I seen that color before?

“Come on,” Emmett said, taking me by the hand and leading me away from the prying, judgmental glares of the other residents. “Let me give you a ride.”

I couldn’t say goodbye to Ani without risking discovery, so I let Emmett steer me away from her, praying that our little skit was enough to satisfy the requirements of the postcard instructions. I kept my face buried in Emmett’s shirt as he walked me out to his truck, dislodging myself only to clamber into the cab. As Emmett walked around to the driver’s side, I caught sight of my reflection in the rearview mirror. My face was red and blotchy from my supposed meltdown.

Emmett blew out a gusty sigh as he fired up the truck. “I gotta say, Bee. I didn’t think you had that kind of anger in you.”

I rested my forehead against the window. “In hindsight, I probably shouldn’t have let myself get that upset. It’s just that Ani—”

“Hey.” He rested his hand on my thigh. “You don’t have to explain anything to me. I remember what it was like for you back then. I remember how devastated you were when Ani told you that she was putting you in foster care. And I know how frustrated you are over Holly’s disappearance. It makes sense that the stress would bring up old memories.”

I sniffled and wiped my nose on the sleeve of my shirt.

“Bee, when was the last time you ate?”

“I don’t remember.”

As the air conditioning dried the salt to my face, he reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a protein bar. “Here,” he said, offering it to me. “Take this. You should keep your strength up.”

“Thanks.” I peeled it open, almost took a bite, and stopped dead. POWER PUNCH was printed in bright pink letters across the wrapper.

“What?” Emmett asked. “You don’t like peanut butter crunch?”

“Peanut butter’s fine.”

I forced myself to take a bite as he reversed out of the parking space, put the truck in gear, and pulled into the road. I wiggled my cell phone free of my pocket, opened up the contact list, and discreetly tapped on Mac’s number.

The afternoon sky faded into the pink and purple hue of twilight as Emmett drove up the main street, the engine of his truck rumbling like an angry dog. I glanced sideways at his shoes as they pressed against the pedals. The red stains on his soles. I knew exactly where he had picked them up. At the old high school ball field with the odd-colored infield clay.

“Everything okay?” he asked. “You’re awfully quiet.”

“Everything’s fine,” I replied, trying to keep my voice level as we pulled into the driveway of the bed and breakfast. “How did you know I was staying here?”

“Hmm?”

I angled my body toward the door as he swung the truck around toward the opposite end of the parking lot. “I don’t remember telling you that I moved from the motel to the bed and breakfast.”

“Oh.” He shrugged. “Small town, right? No one’s business stays private for long.”

Emmett parked the truck in the farthest corner of the lot, where a trio of oak trees stretched their gnarly fingers out of the shadows. I reached for the handle.

“Well, thanks for the ride.”

The automatic locks clicked down. I grappled with the little knob, but it was too flush with the door to pull up manually.

“Emmett, let me out.”

He regarded me from his side of the car. “You know, don’t you?”

My heart leapt into my throat. “Know what? What are you talking about?”

Emmett’s lips turned up in a feral grin. “That it’s me. That I’m the one who kidnapped Holly.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but he lunged across the center console. I screamed as he pinned me to the seat with the weight of his body, jabbing at whatever pressure points of his that I could reach. He didn’t seem to feel it. He straddled my hips and restrained my right arm against the armrest. He had a syringe between his teeth.

“A little something from the assisted living facility,” he said, taking the syringe with his free hand and positioning it above the big vein in my arm. “Say goodnight, Bridget.”

Emmett jammed the needle into my arm and pressed the plunger. Almost immediately, a sedative effect took over. My vision blurred and my muscles went slack, no matter how much I tried to fight it. I slipped into unconsciousness, the image of Emmett’s dilated hazel eyes chasing after me into the dark.
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Iwas sluggish to wake. My mind fought to clear the hazy effects of the sedative. The scent of sweat and rust pervaded my nostrils, while a tireless hum performed a soliloquy for my eardrums. The room was dark and dingy, much like the inside of my heavy eyelids. Things blurred together and separated again as I worked to free myself of unconsciousness. Heavy-duty zip ties cut into the skin of my wrists. I wiggled my fingers. They were numb and tingly from the lack of circulation. My feet were cold. Someone had taken my shoes and socks. I lay on my side, one shoulder sore from bearing my weight against the hard concrete floor of the basement. With a groan, I pushed myself upright. The punching bag swayed in the corner, as if someone had recently taken a swing at it. Emmett.

“That son of a bitch,” I growled.

How had I not recognized the basement before? Ten years ago, it was Emmett’s clubhouse, a place to brings his friends and girlfriends. I hadn’t visited much. I preferred to steer clear of Emmett’s house, reluctant to give him any semblance of control over our dubious relationship. Back then, the basement had been fully furnished rather than stripped to its bare bones as it was now. The essential layout was the same, but the room had morphed from a desperate teenager’s hideaway to a holding cell for nightmares.

“Bee?” a voice whispered. “Is that you?”

And for once it was not in my head.

“Holly.” Her name sounded ragged and desperate on my tongue. My little sister. Here. Alive. My head lolled heavily on my neck, all of my muscles somewhat slack from the sedatives. I hunched my shoulders up and twisted around, squinting as I scanned the derelict basement.

There. In the far corner by the washer and dryer. A dull flash of blonde.

Emmett, counting on his stolen narcotics to weigh me down, had not bothered to restrain anything other than my hands. He hadn’t factored in the pure, unfiltered determination to save my little sister that coursed through my veins. I surged to my knees, fought back a swell of nausea, and lurched toward the figure hunched behind the washing machine.

Holly no longer resembled a functional human being. Her gray skin stretched tight across her protruding cheekbones. Dark circles cradled her eyes like crows scavenging for the last remnants of her irises, the color of which had faded to a dull, dark blue. Her lips were cracked and scabbed, peeling at the corners of her mouth. Worst of all, yellow sores had developed where the ropes cut into her wrists and ankles. The wounds were infected. Without medical attention, sepsis would become an issue, if it hadn’t already. And yet she still managed to smile when she saw me.

“Oh God.” I broke down as I threw myself behind the washer and looped my bound hands over her head and shoulders. I hugged her tightly, peppering her dirty forehead with kisses. She sagged against me. Her whole body trembled, whether out of fear or distress or both.

“It was Emmett,” she muttered.

“Shh.” I used the clean hem of my shirt to wipe her face clean as best as I could. “Save your strength.”

“It was Emmett,” she repeated. “I remember now. In my car at the field. He—”

“I know, baby,” I said, rocking her gently. “I know.”

Holly rested her forehead against my neck. “You found me.”

The zip ties bit into my wrists. “Not quite. We’re not out of the woods yet, Holly. We gotta find a way out of this damn basement. Were you awake when Emmett dumped me down here?”

“Yeah,” she croaked. “Idiot wanted to gloat.”

I craned my neck to look around the washing machine. The sedative was gradually wearing off, and the basement came into sharper detail. There were two doors, one at the top of the rickety steps that led to the rest of the house and one on the far side of the room that led out to the side yard. The latter was our best option.

“Come on,” I muttered, unraveling myself from Holly and propping her upright. “We should make a run for it before Emmett comes back.”

A dented red toolbox sat next to the gyrating hot water heater, its lid propped open. I stumbled over to it and rifled through the top drawer. There had to be something sharp enough to cut through the plastic zip ties. A carpet knife caught the dim light of the single yellow bulb dangling overhead. I plucked it out and pushed up the blade, but it was impossible to angle it properly against my faux handcuffs. I shuffled back to Holly.

“Here,” I said, sawing at the ropes that held her captive. Little by little, the sections frayed and disconnected from each other until Holly’s hands and feet sprang free. I handed her the carpet knife. “Do mine.”

The plastic handle slipped between her quivering fingers as she pressed it to the zip ties. The blade slipped off target, its sharp, rusty tip scraping dangerously close to the thick veins of my wrist. Holly wasn’t strong enough to cut through the bindings.

“It’s okay,” I reassured her. “We’ll figure it out. Can you stand?”

“I don’t know.”

It became increasingly apparent that she couldn’t. Her legs had been folded underneath for so long that it was as if she had forgotten how to use them. Even with my support, her knees buckled beneath her own weight. Once she was standing, using the joist as a buttress, I stepped in front of her and leaned over.

“Remember when you were five?” I asked her, patting my shoulder with both hands. “You used to love piggyback rides. You wouldn’t let me put you down half the time. We’re doing this old school. Hop on.”

She fell rather than hopped, looping her arms around my neck like a noose. Her fingers twisted in the front of my shirt as she did her best to hold on. I shifted forward, balancing her weight on my back. Her bare feet dragged across the concrete as we shambled toward the exit door.

“Almost there,” I grunted.

The door opened before I touched the handle. I got one fleeting glimpse of the starry night sky before Emmett’s hulking figure filled the frame. He grinned, baring his teeth, and the dimples that I once thought were so cute turned terrifying.

“Going somewhere?” he asked. Then he lifted a heavy boot, planted it on my midsection, and heaved.

Holly and I flew across the basement and landed in a heap. The muscles around my chest spasmed. I gasped for breath, scrambling to reach my little sister before Emmett did. She lay motionless, eyes closed, breathing shallowly through her nose.

And then I was looking down the barrel of a hunting rifle.

“Get away from her,” Emmett rumbled.

Slowly, I lifted my hands in the air. “Emmett, please. She’s hurt. She needs to go to the hospital.”

He pumped the forestock. “Back up, Bee. Don’t make me shoot you.”

“I don’t think you want my brains all over your basement,” I told him. “You might have thrown the police off your tracks for taking Holly, but I doubt you’d be able to get away with murder.”

“Shut up,” he snapped, brandishing the rifle.

“You think this is the first time I’ve had a gun pointed at my face?”

Emmett lowered the gun, but my relief was short-lived. Before I could react, he landed a sharp right hook to my left cheek. Stunned, I braced myself again the concrete floor, determined to stand my ground between him and Holly.

“How did you do it?” I gasped, eyes watering as my jaw clicked back into place. “How did you trick the tracking dogs? I know you, Emmett. You were never that bright.”

“We soaked Holly’s extra softball gear in water and laid a false trail out to the county line.” He planted his feet on either side of my waist and leaned over me, grasping my chin between his finger and thumb. “You never knew when to shut up, did you, Bridget?”

“Holly never did anything wrong,” I forced out through my captive lips. “I thought you liked Holly. Why would you do this to her? What’s the point?”

Emmett hooked his fingers through the collar of my shirt and dragged me away from my little sister. With my hands trapped against one another, I could only kick out with my feet. He dumped me in the corner of the basement farthest from the door, checked over his shoulder to make sure that Holly hadn’t moved, and leveled the rifle at me once more.

“Why?” he asked, panting. Sweat dewed at his temples. “Because I love you, Bee.”

“You got a funny way of showing it. By the way, in case you were wondering, this isn’t my idea of foreplay.”

“Oh, I remember.” Emmett smiled as he knelt beside me. He rested the gun against his shoulder and trailed a single finger down the length of my bruised cheek. “You always favored a softer touch. Until you were finished, of course. Then you didn’t want to be touched at all.”

I swallowed my disgust as he recalled our high school trysts with each other, but I had to keep him talking to put off the inevitable for as long as possible. The plan was simple. Distract Emmett from Holly. Incapacitate him. Get to the exit.

“What do you want, Emmett?”

He cocked his head to the side. “Isn’t it obvious? I want you.” He got to his feet, swinging the gun to and fro as he paced from me to Holly and back again. “Don’t you understand, Bee? I was heartbroken when you left Belle Dame. You were everything to me, and you dumped me like a two-dollar hooker.”

I stifled a snort. “I can give you the two dollars if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“You used me,” Emmett went on, ignoring my snipe. “And I went along with it because I knew that you were hurting. You needed someone to lean on, and I wanted to be that person. I was that person for you, Bridget. I let you push me around. I let you do whatever you wanted. As long as it meant spending time with you, I didn’t care. And then, after the barn fire, you were gone.”

Emmett was right about one thing. Sixteen-year-old me had been reckless with his heart. Then, it hadn’t mattered to me. I was hurting, and Emmett numbed the pain. I’d never expected my teenaged debauchery to bleed into my adult life like this.

“After you left, my life fell apart,” Emmett continued, a warble in his voice. “My father left us. Did you know that? At first, I thought it was for the best. You knew him. He was an asshole and a drunk. I thought that me and my mother would be better off without him, but guess what? She didn’t. She killed herself.”

An icy chill stole through my body as though someone had doused me with a bucket of ice water. “Emmett, I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

“Of course you didn’t,” he said. “I tried to send you a letter, but I guess it never reached you. Either that, or you ignored it. Now that I think about it, the latter seems more plausible.”

“I was never in the same place back then,” I assured him. “It probably got lost in the mail.”

“I missed you,” Emmett said. “And I didn’t know how to stay close to you. Holly was the next best thing, and we had something in common. You’d abandoned both of us.”

Holly stirred, moaning. Emmett’s gaze flickered toward her.

“Emmett, I didn’t mean it—”

He returned his penetrating stare to me. “It’s too late to apologize, Bridget. You weren’t there for me, but Holly and I were always there for each other. She became my little sister instead of yours. Did she ever tell you that I went to all of her games to cheer her on? Never missed a single one. She needed someone to count on.”

“She had Bill and Emily,” I pointed out.

“Oh, now you consider the Millers adequate parents?” he challenged. “You were singing a different tune just a few days ago.”

“They love Holly,” I said. “If you hurt her—”

“Whether Holly survives now is entirely up to you,” Emmett interrupted. “I wanted you back so badly, Bee. Holly saw that. She pitied me, so she let me read all of the postcards that you sent to her. I always knew where you were. I just didn’t know how to get you back to Belle Dame.”

“And then?” I prompted.

Emmett rested the rifle over his shoulder and smirked. “I met someone. He told me that the two of you were old friends.”

Confusion drifted like a fog through the basement, clouding the space between me and my childhood buddy. “Who?”

Emmett’s smirk widened, distorting the face I’d once considered handsome. “You should have paid more attention to your best friend when you got home, Bee. That’s your thing though, isn’t it? Mistreating your friends. Autumn doesn’t deserve that.”

I shifted my legs around slowly, so that if Emmett decided to attack, I would be able to spring to my feet. “What does Autumn have to do with any of this?”

Emmett twirled the rifle, giving me a mini panic attack each time the barrel pointed toward my little sister. “You see, if you had been paying attention, you might’ve noticed the coincidence. Three years ago, you left Paris, thinking you could outrun what happened there—”

“You know about Paris?”

“Three years ago,” he continued as if I’d been silent, “someone new moved to Belle Dame. Three years ago, your precious best friend, Autumn, fell in love.”

My heart sank into my stomach. “Christian.”

As if on cue, the door at the top of the stairs burst open, and Christian himself appeared. But he wasn’t alone. He had one arm wrapped around Mac’s throat. With his free hand, he pressed Mac’s Glock to her temple. To her credit, Mac did not appear nervous or scared. In fact, she looked more annoyed than anything else.

“I warned you not to get the police involved,” Christian said to me. His voice was far too bright and cheery for the dire circumstance, but more than that, he now sported a French accent that hadn’t been there before. He kicked the back of Mac’s knee, which folded beneath her. “Down you go, sweetheart.”

Mac, her face twisted in a scowl, made her way down the stairs with Christian at her back. At the bottom, she and I exchanged exhausted looks.

“You got my call then?” I said.

“A little too late.” She jerked her head toward Christian. “This idiot was waiting outside the hospital for me.”

Christian yanked a handful of Mac’s auburn hair between his fingers and sniffed it. “Tell me, pretty girl. How did you manage to make it out of the academy? It was almost too easy to take you down.”

Mac didn’t flinch. If any of her hair separated from her scalp, she didn’t bother to give Christian the satisfaction of acknowledging the pain. “Maybe that’s what I wanted.”

“Can someone please just tell me what the hell is going on?” I almost stood up, but Emmett butted my shoulder with the end of the rifle, and I slumped to the ground again. I looked up at Christian. “I don’t understand any of this. Christian, since when are we ‘old friends?’ I just met you when I got back into town.”

Christian blew his sandy hair out of his eyes. “Oh, we never met in person before now, but I always knew exactly who you were, Bridget Dubois. Fox was my best friend. My brother almost.”

Goose bumps erupted across my skin. “I—who—how?”

“I worked in Marseilles,” Christian continued. Now that his secret was out, his accent became more pronounced. “Essentially, I was Fox’s number two. I was to Marseilles what he was to Paris. I brought him more business in my city that his other men combined.” He adjusted his grip on Mac, who kept her hands braced against the arm around her neck. “He talked about you nonstop. I think he was truly in love with you. God, it was Brigitte this and Brigitte that. It made me sick. I told him not to get distracted, but he brushed me off. It was the one thing he was ever wrong about.”

Christian dragged Mac to the center of the room so that both he and Emmett blocked any kind of escape through the other door. Mac’s eyes scanned the basement. If she saw a way out, it wasn’t one that was visible to me.

“When Fox died, everything went to shit,” Christian went on. “It all fell apart, no matter how much I tried to keep the rest of his business together. A great deal of Fox’s success was due to his reputation. Without it, we were nothing. The empire I had helped to build in Marseilles? Gone. That stunt you pulled ruined everything. Millions of dollars gone to waste.”

“Yeah, it must’ve been devastating to get a real job,” I snapped. “Instead of relying on the exploitation of the girls you kept as slaves.”

He jerked Mac’s head back and pinned the Glock to the underside of her jaw. “Careful, Brigitte. You have no leverage here.”

I glared at him, my teeth clenched tight. “How did you find Holly?”

“It was easy,” Christian replied. “I cleaned up in Paris, combed through the aftermath to make sure that the police wouldn’t find anything of consequence. And do you know what I found there? Your passport. God, what a gift. I took a plane out of Paris that night and arrived in this godforsaken town the following morning. At first, I wasn’t sure how to go about asking for you, but lucky for me, the people here were all too eager to fill me in on the tragic story of the Dubois family. Emmett and Autumn have been especially useful.”

Emmett clapped Christian on the back. “Christian helped me to see you for what you really are, Bridget. A selfish brat. It’s okay though. We can work on it together.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I snarled.

“I promised Emmett a gift if he helped me lure you back into town,” Christian explained.

“What kind of gift?”

“You,” Emmett answered. “After all of this is over, we’re going to elope. We’ll travel the world together this time, Bee.”

I laughed without humor. “You’re out of your mind.”

The grin dropped off of Emmett’s face, and the rifle nose shifted toward my head. “Don’t say that.”

Mac nervously eyed the gun at her throat as Christian nudged Emmett out of the way with his hip.

“Take it easy,” Christian said, as easily as if he were offering Emmett advice on how to better his deadlift form. “We’re not done with her yet.”

“What about Autumn?” I asked Christian. “All of that crap you said to me a few days ago about her and the baby— Oh God.” My stomach turned over. “The baby. You got her pregnant.”

Christian’s teeth gleamed in the dim light. “That I did. Clever, wasn’t it? When this is over, all of Belle Dame will have a brand new bundle of joy to remind them of your mistakes. It’s so easy to tell women what they want to hear.”

“You’re despicable,” I spat. “Let Mac and Holly go. You have me.”

Christian chuckled and shook Mac by the collar of her uniform polo. “So your little cop friend can run to her boss and rat us out? I don’t think so. No, we’ll have to dispose of her somehow.”

Mac rolled her eyes, a rather nonchalant reaction to Christian’s casual threat of death. Near the basement door, Holly moaned and rolled over, causing all four pairs of eyes to flash in her direction.

“And as for your precious little sister.” Christian aimed the Glock at Holly’s head, and my whole body tensed. “We aren’t done with her yet either. Don’t you see, Brigitte? The fun has just begun. Someone has to put things right. Somebody has to pay for the mistakes that you made in Paris. What better way to get revenge than to make you watch while I treat dear Holly here to a slow and painful death?”

Bile burned at the back of my throat. “I swear, if you touch her, I’ll kill you.”

“No, no,” Christian whispered. “I’m going to kill you, Bridget Dubois. Nice and slowly. Officer Hart can watch, and then I’ll kill her too.”

“Yeah, I’m not really into that,” Mac said.

And she flipped Christian over her hip.
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STRIKEOUT


Phantom came through. In the shadows of the lobby of L’hotel Douloureux, we swapped parting gifts. He gave me the master key to every room upstairs. I gave him enough cash from Fox’s stash to last him several years on his own.

“What are you doing to do with the key?” he asked.

I grinned and patted him on the shoulder. “Start a revolution.”

Swift as the night breeze, he planted a kiss on my cheek. “Adieu, my dear. Good luck with your mysterious escapades, and thank you for my freedom.”

I wiped my cheek and lifted the master key. “Thank you for mine.”

Phantom winked and disappeared down the corridor that led to the ballrooms. It was the last time I ever saw him.

The plan was in place. I had memorized the map of the tunnels beneath the hotel that led to the closest train station. Fox was ensconced in a business meeting in the lounge, far from the north stairwell, which would serve as our escape route to the basement kitchen. It was well past four am, and the customers had left the hotel to return to their unwitting wives and girlfriends. The girls I’d recruited for my scheme had fulfilled the duties I’d asked of them, and now they waited for my signal. I checked my watch. Time to go.

I started on the top floor, tapping a coded knock on each door before scanning the master key to unlock it. Girls filtered out into the hallways, dressed and ready to go. I ushered them to the north stairwell, where their slippered feet shuffled downward toward the ground floor. It was a quiet processional. Stealth was essential, and the girls knew that, silent like church mice as they skittered away. I proceeded to the next floor and the next, the taste of freedom like chocolate on my tongue.

In the last room that I unlocked, Noemie Laurent stood her ground.

“Let’s go,” I said in French, gesturing to the rest of the girls. “Unless you prefer to stay?”

“Why are you doing this?”

The question caught me off guard. “Why wouldn’t I do this?”

“He’ll kill you,” Noemie replied, trembling. “He’ll kill all of us.”

“If you stay here, you’ll die for certain.”

“How do you know?”

I raised a small remote control in my right hand. “Because L’hotel Douloureux is wired to explode. Phantom wasn’t just buying drugs on the black market.”

Noemie’s eyes widened. “I can’t believe you.”

“Do you disagree? Do they not deserve it?”

She draped her coat over her arm and hurried past me. “Let them burn.”

We joined hands and sprinted to the end of the hallway. She was the last girl on the floor. Everyone else had already found their way down to the kitchen. The hotel was deadly quiet as Noemie and I reached level ground. I gestured for her to stay put, cracked the door to the hallway, and peered out. It was a straight shot across to the kitchen. All clear.

“Let’s go,” I whispered.

But as soon as we stepped into the corridor, all hell broke loose.

The kitchen door blew open, expelling a group of girls as they savagely attacked one of Fox’s men. It was Leo, the man with a golden mane like a lion’s, which the girls now took full advantage of.

“Whores!” he screamed at the top of his lungs as the girls wrenched handfuls of hair from his scalp. “They’re escaping! Fox! Fox!”

A thunderous stampede echoed from the other end of the hall as Fox and the rest of his men exploded from the lounge and surged toward the kitchen. At the sight of Fox’s flared nostrils and manic expression, the girls, screaming, let go of Leo and retreated to the kitchen. Fox sprinted down the hall, closing the gap between us and our only escape route.

“Go!” I yelled, pushing Noemie into the hallway. We hurdled Leo as he curled up on the luscious patterned carpet, cradling his head, and slammed through the kitchen door moments before Fox reached us. As we dashed through the food prep area, following the other girls toward the industrial dumbwaiter, I swept pots and pans from the counters, laying out a field of obstacles for Fox and his men. Almost immediately, I heard the snap of an ankle, followed by an anguished cry, as someone fell prey to a dutch oven.

We reached the dumbwaiter. The gears were broken, and the machine had to be lifted by hand, but on the other side lay the secret entrance to the underground tunnels. One of the other girls held the hidden door ajar for the others, but as we careened toward her, her mouth dropped open to frame her horror at the sight of our pursuers, and she released the lever that kept the dumbwaiter airborne and scampered off.

“No!” I yelped as the dumbwaiter slammed back into position. With a grunt, I lifted it up from the bottom, shoving against the old gears. “Noemie, go!”

The younger girl slipped through the gap to the other side then threw her weight against the lever. The dumbwaiter lifted several feet in the air. I slid under it and into the damp tunnel.

“Close it, close it!”

Noemie wasn’t quick enough. She let go of the lever, but not before Fox stole through the chink, using his shoulders to prop up the weight of the dumbwaiter. The opening banged shut, plunging the three of us into the darkness of the secret tunnel.

“Run!” I ordered Noemie.

We sprinted blindly in the opposite direction of the hotel. I kept my hand on the wall of the passageway as my eyes begged for a source of light. Fox’s quick footsteps kept time with my racing heartbeat. He wasn’t far behind.

“The remote!” Noemie hissed. “Do it now!”

“We’re not far enough away,” I whispered back. “And I have no intention of burying us underneath this damned hotel.”

“Brigitte,” he called into the darkness. “What have you done?”

His calm, lusty voice echoed off the stone walls of the underground corridor as though it was coming from all directions. I picked up my pace, slipped on an invisible puddle, and hit the ground, dragging Noemie down with me. The plastic remote that would detonate the bombs planted in L’hotel Douloureux skittered away from my grasp. We scrambled to regain our footing, but Fox was closer than anticipated. Noemie got up and ran, but as I groped for the remote, Fox’s long fingers wrapped around my ankle and yanked me toward him. I yelped as my shirt rode up, exposing the bare skin of my back to rough, wet stone as he hauled me across it. He sat down on my hips and pinned my hands beneath his knees. A light flickered on. The blinding LED of Fox’s phone. He shined it directly into my watering eyes and leaned over me, his nose an inch from mine.

“They warned me, you know,” he said, serene. His sweaty blond hair, usually flawless in style, flopped over his forehead. Specks of mud decorated his pale, pretty face. “‘You give her too much freedom. She will take advantage.’ I should’ve listened, but you blinded me.”

I spat, and the wad of phlegm landed on his nose, near the corner of his eye. He flinched then patiently cleared my DNA from his face.

“Mon amour,” he said, fiddling with something in the waist of his tailored suit pants. “I cannot wait to watch the light go out of your eyes.”

And then a small, silver handgun pointed directly at my forehead. I closed my eyes. If this was the end, then at least the other girls were on their way to safety. I’d done my part. My conscience was as clear as it was going to get regarding my list of sins.

“No!”

From out of the surrounding darkness, Noemie leapt over my head and tackled Fox. She was petite but plucky. The gun went flying as she knocked him off balance, as did his phone. The light bounced haphazardly off of the stone walls until the phone settled a few feet along. Fox struggled to throw Noemie off his back, but she held tight, her fingers dangerously close to his eye sockets.

“Get off of me, you bitch!”

He slammed Noemie against the wall, where she fell to the floor and backed away from Fox’s crazed antics. Behind him, the swell of voices reverberated through the corridor. Fox’s men had found their way into the passageway, and they were rapidly gaining on us. I scooted backward, and my hand met something smooth and metallic. Fox’s gun.

An explosive boom rocked the underground passageway, showering us with debris. Screams echoed from the dumbwaiter entrance, where Fox’s men would have been caught in a cave-in. Noemie had found the detonator. Another systematic blast followed the first, and a giant crack split the stone above us with a groan.

Fox’s head snapped up toward the ceiling then back at me. “What have you done?”

He lurched forward, his lips curled back in a snarl. The second between aiming the firearm and pulling the trigger lost itself in my adrenaline rush. Two shots ripped through Fox’s midsection before my brain registered firing the gun. Stunned, he looked down at his stomach, where blood seeped through the expensive fabric of his pearly white designer shirt. Then he dropped to the ground.

The echo of the gunshots rang against my eardrums. I stared at Fox, who lay sprawled at my feet, until Noemie heaved me upward by my armpits with a remarkable amount of strength for such a elfin woman.

“Leave him,” she told me. “Let’s go.”

And together we fled into the beckoning darkness as L’hotel Douloureux crumbled to ash behind us.

Christian dropped Mac’s Glock as she chucked him to the ground. He landed with a dull thud against the concrete. Mac didn’t stop there. She rotated toward Emmett and punched him in the throat. He gagged, keeling over. Mac wrenched the rifle out of his grip, emptied the chamber, and tossed the ammunition across the room, but when she leaned down to pick up her Glock from the floor, Christian swept his legs toward her feet. She deftly leapt over them, but just as quickly, he swung back in the opposite direction, catching Mac at a tricky angle. She tripped over Christian’s shin, stumbled, but managed to remain upright. Unfortunately, Christian’s stunt had given Emmett the time to recover. He lunged toward the officer. His first punch went without purchase as Mac ducked under his oncoming fist. Then, Christian tackled Mac around the waist, bringing her and Emmett both down to the ground.

The trio rolled by me, and Emmett’s head knocked against my leg as he struggled to separate Mac’s new grip from Christian. I surged forward and caught Emmett around the neck with my zip-tied hands. He bucked in surprise, releasing Mac to scrabble against my arm. I hung on and squeezed my elbow tight against his throat. Emmett’s forehead reddened as he stumbled to his feet, taking me with him. He turned and slammed me against the railing of the stairs. I tucked my head forward just in time. My back took the full brunt of the hit, knocking the wind out of me.

On the floor, Mac and Christian grappled with one another over possession of the Glock. Mac locked her legs around Christian’s midsection and yanked his arm straight across her torso. With a loud snap, his elbow broke. His earsplitting yell bounced off the basement walls, but the dislocation of his arm allowed him to slip easily out of Mac’s startled hold. He flung himself across the floor and grabbed ahold of the Glock with his uninjured arm. The other dangled uselessly at his side as he aimed at Holly.

“No!” I screamed into Emmett’s ear.

The gun fired twice as Mac dove toward Christian. Both shots landed. The first grazed Holly’s rib cage. The second embedded itself in Mac’s thigh.

Holly, eyes wide, clapped a hand to her side. Blood, the same rusty red color as her Belle Dame varsity fastpitch T-shirt, welled up and trickled through the spaces between her fingers. She looked down at her drenched hand, silent, then glanced behind her, where the bullet had lodged itself in the cinderblock wall. Time slowed. It was like the car accident all over again, only this time I was too far from Holly to protect her.

“Bridget?” she said, her voice several octaves higher than normal. “I think I got a little bit shot.”

Before I could reply, her head lolled, and she was unconscious again. Emmett reached over his shoulder, seized the back of my shirt, and tossed me forward, effectively dislodging my grip from around his neck. As he loomed over me, I curled my knees up and kicked out, landing my heels against his stomach, and rolled free of his immediate reach. Across the room, Mac and Christian fought in a pool of blood. Mac, her expression twisted with pain, dug her fingers into the fracture of Christian’s arm. As he screamed, she pried the Glock free from his other hand. He flipped over, pinning Mac to the concrete, and pressed his knee against the gunshot wound in her thigh. Her hands disappeared beneath his massive torso.

“Stupid bitch,” he snarled in her face.

Another gunshot ripped through the basement.

“Who’s stupid now?” Mac challenged, and she heaved Christian’s body off of her. She rolled over, leveling the Glock at Emmett. “Don’t move!”

But Emmett was never particularly talented at obeying instructions. He stepped over me toward Holly. Mac fired and missed, the bullet whizzing by Emmett’s calf. When I realized what he was doing, I made a wild grab for his jeans, linking my fingers through his belt loops. Without hesitation, he grabbed a handful of my hair and slammed my head against the concrete. The basement spun as pain radiated through my neck. Which way was up?

“Mac!” I yelled hoarsely. “Shoot him!”

“I can’t! Not without hurting Holly!”

She was fading anyway, her eyes shifting in and out of focus as the blood drained from the wound in her leg. Even if she did have a clear shot at Emmett, her aim would be off.

Emmett hauled Holly up from the ground, cradling her in his arms with a perversely gentle touch. He shouldered open the door to the side yard and stepped out into the starlit night.

“Holly!”

My head throbbed as I lurched to my feet and staggered after Emmett. The full moon shone down on the grass, too serene and sleepy for the situation at hand. In the driveway, Emmett loaded Holly into the back seat of his truck. My feet would not cooperate. They plodded across the landscaping when they should have been sprinting. Emmett slammed the door shut, trapping my little sister inside, and leaped into the driver’s seat. The engine turned over, filling my head with a resounding roar. I cleared the hedge that bordered the driveway, but it was too late. Emmett threw the truck in reverse, backed out onto the neighborhood street, and sped off down the road, taking Holly with him.

“No!” I howled, sinking to my knees at the edge of the driveway. A stench rose from the concrete. The burnt rubber from Emmett’s tires.

Sirens wailed in the distance. Someone must have called in the gunshots. Did it matter? Holly was gone again. I’d let her slip through my fingers. She was hurt, bleeding, sick, and under the care of a deranged man. Would I ever see her alive again?

A ringtone tinkled in the night air, and a screen lit up in the grass near the driveway. I dove toward it. It was Emmett’s phone. He must have dropped it in his haste to get Holly into the truck. It buzzed impatiently. Someone was calling him from an unknown number. I pressed accept and lifted the phone to my ear.

“Well?” a voice said. “Is it done? Do you have Bridget in hand?”

Shock descended on me like a dark, heavy blanket. I knew that voice. It belonged to a dead man. The one that I had murdered in Paris three years ago.

“Hello?” the voice demanded. “Are you there, buffoon? Do you have the woman?”

My breath whooshed out against the mouthpiece. The voice paused.

“Ah,” it said with a sudden note of understanding. “Is that you, Bridget? I suppose the idiot failed in his task then. And left his phone behind! Merde, is it so impossible to find an American man with an ounce of common sense?”

The sirens grew louder. Red and blue lights appeared at the end of the street, but I couldn’t move. The voice held me frozen in place.

“My dear girl,” it went on. “Do you remember what I told you when you asked why I chose the name that I did?”

My heart pounded. My lips parted. I clutched the phone like a lifeline.

“Because you can never catch a Fox.”
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ROUGH NIGHT


The grass was wet. Dewy. Seeping into the knees of my jeans. A few feet away, the sod lay overturned, ruined by the quick spin of truck tires. The driveway bore marks of the same escape. Burnt rubber tracked out into the street, the pungent stench mingling with the soft reassurance of the nearby rose bushes. I clutched a phone to my ear, but the line was dead. That voice. A nightmare. I thought the man to whom it belonged was dead. I thought I had killed him with two gunshots to his chest. He had risen to haunt me. To take away the one thing that still mattered. My little sister.

She had been so close. Holly. She was right there, a mere ten feet away from me. But when the both of us were tied up in the basement of an old friend’s house, there was no way for me to go to her. To comfort her. To rescue her. After ten years apart, we should’ve had a better reunion. She was not the little girl that I’d left in Belle Dame. She was a young woman with a life of her own, and my irresponsible escapades had put her in peril. She deserved so much more than an absent big sister with no definitive coping mechanisms. All of this was my fault. These people were using Holly to get to me. If it weren’t for my poor judgement and lack of initiative, my sister would be preparing for her high school softball team’s big playoff games. She would be breaking state records and impressing college scouts. She would be getting ready for prom and graduation. Instead, she was being held hostage by someone that she thought she could trust, waiting for me to come rescue her. Always waiting.

Red and blue lights flashed, interrupting the subtle yellow glow of the streetlights with their harsh, unnatural hues. Sirens wailed as units responded to the report of gunshots in the quiet, rural neighborhood of Belle Dame, North Carolina. The neighbors had begun to leak out of their houses to peer into the next yard over. This was not a place where things like this happened. We were all used to gunshots in some capacity. Almost every resident here owned a hunting rifle, but those guns were meant for the backwoods, far from town, where the deer were plenty and the people were scarce, and the likelihood of making a mistake with your aim was much lower. We did not hear gunshots in the space between the houses. It meant trouble and pain and news stories. These days, all three of those things haunted me on a regular basis.

A convoy of emergency vehicles squealed to a stop outside the house. Doors opened and slammed shut. Officers and paramedics yelled orders into the night. Glocks found their way out of their holsters and into my face. I was the only one outside. Holly was gone. Emmett was gone. Mac was in the basement with Christian, both of them shot. Who knew if either one of them had survived?

“Down on the ground!” an officer shouted at me, circling away from his squad car. “Face down! Hands behind your head! Don’t move!”

And though I knew disobeying a direct order from an officer who didn’t know me was probably a bad move, I couldn’t force my body to respond to his commands. My brain was at a standstill. An empty shell unable to process anything other than the fact that I had lost Holly yet again. This time she was injured. A bullet had grazed her chest before Emmett had taken her away. How bad was the wound? Would she bleed out? Would Emmett bother to keep her alive? Did he even know how to do that?

The officer approached me warily. When I remained motionless, he leapt into action, holstering his gun to pin my arms behind my back and press me facedown into the wet grass. I went without complaint or struggle. Tears rolled off of my nose to water the ground. Heavy work boots obscured my view of the rest of the neighborhood as other cops joined the first. They shouted question after question, jumbling their sentences together into incoherent babble.

“She doesn’t have a gun on her,” the officer sitting on my back said, having patted me down from head to toe twice. “Do you think she fired the gun?”

“It wasn’t me,” I forced out, wishing he would take his knee out of my spine so that I could draw in a full breath. “Inside. In the basement. Please. Mac. Officer Hart. She’s already here. She was shot. She could be dead by now.”

Some of the boots thundered off toward the house to check out my claim, but the one officer remained on my back. I squirmed beneath his hold.

“Don’t move,” he ordered.

“I can’t breathe,” I croaked.

“You can talk,” he replied. “That means you can breathe.”

“Please.” My throat was blocked with mucus and tears. “Please, my sister. It was Emmett Marks that took her. He’s gone already. We have to follow him—oomph!”

The knee pressed down again, forcing the rest of the air out of my lungs. “Emmett Marks?” the officer repeated, leaning over me. For the first time, I got a decent look at his face. He seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place him. “Emmett wouldn’t do something like that. We’re friends. I’ve known him since elementary school.”

That triggered my memory. I recognized the blunt, blond buzz cut and the square chin covered in peach fuzz. I remembered his photo from the Belle Dame High School yearbook that I’d left in the bedroom of my foster parents’ house when I’d skipped town. He’d put on some weight since then. His uniform shirt stretched tight across a stomach that spoke of several beers after each shift.

“Roy Collins,” I choked out.

The knee came up, and I drew in a great gasp. The officer blinked. “You remember me?”

“Of course I remember you,” I replied, hoping that if I kept talking, Roy might let me breathe a little bit longer. “Belle Dame class of oh seven. Quarterback of the football team. Prom King. You were Emmett’s best friend.”

“Yeah, all the way up until he got completely obsessed with you.” Roy tightened his grip on my hands, but his knee remained blissfully light against my back. “After your parents died, I felt really bad for you, but then you started using Emmett to numb the pain. That wasn’t right. He wasn’t your boxing bag or your therapist, and that’s exactly how you treated him.”

“Are we really going to talk about this right now?”

The knee went back down.

“Don’t worry,” Roy sneered. “You’re not going anywhere for a while. Do you even know the effect you had on Emmett? You totally ruined him. Once you left town, he was an empty shell of a human being.”

“Maybe that’s why he didn’t have any qualms about kidnapping and torturing my sister.”

Roy inched closer to my face. “There’s no way it was Emmett. He’s not that kind of guy, and I won’t let you convince the force that he is just because you have some kind of sick idea in your head from ten years ago. No way, Dubois. You were trouble then, and you’re trouble now.”

“Collins!” a deep voice shouted. Another pair of boots, giant ones, found their way into my line of sight. “What do you think you’re doing? Get off of her!”

“Sir, gunshots were reported in the area,” Collins replied. “Miss Dubois was the only one around when we arrived on the scene. We have to take certain precautions—”

“Precautions, my ass!”

The massive boots stepped forward, shoving Collins off of my back. With the weight gone, I inhaled the rose-scented air and lifted my face from the grass. Calloused hands helped me to my feet. The boots belonged to Officer Scott, one of my only allies on the Belle Dame police force.

“Damn it, Dubois,” he said, brushing grass from the front of my bloodstained shirt. “I really wish you’d stay out of trouble. Jesus, what happened to your face?”

My head throbbed, reminding me of the moment Emmett had smashed it against the concrete foundation in the basement below. “Scott, it was Emmett Marks. He took Holly. He’s got her now, and she’s hurt. Please, I need you to send someone—”

“Sir,” Collins said, stepping in. “She’s probably delirious. That head wound definitely looks concussion-worthy to me. Marks is a good friend of mine. I can vouch for him.”

“Collins, were you present during the incident?”

“No, sir.”

“Then shut up.”

I swayed, leaning against Officer Scott as another wave of vertigo rolled over me. “Scott, please—”

He steadied me and led me to one of the waiting ambulances. “Whoa there. Take it easy, Dubois. That looks like a nasty bruise. Can you tell me what happened?”

“I’m trying,” I insisted. “Emmett Marks has had Holly this entire time. She’s been here in his basement.”

Collins stepped forward. “Sir—”

“Shut up, Collins!”

“Emmett drugged me and brought me here too,” I went on, struggling to recall the order of events through my fuzzy memory. “Holly was already there. Emmett told me that he wanted us to be together. In his messed-up brain, he thought that this was the way to do it. Then Christian showed up—”

“Christian Santini?” Scott interjected, mustache bristling.

“Yes, Autumn’s boyfriend,” I confirmed. “They were in on it together. Christian had Mac. He’d taken her gun from her.”

“Officer Hart is here too?”

I nodded wearily, wishing that Scott would stop interrupting so that I could finish my story. Five whole minutes had passed since Emmett had driven away with Holly. Why hadn’t anyone gone after them yet?

“She tried to stop them,” I explained. “We both did. Christian was going to kill Holly. He shot her and Mac. Then Mac shot him. Then Emmett took Holly and drove away. They went up the hill—”

“Slow down,” Scott said as my explanation began to get lost in the slur of my speech. “How many people were shot, Bridget?”

Before I could answer, the paramedics emerged from the basement steps in the backyard, wheeling two stretchers out to the ambulances. Mac sat on the first one. Her face was pale white, drained of color, and she held an oxygen mask over her mouth, but she was ultimately alive. One of the paramedics had torn open the leg of her uniform pants all the way up to her hip. A tourniquet was tied at the top of her thigh, where blood seeped through a thick layer of bandages.

“Mac!” I broke free of Scott’s supportive hold and rushed to the officer’s side, trying to keep up with the paramedics’ hasty pace as they steered her toward the closest rig. “Oh God, that’s a lot of blood.”

Mac lowered the oxygen mask to reply. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

Officer Scott followed behind me to keep waiting hands at my back should I stumble and fall. “Hart, have you been shot before?”

“Once.”

“Thought so. My other officers would be crying by now.”

“Mac, I’m so sorry—”

She grabbed my hand and squeezed it. When she pulled away, she left damp, warm blood on my skin. She had stanched the wound with her own hand in order to buy herself enough time for the paramedics to arrive.

“Don’t worry about me,” she said. “Worry about your sister.”

The paramedics pushed the second gurney past us. A plain black bag rested on top of it. I stared as they lifted it into one of the other rigs.

“Is that—?” I asked. “Is he—?”

“He’s dead,” Mac spat. She was still in work mode, even though Christian had blown a bullet wound into her leg. “Got him twice in the abdomen. He bled out in minutes. Where’s Emmett?”

“He drove off,” I told her. “With Holly. She was shot too. Jesus, Mac. What if she dies?”

“He only grazed her.” She grunted as the paramedics lifted the gurney into the ambulance, jostling her leg. “Holly’s a smart girl. She’ll get the bleeding to stop.”

I held open the door of the ambulance. “Mac, we have to go after him.”

A paramedic lifted me away from the rig. “Ma’am, we need to get Officer Hart to the hospital right away. She’s losing too much blood.”

“Wait!” Mac lowered the oxygen mask again so that her voice wasn’t muffled. “Officer Scott?”

Scott joined me at the back of the ambulance. “Hanging in there, Hart?”

She ignored the question, all business. “Listen to me, Scott. Everything Bridget tells you is true. Marks took the girl. You need to put out an APB on his truck stat. She’s not in good shape. We have to find her as soon as possible. Otherwise, we risk losing her.”

“Goddamn it, Hart,” Scott replied, shaking his head. “The two of you really are a pair.”

Mac’s face was now completely white. Her fingers shook as she took a pull from the oxygen mask. “Promise me, Scott. Promise me you’ll find the girl.”

“You have my word.”

“Good. Bridget?”

I stepped up to the back of the ambulance to catch her fading speech. “What’s up?”

Mac lowered herself onto her elbows, her strength quickly leaving her. “The bullet is still in my leg. I’ll have to go into surgery. You gotta do this thing on your own for a bit, but I have faith in you, okay?”

I wiped a tear from the corner of my eye. “Okay.”

“Did you hear me?”

“I heard you.”

“Good.”

She passed out, and the paramedics gently laid her head on the gurney. The doors to the ambulance slammed shut, and the vehicle peeled out of the neighborhood, sirens blaring as it transported Mac to the nearest hospital.

As soon as Mac was out of sight, Scott leapt into action, issuing orders to his officers through the radio pinned to his shoulder. “Let’s get an APB out on a dark green 2014 Ford F-250, license plate number 18367LA. All eyes should be on the lookout for a twenty-six-year-old male—about six foot two, dark hair, and hazel eyes—and a seventeen-year-old girl who’s about five foot nine with blonde hair and blue eyes. Recent report said Marks left the scene of the crime at about—” Scott checked his watch “—eight fifteen pm, heading northeast out of town. Requesting Dispatch to investigate the route.”

Suddenly, the rumbling of a truck engine filled my ears. I looked up and down the street, but only the emergency vehicles remained in sight. The truck sounds were in my head. I stepped away from Officer Scott, who continued shouting instructions into his radio, and Roy Collins, who watched me with a keen eye.

“Holly?” I whispered, focusing on the growl of the truck engine. An image that was not present flickered in and out. A long, familiar highway leading out of Belle Dame.

I don’t know where he’s taking me, Holly replied through our mental connection.

“Are you okay?” I asked. “How deep is the bullet wound?”

Superficial, she answered. It stings, but that’s only part of the problem. I think I’m sick, Bee. I feel weird. Faint and sluggish. I’m sweating, but I feel so cold.

My head swam, but I didn’t think it had anything to do with the possible concussion. “Holly, it’s probably a blood infection from the open wounds. You need to tell Emmett to take care of you. He’s a moron, but somewhere in there, I know he doesn’t actually want you to die.”

I already told him, Holly said. He said he’s taking me somewhere safe.

“Where?” Nowhere was safe with Emmett, not while he had my injured little sister in hand.

I’m not sure. Though the conversation was not physical, I could hear the pain in Holly’s voice. I’ll try to contact you again when we get there. Please come get me, Bee. I miss you. I’m scared.

“Holly, do you remember that time you didn’t want to jump off the boat dock with me?” I asked her, holding on to the fading connection. “It took me two solid hours to convince you that it would be fun, and you were totally terrified when we stood at the top. Do you remember that?”

A pause. I remember.

“And then you jumped off anyway because you knew that I would never lie to you and tell you that something was safe when it wasn’t,” I went on. “I know that was forever ago, Holly. I know I haven’t been there for you like I should have, but I’m promising you now that I will find you and get you out of there. I swear it.”

I love you, Bee.

My throat closed up again. “I love you too, kid.”

I think I’m dying.

“No, you’re not,” I insisted. “I won’t let you.”

But the connection had already died out. Holly was gone until she had the strength to reach me again. Her last words echoed in my head. She sounded so frightened, so hopeless. It set a raging fire alight in my chest. My baby sister was hurt, and it was Emmett’s fault.

A swell of nausea rushed over me, and I emptied my stomach onto the driveway. Officer Scott rushed over and held my hair back. When I was finished, he gathered me up in his arms and carried me to another stretcher.

“Looks like you need the hospital too,” he grumbled as another set of paramedics started layering blankets on top of me. “Let’s get that head wound checked out.”

I started to argue, but there was no point. The ambulance doors closed behind Officer Scott, the siren started up, and we pulled away from the curb. The world blurred around me as I succumbed to the delirium of the concussion. Everything went black.

“Holly Dubois, the seventeen-year-old softball star that went missing from Belle Dame, North Carolina nearly two weeks ago has been found, only to be lost again.” The newscaster’s voice was annoyingly perky as it woke me up from a dreamless sleep, blaring from the television perched high in the corner of the hospital room. “Police say that Dubois's older sister, Bridget, located Holly in the basement of a local residence that belonged to a family friend, Emmett Marks. Officers arrived on the scene too late. Marks had already left the scene with the young girl in tow. Several hours later, Marks’s truck was found in the parking lot of a gas station in the next town over—”

I shot upward from the hospital bed and trained my eyes on the brunette newscaster on the screen as she continued her story.

“—but Marks and the girl were not in it.”

My shoulders slumped. So Emmett had managed to ditch his truck and make off with Holly anyway. Someone snored in the corner of the hospital room. Officer Scott was asleep in the extra armchair by the window.

“Scott,” I called, ignoring the subtle throb on the side of my head. The effects of the concussion had faded. It must’ve been a minor one. I no longer felt nauseous or unsteady. “Scott!”

The large officer startled awake, reached for his gun involuntarily, and relaxed when he noticed me sitting up in bed. “Oh, Dubois. You’re awake.”

I pointed to the television. “Tell me you have better news for me than this garbage.”

Officer Scott pushed himself into a more professional position as he watched the news for a minute. “I’m afraid not. Those updates are all we have. We found Emmett’s truck about an hour ago. Holly’s blood is all over the seats. We thought we might get lucky and have a trail to follow, but it looks like Emmett patched her up before he moved her. We haven’t managed to track either of them down yet.”

A phone on the bedside table rang. I stared at it. It was Emmett’s, the one that he had dropped on the ground before driving away with Holly.

“Aren’t you going to answer that?” Officer Scott asked.

He thought it was mine. No wonder it hadn’t been packed away with the rest of the evidence from the crime scene. I reached for it, my fingers trembling, and swiped across the screen to accept the call.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Bridget.”

It was the voice again. The one that chilled me to the bone.

“What do you w—?”

“Don’t speak,” Fox cut in. “You know I like my girls quiet. Besides, I assume one of your officer friends might be listening in. Am I right?”

I didn’t reply, trying not to lift my eyes to Officer Scott.

“I thought so,” Fox went on. “Listen to me, Bridget. All of this has become quite tiresome. I should’ve known better than to allow Christian to recruit that oaf you called a high school sweetheart. I suppose he paid for it in the end.”

He already knew that Christian was dead. That meant he’d been in contact with Emmett. What was going on between the two of them?

“I regret to inform you that your dear Emmett has gone rogue,” Fox said in a tone of voice that suggested he was not all that concerned about the matter at hand. “I laid out an escape route for him, from which he has strayed. He is convinced that if he keeps the girl, he may be able to persuade you to fall in love with him. Silly fool. He should know better. Bridget Dubois only cares about herself.”

I remained silent, angling my body away from Officer Scott so that he couldn’t read the rage emerging in my expression.

“I have a proposition for you,” Fox continued. “One that you might consider less unsavory than all of this running about. Find your sister, get rid of the blundering idiot, and return to me. If you can do that in three days, I’ll spare you the horror of watching me torture your precious sibling. I’ll even let her live. You’ll be the two shining stars of my new business. What do you think of New York City? It’s reminiscent of Paris, no? What do you say, Bridget? Deal or no deal?”

Fury burned through my veins and shook my body, but with Officer Scott in the room, I had no choice but to play along with Fox’s game.

“Fine.”

“Good,” Fox said, and I sensed the satisfied smile in his tone. “Three days, Bridget. Then I find your sister for myself, and you do not want that to happen. Keep this number active. You’re going to need it.”

The line went dead, but I kept the phone at my ear, as if some unknown force might whisper something reassuring.

Officer Scott cleared his throat. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” I said, hanging up. “Solicitor. Apparently, I won a cruise.”

Scott chuckled. “If I had a nickel. I wasn’t exactly talking about the phone call though. How’s your head? Physically and figuratively.”

I rubbed the bump near my temple. It was sore and swollen but no worse than any of the other injuries I’d procured over the years as an adrenaline seeker. “Physically, fine. Metaphorically, I’m freaking out. You gotta give me something, Scott. Holly’s running out of time.”

“I have ninety percent of the force out looking for your sister,” Scott said. “The other ten percent are working on the same thing from the station. We’ll find her, Bridget, especially now that we know what to look for.”

The door to the room opened, and a transport nurse wheeled in another bed. It was Mac, fresh from surgery, still unconscious from the anesthesia. Scott stood up from his chair.

“I thought the two of you wouldn’t mind sharing a room,” he said as the transport nurse set up Mac’s bed next to mine. “You’re to stay here overnight, Dubois. No arguments. Let that hard head of yours heal. Let me worry about Holly.” He clapped the transport nurse on the shoulder. “How’s she doing?”

“She’s stable,” the lean, muscled man in scrubs replied. “No complications. She should wake up soon. Then it’s just painkillers and physical therapy until the wound heals.”

“I remember,” Scott said. He tipped his hat at me. “I have to go check in at the station. Keep me posted on Hart’s status, will you, Dubois?”

“Yes, sir.”

The officer left with the transport nurse, leaving me alone in the dark hospital room with Mac’s sleeping figure. She looked all right, better than she had when we left Emmett’s house. There was a pink tinge to her cheeks, and her chest rose and fell evenly with her breath. Her thigh was wrapped in thick, clean bandages. There was no blood in sight. That alone eased the worry in my chest. Mac was tough. She’d pull through. It was Holly I had to worry about.

I watched Mac for a while, losing track of the time. The room lightened as the sun peeked over the horizon, sending orange streaks through Mac’s red hair. She stirred when the light hit her eyelids, turned over, and woke up. Almost immediately, she became alert, pushing herself up into a seated position and grimacing when she realized that her leg had become a hindrance.

“How long was I out?” she asked.

“No idea,” I said. “How’s your leg?”

“It hurts. Any news on Holly?”

“They found Emmett’s truck,” I told her. “But that’s it. Fox called me too. Apparently, Emmett taking Holly for a joy ride wasn’t part of his plan. He wants me to find them.”

Mac raised an eyebrow. “He wants you to find them?”

“He gave me three days. Then he’s going after them himself.”

Mac kneaded the muscle around the damaged part of her thigh with a wince. “So what do we need to do? Where do we start?”

“I was hoping you could help me with that actually.”

She chewed on the inside of her cheek, thinking as her hands worked out the sore spots in her muscle. Then she grinned. “I’ve got an idea.”
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IT AIN’T ME


For the second time in under a week, I left the hospital without being cleared by a doctor. The ultimate problem with this plan was my lack of clothing. The hospital gown was not exactly what you would call modest. The ties slipped out of place no matter how many double knots I weaved into them. The back flowed open under the slightest breeze, exposing my rear end to anyone who wanted a free show. According to Officer Scott, the clothes that I had arrived in had been collected as evidence. They had been sent off to the station for testing, and unlike the last time I spent a night in one of these chilly mint-green rooms, my best friend wasn’t here to bring me new outfits from the boutique that she owned. The nurses were no help either. Despite my pleas for actual pants, claiming that the air conditioning was too overzealous above my bed, none of them took the bait. Instead, they piled blanket after blanket on top of me until I was sweating beneath the covers while Mac laughed like an idiot from her side of the room.

“Shut up,” I growled at her after my latest attempt. She was doubled over, clutching her stomach in silent hilarity. For someone who had lost several units of blood the day before, she was in good spirits. Thankfully, the bullet had missed her femoral artery. If it had landed any closer to it, she might have bled out on the scene like Christian had. “Before I come over there and shove a finger into that hole in your leg.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping moisture from her eyes. “I have to laugh about something. It’s a coping mechanism. Everything else is shit, but you have to hold it together somehow.”

It had been roughly three weeks since I had met Mac, but our easy camaraderie made it feel like we had grown up together. I trusted her wholeheartedly. She went out of her way to help me locate Holly, and she had risked her entire career to do it. That was something I didn’t understand. There was a story there, one that she wasn’t willing to share. I didn’t want to push her, but there had to be a reason as to why she’d give up her position with the force to help a pair of sisters that she hardly knew. For now, I didn’t question her dedication to the cause. She was not only an asset but excellent company. In a crisis like this, she was the best person in Belle Dame to have on my side. We communicated and worked well together, as though the two of us had been partners in law enforcement in a previous life. The thought made me laugh. Me as a police officer? Fat chance.

Above all, the thing that I really appreciated about Mac was her level-headedness. While I was a walking humanization of stress and anxiety, she was cool and collected. When Christian had had a gun to her head, she remained calm, waited for the opportune moment, and dispatched Christian as quickly as possible. Maybe she had learned the special skill of tranquility at the police academy. Maybe it was instinctive. Hell, maybe she meditated on a regular basis. Whatever her method, I was forever grateful that she could take a terrible situation and put it into perspective. This whole thing with Holly was the worst thing I’d ever gone through, and that was including the time I had spent in that damned hotel in Paris. With my little sister shot and sick, in the care of someone who had long since lost a grip on sanity and humanity, it was difficult not to lose hope. Emmett’s off-the-beaten-path approach to winning me over had thrown a wrench in Fox’s plans. Fox was pissed, I was pissed, and Emmett was an idiot. Everything, as Mac had so poetically pointed out, was shit, but if it wasn’t for her unflagging optimism and steady logic, I would have been out of the game a long time ago.

“What the hell am I supposed to do?” I struggled to shove the heavy weight of the blankets off of me. They cemented me to the bed like a straightjacket. “I can’t walk out of here half-naked. That won’t be obvious at all.”

“We could take out a nurse,” Mac said, a snigger hiding underneath the suggestion. “You’ve got enough blankets. We could easily wait in the corner of the room and drop one down like a rogue bat in the attic.”

“You think this is a joke?”

She sobered up and used her arms to drag her dead leg into a more comfortable position, wincing as the bandages brushed against the sheets. “Of course not. I’m sorry.”

“The longer it takes for me to get out of here, the longer Holly has to deal with Emmett,” I said. “Please. We have to think of something.”

Mac peeked down the front of her clinical gown. “There is one way…”

“Great. Does it get me a pair of underwear?”

“Not exactly,” Mac replied. “You’re going to have to book it out of here in what’s left of your birthday suit, but I think I can distract everyone on this floor long enough for you to make it out of the building.”

“How?”

She reached into her gown and pulled up a thin wire. It was attached to the electrodes stuck to her chest that monitored her heart rate. “One little yank, and everyone comes flying into this room for a code blue.”

I followed the trail of the wire to the heart rate monitor, which beeped a steady beat in time with Mac’s pulse. “Let’s do it.”

I sidled out from under the massive pile of blankets. The tile floor was freezing against the soles of my bare feet, but it was a welcome change compared to the sweltering bed. My toes, slippery with sweat, worked to find traction as I padded past Mac’s bed to the open door of our room and looked out. The nurse’s station was down the hall in the opposite direction of the stairwell. A few employees lingered about, but once they cleared the way, it was a straight shot to the exit.

“Well?” Mac whispered.

“Shh. One second.”

From my hidden corner, I watched and waited as a nurse checked on a patient a few doors down. She finished up, dropped off the patient’s chart, and headed to another room at the far end of the hallway.

“Okay,” I said. “Get ready.”

“I’m ready. Here, you’re going to need these.” She tossed me a set of keys from her bedside table. “And Bridget?”

“What?”

“Good luck.”

I took in the sight of my new friend, bedridden because of my mistakes, one more person that had gotten hurt because of me. It didn’t matter if this was her line of duty. She had literally taken a bullet for my younger sister, and by extension, for me.

“Thanks, Mac.”

“Sure. Oh, and Bridget?”

“Yeah.”

“Your ass is hanging out.”

“Goddamn it!”

I clutched the back of the clinical gown together and checked the hallway again. The coast was clear, so I waved to Mac, slid out of the room, and began to make my way toward the stairs. Halfway there, an alarm went off. All at once, nurses and orderlies pounded down the hall toward Mac’s room. They sprinted right past me, totally unconcerned with my unauthorized jaunt.

“Code blue! Code blue!”

I ran off. There wasn’t much time. Once the staff discovered that the cause of panic was only a disconnected electrode, it wouldn’t be long before they noticed that the other bed in the room was empty. I bulldozed through the door to the stairs and thundered down, letting the hospital gown billow out behind me like a cape as I skipped several steps at a time. Thankfully, we were only on the third floor, and the exit door on the ground level led directly out to the parking lot. I didn’t even have to pass through the lobby of the hospital.

Mac’s squad car was easy to spot. It was a blessing that it was still here from when she had been watching over another victim of Fox’s games. I unlocked it and piled into the driver’s seat before anyone could notice that a half-naked patient in a hospital gown was making her escape in an emergency vehicle that didn’t belong to her. The view from behind the wheel was a lot different than the uncomfortable back seat, which was where I’d spent the majority of my time in cop cars. Gadgets clung to every surface. A laptop, a GPS system, a control for the car’s lights and sirens, and a remote for the radar system were all piled on the center console. The dashboard sported the radar display, an extra pair of handcuffs, and the switch for the spotlight. Mac’s backup Glock rested in a holster near the driver’s seat. I started up the engine, careful to not jostle any of the unfamiliar buttons, and peeled out of the hospital’s parking lot.

This was Mac’s idea. It was the height of illegal, and I would have never considered it if it weren’t for her encouragement and my desperation to locate Holly. My first objective was to get back to Belle Dame. The best part about driving Mac’s cruiser was that I could speed along the left lane of the interstate without fear of retribution. Cars automatically moved out of my way. The tinted windows prevented the other drivers from noticing my lack of a uniform. As I whizzed by slower vehicles, the radio yammered with updates from the Belle Dame police force. Officer Scott’s gruff voice grunted unfamiliar codes, but the occasional mutter of my last name was enough to clue me in on what the cops were talking about. Everyone was on the lookout for my younger sister.

Mac lived in one of the old apartments above the shops near Main Street. I maneuvered through the pedestrians, jealous of their simple, everyday, unencumbered lives, and pulled the cruiser into a spot around the back of the bakery. There was a separate entrance to the living space above, so I wouldn’t have to parade through the bakery in the hospital gown. I turned off the cruiser, checked that the coast was clear, and made a break for the stairs that led up to the door of Mac’s apartment.

The place was immaculate. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought it was one of those tour apartments that the company dressed up and showed off to lure in new residents. The modern simplicity didn’t reflect Belle Dame’s cluttered sense of style. The walls were painted a cool light gray, the color of the sky before a snowfall. The furniture was slim, angled, and basic. There was no clutter or trash or any evidence at all that someone lived there, other than the pots and pans that hung neatly from a row of hooks on the wall in the kitchen, a loaf of organic whole wheat bread on the counter, and a stack of unopened mail on the desk by the balcony door. A fluffy orange cat that I thought was a throw pillow jumped down from the sofa and wound herself around my legs.

The bedroom was more personalized. The blankets and sheets were unmade and the closet door open. Mac’s bat bag leaned in one corner, her Belle Dame Police Department recreational softball jersey draped over it. A framed poster for a wacky Western television show hung on the wall, autographed by the stars of the series. Two picture frames rested on the bedside table, but neither one of them featured Mac. She was new to Belle Dame as of the last year or so, and I’d never heard her talk about her friends or family so far. Then again, maybe I hadn’t given her the opportunity to do so. I was too focused on Holly.

Mac’s spare uniforms hung in the closet along with the extra equipment that she needed for work. We were roughly the same size, but Mac was a few inches taller than me, so when I ditched the hospital gown and traded it for the coarse polyester pants, I had to roll up the hem of the legs a couple times so they didn’t hang over my feet. I pulled on one of Mac’s black T-shirts next. Mac had given me the rundown of how to get the equipment on without help, but it was still weird to strap the bullet-resistant body armor vest across my chest. I finished off with the stiffly ironed uniform shirt, utility belt, and work boots, and tied my long hair up in a ponytail to keep it from tucking itself into my collar. All the while, Mac’s cat sprawled across the bed, keeping a keen eye on me. When I looked in Mac’s full-length mirror, her last name reflecting off the name tag over my heart, I didn’t recognize myself. That was good. After all, that was the plan.

At the desk by the balcony, I typed Mac’s password into her personal laptop and grinned when I saw that her background was set to a picture of her cat hanging upside down out of a massive scratching post. Then I got to work, searching for the most recent news articles regarding Emmett’s progress. Local and statewide news stations were covering the story. I clicked on the first one that popped up.

Missing Girl Found and Lost Again

Holly Dubois, the seventeen-year-old softball star that went missing from her hometown of Belle Dame several weeks ago, was recently located at a local residence. Police reported that Dubois had been held in the basement of the house against her will by Emmett Marks, a friend of the family. Marks is wanted for kidnapping, stalking, harassment, and a slew of other charges. Unfortunately, emergency services failed to arrive in time to rescue the teenager upon discovery. According to reports from the scene, Marks forced her into his truck and drove away. The Ford F-250 was found on the outskirts of Wolfwater, a small town fifty miles from Belle Dame, but the pair was not inside. If any residents have information regarding Dubois or Marks, including possible sightings, they should contact their local authorities.

Wolfwater. It wasn’t far, not even an hour’s drive. I’d been there before. My high school softball team had played Wolfwater at away games. As far as I knew, the town was even smaller than Belle Dame. It was barely a speck on the map, which was probably why Emmett had chosen to ditch his truck there. There was no telling where he might have taken Holly though. In Wolfwater, there weren’t a whole lot of places to hide.

I set down some dry food for Mac’s cat and left the apartment. In the cruiser, I plugged the address for Wolfwater’s sheriff department into the GPS navigation system, put the car in gear, and drove east out of Belle Dame. As the road stretched out in front of me, I wondered how different my life would have been if both of my parents had survived the car crash. Somewhere in an alternate universe, another version of me had graduated high school, earned an athletic scholarship to some big university, and maybe played for the National Pro Fastpitch league. Eventually, I imagined retiring from softball to pursue a less fickle career. My love of travel would have held firm, so maybe I would’ve majored in something like International Relations or even Modern Languages. In that universe, Holly would be safe at home with my parents rather than being dragged across the surrounding counties by Emmett.

I almost missed the exit ramp for Wolfwater, as the sign had been toppled by a distracted driver. As I rolled into town, taking in the dusty ground and worn-down exteriors, thunder rumbled in the distance. Ominous clouds gathered overhead, roiling in the atmosphere. A big storm was brewing.

The GPS coordinates turned out to be obsolete. The sheriff’s department was the largest building on the main road through Wolfwater. I parked, straightened the shirt of Mac’s uniform, tucked a wayward strand of hair behind my ear, and headed inside. My fingers trembled as I walked up to the front desk. This was not the type of adrenaline rush I was accustomed to. I would rather jump off a bridge than impersonate a cop, but desperate times and all that.

The deputy behind the front desk was a short, muscled woman with smooth dark skin and tightly curled ringlets. Though I towered over her, her squared shoulders and commanding presence made me feel small and squat in my pilfered uniform and equipment. She was the epitome of the law, sturdy and strong, while I was an irresponsible kid playing dress up. She probably drew the gun on her hip with confidence. I quaked at the thought of drawing Mac’s at all.

“Belle Dame, huh?” she said, eyeing the patches on the sleeves of my shirt. “Bet I know what you’re here for. A little late though, aren’t you? The rest of your department was on the scene hours ago.”

“Yeah, they sent me back,” I replied, offering no other explanation for my presence. I flashed Mac’s badge. “Mackenzie Hart. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions, Officer…?”

“Martin,” she finished with a shake of my hand. “I don’t mind. I got nothing else to do. What do you need to know?”

A crash of thunder rocked the building. I jumped, already on edge. Outside, the sky opened up, and a deluge of rain began to pound against the windows of the sheriff’s department. Officer Martin chuckled.

“Scare easily, do you?” she asked. “That’s not something you see in most cops. You a rookie or something?”

“No,” I replied tersely. “It’s just been a rough couple of days.”

“Fair enough.” Martin unwrapped a piece of bubble gum and popped it in her mouth. “You want some?”

“No, thank you.”

“You sure?” she asked, offering me one of the blue-and-pink morsels. “I got a whole bucket here. I quit smoking a few weeks ago. Keeps the edge off. Might help your anxiety too. I can smell that from here. You look kind of green.”

I felt green. My stomach flipped over, and the knot on my head was starting to ache again. I’d all but forgotten that it had only been hours since I’d been concussed. I took the gum but didn’t chew it. “My superiors sent me to check for updates. Is Emmett Marks’s truck still here?”

Martin gave me a look. “No. The truck was towed back to Belle Dame shortly after it was examined for evidence. Shouldn’t your superiors have updated you on that?”

“My radio’s malfunctioning,” I lied. “Everything comes through pretty garbled. You know how it is.”

“Not really.” Martin replied. “You should probably look into that. It’s not exactly standard operating procedure to go out on patrol without a working radio.”

This was the problem with pretending to be Mac. All my life, I’d been on the wrong side of law enforcement. I knew how to behave like a miscreant, how to give the cops a hard time as they filled out paperwork for vandalism and underage crime. What I didn’t know was how to act like a cop myself, and Martin was way sharper than I’d bargained for.

“What do you know about the Dubois case?” I asked the deputy. “Did anyone call to report a sighting of Marks or the girl?”

“Loads of locals did.”

I perked up. “Really? And?”

“And nothing.” Martin rifled under the desk and came up with a stack of reports. “This is what always happens when a kid goes missing. Everyone and their brother thinks they’ve seen the perpetrator or the victim.” She licked her finger and started thumbing through the reports. “We checked out the claims. No luck on most of them. This one though—” she extracted a single paper from the stack “—might have some merit to it. Take a look.”

I skimmed through the report. According to the person who had called in, Emmett and Holly had been spotted at an abandoned historical train station on the outskirts of Wolfwater, heading into the woods. “The guy who called this in, is he reliable? Do you know him?”

“Old Willie Roque,” Martin said. “He’s the only one who lives that far outside of town. Kind of a loner, keeps to himself. The local kids are scared of him, but he’s got a good head on his shoulders. If he says he thinks he saw something, I’m inclined to believe him.”

“Do you mind if I go out there?” I asked, intending to do so whether she replied with an affirmative or not. “I’d like to talk to this Willie Roque myself, maybe even search the train station.”

“You’re more than welcome to do so.” She jotted Roque’s address down on a sticky note. “Our deputies already checked out the area. They didn’t find any traces of the girl or the scumbag that took her, but I used to hang out around those old tracks as a teenager. There are a lot of hidey holes around. We could’ve easily missed something.”

I traded her the report for the sticky note. “Thanks. I’ll be back.”

“Hold up there, sport,” Martin said, leaning across the desk to grasp the sleeve of my uniform. “I can’t let you go up there right now.”

“You just said—”

“I know what I said, but take a look outside.”

I turned to the window. A gray sheet of rain obscured the tiny town beyond. Visibility was at a total zero. The town was blanketed in storm clouds, and lightning struck every few seconds.

“The fields up that way flood with rain like this,” Martin explained. “And that lightning’s no joke. No point heading up to the train station now. You won’t be able to see anything anyway.”

“So what the hell am I supposed to do until the storm blows over?” I asked her.

She jerked her head toward another door at the back of the station. “The covered walkway out back leads to the local bar. Perks of a ridiculously small town. I recommend you wait it out, order some food. Tell them Wanda sent you over. They’ll give you a free beer and a discount. Then tell them that Wanda’s hungry, and she’d love a chicken Caesar salad when they get the chance. Capisce?”

“But—”

“No croutons. Thanks, Officer Hart.”

When she returned her attention to the computer, I had no choice but to walk across the bullpen and through the back door, where there was indeed a covered walkway that led to another ramshackle building. The tin roof overhead didn’t do much to shelter me from the rain that blew in sideways with the gusting wind, so I made a run for it, aiming for the neon OPEN sign across the way.

Once inside, I brushed droplets from the uniform, squeezed out the tail end of my ponytail, and looked around. This bar was not like The Pit back in Belle Dame. It was dark and seedy with creaky barstools and crooked tables. The logos on the taps were worn away and the bottles on the top shelves behind the bar gathered layers upon layers of dust. Johnny Cash played over the speakers as the locals’ conversation overlapped. The patrons were mostly old men, nursing bourbon straight. With their scraggly beards and dirty fingernails, it was obvious that they were the type of people who considered booze for lunch a standard.

A single woman sat at the bar. She glanced over her shoulder as my boots tapped against the groaning floorboards. She looked to be about my age, with dark auburn hair and brown eyes. She wore muddy jeans, riding boots, and an oversized fishing T-shirt. There was something familiar about the set of her mouth and the angle of her nose, but I couldn’t place it. For safety, I sat a few stools down from hers, occasionally stealing a look at her sharp profile. The bartender slapped a coaster down in front of me.

“What’ll it be, ma’am?” he asked.

“Just a beer. Whatever’s cheapest.”

“One pint of well water coming up.” He walked off to fill a glass under the tap but kept an eye on me as I examined the weathered walls of the bar. “Belle Dame. That’s not too far, is it?”

“About forty-five minutes,” I replied.

He plunked the pint of light beer down in front of me. “What are you doing in Wolfwater? Just passing through?”

“I’m working a case.” I pointed to the old television screen mounted above the bar. “That case.”

The bartender looked over his shoulder at the screen, where a local newscaster recapped the saga of Holly’s disappearance. Though the sound was muted, the captions rolled by in black and white to fill us in with the details. Then two pictures showed up side-by-side. The first was Holly’s softball picture from that year. It was hard to reconcile the image of the happy and healthy Holly with the version of her that I’d seen in Emmett’s basement. The second picture was of Emmett himself, which appeared to be an employee I.D. photo. Emmett wore a smile to display his dimples, his eyes bright and mischievous. Other than the increase in muscle mass, he looked no different than the passionate troublemaker I’d known in high school.

The bartender finished reading the captions on the story. “Yikes. You got the stomach for stuff like that?”

“Not really, but it’s my job.”

“I could never do it,” the bartender said, wiping out a clean glass with a dish towel. “Especially with all these kids that go missing. Most of them end up dead, you know? Can you imagine what the parents are going through?”

“Her parents are dead,” I replied.

“Well, she probably has other family, right?”

I cleared my throat nervously, the heels of my boots slipping off the barstool. “Right. Oh, I’m supposed to tell you that Wanda’s hungry.”

“You met Wanda? Did she scare you?”

“A little.”

The bartender chuckled, finished wiping the glass, and poured himself a drink. “One chicken Caesar salad, no croutons, coming up. I’ll let the kitchen know. By the way, I’m Greg. Any messenger of Wanda’s is a friend of mine. You are?”

“Mackenzie,” I replied, the name of my friend stiff in my mouth. A few seats over, the other woman turned her head slightly toward our conversation. “Hey, have you heard anything about this missing girl?”

Greg keyed in Wanda’s order on the computer behind the bar, but if there was a kitchen attached somewhere, it was entirely out of sight. “Other than on the news? Why would I?”

“I know how bars work,” I told him. “Especially local bars in small towns. All of the gossip filters through here. A bartender can be anything from a therapist to a journalist. You must have heard something.”

“That’s true,” Greg said. “But the problem with that line of logic is that I’ve heard absolutely everything. It all kind of blends together after a while. Don’t know what’s real or fake.”

“What sounded real?”

“If you actually take a sip of that beer, I’ll answer.”

I looked down at the swill in my glass then pushed it away. “On second thought, maybe I don’t have the stomach for this.”

Greg dumped the beer and filled a fresh glass with ice water. I took a long sip, draining half of it as he watched. “I got acid relief tablets in the back. You want one?”

“No, thanks. Just an answer to my question.”

He leaned against the bar and scratched the scruff on his chin. “What sounded real, was it? I don’t really know. You know how people are. This is the second girl who’s gone missing in the area, so naturally, the conspiracy theorists have started to come out of the woodwork—”

I set the glass down too forcefully against the bar. Water slopped over the sides. “Wait a minute. You said Holly Dubois was the second girl to go missing?”

“Yeah, didn’t you know?” Greg asked with a note of surprise. “A couple weeks before the Dubois girl disappeared, one of our local teenagers vanished too. Melody Harver. Nice kid. Not even eighteen. Pretty too. Her parents are wrecked.”

“What happened to her?” I demanded.

“No idea. They never found her. Yet. They haven’t found her yet.” Greg took another swig of his drink, grimaced, and topped it off with a spray of ginger ale from the hose. “The girls look alike too. A bit like you, actually. Tall, athletic, blonde hair. Some people think it’s just a coincidence, but I’m not so sure. Seems a little shady that they both went missing from the same fifty mile radius just a few weeks apart.”

Suddenly, the woman at the other end of the bar piped up. “I heard the Dubois girl was found by her older sister. Bridget, or something like that. Apparently, the kidnapper has been playing games with her the whole time the younger sister’s been missing.”

I felt the blood drain from my face as my fingers went ice cold around the empty water glass. “Where’d you hear that?”

The woman lifted her broad shoulders. “It’s like you said. You pick up a lot of random conversations in bars. Greg, can I get a refill on these fries?”

Greg eyed her plate. “You haven’t finished them.”

“They’re cold,” she challenged. “Chop, chop.”

Greg rolled his eyes and disappeared through the swinging doors at the end of the bar, through which I caught sight of a steel stovetop. The woman slid her drink across the counter and moved down three barstools to sit next to me.

“I’m Taylor,” she said, holding out her hand for me to shake. Her grip was firm, almost too tight, as she squinted at my nametag. “Who did you say you were again?”

“Mackenzie,” I replied. “Mackenzie Hart.”

“No, you’re not.”
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To my credit, I didn’t flinch or react in any other obvious manner to the accusation, but my arms did begin to pucker with goose bumps. I hid them beneath the bar as the woman, Taylor, examined me from head to toe. She had a sharp, calculating eye and a smirk that boasted information not privy to anyone else. When I first walked into the bar, I assumed that she was local. The boots, the shirt, the slump over the countertop all matched the native color, but her shrewd attentiveness was from out of town. Wolfwater was slow, dull, and a little dense, and this woman was nothing like that.

“Sorry?” I said, hoping she wouldn’t notice the way the pitch of my voice had suddenly gone up a few octaves.

“You’re not her.” She plucked the sleeve of my uniform. “First of all, this uniform is not fitted to you at all, and I have a hard time believing that it’s just because you forgot to get it tailored. Look how long those pant legs are.” She kicked my boots, where the cuffs that I’d folded into Mac’s uniform pants had come undone and trailed themselves through the mud outside. “Second, you don’t hold yourself like a cop. Close, but not quite. Cops are all about their belts. It’s the only place they got to rest their hands. You look like you’ve never worn a utility belt in your life, and every time you accidentally brush against the Glock, you jerk away as if you’ve been burned.”

To prove her wrong, I rested my hand on the grip of the gun. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m sorry if you’re confused.”

“I’m definitely not confused,” she said. “You’re not a cop.”

She didn’t bother to keep the statement quiet. A few heads perked up from around the shabby bar, too interested in my presence for my tastes.

“See, if you were a cop, you wouldn’t have looked around like that to check who was listening in on our conversation,” Taylor said smugly.

I squared off my shoulders, faced the bar, and calmly took a sip of my water. “I don’t have to prove anything to you.”

“Yeah, actually, you kind of do.”

A badge flashed under the counter, out of sight of the other patrons but in complete view for me. The gold glinted beneath the dim lights, reflecting into my eyes, as I squinted at her credentials. CIA Special Agent. Oh, shit.

“You don’t look like a CIA agent,” I said in an undertone, nodding at her dirty boots and sweat-stained T-shirt. “Where’d you buy the badge? Ebay or Etsy?”

She tucked the badge into the pocket of her jeans. “You want to play games, huh? Fine. You’re a cop. Let’s see a photo I.D. then.”

I hesitated for a moment too long. I didn’t have Mac’s driver’s license on me, and even if I did, there was no way I could pass myself off as her. For one, her bright red hair would be a dead giveaway, and other than a similar body type, we didn’t share any definitive features.

Taylor finished off her drink with a refreshed sigh. “Ahh. That’s what I thought. Why, may I ask, are you pretending to be an officer from Belle Dame? I have a few guesses, but I’d like to know if I’m right or not. I’m also hoping that you didn’t kill the real Mackenzie Hart in order to steal her uniform.”

“No, of course not! She’s my friend.”

A second after the sentence left my mouth, I realized my mistake. Taylor’s guess had been pure speculation up until this point, but I had verbally confirmed that I wasn’t the real Mackenzie Hart.

“And does she know that you’ve made off with her uniform and cruiser?” Taylor asked. “I saw it parked at the sheriff’s department next door. Do you know what the consequences are for impersonating a police officer?”

“Look, you don’t understand—”

“Why don’t you fill me in then?”

Greg emerged from the kitchen again and slid a platter of fries between us. “Hot plate, coming through.”

Taylor slumped in the stool again, back to her local Wolfwater persona. “Did you hear that?” she asked me in a thick drawl that didn’t belong to her. “He called me hot plates.”

Greg rolled his eyes and snapped the bar towel across the counter near Taylor’s fingers. “Just eat your damn food.”

He walked away and busied himself by organizing the booze bottles on the shelves behind him in alphabetical order, despite the type of liquor inside them. I strongly suspected that Taylor had vexed him more than once or twice if he was that desperate to avoid our exchange.

I leaned toward Taylor. “How am I supposed to know that you’re a real CIA agent?”

“Because my I.D. matches my face.”

“Yeah, but the cowboy boots don’t match the job.”

“I’m undercover.”

“Bullshit.”

The plate of fries sat untouched between us, little ramekins of malt vinegar and ketchup quivering amongst the steaming spuds.

“All right, Detective,” Taylor said. “Let’s hear it. I spotted you as a fake from a mile away, so why don’t you fill me in on my mistakes?”

But as I’d noticed before, Taylor wasn’t the same breed of small towner as the rest of the population of Wolfwater. Sure, she wore the clothes and the boots, but the accent and the posture slipped often, revealing a crisp, honed professionality beneath her facade.

“Isn’t the first rule of working undercover that you don’t talk about working undercover?” I asked. My stomach rumbled. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten a real meal. The hospital breakfast from that morning had hardly been edible. I nabbed a few fries from Taylor’s plate, dipped them in ketchup and vinegar, and stuffed them in my mouth while I waited on Taylor’s answer.

“Normally, yes,” she said. “But in a situation like this, I think the risk of revealing myself might be worth the payoff.”

My mouth was full of fries. “Why’s that? You think turning me in is going to help your case? I assume you are working on a specific case, right? Isn’t that why agents go undercover in the first place?”

“Right, you are. Here’s the thing. The case I’m working on? It’s the same one you’re working on. Or pretending to work on.”

That caught my attention. I swallowed my mouthful of fries but didn’t reach for more. “The CIA is working the Holly Dubois case?”

“Not quite. Dubois is a small part of what we think is a larger operation, but this isn’t the kind of thing that we can talk about in public.” She pushed the plate closer to me. “Finish the fries. You clearly need them. Then we’ll go to my place to chat. Maybe you can tell me how you got that giant lump on your head. I’m sure it’s an engaging tale.”

I had no reason to trust Taylor, but the fries tasted great and I was desperate to get out of the dismal bar. Not to mention, Taylor didn’t seem all that concerned with the fact that I was impersonating a police officer. Either that, or she was waiting for the best moment to arrest me. No matter what, she alluded that she might have information about Holly, and I wasn’t about to pass up that chance out of fear of retribution. I polished off the rest of the plate, dusted my hands, and gestured for Taylor to lead the way out.

“Hey!” Greg said. “You gotta pay for those!”

“Put it on my tab,” Taylor called over her shoulder.

It was pouring outside, and the thunder and lightning were getting worse. The area hadn’t seen a storm like this in a long time. Trees buckled under the wind. Loose branches tumbled down the street, while miniature tornadoes sucked up leaves and dirt and cycloned them around the town. The sidewalks and gutters had flooded, and I was glad that Mac’s thick work boots were waterproof. Taylor’s place wasn’t far. We sprinted two blocks down from the bar before ducking into a narrow alleyway with a dumpster full of wet, reeking trash. Taylor shoved a key into the lock of a small, weathered door, threw it open, and ushered me inside.

It wasn’t much of a home. The walls were made of the same red brick as the outside of the building, and you could hear the wind howl through the thin window panes. A bucket caught leaking rainwater from the roof in the kitchen, which was less of a kitchen and more of a corner of the one-room flat for Taylor to put a hot plate and a mini fridge. A portable cot served as the bed. The lumpy mattress promised back aches for days to come. There were no personal items anywhere. No pictures or journals. No instruments or sports gear or anything else that might indicate that Taylor actually had a hobby. The apartment was bare and boring until I caught sight of the hidden equipment beneath the cot.

“What’s all that?” I asked, pointing.

Taylor adjusted the blanket on the cot so that it draped over the edge and obscured the hardware beneath. “Nothing. Stuff for my job.”

“What kind of stuff?”

“Cameras, computers, listening devices, et cetera,” she replied with a nonchalant wave of her hand. “I’m the only one assigned to Wolfwater, and I’ve only been here for a few months. It takes a lot longer to get the locals to trust you, so sometimes you have to make concessions.”

“You’re spying on people here?”

“Don’t sound so scandalized,” she said. “I do what I have to do for my job.”

I stepped farther into the room, running my fingers over a threadbare couch. “Your job. Right. You mentioned a larger operation that included the Dubois case. Want to fill me in?”

Taylor threw me a towel and draped another across her own shoulders. “That’s not how this is going to work,” she said. “I have information that you want, right? Well, I think you have information for me too. I say we make a trade. A fact for a fact.”

“How do I know it’s worth it?” I asked her, blotting the front of Mac’s uniform with the towel before squeezing the excess moisture from my hair.

“Because I know who you really are.”

I froze mid drying process. Taylor took a kettle from a cabinet in the kitchen, filled it with water, and turned on the hot plate. She took in my shocked expression.

“Oh, come on,” she said. “Like it wasn’t obvious. I recognized you as soon as you walked into that bar. It’s Bridget, right? You look exactly like your little sister. Great genetics, by the way.”

“Is that why you haven’t arrested me yet?” I asked. “Because you feel bad for me?”

“That’s part of it,” she admitted as the kettle gurgled on the hot plate. “I have an idea of what it’s like to lose a sister. Not quite like you do. It was a different scenario, more our own fault than anyone else’s.”

“And the other part?”

“I told you,” Taylor said. “I think you might have information that I want.”

The kettle whistled, a line of steam escaping from its spout. Taylor pulled it off the hot plate, poured two cups of hot water, and dunked a green tea bag into each. She handed one off to me, and I nodded my thanks, warming my pruny fingers against the toasty ceramic.

Taylor leaned against the back of her couch, blowing cool air across the surface of her tea. “Here’s how we do this, okay? First of all, we have to trust each other. I know we’ve only known each other for about ten minutes, but this sort of thing doesn’t work without mutual trust. It’s a leap of faith. Do you think you can do that?”

“It sort of depends on where all of this is going,” I told her. “I’ve got a timeline to keep to.”

“You can tell me all about your timeline in a minute,” she replied. “I just need to know that if I help you out, I can rely on you to help me too.”

I took an experimental sip from my mug, burned my lip, and drew away. “Fine. Mutual trust. Got it. What’s next?”

“Why are you in Wolfwater?” Taylor asked. “Why come here at all? I imagine the same information is available in your hometown.”

“Not exactly.” I draped the towel over the couch as a barrier between my drenched pants and the questionable fabric below and sat down. It felt good to lift the weight of the utility belt from my waist. “I don’t know how much you know about me, but I was never the goody two shoes that Holly is.”

Taylor tapped the name tag pinned to the front of my shirt. “Really? I never would’ve guessed.”

I swatted her away. The tea jostled in my grip, sloshing over the lip of the mug and coasting down my hand. “It’s like you said before. You do what you have to do for your job. I’m doing what I have to do to find my sister. This isn’t the first time I’ve had to compromise my own integrity to keep someone else safe.”

“I’ve read your file.”

“The CIA has a file on me?”

“You’ve crossed our radar,” Taylor said. “Specifically my radar. That bigger operation I was talking about it? It appears that you used to be a part of it.”

For the second time since I’d met Taylor, my skin crawled with anxiety. I had a feeling that I knew exactly what operation Taylor was talking about. It was the human trafficking ring that Fox had run out of Paris. Technically, I had been promoted from victim to employee against my will. It was safer to work with Fox rather than for him, despite drowning in guilt over the consequences of my actions. I’d left that part of my life in France three years ago, but as of late, my past chipped away at a slate that I thought I’d wiped clean.

“What do you know about that operation?” I asked Taylor.

“Not much,” she admitted. “We only picked up on it after the girls in and around this area started to go missing. Holly Dubois and Melody Harver weren’t the only ones. For months, blonde athletes between the ages of fifteen and eighteen have been disappearing one at a time. We totaled eleven missing girls in the last year. Obviously, something was going on.” She paused to drink her tea and join me on the couch. “After examining the evidence, we were able to link the disappearances here with similar occurrences overseas. There were a surprising amount of threads to follow, but once we tracked them to Paris, we lost the trail. It’s as if whoever is spearheading this campaign stopped bothering to cover his tracks, or at least he’s not being as careful as he used to. Any ideas about that?”

A hard lump rose in my throat. I swallowed it down. My mug lay forgotten in my lap. “Do you know him?”

“We know of him,” Taylor said. “Got a couple pictures from the airport security cameras when he arrived in the States. The better question is how do you know him?”

A rush of suppressed memories flooded through me, but I quickly flushed them out again. “The man you’re looking for used to run a trafficking ring out of an abandoned hotel in Paris. I never knew his real name. He called himself Fox.”

Taylor set aside her mug, took a notebook from the kitchen counter, and began scribbling hastily in it. “And what was your affiliation with this Fox character?”

“He abducted me,” I said bluntly. “During a party in an off-limits sector of the Paris Catacombs.”

Taylor didn’t flinch like others might have. From the way her pen flew across the page of her notepad, I knew that this wasn’t information the CIA was aware of yet. The words that came out of my mouth were currency, and I had to figure out a way to use it to my advantage.

“We didn’t find any leads in Paris,” Taylor said, chewing on the end of her pen. “What happened there? Why did Fox decide to move his business to the United States? Specifically this area? It’s not like North Carolina is a hotbed for this kind of activity.”

“Because of me, I imagine.”

“You?”

“Fox and I shared a special relationship,” I said, spitting out the word special to imply that there was nothing good about our relationship at all. “But if you want to know anything else about me and that asshole, you have to help me first. You’re the one who said this was a two-way street.”

“This information is vital—”

“I know it is,” I said. “Which is exactly why I’m not going to blurt it all out to you in some crap shack in the middle of nowhere. My sister is in trouble, my foster parents are worried sick about her, my best friend hates me, and the real Mackenzie Hart is lying in a hospital bed with a bullet wound in her thigh because of me, so if you want information on Fox, I’ll give it all to you after you help me find my sister.”

The pen tumbled out of Taylor’s grasp and clattered to the floor. “Wait, the real Mackenzie was shot? Is she okay?”

“She’ll pull through,” I said. “She’s a badass. My sister, on the other hand, doesn’t have as good of a chance. I didn’t come to Wolfwater for fries and a pint. One of the locals spotted Holly and the idiot who took her at some abandoned train station on the outskirts of town. I want to go out there and check it out.”

“I heard about that,” Taylor said. “Wolfwater’s deputies have already combed the area though.”

“Wanda—Officer Martin—said she used to play out by the train station when she was a kid,” I told her. “Apparently, there are a lot of places to hide out there. Emmett could have easily found one and holed up with my little sister.”

The thought sent a shiver down my spine. I shuddered as Taylor tossed aside her notebook.

“So if we go out to this train station together and find your sister, you’ll fill me in on everything you know about Fox?” she asked. “I mean everything. From the moment you met him to the last time you saw him and all of your communication in between.”

“If we find my sister alive, I’ll tell you whatever you want,” I said. “All that matters to me is that Holly gets home safely.”

Taylor stood up and took two heavy-duty rain jackets from a nearby coat hook, one black and one dark green. She handed the black one to me. “All right then. Let’s head out. You’re driving though. We might as well put that stolen cruiser to good use.”

The borrowed jacket protected me from most of the wind and the rain, but when we piled into the cruiser and started driving to the edge of Wolfwater, it was slow going. The windshield wipers didn’t make a dent in the sheets of water that showered down from the dark clouds above, and the world was one gray portrait of madness. The headlights punctuated a fraction of the road in front of us, so I eased along at a glacial pace, wishing that the damn weather would just clear up so that I could speed after Holly without running into a telephone pole. How long had it been since Christian’s bullet had grazed her side? I hadn’t heard her voice in my head since that morning, but I held out hope that she was still alive. As connected as we were, I knew that somehow, if she died, I would feel it.

The address on the sticky note from Officer Martin belonged to Willie Roque, but the GPS navigation system only got us as far as the dirt road that led out to nowhere before it gave up on Roque’s actual location. We ambled along, peering through the rain for a glimpse of anything other than trees and dirt. After a good half hour, Taylor pointed through the front windshield.

“There. I think I see it.”

I squinted. Off in the distance, part of the world was a darker gray than the rest of it. It could’ve been a house or a mirage, but I would’ve settled for a figment of my imagination as long as it meant we were one step closer to Holly. Carefully, I steered the cruiser through an opening in a long, low wooden fence, gunned the engine to free the tires from a patch of mud, and rolled up to the shadowy structure. It was an old farm house, gray like the clouds and the rain around it. I parked as close to the front porch as possible and unbuckled my seatbelt. Taylor stayed put.

“Aren’t you coming?” I asked her.

She shook the sides of her jacket to show off the rugged shirt beneath. “I’m undercover, remember? I still have a job to do here. If you mess this up, I’m going to be in deep shit.”

“Thanks for the pep talk.”

“Sure thing.”

I made a run for the front door, slipping on the mold that coated the porch steps, and pounded out a knock. After a few minutes of silence, I knocked again.

“Mr. Roque,” I called through the chipped paint and rotting wood. “It’s the police. I have a few questions about what you saw the other day.”

The door swung open, revealing a stooped old man several feet shorter than me with a scraggly white beard that rested against his bare, tanned chest. He leaned heavily on a walking cane, the handle of which was hand-carved into the shape of a lion with its mouth open mid-roar. The pungent scent of curry emanated from the dark house, and I sincerely hoped that it was a result of a cooking meal rather than Roque’s own odor.

“What do you want?” he croaked, his voice worn out from years of tobacco usage. “I don’t like the cops out here. Only Wanda.”

“Wanda is a cop.”

“The only cop I like.”

“I’ll do my best,” I told him, taking a step away from his front door. Rain battered my back, but I preferred the wetness to the aroma of Roque’s house. “Wanda told me that you called in a sighting of Holly Dubois and Emmett Marks. Can you tell me exactly where you saw them?”

“Past the old train station.”

“Right. I got that already. Did you see them enter the train station?”

“No.”

A flash of lightning hit the ground so close by that I felt the electricity radiate through the area. The accompanying clap of thunder made me want to cover my ears. Roque, comparatively, didn’t flinch at all.

“Did you see which direction they were headed?” I asked him. This conversation should have been short and sweet, especially with the clouds darkening ever still overhead. “Any information you can give me would be helpful. Once I know where I’m going, I’ll be out of your hair.”

The prospect seemed a promising one to Roque. He pointed to his left with a toothy grimace. “Train station’s that way. They were heading northwest, into the forest. Looked like the little girl was putting up a fight. Good for her.”

Hope blossomed in my chest. If Holly was fighting, then maybe she could hold out for longer than I’d originally thought. “Northwest?”

“Toward the lucky rock,” Roque confirmed.

“I’m sorry, the what?”

“The lucky rock,” he repeated. “It’s a big ass boulder that sits under the bridge at the river. It’s been there forever. Kids go down there to rub it for good luck. Sounds like horsefeathers to me, but I was never one for superstition. You can’t miss it. It’s covered in spray paint.” He retreated to the darkness of his house, inching the door closed. “Good luck. And don’t run over my pumpkins when you drive out there.”

The smell lingered even after its source was cut off, so I stepped off the porch and hurried back to the cruiser.

“Well?” Taylor asked as I pulled the driver’s door shut.

“Northwest,” I reported, putting the car in drive. “Heading toward the lucky rock.”

“The what?”

“That’s what I said.”

I navigated through Roque’s property, narrowly avoiding the pumpkin patch, and used the compass that was suction cupped to the dashboard as a guide out to the old train station. It was a sight to see. The roof had fallen in, the wooden steps were broken, and the nearby tracks were rusted over. A decrepit sign had been hammered into the ground at an odd angle. At one point, I imagined it detailed the history of the landmark, but the paint had been washed away by the elements, and the story was lost to the earth. I yanked the compass from the dashboard and kicked my door open. My sense of direction was good in foreign cities across the ocean, not in a strange forest where every tree looked exactly the same.

“Let’s check the station just in case,” Taylor said, pulling the hood of her rain jacket tight around her face. “Or what’s left of it at least.”

But as soon as we reached the door of the old building, it was clear that hiding inside it was not an excellent option for anyone. The door fell off the old hinges, wavered, and hit the floor with a bang that the rain could not muffle.

“Way to be discreet,” I muttered as we looked around the one-room train station. Rain poured in from the hole in the roof. Debris littered the old benches and counters. Taylor and I split up, checking the perimeter of either side of the station. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. For all I knew, the train station held a thousand secrets, but it sure as hell wasn’t going to whisper them to me. I stomped on the weathered floorboards and knocked on the walls, listening closely, but there was no echo to indicate any secret hideaways or underground passages.

“Anything?” Taylor called from across the room.

“Nope.”

“Let’s move on.”

We braved the rain again and headed toward the forest, leaving the cruiser parked and locked at the station. The damp squish of my boots through the mud felt routine, as did the steady patter against the hood of my jacket. I led the way, the compass resting flat in the palm of my hand as it rotated back and forth. Once beneath the cover of the trees, the rain eased up a bit, dripping through the branches with heavy, sporadic plops.

“Look,” Taylor said, pointing at the ground.

The thick leaves protected the dirt below, so the bad weather hadn’t wiped away the path that had been worn into the ground by several pairs of teenagers’ sneakers. I checked the compass. Sure enough, the path headed northwest.

“Thank you, Wolfwater High,” I mumbled, settling into a jog. Taylor’s footfalls joined the rhythm of mine.

“Fill me in,” she puffed as we ran. “Who’s this guy your sister’s with? Emmett Marks, right? Not Fox?”

“Two different people,” I answered. “I’ve known Emmett my whole life. Never thought he had something like this in him, but I guess that’s how it works, doesn’t it?”

“Why’d he do it?”

“To get back at me,” I told her. “Apparently I broke his heart. This is his way of winning me over.”

“Solid plan.”

“Emmett was always more brawn than brains.” I leapt over a knotty tree root. “But I never expected him to go full Pennywise. Then again, Fox has that kind of effect on people. He promises them whatever they want, as long as he gets what he wants out of it.”

“Is that what happened to you?”

“No. In that instance, he took what he wanted no matter what.”

The edge in my voice was sharp enough to stave off further questions from Taylor. I huffed as we jogged along, unused to the added weight of Mac’s body armor and utility belt. It felt like jogging through a swamp with bags of bricks around my waist. Through the gloom, I saw the outline of the river bridge like a black and white outline in a lazy artist’s sketchbook. We stumbled to a halt just short of it and looked into the churning water below.

“There.” I shielded my eyes from the rain and squinted at the bank beneath the bridge opposite us. “I think I can see the lucky rock.”

I jogged across the rickety bridge and scampered down the embankment toward the swirling water. I picked my way carefully across the muddy ground, one hand trailing along the dirt wall for balance. One misstep and the river would whisk me away like a goldfish. Maybe that was why Taylor stayed at the top of the small ravine, but a little bit of danger never scared me.

Once underneath the bridge, the lucky rock was, as Roque has said, impossible to miss, though it was underwhelming at best. The boulder was about waist high, rubbed shiny from the teenagers’ bizarre rituals, and stained in various hues of spray paint. Each senior class from Wolfwater High seemed to come out to the lucky boulder and paint their graduation year onto the rock. I knelt down, running my fingers over the uneven surface. If I knew Holly like I thought I did, she would’ve left something for me to find here.

As I searched, a light moan reached my ears. I perked up and looked around. “Taylor?”

Her voice floated down from the top of the embankment. “Yeah?”

“Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

Another moan echoed in the space beneath the bridge. Behind the boulder. I set my shoulder against it and heaved, but the giant rock wouldn’t budge.

“Taylor, get down here! I need help.”

Taylor groaned then slid on the seat of her pants down the slanted dirt wall toward the riverbank. She tried to dust the mud off her butt, but it clung to the denim. “What is it?”

“There’s someone here,” I said.

“Are you sure?”

“Positive. I heard them.”

As if to support my claim, another whimper sounded from behind the rock. Taylor’s eyes widened, and she joined me underneath the bridge. Together, we pushed against the rock, tendons straining to move it. With a slight pop, it disengaged from the wet ground and rolled over once, revealing a cavity the size of a cupboard that had been dug out of the clay and dirt. Inside, a blonde girl in a dirty red shirt was curled up, her head resting on her knees.

“Holly!” I cried, reaching into the space. The girl turned her face toward me, and the lump in my throat returned. It wasn’t Holly, though the girl wore the torn Belle Dame Fastpitch jersey stained with Holly’s blood from her bullet wound. My heart dropped.

“Holy shit,” Taylor breathed as she peered into the pitiful chamber.

“What?”

“That’s Melody Harver,” she said. “The girl that went missing from Wolfwater two weeks before Holly disappeared.”

Melody lifted her head at the sound of her name. She looked no better than Holly had the last time that I saw her. Her face was a sickly green color, her hair was matted with mud and dirt, and her collarbone jutted out against her skin as if she hadn’t eaten in months.

“Help me,” she whispered then she passed out, her forehead thunking against her knees.

A familiar madness stirred in the pit of my stomach, boiling up to my chest and lighting my throat on fire. This was Fox’s effect. He stole happy girls from their homes and ruined them. It didn’t matter if they eventually found their way home. They would never forget the trauma they endured during the time in Fox’s hands. I knew that from experience. I squatted down to reach into the cavity, but Taylor held me back.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“What’s it look like I’m doing?” I puffed, shaking her off. “I’m getting her out of here.”

“We should call an ambulance.”

“The nearest hospital is the one by Belle Dame,” I told her. “It’s over an hour away. She doesn’t have that kind of time. We need to get her somewhere warm and dry.”

“There’s a clinic across from the bar,” Taylor said. “That’s as good as it’s going to get in Wolfwater.”

I slid one arm underneath Melody’s knees and the other below her shoulders and slowly hauled her unconscious body from the hole in the ground. She didn’t weigh much, which was lucky, though it was a struggle to get her back up the embankment. At the top, I unhooked my utility belt and handed it to Taylor to hold then picked Melody up again. As we walked back to the car, she stirred in my grasp, and her eyes fluttered open.

“Hey,” I murmured. “It’s okay. I got you. You’re safe.”

Her arm tightened around my shoulders, the only indication that she had heard me. At the cruiser, Taylor hurriedly opened the door to the backseat, and I laid Melody across the black vinyl. Once we were buckled up, I squealed out of the muddy field and hauled ass out to the main road, trusting my instincts to get us there unharmed.

“Do you know what this means?” Taylor asked, gripping the bar above the window as the cruiser careened across the rain-soaked road.

“It means that my sister is still out there with Emmett somewhere,” I growled.

“I meant for the case,” Taylor explained. “She’s the first girl we’ve found. She could identify suspects, feed us information—”

I swerved around a splintered tree trunk, a victim of the strong winds. “She nearly died, Taylor. Can we make sure she gets the treatment she needs before we start pumping her for the particulars of her kidnapping?”

“Yeah, of course, but—”

“You’ve never been in a life-or-death situation, have you?”

She flushed. “No, but—”

“You want to know how I knew that?” I asked her. “Because if you had been, you never would’ve answered me with a ‘but.’”

Wolfwater’s main stretch came into view, the buildings like phantoms hiding in the shadows of the clouds. I steered toward the bar, scanning the street for the clinic entrance.

“I didn’t mean anything by it,” Taylor said. “And you need this information too. What if she knows something about Holly?”

“She’s wearing my sister’s shirt,” I told her. “Covered in my sister’s blood. She obviously knows something about Holly, but she might not be in any state to talk about it when she wakes up. I know trauma, Taylor. Don’t push her. We’ll ask what we need to ask and nothing more.”

The sign for the clinic appeared out of nowhere, and I squealed to a stop outside the front doors, not bothering to park in a designated space. As I checked on Melody in the backseat, Taylor got out of the cruiser and jogged into the clinic. When she returned, it was with a doctor and a nurse, both of whom looked incredibly concerned at the sight of Melody’s current state.

The doctor glanced at my name tag. “Let’s get her inside, Officer Hart.”

They gave me the space to pull Melody out of the car on my own. I felt oddly protective of her, as if helping Melody would elicit a karmic response from the universe to rescue Holly as well. I carried Melody through the doors of the clinic, down the hallway, and into an empty examination room, where I laid her down on the clean linens of the exam table. The doctor immediately got to work, checking Melody’s airways and vitals.

“I should go,” I said as the nurse nudged me away from the exam table to do her own work. “I’ll be in the waiting room. Let me know how she is.”

But as I turned to leave, Melody’s eyes flew open, and she grabbed my hand to pull me back toward the table.

“Don’t leave me,” she whispered hoarsely, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes. “Please. Please don’t leave me.”

“Okay,” I told her. “I’m not leaving.”
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Icouldn’t stay by Melody’s side for as long as I wanted. Once she lost consciousness again, I sidled out of the room to let the doctor and nurse do what they could for her. From the garbled conversation that I caught between the medical professionals, Melody was malnourished and dehydrated, much like Holly had been while she was being held in the basement of Emmett’s old house. I considered the extent of Fox’s reach here in North Carolina. All this time, I thought that Holly’s kidnapping was at the center of this problem, but with the revelation that Fox was still alive, a whole new issue was brought to light. Fox wasn’t just toying with my sister’s life to get to me. He was rebuilding his empire, starting with the pretty high schoolers in and around Belle Dame. The thought made me sick. Every time it crossed my mind that Holly could end up as one of Fox’s new girls, bile rose at the back of my throat. The worst part was that I thought my involvement with human trafficking was over and done with. I had escaped the hotel in Paris. I had freed nearly eighty girls from Fox’s influence. I had put a bullet in Fox and assumed him dead, and I had been on the run ever since.

Taylor wasted no time. As soon as I emerged from the exam room, she bombarded me with questions regarding Melody’s capture, how I thought it might have occurred and why it was linked to Holly’s disappearance. I sank into one of the plastic chairs in the waiting room, acutely aware of the weight of my drenched clothes as the air conditioning blew an unyielding wind at me from the vent above. Taylor yammered on, but her words blended in with the buzz of fluorescent lights. I slunk down, tipped my head back to rest on the chair, and closed my eyes. One missing girl had been found, but my sister was still out there, alone and scared, and the only lead I had was lying unconscious in a doctor’s office.

Hold on, Holly, I said silently, hoping that the telepathic connection that had been forged between us would pick up my thoughts and send them to my little sister. I’m doing my best. I just need you to hold on for a little bit longer.

“Bridget,” Taylor said, prodding my shoulder. “Hey, Bridget.”

“What?”

“The local cops are heading over.” She pointed through the front window of the clinic. Sure enough, a few deputies, including Officer Martin, were on their way over from the department across the street, sheltered from the rain beneath a brigade of black umbrellas. “You have to talk to them.”

“Me?” I said. “Why me? You’re the CIA agent that’s actually been assigned to this case.”

“Yeah, but they don’t know that.” Taylor hauled me out of the chair from under the arm, displaying some impressive upper body strength. “I’m undercover, remember? You have to be the one to update them on Melody.”

The deputies were getting closer, on the sidewalk of our side of the street now.

“I’m not even a real cop!” I protested.

Taylor grimaced. “I wouldn’t mention that during your report.”

I smoothed my soaked hair, pasting the frizzy flyaways to my scalp as I watched the deputies through the window. Taylor led me to the rear of the waiting room so that I could collect myself in the few seconds before they walked in.

“Look,” she said. “All you have to do is tell them where you found Melody. Say you went alone on Officer Martin’s suggestion, that you talked to Roque, and that you found your way out to the lucky rock. For everything else, the case or whatever, that’s up to you. I think the easiest thing would be to play stupid. Clearly, you don’t want to tell me everything that you actually know, so I assume the local cops of Wolfwater don’t merit the privilege either.” When I remained silent, she nodded knowingly. “I thought so. Just play the part, Bridget. In the long run, these rookie local cops don’t know what they’re dealing with. They should leave the complicated stuff to my department.”

“I know someone who would fix you with a scathing stare for saying something like that,” I told her, thinking of Mac, who was sharper and smarter than anyone else I’d ever met, including my many acquaintances from overseas.

“I don’t mean it offensively,” Taylor replied with a shrug. “Most local officers don’t have the experience needed for cases like this. Simple as that.”

Her air of superiority irked me, but there was nothing that I could do about it. I needed Taylor around. Our deal was ongoing. Holly was out there somewhere, and Taylor had the skills and the brains to help me find her. Her arrogance was also a sign of confidence in her own abilities. At least one of us thought we had a fighting chance at taking down Fox.

The front door to the clinic swung open, ending our conversation, and I caught my reflection in the shiny, tinted window as the officers filed into the waiting room. My appearance was no better than bedraggled. My hair was a mess, my shirt had wrinkled in the rain, and my pants were covered in a solid layer of crusty mud. Compared to Officer Martin, with her pristinely pressed trousers and starched collar, I looked like a dirty stray mutt that had wandered into a sponsored competition for purebreds.

“Officer Hart,” Martin greeted me, and I had to look down at my name tag to remind myself that I was not, at that moment, Bridget Dubois. “I see that you decided to ignore my suggestion to stay indoors during the storm.”

I straightened my spine and rested my hands on my belt in what felt like an authoritative posture. “Caught wind of an emergency. I didn’t want to waste my lead.”

“And you didn’t care to contact a local officer for backup?” Martin questioned. Over her shoulder, a burly cop with a full beard peered at me through narrow eyes. “After all, we do know the area better than you.”

“No time,” I replied shortly. “Do you want to know what happened or not? Because I have other cases to track.”

Officer Martin almost motioned for me to go on but stopped short when she caught sight of Taylor. “Miss Daley. Imagine seeing you here. Shouldn’t you be skulking around the bar like you usually do?”

Taylor smirked and pointedly tapped the check-in list on the clinic’s front counter. “Had a last-minute appointment.”

“Mm. Would you mind excusing us for a minute then?” Officer Martin cleared the path to the clinic door and waited for Taylor to retreat.

Taylor eyed the downpour outside. “You expect me to go wait in the thunderstorm? No, thanks. I’ll plug my ears.”

Martin gave her a look but didn’t argue. Instead, she gestured for me to follow her down the hall toward Melody’s exam room, leaving Taylor to deal with the buff officer in the waiting area.

“Is it true?” Martin muttered as the busy sounds of the doctor working emanated from the opposite side of the door. “Did you really find Melody Harver?”

“I found a girl,” I confirmed. “But I don’t know who she is. She didn’t have any identification on her, and she didn’t have the strength to tell me her name herself.”

“But where? How?” Martin’s impressive bicep flexed as she neatened her already impeccable curls. “We’ve been searching for this girl for over a month. No one’s seen a hair on her head.”

“I spoke to Roque, like you said,” I told her. “He mentioned some kind of lucky rock—”

“Underneath the bridge in the woods.” She shook her head. “Those damn kids. One of them is going to fall in the river one day, and it’s not going to be pretty.”

“She was trapped in a hole behind the rock,” I said. “Someone put her there, Officer Martin, then intentionally shut her in. Honestly, I think she was left as a warning.”

The statement slipped out before I realized its implication. I forgot that Officer Martin didn’t really know who I was, that I had a connection to Melody Harver that was not altogether professional. It was true though. It wasn’t a coincidence that Melody resembled Holly. The blonde hair, the athletic body type, the bubbly high schooler that everybody loved. Emmett guessed that I was on his trail, and he’d left Melody as a way to derail me. He knew that I couldn’t leave the suffering girl and continue after Holly. This was going exactly the way that he wanted it to. Returning Melody to Wolfwater took time, time that Emmett could use to make it farther from town with Holly in tow.

“A warning?” Officer Martin repeated. “A warning for what? To who?”

“Think about it,” I said, my voice low. “Two girls gone missing from adjacent towns? The same person is behind this, and they don’t want to know that we’re onto them.”

Martin waved her hands. “Hold on. Before we talk about this any further, I need confirmation that the girl lying on that table in there is actually Melody Harver. Her parents need to be contacted if she is. Wait here.”

When she let herself into the waiting room, I craned for a look over her shoulder. Melody was awake again, frantically shoving the doctor away. He held a needle between his fingers, but the teenager was thrashing about in whatever way possible to avoid its insertion.

“Whoa!” Officer Martin stepped in between the doctor and his patient. I followed her to Melody, who tugged me over to the table and used me as a shield. “Doctor Allen, step aside!”

“It’s just for fluids,” Doctor Allen said, holding up the needle. “She needs help. I don’t understand—”

I gently rotated Melody’s arm. In the crook of her elbow, there were several pinpricks already, accompanied by fading yellow bruises. Holly had had similar marks on her own arms. It was a product of Emmett’s methods for keeping his captives quiet. He had been stealing sedatives from the assisted living facility where his grandmother lived. I showed Allen and Martin the marks on her arm.

“She’s not ready for this,” I told them, wrapping an arm around Melody’s shoulders. She leaned into me and closed her eyes.

“But she needs the IV,” Allen said. “It’s the least I can do before they transfer her to a proper hospital.”

I turned to the teenager and leaned down to her level. “It’s Melody, right?” She nodded, her lips trembling, and I heard the soft gust of a sigh from Officer Martin behind me. “I know that this is tough for you, and that you’ve been away from home for a while. I know that someone hurt you. I understand that. I went through something similar myself. Doctor Allen is trying to help you. You need to let him do his job.”

“Can you do it?” Her voice was timid and raspy, as if she hadn’t had a sip of water in months, and she looked up at me with pleading, watery eyes.

“I wish I could, honey, but I don’t have the training,” I said, smoothing her limp hair away from her face. God, she looked so much like Holly. “But I will stay here and watch for as long as you want me to. Is that okay?” She thought about it for a second, then nodded slowly. I waved Doctor Allen over, never taking my gaze off of Melody or my hand from hers. “All right. Ready when you are, Doc.”

Melody squeezed her eyes shut as the needles punctured her skin, but Allen worked calmly and efficiently, setting up the IV drip in a matter of seconds. As the fluids rushed through the clear tubes and into Melody’s veins, she sighed and relaxed.

“There you go,” I murmured. “Feel a little better?”

She clamped down tighter on my arm. “Please don’t leave me.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “I mean it this time.”

Officer Martin approached us warily from behind. “Ms. Harver, I’m Officer Martin. I’ve been handling your case since the day you disappeared. You gave us all quite a scare.” She gave Melody the chance to reply, but the teenager seemed only able to activate her vocal chords if she was speaking to me. Martin went on. “I’m going to go out in the hall to call your parents. Are you ready to see them?” Melody leaned her forehead against the damp shoulder of my uniform and gave another small nod. “All right then,” Martin said. “I’ll be back soon.”

She slipped out of the room. After a cursory check to make sure the IV bag was properly hung, Doctor Allen followed after her. Then it was me and Melody alone in the room together.

“I know you,” she said as soon as the door shut behind the others.

I looked down at her in surprise. “You do?”

“You’re related to her, aren’t you?” Melody went on. Her dirty fingers brushed my cheeks. “The other girl.”

“You saw my sister,” I breathed. “You met Holly?”

“Briefly. We weren’t permitted to have a social hour.” A dry, humorless laugh left Melody’s throat. “But your sister was a fighter.”

“Was?” The past tense curled like a snake in the pit of my stomach, threatening to strike. “Melody, please. I know it’s painful, but I need you to tell me everything that you remember. There are other girls that need help, and I’m the only person who can find them.”

Melody scrunched up her nose, as if trying to remember the events of the past month. I understood her reluctance to do so. During all the time I spent with Fox and the years after, pushing all of the trauma to the bottom of my soul was how I coped with what I’d done. For a while, it worked, until my past started catching up with me. This whole experience was making me dredge up the memories that I’d worked so hard to suppress. Melody, at least, had parents to reunite with after her kidnapping experience. I hadn’t been so lucky, and when all of this was over, Holly would only have me and our foster parents to come home to.

“Melody,” I said softly. “Do you remember who took you? Did you ever see his face?”

“Of course,” she replied. “Tall, muscles, with dark hair and eyes. He had dimples. I remember thinking he might’ve been cute if he wasn’t holding me captive. Mark or something. Was that his name?”

“Emmett Marks,” I growled. “He’s an idiot.”

“He didn’t seem to care if I knew what he looked like.” Melody coughed, so I filled up a plastic cup with water from the faucet and handed it to her. “Thanks. There was another guy too, but he was better at hiding. I think he had light brown hair and some kind of accent.”

“He’s gone,” I said shortly.

Melody’s eyes widened. “Gone?”

“Gone. My partner, er, dispatched him.”

She got the gist, but there was no part of her that showed remorse for the death of one of the men that had held her captive. “Good. He deserved it.”

“Melody, do you have any idea where they were keeping you?” I asked her. Footsteps pattered outside the exam room. We were running out of time for questions. “Was it somewhere here in Wolfwater?”

“I think so,” she said. “It wasn’t a long walk to the lucky rock, though I was drugged, so I might not be remembering it correctly. It was dark and damp, and a loud noise echoed overhead on the hour.”

“What kind of noise?”

“I don’t know,” Melody answered. “It shook the whole room though, or cellar, or whatever place they were keeping us in. It rumbled, like thunder, and then it would subside, and I’d wait another hour for it to come back.”

“Like thunder,” I mused. “Dark and damp. Do you think you were underground?”

“It smelled like it,” she said. “Musty.”

“And the noise,” I prompted again. “You don’t remember anything else about it?”

Melody wiped her watering eyes, leaving a smudge of dirt beneath her lashes. I found a box of tissues, wet them under the faucet, and dabbed at the grime on her cheeks.

“No.” She sniffed as I wiped the dirt away. “Oh, wait. Yes. There was a horn too. Long and loud.”

I tossed the dirty tissue into the trash and dusted my hands. “A rumble like thunder and long, loud horn? Was it a train?”

Melody smacked a palm against her head. “A train! Of course! I can’t believe I didn’t think about that. God, I’m such an idiot.”

“No, you’re not,” I told her. I checked my watch. Nearly an hour had passed since we had found Melody out in the woods. “Do you remember anything else? An entrance to wherever they held you?”

“No. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine—”

The door to the exam room burst open, and several people spilled through it. The first was a middle-aged blonde woman with teary, bloodshot eyes as if she hadn’t slept in weeks. She was followed by a man who would’ve been tall if his shoulders were not so rounded in. Doctor Allen and Officer Martin brought up the rear. The couple paused in the doorway, staring at Melody as if hardly daring to believe their eyes. Neither one of them noticed my presence.

“Melody!” the woman cried, and she darted forward to wrap her arms around the teenager.

“Mom,” Melody croaked into her mother’s shoulder. She broke down into sobs as her father joined their reunion. “Dad. I’m so happy to see you both.”

“We thought we’d lost you, kid,” her father said as he planted a kiss against his daughter’s forehead.

I sidled out of the room as the family dissolved into mutual tears of happiness. Something ballooned in my chest, pressed against my heart as if to keep it from overreacting. On one hand, it was a relief to see Melody return to her parents. On the other, it was a reminder that if I didn’t hurry, Holly might never see her family or friends again. The fresh wave of guilt and shame opened up a pathway to my little sister in my brain. Like a break in a dam, Holly’s consciousness reached out to meet mine.

Bridget.

I ducked into another empty exam room to be alone. Holly! Thank God you’re still alive. How are you? Where are you? What has that idiot done to you?

Her labored breathing somehow translated through our telepathic communication. Slow down. Please. Listen. I think I’m running out of time. Emmett’s gone, for now at least. He left me in some underground storage room.

I recalled Melody’s story. Like a storm cellar?

Yes, near the train tracks.

I wrenched open the door of the exam room and hurried down the hallway. I’m on my way right now, Holly.

Bee, you have to get here as soon as possible, Holly pleaded. The storm’s getting worse. Emmett blocked the hatch, so I can’t get out, but water’s pouring in from all over. It’s up to my knees already. Her voice hitched. Bee, please, I don’t want to drown.

You’re not going to drown.

But I’d lost her again through the finicky static of the connection. It was like having the worst cell phone service in existence. I doubled my pace, sprinting into the waiting room. Taylor was on her phone in the lobby, speaking in hushed tones. I grabbed her by the arm and dragged her out into the rain before she could put up any kind of fight.

“Jesus, what are you doing?” she demanded as I steered her toward Mac’s squad car and forced her into the passenger’s seat.

I got in, turned the key in the ignition, and backed out of my haphazard park job. “I know where my sister is, but I need your help.” The cruiser jolted to a halt. “Which way are the train tracks? Where do they pass through town?”

Taylor pointed behind us. “Back the way we came, just north of where we found Melody. What do you mean you know where your sister is? Did Melody tell you something?”

“She helped.” I floored it, and the wheels of the car splattered mud against the rear windshield as we peeled out of Wolfwater once more. “But Holly confirmed.”

Taylor pulled her seatbelt across her chest and buckled it as we drove blindly into the storm. “You talked to your sister? How?”

“Let’s just say we’re a lot closer than regular siblings.”

She didn’t question the statement, for which I was glad. Holly and I weren’t the first ones in our family to hear voices in our heads. Our Aunt Ani, my mother’s sister, had been hospitalized for the same thing ten years earlier, right after our parents died. It was simpler to let other people assume what they wanted, rather than trying to explain something that I didn’t understand myself.

The thunderstorm intensified as Taylor provided directions to the freight station outside of Wolfwater. I didn’t think it was possible for the sky to dump so much rain and wind in one go. Every crack of thunder resonated in my chest, like a high school drum line played nonstop cadences from within my rib cage. Every flash of lightning lit up the road in brief moments of clarity. We bumped through hidden potholes, hydroplaned across massive puddles, and whirled through the muddy shoulders, until stacks of empty freight containers rose along the horizon. My heart sank. The freight station was enormous. It would be damn near impossible to locate Holly’s hideout. I parked the car in the middle, pulled up the hood of my borrowed jacket, and got out to look around.

Taylor pinched the hood of her raincoat so that it wouldn’t fly off of her head. “Where do we start?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

Taylor huffed. “Great.”

“She’s underground somewhere,” I told her. “A storm cellar or a storage place. Melody said she was kept in the same place.”

Taylor marched off. “Might as well check the office area first. This place is old. The storm cellar could’ve been precautionary. It makes sense that it might be near the main building.”

I followed her through the gloom, my boots crunching through gravel. The wind blew off my hood again, and I gave up on trying to keep myself dry. The rain seeped in through the collar of my coat and soaked my shoulders. A bolt of lightning spread horizontally across the entire sky as Taylor led the way toward the small office building. The freight station did not appear to be in use, archaic as it was. The tracks nearby were only used in passing. Nevertheless, Taylor cupped her hands to the window to peer inside.

“Anything?” I asked.

“Nope.”

We walked the perimeter of the building, examining every inch of the ground around it for signs of a cellar door. At the rear, by the back door, the rush of water caught my eye. It swirled around a specific spot in the ground, whirlpooling in the middle as if gushing into another dimension.

“Taylor, I found it!”

I knelt down and plunged my hand into the dirty water, feeling around for whatever lay below. My fingers connected with a padlock, cinched tight.

“Well?” Taylor prompted.

“It’s locked,” I said, teeth clenched. “We need a key.”

“Or another way in,” she suggested. She kicked at a pile of railroad ties that I hadn’t noticed before. “I got a feeling that even if you had the key, we wouldn’t be able to move this junk.”

“Fucking Emmett,” I growled. I pounded on the hatch door. “Holly! Holly, can you hear me?”

Try the warehouse.

I pushed myself to stand. “The warehouse.”

Taylor, skeptical, looked from me to the hatch door. “Am I missing something?”

“Yup. Let’s go.”

We sprinted across the abandoned tracks, boots squelching through the mud, and burst through the heavy doors of the huge storage warehouse across from the main building. On the upside, it sheltered us from the rain and lightning. The downside? It was essentially a huge, complex maze. Freight containers were stacked almost to the ceiling in a haphazard fashion, creating a labyrinth of danger waiting to topple over.

Taylor fiddled with something beneath her shirt then drew a gun from an invisible holster. She clicked on the flashlight attached to the barrel and raised the weapon at the ready to look around the warehouse. “Split up?” she suggested.

I nodded. Then, following Taylor’s lead, I pulled Mac’s gun and flashlight from my waist. I wasn’t sure how much good it would do me, but it was better than walking around the warehouse unaware. The two of us wandered off in opposite directions, and I lost sight of Taylor. I patrolled the far edge of the warehouse, sweeping the beam of the flashlight into each hidden crevice. As I moved deeper inward, a party of rats scurried by, wet from the storm. I jumped, but they disregarded me, their little paws squeaking over the toes of my boots as they made their escape from my flashlight. I let out a sigh of relief and raised the light again.

It illuminated Emmett’s face.

“Hi, Bee,” he said calmly. He carried an axe.

I leveled the gun at his chest. “Emmett. Where’s Holly?”

“Nearby,” he replied, taking a step toward me. To compensate, I stepped back, but my heel collided with the freight container behind me. “You’re so close to finding her. The second entrance to the cellar is right over there.”

I didn’t follow the line of his finger, afraid to look away from him. “She’s going to drown if I don’t get to her soon.”

He shrugged and hefted the axe over his shoulder. “I’m not worried. I am worried about you though. You shouldn’t play with toys you haven’t been trained to use.”

The gun trembled in my grasp. “Get out of the way, Emmett.”

“No, I don’t think so.”

He lunged toward me and swung the axe. I fired three times, but Emmett was too quick and my aim was less than stellar. Emmett knocked the gun out of my hand and made to grab me, but I landed a quick uppercut to the underside of his chin. He gagged, his hold on me slipping, and I scrambled through a narrow gap in the storage crates.

“Bridget!” he called, his voice raspy. “You can’t leave me. I’ll find you, no matter what. We’re meant to be together.”

“You’re sick, Emmett!” I hollered back, scanning my surroundings for an escape route. “Like your mother was. You need help.”

Emmett forced his shoulder through the tiny opening between the crates, but his muscled chest prevented him from advancing farther. “I’m not sick. I love you, Bee. While you were gone, I read all about love.” He grunted, his back scraping against the containers as he forced himself through. “Love is the voice under all silences, the hope which has no opposite in fear,” he quoted. “The strength so strong mere force is feebleness: the truth more first than sun, more last than star.”

I spotted a ladder on the far end of a crate. “E.E. Cummings. You did do some research.”

“It is better to love wisely, no doubt, but to love foolishly is better than not to be able to love at all,” he said. Another quote, but one I didn’t know off the top of my head.

“No shit,” I muttered under my breath. I darted up the rusty ladder just as Emmett cleared the gap in the crates. My boots thundered across the top of the metal compartment. I didn’t dare to look behind me as a rhythmic thump indicated Emmett’s climb upward. I sprinted across the top of the containers, leaping from one to the next, but when I failed to clear a particularly large jump, I fell against the side of the container to the concrete floor below. My wrist buckled underneath my weight and snapped. I held in a howl of pain, biting my lip so hard that it bled. With my wrist clutched to my chest, I got to my feet and ran off again.

“The opposite of love is not hate,” Emmett’s voice echoed from above like a vengeful god’s. I tilted my head up to search for him, but his hulking figure was nowhere to be seen. “It is indifference. Do you know that one, Bee? It’s Elie Wiesel. I don’t want you to be indifferent toward me, Bridget.”

“You can’t make someone fall in love with you,” I called up to him. I staggered through another gap in the crates, emerging into another alcove amongst the containers, but a thud echoed overhead, and I knew that I was in trouble.

Emmett leapt down, landing in a low squat right in front of me. Somewhere along the way, he’d lost the axe. I swiftly turned, but he rose to his feet and grabbed me around the waist. My wrist got trapped between his chest and mine, and I stifled a cry. He took my chin roughly.

“I’m going to make you love me,” he growled.

“God, I hate that song.”

He crushed his lips to mine and bit down. A gush of tangy, bitter blood flooded my tongue. With my good hand, I reached down, toward Emmett’s lower half, and squeezed without mercy. He roared in pain, but I didn’t give him the chance to recover. I aimed a swift kick to the pressure point on the inside of his thigh, and he dropped to one knee, but as I tried to sidestep him, he lashed out and grabbed both of my legs. My feet flew out from under me, and I hit the concrete for the second time in mere minutes. Emmett flipped me over and crawled on top of me, pinning me to the ground with the weight of his body.

“That was a dirty trick,” he said, easing his knee in between my thighs. “But don’t you remember, Bridget? I like to play rough.”

I screamed when he dug his thumb into the broken bone of my wrist. A disgusting smirk played across his face as he unbuckled my heavy utility belt and ripped open the velcro at the waist of the uniform pants.

“Fox,” I gasped, fighting to keep Emmett’s hands from traveling lower. “Fox will kill you when he finds out what you’ve done.”

“Ugh.” Emmett locked my wrists together and pinned them over my head, then dipped his head to nip at my neck. “You and Christian are quite the pair. Fox this, Fox that. I’m so sick of hearing that asshole’s name. He promised I could have you, and now I’ve got you, so why should I care what he thinks anymore?”

I shuddered as his mouth wandered south of the collar of my shirt. My legs wouldn’t move, trapped beneath Emmett’s weight. He was heavier than Fox had been, all muscle and brute strength. A sob escaped me. This was Paris all over again. I hated it. Hated the loss of control. Hated that I had failed Holly yet again. Hated that Fox and Emmett and the world had put me in a position that no woman should ever have to experience. Emmett yanked at my waistband.

“I’ll never forgive you if you let Holly die,” I whispered into his ear, hot tears streaming down my temples.

And he hesitated. Just for a second. His fingers faltered. His breath caught. And a gunshot echoed off the aluminum freight containers.
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Asplatter of warm blood coated my face. Emmett crumpled on top of me, and his head came to rest at the crook of my shoulder. Taylor stood on top of one of the crates, her gun still aimed at the dead man below.

“Get him off me,” I cried, shoving at Emmett’s lifeless form without progress. Hot blood poured from the hole in his head and pooled beneath me. It seeped through the shoulders of my uniform, soaking my messy ponytail. “Taylor, please, get him off me!”

Taylor holstered her gun then sat on the edge of the container before jumping down. With a grunt, she heaved Emmett away and pulled me out of the mess, smearing blood across the concrete. “Breathe,” she commanded, taking me by the shoulders. “Bridget, look at me. We’re not done here yet. Just take a breath in.”

I opened my mouth and inhaled a wet gasp.

“There you go,” Taylor said. “In and out. Don’t look at him. Look at me.”

I stared into Taylor’s brown eyes, focusing on the black mirrors of her pupils to distract myself from the body of my childhood friend. That sense of familiarity rose again. There was something distinctly recognizable about the CIA agent, but I was in no state to question it now.

“Holly,” I rasped.

“She’s still alive,” Taylor reported. “I found the door. Follow me.”

She led me to the top of the crate she had appeared from, helping me navigate the precarious territory so that I wouldn’t bring further damage to my wrist. We crossed over a few freight containers before dropping to the floor again, where another hatch lay open. I knelt down and peered inside, but all I saw was rushing water.

“Holly?” I called.

A faint, meek voice echoed up from below. “Bridget?”

Taylor realized what I was going to do a second before I did it. “Bridget, no!”

I plunged into the dirty water anyway. The flooded cellar reeked of mold and mildew. Busted wooden crates and trash floated on the surface. My boots reached the ground, but my neck hardly cleared the water line. Holly would be up to her chin by now.

“Taylor, can I get a light down here?”

Immediately, Taylor lay on her stomach and lowered her flashlight into the cellar. It illuminated the squalid conditions, but more importantly, it reflected off of the whites of Holly’s eyes at the far end of the long, narrow room.

“Bee!” she cried. The water was up to her chin, lapping into her mouth as she tried to keep herself above it. “I’m tied down!”

I struck out, ignoring the searing ache in my wrist. Something sharp—some kind of old tool maybe—scraped against my leg underwater, ripping a hole in my pants. I grimaced as it tore through my skin but didn’t slow down. When I reached my sister, she threw her arm around my neck, using my shoulders to lift herself out of the water. I avoided looking straight at her. She was death incarnate, pale and green, and if I let myself take in the extent of the damage to her now, I would never make it back to the mouth of the cellar. A heavy, metal chain looped around Holly’s wrist and sank into the water below.

“Deep breath, baby girl,” I told her.

I dove into the water below, following the chain to where it was hooked around an old, rickety pipe. I yanked the pipe free of the wall, slipped the chain free, and returned to the surface, where Holly loosened her end of the bindings on her own. Once she was free, I hauled her away from the wall.

“Everything okay down there?” Taylor called from the opening.

“Yeah, I got her!” To Holly, I said, “Can you hold onto me? My wrist is broken.”

In response, Holly wrapped her arms around my shoulders. Together, we began to swim back to the hatch. Holly kicked her feet through the water to help, but the feeble attempt only made my heart sink lower in my chest. She was alive. At least she was alive.

At the opening, Taylor reached in to tow Holly out of the muck. Once she set Holly against one of the crates, she helped me out too, the tendons in her forearm bulging as she pulled me up onto dry land again.

“I called an ambulance,” she said, shaking off her jacket and draping it over Holly’s trembling shoulders. “Service sucks out here, and the weather isn’t helping, but I think they should be here soon.”

I shined the flashlight across Holly’s face. Somehow, she was still conscious despite her corpse-like appearance. The shirt she wore wasn’t hers. It had a lace trim around the collar that I knew would never have caught her eye while she was out shopping. It had to be Melody’s, since we had found the other girl in Holly’s Belle Dame jersey. I knelt beside my sister, pushed up the hem of her shirt, and stifled a groan. The wound from where she’d been grazed with a bullet was bright red and inflamed, and a pungent yellow pus oozed over its borders.

“How bad is it?” she asked, hardly audible.

“Pretty bad,” Taylor said, looking over my shoulder.

I elbowed Taylor’s shins. “Shut up!”

“I can take it,” Holly said, her eyes drifting shut as she leaned her head against the crate. “You can tell me.”

“It’s infected,” I told her as I rolled her shirt back down. “And you’re probably on your way to sepsis already because Emmett’s a douchebag.”

Her eyelids fluttered. “Emmett! What happened to him? How’d you get by him?”

Taylor stiffened at my side. “He’s dead.”

“Dead?” Holly repeated. “Emmett’s dead?”

I stood up and pulled Taylor aside, far enough from Holly so that our murmured conversation wouldn’t reach her ears. “Can you not traumatize her any further? She’s already lost both her parents, and I haven’t been around in ten years. It’s not going to help to tell her that the guy she thought of as a big brother has been shot in the head.”

“You think I’m all sunshine and rainbows inside?” Taylor challenged. “My superiors are going to murder me. I killed a civilian!”

“Because he tried to rape me,” I reminded her. “And you put down one of the guys that was relevant to your case. Shouldn’t that be a good thing?”

“The thing about dead people is that you can’t ask them questions in court.”

“I’m sure your superiors will understand—”

“No, they won’t!” Taylor spun away from me. “You don’t get it.”

A muted siren circled the warehouse. The ambulance was here, but in the middle of the labyrinth of shipping containers, there was no way the paramedics would be able to find us. I glanced back at Holly, who had nodded off.

“Listen,” I said to Taylor. “I’m sorry about Emmett. If it makes you feel any better, you saved me from something that would’ve destroyed me for the rest of my life. Let’s just get Holly out of here, and we’ll figure out a way to talk to your superiors. I’ll explain what happened.”

She scoffed. “You’re not even a real cop.”

Flashing lights permeated the papered windows of the warehouse as the ambulance parked outside the doors. I walked back to Holly, who was now completely out. “Please, Taylor. Help me get her out of here. I can’t lift her on my own. Not with this wrist.”

Holly’s unconscious form must have convinced Taylor to set aside her professional worries, because she pushed me aside and picked up Holly all by herself. “This way,” she said, leading me through the maze.

The paramedics found us near the front of the warehouse, rushing in to take Holly from Taylor and strap her to a waiting stretcher. One of them knelt to examine the gash on my leg, but I shook the woman off.

“There’s a body,” I told her. “Somewhere in the middle.”

Without a word, the paramedic gathered a few of her peers and went off in search of Emmett. Taylor went with them, pulling her CIA badge as she went. I followed Holly’s stretcher to one of the waiting ambulances. The storm had finally begun to die off. The rain had let up, and the sky wasn’t as dark.

“I’m her sister,” I said to the paramedics who tended to Holly from inside the rig. They helped me up and let me sit right next to Holly as the double doors slammed shut and the ambulance ambled out of the muddy freight station and onto the road.

“Bridget?” Holly mumbled through an oxygen mask.

I took her hand in my good one. “I’m right here, Holly.”

We arrived at an unfamiliar hospital an hour later. It was painfully small, the entire building the size of an emergency room at a real hospital, but Holly’s breathing had started to fade out, and I wasn’t about to be picky about our limited health options. I watched in horror as the paramedics fed a breathing tube down my sister’s throat and hooked it up to a squeezable bag. They pumped air into Holly’s lungs at a steady rate until the ambulance parked at the bay doors of the hospital. From there, everyone leapt into action, kicking open the doors to the rig and lowering Holly’s stretcher to the ground. Patient transporters took over at the hospital entrance, wheeling Holly inside. I hastened to keep up, the gash on my leg still oozing blood, but once inside, someone grabbed my arm to stop me.

“Oh no,” a warm voice said. It belonged to a young woman in navy blue scrubs, who shook her head at me in a way that was firm without being patronizing. “You’re covered from head to toe in blood, your wrist is broken, and that laceration on your shin looks like it needs stitches. You’re coming with me.”

“But my sister—”

“She’ll be fine,” the woman insisted, tugging me along the hallway. “I know this place seems tiny, but we’re pretty well-equipped. Besides, they would’ve kicked you out of the trauma room anyway. Follow me, hot stuff.”

She didn’t give me much of a choice, her fingers clamped around my good wrist as she led me through the hospital. We stopped at a decontamination shower first, where she flipped on the water and helped me out of Mac’s ruined gear.

“I don’t think you’ll be able to salvage any of this,” she said, using exam gloves to pick through the bloodstained clothing. “Do I want to know what you got up to out there—” she found the name tag pinned to Mac’s shirt “—Officer Hart?”

“It’s Bridget,” I said, tired of the charade. The authorities were bound to find out about my criminal impersonation soon anyway. Holly’s presence here would give it away in a second.

“Nice to meet you, Bridget. I’m Jules.”

“Are you a nurse?”

“No, I’m a resident. A student doctor.” She bagged Mac’s uniform and set it aside then washed her hands at the sink. “How’s it going in there?”

I stared down at the white tile as the warm water washed Emmett’s blood from my body and down the drain. “It’s going.”

“Need help?”

“No.”

When I was clean, Jules offered me a towel and a simple outfit, athletic pants and a sweat-wicking T-shirt. “They’re mine,” she said. “The pants might be a little short, but at least they’re clean, right?”

I got dressed and absentmindedly patted the pockets of the sweatpants as if checking for my belongings. The panic switch in my brain went off. “Oh, God. Oh, my God.”

Jules’s mouth turned down with worry. “What?”

“The phone,” I said, tearing open the bag with Mac’s bloody uniform. “Emmett’s phone. I need that. It was the only way—”

I pulled the phone from the pocket of the uniform pants. It was completely waterlogged from my swim through the cellar. No amount of praying or magic could convince it to turn back on. I threw it back into the bag. Holly was out of Emmett’s clutches, but we weren’t free of Fox. Not yet. He would be watching from the wings, waiting for me to contact him with the news of my success. Without Emmett’s phone, I had no way of knowing what his next move might be.

Jules pried my hands from the bloody bag and led me to the sink to wash them. “It’s just a phone. You can get a new one.”

I had no strength to explain it to her, so instead I let her drag me from room to room. We hit radiation next, where they X-rayed my arm and examined the results. Then Jules dragged me to Orthopedics, where another doctor fitted my wrist with a plaster cast. From there, we holed up in an empty exam room near the ER, and Jules dutifully sutured the injury to my shin. It took about twenty stitches to close the wound, but when she finished up with a neat gauze wrap and patted my knee in praise, I did feel a lot better than I had when I’d arrived at the hospital.

“Thanks for putting up with me,” she said, helping me to my feet. “I didn’t want you traipsing all over the place covered in blood. It freaks out the other patients.”

“Where are we?” I asked her.

“Gold River Medical Clinic,” she replied.

“Which is how far from Belle Dame?”

“Belle Dame?” She cocked her head to the side, as if wondering why I was asking. “I’d say about two hours. Why?”

I rolled the leg of the pants down to cover the bandage. “Thank you for everything, but I really need to check on my sister. How can I do that? Where would she be?”

“Depends on the state of her.”

We located Holly in one of the rooms that branched off from the ER. Doctors swarmed around her as Jules translated the medical jargon from her chart for me. It didn’t look good. As I suspected, she was septic, which meant that bacteria had leaked into her bloodstream. Her kidneys were compromised because of it, and she apparently had a high risk of blood clots. If they found any, they would have to perform surgery to get rid of it. The wounds on her torso and around her wrists and ankles from where she had been tied up in Emmett’s basement had been cleaned and dressed, but she still looked worse for wear. There were tubes sticking out of her mouth and needles hooked up to her arms. I couldn’t look at her, so I ducked out of the room and into the hallway to keep from bursting into tears in front of the medical staff.

Jules followed me out and sat next to me when I sank down to sit on the floor outside Holly’s room. “Hey,” she said, rubbing my shoulder. “Everything’s going to be all right. Your sister’s heartbeat is really strong, and they say her airways are already clearing.”

I rested my head on my knees, sobbing into the borrowed sweatpants. “This is all my fault.”

“I’m sure it’s not,” Jules said. “Don’t put that on yourself—”

The double doors at the end of the hallway crashed open, putting an end to what was sure to be a lovely speech from Jules. I looked up from my tearstained pants. The tallest and blondest woman I’d ever seen marched toward us, clad in a sharp, pinstriped suit with a low-cut blouse beneath the designer jacket. She had black eyes like a hawk, and the sharp divot in the bridge of her nose indicated that it had been broken once or twice. She prowled past us, each click of her sky-high heels its own personal threat as the shiny badge clipped to her belt glinted in the fluorescent lighting.

“Would you excuse me?” I said to Jules, wiping my face and standing up. “I just really want to be alone right now.”

“Sure,” Jules said. “I’ll have someone draw up your paperwork and bring it to your sister’s room. If you need me, have someone page Doctor Andrews.”

“Great. Thanks.”

I left Jules outside Holly’s room and followed the biting scent of Chanel Number Five that lingered in the air behind the woman in the suit like a smoke trail. The aroma grew more fragrant as I closed in on my prey, until I heard Taylor’s unmistakable tone emanating from a supply closet in a deserted hallway. I inched toward it, eyes watering as I inhaled more perfume than sterile air.

“Lucado, none of this is my fault,” Taylor was saying. “If the agency had listened to me in the first place—”

“If you recall, the agency suspended you for your lack of listening skills,” came the scathing reply. “You should have contacted us as soon as you caught wind of the situation in Wolfwater. I can’t believe you would be this reckless. Actually, you know what? I can. It’s last year’s debacle all over again.”

“Last year wasn’t—”

“Wasn’t your fault,” Lucado finished in a whiny imitation of Taylor’s voice. “Listen up, Agent. You need to learn how to take responsibility for your own stupid choices. Do you realize what this means? Number one, a shitload of paperwork. I hate paperwork. Number two, another dead end for this case. You’ve completely screwed us over by working under the table without our permission. How are we supposed to uncover more information about this new trafficking ring if our only suspect is dead?”

“You wouldn’t have known that he was a suspect if it weren’t for me,” Taylor spat. “I did the research. I took the initiative. I hung around that shithole people call Wolfwater for six months until the right lead came along.”

“And then you killed him.”

“I am not talking about Emmett Marks,” she replied sharply. “I’m talking about Bridget and Holly Dubois.”

My pulse quickened, pumping blood faster through my body. I felt it with every throb in my wrist. What did these people want with us?

“Who the hell are they?” Lucado snapped. “And why should I care?”

“If you read the damn case files, you’d know,” Taylor replied icily. “I collected detailed info for all of the girls that went missing, including Holly Dubois. You want information on this new trafficking ring? Bridget Dubois used to work for the guy who runs it.”

She paused to let the information sink in.

“Go on,” Lucado said.

“The blond guy we got footage of from the airport?” Taylor said. “He goes by the name of Fox, and according to Dubois, he’s doing all of this for her.”

“She’s in on it?”

“Not voluntarily,” Taylor replied. “At least, I don’t think so. She claims he abducted her in Paris. I think something happened between them, a disagreement maybe, that led Fox back to the United States. This is what I’m talking about, Lucado. If you let me back on the case, I can get the information out of Dubois. She could be a real asset. Hell, we could even use her as bait—”

“No.”

“But—”

“I said no,” Lucado repeated. “Goddamn it, Agent, when are you going to get it through your thick head? You have been suspended. This isn’t your case anymore, and it never will be again. At this point, you’ll be lucky to get your position back at all, considering how many agency guidelines you’ve violated. No, you’ll be debriefed and sent back to headquarters. I expect you to pass on every bit of the information you gathered in Wolfwater. Understood?”

“Agent Lucado—”

A clatter echoed from the supply closet, as if a sudden movement had upended a mop or a bucket.

“Am I understood?”

Taylor grunted in acknowledgement. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good,” Lucado replied. “As for the Dubois girls, leave them to me. I’m not stupid enough to ignore your suggestions. I imagine we’ll have to bring them in for questioning anyway. Who knows if the eldest is still in contact with this Fox character. And as for using them as bait to draw him out into the open… it’s not a bad idea.”

That was all I needed to hear. I turned, sprinted down the hallway, and turned the corner. When I reached Holly’s room, most of the medical staff had dispersed. My little sister lay in bed, hooked up to several machines, while a nurse tucked blankets around her feet.

“How’s she doing?” I asked, sitting on the edge of Holly’s bed to take her limp hand.

“The doctor’s think she’ll make a full recovery,” the nurse reported with a reassuring smile. “Even if it takes a while.”

I rubbed circles into the rough, dry skin of Holly’s hand, careful not to peel back the bandages around her wrists. “What about transferring her to the hospital that’s closer to our home? Is that a possibility?”

“You’d have to ask the doctor assigned to her case,” the nurse replied. “Although from the looks of her, I wouldn’t try that anytime soon. It might put too much stress on her body. She needs time to recover.” When I didn’t reply, she rested a hand on my shoulder. “Can I get you anything, dear?”

“No, thank you. But is there somewhere I can make a phone call?”

She pointed to the receiver on the table next to Holly’s bed. “Dial nine to get out of the hospital’s internal line.”

“Thanks.” I made a beeline for the phone as the nurse left, dialed the number I wanted, and put the receiver to my ear.

“Belle Dame Police Department. This is Officer Scott speaking. How may I help you?”

“Scott, it’s me, Bridget.”

A gusty sigh traveled over the line. “Goddamn it, Dubois. What have you done now?”

Officer Scott arrived at the Gold River Medical Clinic approximately two hours later. I heard him bellowing at the nurses in his search for Holly’s room. For those who didn’t know him, his roaring tone came off as loud and rude, so I rushed out into the hallway and cornered him at the nurses’ station.

“There you are, Dubois,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. Behind him, the nurses looked either wide-eyed and frightened or mildly annoyed by Scott’s demanding presence. “Let’s take a walk.”

The walk was short, landing us in the privacy of Holly’s room. I hadn’t told him over the phone about what had happened in Wolfwater, so when he noticed my sister unconscious in the bed, he immediately grasped at the air behind him, searching for a safe place to sit down. I quickly repositioned a plastic chair for him to sink into. It buckled beneath his weight as he stared unblinkingly at my little sister.

“You— she— Explain yourself, Dubois!”

“It’s a long story,” I told him. “Emmett took her, but he was working for someone else. I’d love to walk you through it, but I need to get her out of here, Scott. The CIA is here. Holly’s a part of a bigger case that they’re working on. So am I. They want to use us to get ahead, and I can’t put my sister through that. She needs time to recover.”

“Goddamn feds.” Scott drew a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his glistening forehead.

“Emmett’s dead, Scott. He was shot.”

He was silent for a moment. Another Belle Dame resident had slipped through his fingers. Then he asked, “What do you need me to do, Bridget?”

I stumbled over the corner of Holly’s bed. “You believe me?”

“After all this time, I’d be an idiot not to,” he replied. “And I think you’ve proved that you’ve got your head screwed on straight. You wouldn’t have been able to find Holly if it wasn’t.”

A quick grin touched my lips. “I need you to ask the staff to transfer her to the hospital near Belle Dame. I don’t know the people here. I can’t trust them, and I want Holly as close to home as possible. Say whatever you have to in order to make it happen. Say her foster parents need to see her, or that your department needs her to complete their investigation. I don’t care. Just get her home.”

Scott stood up and wandered over to the bed. He looked down at Holly in awe, as if he couldn’t believe that she was really there. “Anything else you need to tell me, Dubois?”

“Uh, yeah,” I admitted, shuffling from one foot to the other. “I impersonated Mackenzie to get the information I needed. Please don’t arrest me, and please don’t fire her. By the way, her cruiser is parked at the old freight station in Wolfwater.”

“Jesus Christ.”

Holly was airlifted from Gold River to Belle Dame, which eliminated some of the stress of the transport. Officer Scott and I rode in the helicopter with her. Scott shouted questions at the pilot for the duration of the trip, forgetting that we all wore headsets that picked up our voices. I only cared that we were flying far away from Taylor and Lucado. I hadn’t seen or heard from them since eavesdropping on their conversation in the supply closet, and Scott had purposely abstained from seeking them out. I knew that they would turn up in Belle Dame eventually, but I would have a plan in place by then. No one was going to touch Holly. I would make sure of that.

All was silent on the Fox front as well. Without a method of communication to bridge the gap between us, I could only hope that he was distracted long enough to get Holly up and running again, though I wasn’t naive enough to assume that would be the case. When we arrived at the hospital, I refused to leave Holly’s side. Not on the helicopter pad. Not in the familiar corridors. Not in her new recovery room. No one approached her without my consent, and it would remain that way until I figured out what to do about Fox.

It was starting to feel like I spent more time in the hospital than I did in my rented room at the local bed and breakfast. Scott brought me takeout from his favorite restaurant. He sat down to eat with me as I flicked through the channels on the blurry television in Holly’s room. For a minute, he watched me shovel bite after bite of Fettucine Alfredo into my mouth, glancing between me and the TV, before he snatched the remote out of my hand.

“All right, you’re going to give me a seizure,” he barked. “And chew your damn food. I’ve only done the Heimlich once, and I don’t care to repeat the experience.”

I swallowed a mouthful of pasta. “Sorry, Scott. I’m starving. I haven’t eaten in days.”

“Clearly.” He flapped out a paper napkin and tucked it into the collar of his uniform before carefully popping the lid off of his own meal and digging in. “When this gets out, it’s going to be a complete shit show.”

“I need this to stay quiet,” I told him. “Holly’s still in danger. So am I. Emmett wasn’t the root of the problem. Once people know that Holly’s back in Belle Dame, it’s going to start a whole new chain of events.”

He wiped his mouth and set down his fork. “Listen, Dubois. If you want me to take this seriously, I need you to give it to me straight. I can’t go into this blindly. I need to know exactly what’s going on. You got a whole lot of information for someone who wasn’t allowed access to Holly’s case, but I got a feeling that you didn’t get all of it from your friend at the police department.”

I twirled the tines of my fork through the fettuccine, watching the noodles slip and slide over the white plastic.

“Come on, kid,” Scott urged in a quiet voice, nudging my shoulder. “You gotta be able to trust me. You can’t protect Holly all on your own.”

If it had been anyone but Scott, I wouldn’t have given in. My past was full of hurt and anguish and guilt. It was a long list of dirty crimes and indirect murder, but I laid it all out on the table for Officer Scott to examine. I told my story in a flat monotone, covering every detail. It was time to recruit someone to my side. Holly was home, and safe for now, which meant that Fox couldn’t hold her potential death over my head anymore. He couldn’t threaten me if I turned to the police, so I gave Scott as much as I could, detailing my journey from the moment I’d left Belle Dame all the way to the warehouse in Wolfwater. When I’d finished, my cheeks were wet. Scott’s food lay abandoned in its takeout container, his gaze focused solely on me. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t apologize or offer condolences or tell me how strong I was for pulling through all of that. A lot of times, those weren’t the things that made me feel any better. Scott seemed to get that, so instead of talking, he pulled me into a rough side hug.

I sobbed into the rough fabric of his uniform, the bridge of my nose bumping uncomfortably up against his radio. He held me like that for several minutes, until my body stopped shaking and my breath evened out. Then he pulled away and dabbed at my wet face with the paper napkin around his neck.

“You should sleep,” he said. “Go on. Take the bed next to Holly’s. I’ll keep watch for a while. I promise.”

I nodded, picking myself up from the uncomfortable waiting chair and relocating to the empty hospital bed. I didn’t bother to pull back the stiff sheets, lying on top of them instead. Within seconds, my swollen eyelids drifted shut, and for the first time in what felt like weeks, sleep pulled me into a blissful, oblivious world.
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THE PANTOMIME


“Last night was a triumph for local officers in Wolfwater and Belle Dame when two missing girls were recovered from locations just miles apart. Melody Harver and Holly Dubois, both seventeen-year-old high school athletes, went missing from their respective hometowns several weeks ago, the latest victims in a string of North Carolina kidnapping cases. The perpetrator, Emmett Marks, was shot dead at the scene by police. Harver and Dubois did not sustain any life-threatening injuries and are recovering with their families at home. More coverage on this story tonight at ten.”

The dulcet tones of the pretty news anchor were no good in tempering the anger that rose up in me as the television report pulled me out of my deep sleep. I checked my watch. Ten hours. It had only been ten hours since I’d asked Officer Scott to keep Holly’s return quiet, and it was already all over the local news. When had the information gotten out? How long had I been asleep while news of Holly’s survival spread throughout the surrounding counties? For all I knew, Fox was already on his way to Belle Dame, prepared to collect what he thought I owed him.

I looked over at the bed next to mine. Holly lay still, her pretty strawberry hair fanned out across the pure white pillow. No life-threatening injuries. What a joke. The local news needed to fact check its reports. This whole experience had been a life-threatening injury. Holly was still breathing through a damn tube. Her body was pumped full of antibiotics to get rid of the infection in her bloodstream. The doctors had told me how close she had been to full-on septic shock. There was a fifty percent mortality rate for severe sepsis, but sure, my little sister hadn’t sustained any life-threatening injuries.

Someone had covered me with a felt blanket while I’d slept. I kicked it off and sat on the edge of Holly’s bed. For a while, I just studied her. The sunrise found its way into the room, warming the white sheets, and my stomach impatiently asked for breakfast, but I ignored it. Holly was too important, and I’d been ignoring her for too long. She was almost eighteen. Her birthday was just around the corner. She was practically an adult, ready to leave the practice world of high school and move on to the anomalous in-between realm of college. Somehow, I’d lost track of the time. The seven-year-old girl that I’d left in Belle Dame had grown into a young woman with her own goals and values, and I was the terrible older sister who knew the barest of details about her. But if I had stayed in Belle Dame, would Holly have become the star that she was now? Back then, I was reckless and uncooperative with anyone who wasn’t Holly. She would have grown up watching me steal from corner stores and vandalize the old high school’s gymnasium, and what kind of effect would that have had on her? Maybe it was a good thing that I hadn’t stuck around.

Thankfully, the hospital staff had scrubbed Holly free of the blood and grime. Her hair was shiny and blonde again, or as close to it as it could get without a proper diet and vitamins for the past several weeks. I smoothed it against the pillows. I didn’t know I could be so grateful just to see my sister clean again. A tear dripped from the end of my nose and splashed against Holly’s hand, which was bandaged around her wrist. I wiped it away, took a few tissues from the bedside table, and snuck into the hallway.

It was early. Doctors and nurses strode purposely to and from each patient’s room, making their morning rounds, but the hospital was calm and quiet save for the occasional beep of machinery. I stopped at the vending machine near the end of the hallway and examined my breakfast options. All I wanted was to take Holly out for a real meal, complete with eggs and bacon and pancakes and whatever else my little sister wanted, but since that wasn’t going to be a part of today’s agenda, I decided to settle for a cold cinnamon toaster pastry. I fished through the pockets of my borrowed sweatpants for change and came up empty.

I rested my forehead against the glass window of the vending machine, staring at the first packaged toaster pastry in line. “I don’t suppose you’ll just magically fall out of there, will you?”

The toaster pastry stared back.

“Talking to inanimate objects now, are you?” Officer Scott appeared over my shoulder, waving a dollar bill in front of my face. “Maybe I should take you down to the psych floor.”

I snatched the dollar out of the air, fed it to the vending machine, and punched in the number for the toaster pastry. The machine whirred to life and spat my breakfast out like a child refusing to eat a vegetable. “Maybe. Do they have coffee in the psych ward?”

“I don’t think they’re big on caffeine down there,” Scott replied. He led me from the vending machine as I unwrapped my pitiful treat. “But the nurses have some in their break room, and I’ve already exchanged a few compliments for my own cup. I’m sure I could wrangle another.”

“You sly dog.”

Sure enough, Scott left me in the corridor, disappeared into the nurses’ break room, and emerged a few minutes later with a grin and a steaming cup of dark brew. The plaster cast on my wrist made it awkward to juggle both the toaster pastry and the coffee as Scott handed it to me, but I lifted the styrofoam cup to my nose, took a deep breath, and let out a moan.

“Actual coffee,” I purred.

Scott’s mustache twitched. “Keep it in your pants, Dubois. It ain’t anything like you’d get in some fancy European cafe.”

I took a long sip. He was right about that. The nurses’ coffee was not nearly as strong as I preferred, but I couldn’t complain about a hot drink. “It doesn’t matter. Coffee’s coffee. Did you catch the news this morning?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I fixed him with a pointed stare. “So? What happened to keeping Holly’s recovery on the down low?”

Scott blushed behind his whiskers and pulled his cap down over his reddening forehead. “Don’t scold me. My officers are under orders not to share any information. Must’ve been one of the fellows from Wolfwater or even your new CIA friends.”

“Great,” I sighed.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ve got guys stationed all around the hospital. If this Fox fellow comes anywhere near Holly, he’ll have to answer to Belle Dame’s entire police department.”

At least that was one less thing I had to worry about. With Officer Scott on my side, the likelihood of Fox breaching my defenses was far lower. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t try, but it would take him a while to enact a plan. We’d bought some time in that department. Other departments, however, remained to be addressed.

“Aside from Fox,” I said, “How long do I have before everybody and their brother starts showing up for visiting hours to tell Holly how much they’ve missed Belle Dame’s golden girl?”

Scott glanced at the black Velcro watch around his meaty wrist. “I called Bill and Emily Miller an hour ago to fill them in, so I’d say about thirty more minutes.”

“Scott!”

“They’re her legal guardians, Dubois,” Scott growled. “What was I supposed to do?”

I groaned and finished the last of my toaster pastry in one, stress-filled bite. “Do you know what this means?” I asked Scott, spraying cinnamon crumbs everywhere. I washed the rest of my breakfast down with a swig of coffee. “Feelings, Scott. Emotions.”

“Did I mention the psych floor yet?”

“Don’t joke,” I told him. “You know what I mean. People are going to cry and swoon, and Holly’s not even awake yet to take it all in. I’m going to have to be the one to field all of that extra drama.”

Scott clapped me on the shoulder and grinned. “Then it’s a good damn thing you were always so talented on the ballfield.”

“I hate you.”

“Tell you what,” Scott offered. “I’ll help you out. I’ll answer the questions and take care of the drama—” he used air quotes around the word “—and you can just focus on Holly. Sound like a plan?”

“Fine.”

“But before we do that,” he went on. “I know someone who would like to see you. Your partner in crime. Ironically enough, she’s one of my officers.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “How is Mac?”

“On her feet already,” Scott reported, and if his disgruntled scowl was any indication, he wasn’t too pleased about it. “Two days after she’s been shot in the thigh, and she’s up and walking around. Can’t get the damn kid to relax, though at least she didn’t sneak out of the hospital with a concussion, impersonate an officer of the law, and gallivant off to the next town over to follow a lead without any backup.”

I winced at the accusation. “To be fair, Mac is an officer of the law, and it was a minor concussion.”

“Get out of here before I give you another concussion,” Scott said. “I’ll let you know when the Millers get here.”

“Can’t wait.”

We parted there. Scott headed back toward Holly’s room, while I started toward the one that I had escaped from a few days ago. When I peeked inside, Mac—who had traded the clinical gown for matching navy blue sweats with the Belle Dame P.D. logo stamped on the chest and thigh—was testing her weight on the bandaged leg, leaning on a pair of shiny crutches. I knocked lightly on the door frame.

“Aren’t you supposed to be taking it slow?” I asked.

“Bridget!” One of the crutches escaped her grasp and clattered to the floor, so Mac hopped over to me on her good leg and pulled me into a hug. She swayed, threatening to tip us over, so I tightened my grip around her torso and planted my feet to keep us upright. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I saw the news this morning. You found Holly!”

“Yeah, I did.” I helped her back to the bed and made her sit down. Then I collected the crutches and propped them against the empty cot that used to be mine so that she wouldn’t be tempted to start using them again. “Just in time too.”

“How is she?” Mac asked, her mouth turned down in a scowl. I knew she was thinking about what Holly had looked like the last time we had seen her. “Is she going to be all right?”

“She’s still unconscious,” I told her. “But every doctor and nurse I’ve spoken to says that she’ll pull through. I don’t know. Maybe they say that to everyone.”

As I rubbed my tired, swollen eyes, Mac tugged on my shirt to make me sit next to her. “Hey. Don’t think like that. You know Holly. She’s strong as hell.”

“That’s the thing though,” I muttered. “I’ve been thinking about it ever since I got her back from Wolfwater. I don’t really know Holly at all. I haven’t been around to get to know her.”

Mac slipped a comforting arm around my shoulder. “I don’t think that’s true. From what you’ve told me, you’ve done your best to keep up with her life. All the postcards, remember? You know everything about Holly.”

“I should’ve been here for her.”

“You were taking care of yourself,” she insisted. “Don’t blame yourself for that. Holly had Bill and Emily. She’s not going to hold you accountable for the choices that you made when you were her age.”

“How do you know?” I asked. “This is the first time I’ve talked to Holly face to face in a decade, and so far the only thing I’ve said is, ‘Oh, hey, sorry my ex-boyfriend from high school kidnapped and tortured you, but don’t worry, I’ll be there soon.’ Not exactly the sisterly reunion I was going for, Mac.”

“She’ll understand,” she replied gently. “And you guys have plenty of time to talk it out. Now fill me in. What happened in Wolfwater?”

I gave her a brief rundown of the events from the previous day. She listened without interrupting, absorbing every detail, but when I got to the confrontation with Emmett, my throat closed up.

“I hate him,” she growled, having gathered enough from the lead-up to comprehend what had almost happened. “I knew from the second I met him that he was bad news. Always on my radar. I wish I had been there, Bridge. I’m sorry I wasn’t.”

But it was enough to lean my head against my friend’s shoulder and hear the promise anyway. “It’s okay. He didn’t get very far. The CIA agent that I mentioned—Taylor—she shot him.”

Mac stiffened underneath my cheek. “Her name was Taylor?”

I lifted my head to look at her, surprised by the scorn in her tone. “Yeah, why?”

“What was her last name?”

“I think the bartender mentioned it once, but it didn’t stick,” I said. “Besides, she was supposedly undercover anyway, so I doubt it was her real last name.” Mac’s furrowed brow did not smooth out, and her fingers clawed into the rough bed sheets. “What’s going on? Do you know her or something?”

She looked me square in the eye. “Listen to me, Bridge. I’ve dealt with the CIA before. They’re pompous, posturing assholes who think that just because they work at the federal level, that makes them smarter and superior to everyone else. You have more information on Fox than they could ever hope to gather, but damned if they won’t try to milk you for everything that you’re worth and take all the credit for themselves.”

“Oh, I already know about that,” I told her. “I overheard Taylor talking to her superior at the clinic in Gold River. They want to use me and Holly as bait to lure Fox in.”

The frown lines around Mac’s mouth deepened. “That is so far from okay, it makes me want to hurl something against the wall.”

“You and me both,” I said. “But we’re going to have to deal with it sooner or later. I have a feeling the CIA isn’t going to kick this case under the rug just because we dodged their questions for this round. They’ll be back, Mac, and Fox will too. For now, can we promise to work together to keep Holly safe?”

Mac’s expression softened, and she held out her pinky finger. “I promise.”

I linked my pinky with hers.

“Dubois!” Scott’s heavy boots thumped into the room. He was out of breath and sweating. “Holly’s waking up. I think you should be in there.”

I shot up from Mac’s bed and sprinted down the hallway, the soles of my shoes slipping against the waxed linoleum floors. The door to Holly’s room was open, and there was a crowd of medical staff around her bed. I shouldered a less essential employee aside and caught a glimpse of my sister. She was gagging over the tube in her throat, her eyes wide and panicked.

“Easy,” the doctor told her. “Just relax, Holly. The more you relax, the easier it will be to get this out.”

Holly bucked against the bed, all but deaf to the doctor’s suggestion. I squeezed in between two nurses and took my sister’s hand.

“Holly,” I said, stroking her cheek. “Hey, look at me.” Bright blue eyes, watering with fear and stress, found mine. “There you are. Hi, baby girl.”

“Keep talking,” the doctor muttered, inching forward to take hold of the tube again. “Keep her calm.”

I kept my gaze on Holly. “Everything’s going to be okay. You’re doing great. We’re just going to pull this tube out so that you can breathe on your own again. Sound good?”

Holly nodded. She squeezed her eyes shut as the doctor leaned her back to lie down and cautiously eased the tube out of her throat. When it cleared her mouth, she broke out in hacking coughs, tearing free of my hold to clutch her damaged throat.

“Bee,” she rasped.

“Shh.” I flung my arms around her and pulled her against me. “Don’t try to talk. Can someone get us some water?”

The staff dispersed as Holly sipped cool water and recovered from her unconscious state until it was just me, Officer Scott, and Mac—who had hobbled down the hall on her crutches—left in the room. To my great relief, a tinge of pink touched Holly’s cheeks, and her voice gradually regained some of its previous strength.

“What’s going on?” she asked, a frantic note to her movements as she scanned the hospital room for signs of trouble. “Where are we? What happened?”

“We’re home,” I told her. “You’re home. Well, not quite. We’re at the hospital, but you will be home soon. Bill and Emily are on their way—”

“But Emmett—and Christian! Oh my God.”

Holly buried her face in her hands as the reality of the last few days caught up with her. My heart ached for my little sister. She took the full brunt of her emotions all at once, while I was more accustomed to bottling up my feelings until they exploded.

I turned to Mac and Officer Scott. “Do you guys mind giving us a moment alone? I want to talk with her before Bill and Emily get here.”

Scott tipped his hat. “Sure thing.”

“No problem,” Mac said. “Glad you’re okay, Holly.”

They closed the door and receded down the corridor, Scott scolding Mac for leaving her room yet again. I turned to my little sister as silence fell between us, suddenly unsure of what to say.

“Holly?”

She looked up, her eyelashes dark and shiny with tears.

I fiddled with the blanket, picking at the thread of the hem. “I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry. I’ve apologized to everyone in Belle Dame, but none of it mattered because none of those people were you. I screwed a lot of things up. If it weren’t for me, if I hadn’t left—”

Holly took my hand from the blanket, her palm calloused from her constant practice with a softball bat and rough against my skin. “Bridget, you don’t have to say sorry. I forgive you.”

“But—”

“I’ll admit when you first left, I had a really hard time,” she said. “I was still a kid, you know? Then all of sudden, my entire family was gone. I didn’t get mad though. I think I was too young to get mad. I just wanted you back.”

“Holly, I’m so sorry.”

“Stop apologizing,” Holly insisted. “I told you. I forgive you. Actually, I forgave you a long time ago. Neither one of us should have had to go through what we did. I don’t blame you for the way you chose to cope with it.”

I brushed a wayward strand of hair away from her angled cheekbones. “How did you get so wise so quickly, huh?”

“I watch a lot of Star Wars.”

I laughed, and it felt free and warm. I couldn’t remember the last time I had genuinely laughed, let alone the last time I had laughed with my little sister. It reminded me of what was important, who was important. Everyone I cared about lived within a twenty-five mile radius, and it was about time I started treating them like they deserved.

“I’m going to stick around this time,” I told Holly, squeezing her hand in mine. “I’ll stay in Belle Dame at least until you finish high school. Sound good?”

She smiled, bright and wide. “That sounds amazing.”

A commotion in the hallway prevented me from replying. Voices rose, footsteps quickened, and the door to Holly’s room burst open. Bill and Emily Miller, our foster parents, stood in the corridor, staring so intently at Holly, it was as if they were trying to make sure that she wasn’t a figment of their imaginations.

She waved merrily, and the action caused the IV line to flap against her arm. “Hi, Bill. Emily. How have you been?”

Bill burst into tears, which was not how I expected this reunion to go. He approached Holly’s bed first while Emily lingered in the background, and I cleared the way to make way for his enormous figure. He knelt by the bed, took Holly’s hands in his, and bowed his head over them like he was praying. They didn’t exchange any words. Holly simply let the massive man cry over her blankets and only moved to offer him a stack of tissues from the bedside table.

Bill shocked me again when his first words were to me rather than his favorite foster daughter. “Thank you, Bridget. Officer Scott told us what you went through to get her home. Thank you so much.”

“Of course,” I replied, taken aback. “She’s my sister.”

“And as for you—” Bill tapped Holly lightly on the nose “—I’m never letting you out of my sight ever again. No more practicing by yourself on that old ballfield. And I’m also going to teach you how to shoot a gun.”

“Bill, relax.” Holly laughed, but the action elicited a wet gasp from her recovering lungs. The noise sobered the room in less than a second, and we all gravitated toward the bed while Holly caught her breath. “Stop looking at me like that,” she said hoarsely. “I’m going to be fine. Emily?”

Our foster mother cautiously approached, having kept her distance since she arrived in the room. “Yes, dear?”

“May I please have a hug?”

Emily folded without hesitation, closing the distance between her and Holly in three quick strides. When they came together, it was Holly comforting Emily instead of the other way around. She rocked Emily gently from side to side as the older woman finally lost it, sobbing into the front of Holly’s hospital gown. When she calmed down enough, Bill stroked his wife’s back in comforting circles.

“Wait a second,” I said, looking from Bill to Emily. “Did the two of you ride here together?”

Emily blotted the purple bags beneath her eyes. “Yes. Bill drove us. We were together when we got the call.”

“Together,” I repeated. “Does that mean you worked everything out?”

Bill turned his gaze to the floor, but not before I caught sight of his scowl. He still blamed me for his separation from his wife, even if I hadn’t been the root of the problem. Holly looked from me to Bill to Emily.

“Worked what out?” she asked.

“We’re talking it through,” Emily explained. She reached out toward the swell of Bill’s broad back then drew away as if thinking better of it. “But we’ve decided for now to put the past behind us and make Holly’s recovery our first priority.”

“Talking what through?” Holly piped in again, ever the present listener.

I leaned toward her and muttered, “Bill cheated on Emily.”

“What?” Holly clocked Bill over the head. “How could you? I’m gone for less than a month, and everything goes to shit?”

I steadied Holly’s hand, not that she could do much damage what with the pillowy layers of bandages. “Not recently. Forever ago. And that last part is my fault.”

“At least you admit it,” Bill grumbled.

Emily waved a damp tissue like a referee with a penalty flag. “Can we just agree that we’ve all made several mistakes in the past ten years and move on? Holly’s back. She’s safe. That should be all that matters.”

“I totally agree,” I said.

“As do I,” Bill added.

I elbowed him playfully. “There’s a first for everything, right?”

“Quiet, you.”

Emily clapped her hands together. “We should throw a party!”

“What?” Bill and I chorused, unenthused. Holly, however, straightened up at attention.

“To celebrate,” Emily clarified, careful to avoid all of Holly’s wires and tubes as she sat next to her on the bed. “All of your friends will want to see you, and I think we all deserve a bit of fun, right?”

“I’m always down for a good party,” Holly said.

“Whoa, hold on a minute,” I butted in. “Holly, you’ve only been home for a few hours, and you have a lot to think about. It’s not like you just came back from the Peace Corps or something. You were abducted.”

“Exactly,” she replied. “And what better way to rub in a failed kidnapping than to throw a party welcoming me home? Ooh, Emily, can we make kebabs?”

“Whatever you want, dear—”

I opened my mouth to argue more, but Bill shook his head. “It’s a losing battle,” he said. “Give it up, kid.”

“Fine,” I agreed. “Y’all can throw a party after Holly gets better. I want clearance from her doctor beforehand too.”

Holly wrinkled her nose. “Did you just say y’all?”

My shoulders slumped as I stood up. “I need some air. Don’t talk about me while I’m gone.”

I left Holly to fill Bill and Emily in on the rest of her misadventures, hoping that they wouldn’t touch on the darker details until we could work it out with a therapist. It was one thing to have everyone tell me how strong and resilient my sister was. It was another to see it in person. Even wired to heart monitors and IVs, she made it a point to put everyone else’s feelings before hers. She took care of me and Bill and Emily before she thought about herself. It was amazing to witness, but I worried that she was doing it to avoid confronting the truth of her experience. You could avoid reality, but you could not avoid the consequences of avoiding reality. Eventually, it would catch up to her.

I really did need to get out of the drafty, disinfectant-scented halls of the hospital, so I took the elevator down to the lobby and exited, for the first time, through the front doors. It was a beautiful day even though it was sweltering hot. The storm from yesterday had cleared out every single cloud in the sky, leaving nothing but boundless blue. The sun burned down on the concrete, reflecting the bright white into my eyes. I shielded my face with the palm of my hand and went to sit beneath the overhang of the patient drop off and loading area. There, I closed my eyes and let the hot breeze dance through my long hair. It untangled my mess of thoughts, and I sat silently until my mind quieted itself. The jingle of car keys brought me back to real life, and I opened one eye to peek around.

Autumn Parker, my best friend, stood a few feet in front of me. Her face was wet, but her expression was blank and empty. The pretty purple fabric of her summery dress billowed in the wind, occasionally framing her ever-growing baby bump. I stood up and took a hesitant step toward her.

“Autumn? Are you okay?”

Her eyes had a glazed look to them as she lifted them to mine. “He’s dead.”

A weight settled in my stomach, as if someone had forced several pounds of lead through my throat. She was talking about Christian, the man who had played at Fox’s side for years without my knowledge. The man who had helped Emmett capture Holly to aid Fox in his revenge quest. The man who had held Mac at gunpoint before she flipped the script on him and shot him twice in the abdomen. He had bled out on the floor of Emmett’s basement, dead before the paramedics had even reached the scene. But Autumn hadn’t known all of that. To her, Christian Santini was her boyfriend of three years, the man she’d expected to marry someday, and the father of her child.

She trembled as I took her by the shoulders and led her to sit down on the bench beneath the overhang. “Autumn, what did they tell you?”

“Everything,” she choked out, folding over to rest her face in her hands. “Or everything they could considering we weren’t actually married. Oh my God, Bridget. I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

As she erupted into fresh sobs, I looked up at the sky and willed my own tears to stay put. “I should be the one apologizing,” I told her. “It’s my fault that Christian ever got to you in the first place.”

“He was so nice,” she cried. “And so fun. He always took care of me. I can’t believe that it was one big elaborate lie.” She crumpled, laying her head across my lap. “What am I supposed to do, Bee? I can’t raise this kid on my own.”

“Yes, you can,” I said firmly. “But you won’t have to. Autumn, you’re never alone. This whole town loves you. Besides, I’m sticking around to look after Holly, and I’m sure it won’t be a challenge to convince either one of us to babysit.”

Autumn gaped up at me from my lap. “Holly’s home?”

“Yeah, they didn’t tell you?”

“No! Just that Emmett and Christian—” She broke off, emotions running too high again.

I leaned down and planted a kiss on her wet cheek. “It’s going to be okay, Autumn. I know it seems like everything sucks right now, but we’re better off. Holly’s home, and the assholes who took her are gone.” I decided not to mention Fox. Scott and the rest of Belle Dame P.D. knew about him. It felt unnecessary to worry Autumn. “You are going to have a beautiful baby, and you’re going to be the best mom out there. Do you understand me?”

She mumbled something incoherent into my sweatpants.

“I didn’t catch that.”

“I said if you insist,” she said clearly.

“I do insist,” I told her. “We’re going to rebuild our lives together, okay? But before we start, do you want to see Holly?”

“Yes,” she said, sitting up and wiping her eyes. “Of course I do.”
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FALSE HOPE


At three o’clock in the afternoon, Belle Dame High School exploded with action. Students poured from the building like ants rushing to escape the burn of a magnifying glass, spreading out toward the bus loop or the sidewalk to head home. I sat on the hood of Holly’s Jeep, slinging her key ring around my index finger and ignoring the shameless stares of the students who passed me. By now, every high schooler in Belle Dame knew who I was. For the last week and a half, ever since Holly returned to school, I’d dropped her off in the morning and picked her up in the afternoon. Maybe it was overprotective of me. Maybe it was borderline paranoia, but I had no plans to let my little sister out of my sight for any longer than necessary.

It was easy to spot Holly in the crowd. As soon as she left the cool, shadowy halls and emerged in the sunlight, she was surrounded by a gaggle of other kids. Most of them were her fastpitch teammates, who pelted her with questions about when she planned on returning to the ballfield. She hadn’t been cleared to play yet, something that was getting on her nerves. The end of the season was fast approaching. Playoffs were in just a few weeks, and if Holly wanted to continue her softball career throughout college, she needed to participate in those games in order to impress the university scouts. Even at a distance, I could see her smile falter as she hugged her teammates and watched them head off to the stadium for practice. Then she caught my eye over the heads of the other students, waved, and walked over.

“Let me drive,” she said, swinging her backpack through the passenger window and holding her hand out for the key.

I hopped off the hood of the Jeep. “Not a chance.”

“Bridget, come on. I’m totally fine.” She did a twirl on the spot as if to demonstrate. “See?”

“It’s not because I don’t think you’re healthy enough,” I teased. “It’s because I don’t trust your driving skills.”

“Says the woman who apparently nearly killed someone on a motorbike in Thailand just a couple months ago,” she replied.

“That was one time,” I countered. “And I regret ever telling you that story, but if you insist—” I held the keys high above my head “—come and get them.”

It was one of those moments where I forgot how much Holly had grown in the years since we’d last spent any quality time together because she gave me a look, reached up, and snatched the keys right out of my grip without issue.

“That trick doesn’t work when you’re only an inch taller than me.” She opened the passenger door for me with a smirk. “My lady.”

“Royal pain in the ass,” I shot back, climbing in.

Holly fired up the Jeep and steered carefully through the swarming students toward the exit. As we passed, every head turned toward us. “I wonder what it’s like not to feel like a zoo animal.”

“It wasn’t like this before?” I asked her, flicking off a gawking teenage boy. “After all, I’m betting you nailed more than one senior superlative.”

“People knew me, I guess,” she said. “But that was because of softball. During the off season, I got way less attention. I liked it better that way, to be honest. Less pressure.” She slammed on the brakes as a trio of girls walked in front of us, completely oblivious to the Jeep’s progress. “Whoa!”

The girls jumped as the vehicle jolted to a stop. When they saw who was driving, they began to whisper behind their hands. One of them even raised her phone to take a photo.

I rolled down the window and stuck my head out. “Get out of the way, or I’ll really give you something to take a picture of.”

With petrified expressions, the trio scurried off, but not before snapping a few more shots of me and Holly. I ducked back into the Jeep, and Holly got us out of the parking lot without further incident.

“I’m not sure threatening high schoolers is the best way to go about this,” she said. “You’re starting to earn back your old reputation.”

“I don’t give a damn about my reputation—”

“Great song.”

“All I care about is keeping you safe,” I finished, grabbing hold of the bar above the window as we trundled out into traffic. “Plus kids these days are so entitled. They act like everything should be handed to to them because they automatically deserve it.”

“You’re living in the past, it’s a new generation,” Holly sang over the whoosh of the wind through the open window.

“Can it, kid,” I grumbled. “Or I’ll tell the doc that I don’t think you’re ready to get back on the ballfield.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“Try me.”

I would never dare to do something that would hinder Holly’s happiness, but she fell quiet anyway. Silence filled the Jeep and the radio was broken, so we couldn’t cruise through the endless country stations in search of Joan Jett to break up the awkwardness. It had been almost three weeks since Holly had been cleared to leave the hospital, and we still hadn’t gotten the hang of being sisters again. At least not in the way that I wanted to be. It felt weird. For my entire adult life, I’d only taken care of one person—myself—but all of sudden, I had Holly again. The worst part was how little I knew about her. There was only so much information you could fit on a postcard. I’d counted on our shared love of softball to get us through the rough patches, but it turned out that softball wasn’t Holly’s entire focus. Yes, she loved it, but she also loved chemistry, horses, and drumming for the jazz band. When she talked about college, she spoke of softball as an opportunity to get a scholarship, and I heard more about the subjects she wanted to study than the potential teams she wanted to play for.

Thankfully, the doctor’s office wasn’t far from the school. Holly had yet another check-up to make sure that she was recovering properly from her recent trauma. Hopefully this would be the last one for a while. If Doctor Waters, the Millers’ family caregiver, cleared Holly to play softball today, we wouldn’t have to visit her for another three months.

“Good afternoon, ladies,” Fran, the receptionist, said as we walked into the chilly office. She pushed the sign-in clipboard toward us. “You know the drill.”

Holly scrawled her name on the clipboard. I didn’t bother to sit in one of the waiting chairs. We had spent so much time at Doctor Waters’s office lately that they tried to get us in and out as quickly as possible. Moments later, a nurse came to collect Holly. I waited around as they recorded my little sister’s weight and vitals then followed them to an exam room down the hall.

“Doctor Waters will be with you shortly,” the nurse said as she exited.

I blew out a sigh, picked up an old, torn tabloid magazine, and sat next to Holly on the exam table. As I flipped carelessly through pictures of grocery-shopping celebrities—They’re just like us!—Holly kicked her heels against the metal step of the table.

“Everything okay?” I asked her.

“Just nervous. I really want this to be the last time I come in here for a while.”

“You and me both.”

She chewed on the inside of her cheek, the thump of her heels ceaseless. “Bee, how did you deal with everything? You know… afterward.”

The pages of the magazine crumpled in my grip. It was only the second time Holly had ever asked me about my past. The first time was weeks ago after Emmett’s scarce funeral. We hadn’t planned to go, but Holly insisted, so I drove her out to the cemetery, and we watched as they lowered his casket into the ground adjacent to his mother’s grave. No one else had come to pay their respects. Holly cried quietly, and when I asked her why she bothered, she replied with a warmth that I was not capable of.

“He was a person,” she’d murmured, linking her arm through mine and leaning her head against my shoulder. “No one’s born evil, Bee. You have to wonder what he suffered through to make him think he deserved to have you.”

I pondered that while the funeral assistants filled the dirt back in. Maybe Holly was right. Maybe Emmett had been a tortured soul from the very beginning, what with his deadbeat father and suicidal mother, but all of that hurt didn’t give anyone the excuse to become a kidnapper or a rapist. Life was all about choices. Emmett could have chosen to turn around his situation through healthy, legal means, but he picked the darker way out.

“I don’t pity him,” I’d told Holly then. “I can’t.”

She looked away from the hole in the ground toward me instead. “What happened to you? You’re different now.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s like you’re made of concrete,” she said. “But there are a ton of cracks in you, and if someone wedged a chisel firmly enough, you’d fall apart. You weren’t always like that, not even after Mom and Dad died. What happened to you?”

So I told her, right there in the cemetery. It all spilled out in one go, from the moment I’d arrived in Paris to the night I’d escaped. Scott had suggested keeping the details from her, but she deserved to know the reasons for why she had been plucked from her home without preamble. She listened without interrupting, enraptured, and once I had finished, she hugged me tightly and didn't let go until my body stopped trembling and we were the only ones left in the cemetery.

“Bee?”

Holly’s voice brought me out of the cemetery and back to the doctor’s office. I set aside my magazine. “How did I deal with it? To be honest, I didn’t. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m a lot better at running away from things than confronting them head on. I never had the audacity for it.”

“You’re the bravest person I know,” she said.

I managed a small smile. “Is there a reason you’re asking now?”

“I can’t stop thinking about it,” she said. “All that time in Emmett’s basement. Writing those terrible notes to you. Mac getting shot. You getting hurt. It’s like a bad movie on replay.”

I kissed the side of her head. “I think it’s time.”

“Time for what?”

“To go to therapy,” I suggested. “I asked Doctor Waters for a list of recommendations weeks ago, but I wanted to make sure you were ready to talk about it.”

“You want me to see a shrink?”

“A psychologist,” I corrected. “And I think we should go together. I know I have plenty to talk about. Mom and Dad to start with.”

Holly fiddled with the paper that covered the exam table. “I guess it would be good to get it all out in the open.”

“I think so too.”

Someone knocked lightly on the door before entering, and Doctor Waters stepped in with Holly’s file in hand. “The Dubois girls, back again,” she said brightly. “Let’s see if we can get you back on the ballfield, Holly. What do you say?”

Twenty minutes later, Holly bounded across the parking lot, leapt over a concrete curb stopper on her way to the Jeep, and let out an earsplitting whoop. Doctor Waters had cleared her of all medical concerns. She was healthy enough to head back to softball practice the next day. When she climbed into the Jeep, she reached into the backseat for her Belle Dame fastpitch ball cap and jammed it onto her head in celebration then adjusted the rearview mirror to take in her reflection.

“Aw, it looks so good!” She turned toward me and pointed at the cap. “Doesn’t it look good?”

“It looks great,” I agreed with a grin.

She turned the key in the ignition, bouncing up and down in her seat with excitement. “Can we go visit Aunt Ani? I want to tell her the good news.”

“Quickly,” I replied. “Don’t forget your homecoming party is tonight. I promised Emily that I’d buy the burgers and hot dogs, and we have to swing by the boutique to pick up Autumn.”

We hit Belle Dame’s assisted living facility first. Ever since Holly’s return, Aunt Ani had made giant strides of improvement. The three of us together again had triggered a new vigor in her. She was speaking and walking, shocking the caretakers who were only used to seeing her blink. Ani had switched rooms. Her new lodgings looked more like a small studio apartment than a hospital room, but as she regained more and more of her strength, her restlessness within the facility grew also. Today, we found her baking in the communal kitchen, and the familiar scent of her famous chocolate banana bread took me back in time to a happier era.

“My girls!” she cried, spreading her arms wide to hug us both at the same time. “Here, taste this. Is it missing something?” She fed us each a forkful of banana bread before we could return the greeting. “Well? How is it?”

“Can I chew please?” I mumbled, cupping a hand beneath my chin to catch any falling crumbs.

Holly swallowed first. “It tastes amazing, Aunt Ani. I don’t think it’s missing anything.”

“Chocolate chips,” I piped in as soon as my mouth was clear. “You used to layer chocolate chips on top.”

Ani snapped her fingers in recollection and kissed my forehead. “That’s it! Of course you would remember that, Bee. You were always the chocolate fiend.”

“Never forget it.”

“Ani, look!” Holly bounced on the toes of her sneakers as she pointed to her ball cap. “Doctor Waters cleared me to play again.”

Ani gasped and tugged Holly in for another hug. “Really? I’m so happy for you, sweetheart!”

Holly drew back, beaming. “Will you come to a game?”

“I’ll come to all of your games,” Ani promised. The oven beeped. The second batch of banana bread was ready to come out. Ani straightened a piece of Holly’s hair under her hat. “Do you mind taking that out? I’d like to talk to your sister for a minute.”

“Sure,” she said before prancing away.

“How’s she really doing?” Ani asked me in a low voice as we watched Holly open the oven and prod the banana bread with a toothpick.

“She’s good,” I assured her. “As good as she can get anyway.”

“And what about…?” She trailed off, tapping her temple instead of voicing her concern out loud.

“The telepathic stuff?” I whispered. “I don’t know. They did a CAT scan when we found her, but nothing abnormal popped up.”

“Do you still talk to each other?” Ani asked. “Like that?”

“No,” I said. “Not while we’re awake at least. I’ve heard her a few times at night, when she was dead asleep.”

Ani followed Holly’s movements as she coaxed the hot banana bread out of its pan. “Keep an eye on it. And whatever you do, don’t tell anyone.”

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

Holly flicked off the oven mitts and dusted off her hands. “You guys talking about me?”

“Narcissist,” I said.

“Actually,” Ani began, inspecting the fresh loaf of bread to check Holly’s work, “I’ve been speaking with my caretakers here. They’re more than pleased with my improvement, and now that I’m able to care for myself, I have the option of moving out of the facility.”

“Really?” Holly exclaimed. “Ani, that’s great!”

“I think so too,” she agreed. “I’d love to have my girls back under one roof.”

Holly and I exchanged a quick glance. Once upon a time, the thought of living with Ani felt like a dream. After all, that was how things were supposed to go after my parents died, but Ani’s mental illness had derailed that plan. Things were different now. In a couple of months, Holly would graduate and go off to the college, quite possibly across the country, and I had no idea what I was going to do once she was gone. It didn’t seem right to stay in Belle Dame, not after I had spent so much time trying to keep away from it, but this was also the first time that there were people in my hometown that I wanted to keep an eye on. For one, Autumn’s due date was only a couple of months away, and two, I’d found a fierce friend in Mac. I was still undecided though, and I didn’t want to make any promises that I couldn’t keep. Whatever the case, I didn’t want to leave Aunt Ani all alone again.

“We can talk about it later,” Ani said, picking up on the subtle vibes of apprehension. “I’d like to see if I can get my old house back anyway, and that’s going to take some time.”

“Later,” I agreed. I checked the clock above the stove. “We should get going, Ani. We have a ton of stuff to do for the party tonight. You’re still coming, right?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” she replied. “Someone from the facility is going to drive me over. Seven o’clock?”

“Perfect. See you then.”

I cradled a warm loaf of banana bread, wrapped in paper towels, in my lap as Holly drove us from the assisted living facility to the center of town. There, we stopped at the butcher’s shop to pick up the hot dogs and burgers. Then we headed to Oak and Autumn, the little boutique that Autumn owned. I’d been working there for the past few weeks, helping out with inventory and shelving stock since I was no good at the fashion side of things. Autumn appreciated the assistance, and it was a good way for me to make sure she wasn’t falling apart at the seams over Christian's death. After all, he was still the father of her baby. In all honesty, I’d expected a lot more crying from her, but after that first day at the hospital, Autumn had worked hard to straighten out the harsh reality of her relationship with Christian. She had joined a support group for single soon-to-be mothers, signed up for prenatal yoga, and found a new hobby in designing and producing her own baby clothes. Autumn was a pro at navigating relationship drama, and she wasn’t going to let Christian’s monstrous behavior affect the rest of her life.

The wind chimes over the door to Oak and Autumn pealed as we entered the store. Autumn looked up from the register and grinned. These days, it seemed like her stomach grew several inches at a time. I swore she was bigger with every passing minute.

“My favorite sisters,” she said. “I hope you’re here to pick out a party outfit, Bee, because that T-shirt and shorts combo is not going to cut it.”

“These are Holly’s shorts, so take it up with her,” I countered.

Holly’s mouth dropped open. “You stole my clothes?”

“Like you noticed! Besides, all my laundry is dirty.”

“Wash a load, Bridget!”

Autumn laughed and tousled Holly’s hair. “Ah, listening to the two of you argue is like being sixteen again. I almost missed it. Oh, wait. No, I didn’t. Wash your damn clothes, Bee. What happens when you run out of underwear?”

“I already did.” I smirked. “I bought new underwear.”

“At least you didn’t borrow mine,” Holly said. She rested her hands against Autumn’s stomach. “How’s our little girl?”

“Restless,” Autumn replied. “She’s a total troublemaker. Won’t let me get any sleep.”

“Sounds like someone I might get along with,” I said. As Holly wandered off to browse Autumn’s new summer collection, I added in an undertone, “What about the other stuff? The preeclampsia?”

She rubbed her belly in slow, soothing circles. “We’re keeping an eye on it. There’s still a chance that I’ll go into labor early, but as long as this little girl comes out healthy and happy, I’ll be good. You’re going to be there, right?”

“Where?”

“In the delivery room.”

My brain short-circuited. “Uh.”

Autumn’s lower lip jutted out. “Please? I have no one else to ask except Holly, and I don’t want to scar her for life.”

“Why not?” I ventured. “It would be great birth control.”

“Bee.”

“I know, I know. Yes, I’ll be there, but just a forewarning, I’ll probably be screaming louder than you.”

Autumn hooked her arm through mine. “That’s all I can ask for. Now let’s get you something to wear that doesn’t belong to your teenaged sister.”

By the time Holly pulled the Jeep into the Millers’ long driveway, all three of us were primped and party ready. Autumn had picked out a pretty but sporty dress for Holly and a pair of dark wash jeans with a sleeveless button down shirt for me. We waved to Bill, who was mowing the massive front lawn with his riding mower, and the Millers’ dog, Scooby, barked at the wheels of the Jeep as we ambled up the dirt drive and parked outside the house. When Holly got out, Scooby’s tail wagged so fast that it turned into a blur. He still hadn’t gotten over the excitement of having her home yet, and Holly loved him too much to redirect his muddy paws away from her new dress. Autumn groaned as dirt cascaded from Holly’s new outfit.

“It’s fine,” I said, unloading the cases of burgers, hot dogs, and buns from the backseat. “We’ll wash it off upstairs. Can you help me with this?”

Autumn and I carried in the food while Holly herded Scooby inside, where Emily and the rest of the Millers’ foster kids strung decorations throughout the living room. The littlest ones spread glittery confetti across the floor, while Ryan, second oldest to Holly, helped Emily stretch a Welcome Home, Holly! banner across the top of the fireplace.

“Ooh, food!” Ryan gasped as he spotted the meat.

“It’s raw,” I warned him.

Emily stepped down from her stool to lead us into the kitchen. “Thanks, girls. I appreciate the help. Let’s get these in the spare fridge for now.”

“I can do it,” Autumn said, swatting me away. “You go upstairs and get those stains off of Holly’s dress.”

“I’m seventeen, not seven,” Holly argued. “I can clean myself, thank you.”

I swatted her butt playfully. “Don’t argue. Up you get.”

She took the stairs two at a time to escape my attacks and barricaded herself in the bathroom to take care of her dress herself. I chuckled and headed down the hall to drop off our other clothes in the bedroom. The bunk bed held two mattresses again, one for me and one for Holly. I’d moved from the bed and breakfast to the Millers’ house as soon as Holly had been discharged from the hospital. It was like going back in time, except nowadays I didn’t mind the cramped living situation. It was nice to be close to Holly again, and I actually enjoyed helping Emily out with the other kids. Not to mention, Bill and I had instated a hesitant truce. He had returned to the house as well, though for the present, he slept on the pull out couch in the living room rather than in the master bedroom with Emily.

“You okay?” Holly asked. She’d appeared in the doorway without me noticing, the dirty paw prints banished from the front of her dress.

“Yeah,” I told her. “Just thinking.”

She hugged me from behind as I stared out of the window, watching Bill putter around the front yard on his mower. “About what?”

“Bill and Emily.”

“Hmm. I think they’ll be okay,” she said. “Haven’t you been watching them? They still gravitate toward each other like magnets, like Mom and Dad used to. Some married people stop doing that after a while. Will you braid my hair?”

I didn’t question the segue, instead turning around to accept the offered hairbrush and begin weaving the soft, thin strands of Holly’s pinkish golden hair into a sideswept waterfall braid. When I was finished, we didn’t join the pre-party preparations downstairs. Instead, we snuggled up on the top bunk and watched the sun sink toward the horizon. When the sky was orange and pink and Bill had finally retired his lawn mower, the doorbell rang.

“Bridget! Holly!” Emily called up the stairs. “They’re here!”

By eight o’clock, the party was in full swing. It seemed that all of Belle Dame had come out to celebrate Holly’s triumphant return from oblivion. The house was so packed that we left the front and back doors open for people to go in and out to the fairy lit porch as they pleased. Holly’s favorite music pumped from the television speakers, occasionally punctuated by one of Ryan’s punk rock songs. He had compiled the playlist and was unable to resist adding his own zest to it. Bill manned the grill on the back porch, churning out burgers and hot dogs like the owner of a popular food truck. Emily refilled chip bowls, set out new appetizers, and collected used party cups to throw into the trash. For the most part, I kept out of the way. My social skills had not come so far as to entertain all of the Millers’ friends in one night. I found a quiet corner, sipped on a bottle of beer, and kept an eye on my little sister.

Holly’s smile was the most beautiful and relaxing thing in the room. After weeks of listening to her cracked, stressed voice in my head, it was a whole new experience to watch her talk and laugh with her friends. The entire softball team, including the coach, had turned up at the party, and when Holly told them the news of her return to the game, a roar of cheers nearly lifted the roof from the rest of the house. Then the team lifted Holly onto their shoulders and carried her outside, the top of her head narrowly avoiding the door frame as they did so. I followed them out, grinning, and watched as they started up a recreational game of five against five in the front yard. They used the cases the hamburgers had come in for makeshift bases, and Holly put her dress through the wringer as she reclaimed her status as team captain, taking the first hit at bat and sending the ball all the way to the street. A familiar redhead captured the neon green ball out of the air and tossed it back to the girls as she walked up the driveway, a pronounced limp in her gait.

“Thanks, Mac!” Holly called.

“No problem,” Mac answered, hopping up the steps to the porch and joining me where I leaned against the railing. I offered her my beer. She took a swig and handed it back. “So how’s it feel now that everything’s going back to normal?”

“None of this is normal,” I told her, watching Holly lead off second base. “At least not for me. I like it though. It’s peaceful. Content.”

“Good.” Mac clapped me on the shoulder. “You deserve it.”

“How’s desking?” I asked her.

She let out a groan. “Boring as hell. Scott won’t let me do anything. I can’t even ride shotgun with him, so it’s been paperwork day in and day out.”

I chuckled. Mac had just gotten back to work that week. She refused to use the crutches, balancing on her good leg instead. “Scott told me you were overdoing it at physical therapy again.”

She stole the beer from me and kept it for herself. “I was not. He’s a big baby. I sneezed yesterday, and he nearly brought the building down trying to get me a tissue.”

“Try and take it easy, okay?” I said, patting her back. “For me. I need you back in full form as soon as possible.”

She studied my expression. “You’re still worried, aren’t you? That Fox is out there waiting?”

I checked around us for eavesdroppers, but the other partygoers were all ensconced in lighter conversations with each other. “I’m not naive enough to think that he’s moved on,” I told Mac. “Just because we got Holly back doesn’t mean we’ve won the game. He’s biding his time. I’d bet anything on it.”

“Why do we have to play his stupid game again?” Mac asked. “Scott knows about what happened in Paris. Fox can’t blackmail you anymore for it.”

“It’s not that,” I said. “Fox likes to play with people. He’ll try to hurt anyone that’s close to me, and I can’t protect all of you at once.”

“Is that why you’ve been stalking Holly at school?” She took another sip of beer, catching the guilty look on my face. “Don’t deny it. I’ve seen you out there, checking in at the front office to make sure she’s still there.”

I swiped the bottle back from her. “If there was a chance some psychopath was after your sister, wouldn’t you do the same?”

Mac shrugged, turned around, and propped her bad leg up on an unoccupied porch chair. “My sister and I never really got along.”

“I just feel like it’s not over yet,” I told her. “Not until Fox is behind bars.”

“Understandable,” Mac said. “But you can’t live your life in fear, waiting for him to jump out of the shadows. Let yourself enjoy the little victories, and when Fox shows up, we’ll be ready for him.”

A loud crack echoed through the dusky night as one of Holly’s teammates sent a line drive toward first base. Holly dove to make the catch, the ball thwacking against her glove. A cheer went up from both teams in appreciation for Holly’s talent. Holly stood, her dress now stained green from the freshly-cut grass, and lifted her glove in triumph.

I hung my head. “Autumn’s going to kill me.”

“New dress?”

“You got it.”

Emily stepped out onto the porch, smiling at the sight of the game on her front lawn. “Bridget, honey? Will you do me a favor? We’re out of ice. Do you mind going to the garage and getting another bag from the spare freezer?”

I gave Mac the beer and pushed away from the porch railing. “Yup. Be right back.”

“Need help?” Mac asked.

“No, I got this. Keep that leg elevated.”

I hopped off the porch and rounded the side of the house, squinting through the darkness. The lights from the house didn’t reach this far, so I carefully picked my way through the yard and found the handle of the garage door through memory rather than sight. I hefted it up from the ground, but when the last of the fading daylight found its way into the garage, it illuminated a face and figure that had haunted my nightmares for three and a half years.

“Hello, Brigitte,” Fox said, his lips curling upward in that perfect smile of his. He held up a small remote. “Come in quietly and shut the door. Otherwise, I’ll send your friends and family from this life to the next.”
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Alight flickered on as I stepped into the garage and let the door roll shut behind me. The bluish white glow of the LED on his phone highlighted the symmetrical cheekbones, the icy blue eyes, and the white blond hair that made up Fox’s cold elegance. In the three years since I’d left him to bleed out in the underground passageways beneath a hotel in Paris, he had not changed aside from the added lines at the corners of his eyes. It was the only thing that gave away his mortality. Otherwise, I would’ve begun to wonder if Fox had been sent to Earth as an avenging angel by some omnipotent, otherworldly essence. With his ethereal beauty, he gave off the impression of having known this world for eternity.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I hissed, making a grab for the remote. “What is that?”

He waggled a finger like a mother at a petulant child. “Ah, ah, ah. I wouldn’t do that if I were you. See, if I press this button, your entire life goes up in flames.” When he read the confusion off of my face, he nodded toward the Millers’ house. “I wired a few well-placed homemade explosives. You blew up my life, I’ll blow up yours. Poetic, isn’t it?”

“You sick son of a bitch,” I spat, lunging for the remote once more. Fox raised it above his head, and I collided with his chest instead. For a moment, we were pressed together in a way far from impersonal, but I shoved him off just as quickly. “How are you even alive? If I remember correctly, I shot you. Twice. And then I left you to burn in the basement of a crumbling building. Did you sell your soul for another shot at torturing me?”

Fox smirked, and the tendons in his neck flexed in response. “Not quite. You see, I was lucky enough to have a friend nearby. You might know him. Christian Santini? He had arrived from Marseilles shortly before you set your plan in motion. Thankfully, his train was running late. He made it to the hotel just as the explosions began. He caught your little friend fleeing the scene. What did you call that scab of a human? Ghost?”

“Phantom,” I breathed. “What did you do to him?”

“I didn’t do anything to him,” Fox replied, clutching his heart in a gesture of faux innocence. “Christian simply needed a way to get to me, and your friend—what was it again?—was particularly gifted in his knowledge of the underground. I must admit I lost sight of the little goon as Christian dragged me to safety. You can’t blame me, of course. I was barely conscious. Multiple bullet wounds will do that to you.”

“I should’ve shot you in the head,” I growled. There was a tire iron in the corner of the garage. If I could get to it before Fox pushed the button on his remote…

But he noticed the flicker of my gaze and turned around to see what I was looking at. “Oh, baby. You haven’t changed at all, have you?”

“Don’t call me that.”

He stepped toward me, looming in the moonlit shadows. “But that’s what you are. My baby. Just do me a favor? Don’t do anything stupid. I don’t want to have to hurt the people you love.”

“Aren’t you a little late for that?” I asked. “Or have you forgotten that you ordered your pathetic sycophants to kidnap and torture my little sister? I just got her back, Fox. I won’t let you take her away again.”

“It was never your sister I was interested in,” Fox said. Another step forward. God, he was so tall. “She was merely a pawn, like that Marks idiot.” He rolled his eyes. “I was so relieved to watch them carry his body out of that warehouse in Wolfwater. Great decision, by the way, getting rid of him. He was such a whiny, privileged brat—”

“I didn’t kill Emmett,” I hissed. Without thinking, I planted my hands on Fox’s chest with the intention of shoving him away, but he seemed to be waiting for this. He pinned me there, his fingers snaking around my wrist.

“I know,” he said, caressing my skin with his long fingers. “Your CIA friend did. Yet another mistake on your part, ma chérie. That’s one of the reasons I’m here. I require your assistance.”

I wrenched out of his grasp, his manicured fingernails scraping against my wrist. “Go to hell.”

He played with the remote, tossing it nonchalantly from one hand to the other. “I wouldn’t be so quick to decline my offer. You haven’t even heard my terms yet.”

“Your terms don’t mean anything to me,” I snarled. “It’s all empty promises and broken souls with you, Fox. The only terms you ever set were ones that directly benefited you.”

“I politely oppose that statement,” he said. “If you agree to my terms, I don’t kill your family and friends. That seems relatively beneficial to you, does it not?”

I ached to wrap my hands around his throat, to squeeze until the bewitching man before me no longer had the breath to cast his spell over anyone else. Prison seemed a small price to pay for keeping my family safe. Their faces flashed before my eyes. Holly and Autumn and Mac. Bill and Emily and all their foster kids. Even Officer Scott and the other cops who had shown up at the house that night to celebrate the end of their involvement with Holly’s case. But I couldn’t risk jumping Fox as long as he held that remote.

“That’s it,” Fox crooned as I lowered my trembling fists to my side. “Good girl. Now would you care to listen to my proposition, and we can talk about this like adults?”

I bit down on my bottom lip to keep myself from replying to his patronizing tone and gave one curt nod.

“Excellent.”

He sat on the lid of the freezer that I was supposed to be fetching ice from. How long had it been since I’d left Mac on the porch? Two minutes? Three? Would she come out and look for me if she noticed the minutes passing her by without my return? I could only hope that she’d brought her Glock to the party with her.

“Here’s what I want from you, Brigitte,” Fox began, twirling the remote in the palm of his hand. “You may have already gathered that I intend to restart my business here in North Carolina. It’s not ideal. As I mentioned earlier, I’m partial to New York City or possibly Los Angeles, but I’m willing to make an exception for you. Raleigh isn’t a bad place to start though. There’s a university nearby. Can you imagine the amount of beautiful, naive freshman girls in the area?”

My stomach churned at the thought. “You’re disgusting.”

“I prefer business savvy,” he contradicted. “I think you’ll like my new place. It’s a beautiful estate house. Lots of land. I even have horses. You like horses, right? I recall one or two inane conversations about your background in equestrian activities.” When I didn’t reply, he shrugged and went on. “You must be wondering why I need your help. It’s simple really. You know this world better than I do, the cows and the fields and the truly abhorrent accents. And the music! Merde, what is that absolute trash they play on the radio here? It’s all ‘my tractor this, my tractor that.’ I swear, if these American men are more obsessed with their tractors than their own pleasure, we might run into a problem.” A sudden epiphany lit up his expression. “Or is ‘tractor’ a euphemism?”

“Whatever you want, I’m not helping you to do it,” I told him.

A muted cheer rose from the front yard, permeating the concrete walls of the garage. Fox licked his lips. “I think you’ll find you will if it means allowing your sister and her friends to continue their fun. Now listen closely.” He tucked his hands into the pocket of his jean jacket, something I never thought I’d seen him wear, but he was apparently determined to fit in with the locals of Belle Dame. “The CIA has been on my tail ever since I arrived in this terrible country. Somehow, they managed to track a few of my business transactions. They worked backward, I would guess, starting with your sister.” His hidden grip on the remote control worried me. If he wanted, he could blow the house to smithereens without warning. “The trail of dead bodies isn’t helping either. First Christian then Marks. If it continues like this, I’ll have to relocate yet again, which is not something that you nor I should want.”

“What the hell am I supposed to do about it?” I asked. “It’s not my fault the CIA caught on to your ‘business.’ Clearly, you aren’t as cautious as you used to be.”

“Through no fault of mine,” Fox countered. “And on the contrary, there is something you can do about it. After all, of the two of us, you’re the one with a friend for a federal agent.”

“Taylor and I were never friends,” I told him. Maybe if I could keep him talking long enough, someone would come out to the garage to check on me. “We teamed up in Wolfwater because it benefitted both of us, but I haven’t seen her since then. I have no idea what she’s been up to in the last few weeks.”

“Ah, but I have.”

“You have?”

“Of course. How could I not notice her snooping around every corner in Raleigh? She followed me there.”

My brow lifted in surprise. So Taylor had managed to find a lead on Fox without me or Holly to spur her on. I wondered if she was still working under the table and ignoring her superior’s orders, or if Lucado had suddenly changed her mind about Taylor’s suspension.

“Come to Raleigh with me,” Fox offered, as if he was proposing a romantic, magical getaway rather than forcing me to engage in illegal activities again. “You can take care of my little CIA problem for me, and then we’ll watch the sunset and take a historical tour of the city. I know how you like those things.”

“How do you expect me to take care of Taylor?”

“My sweet girl,” he simpered, stepping down from the freezer to approach me once again. A shiver radiated through my chest as his cold fingers grazed my cheek. “Don’t sell yourself short. If there was one thing I learned about you all those years ago, it was that you were always an accomplished liar, so sweet and charismatic that no one dared to question the words you insisted were the truth. I need that again now.” He toyed with a strand of my hair before tucking it behind my ear. “Track down the CIA agent. I’ve already laid a trail of receipts away from Raleigh and Belle Dame. All you have to do is show them to her. She’ll be across the country in no time, chasing a ghost, while you and I build an empire right here at home.”

“You want me to feed false information to a highly-trained CIA operative?” I scoffed and dodged his probing fingers. “What happens when she reaches the end of the line and realizes that she’s been duped?”

“By that time, she’ll have already reported the rest of it to her superiors,” Fox explained. “And we can dispatch her before she leads them back to us.”

“Dispatch her.”

“One must make sacrifices to get ahead,” he said, and the remote appeared once more from his jacket pocket to taunt me. “Or did you not learn that in your quest to return your sister to safety?”

It seemed impossible that a small square of plastic could incite so much fear within me. It rose like bile in the back of my throat, but I swallowed it down again. “If I do this, if I go with you and trick the operative, you’ll leave my family alone? You’ll deactivate whatever explosives you have lying around?”

Fox extracted a phone from his tightly-fitted jeans and offered it to me. “I’ll even let you call your little cop friend so that she can ring the bomb squad. How’s that sound?”

I stared at the phone, contemplating my options. “They can’t know.”

“Pardon?”

I looked my aggressor square in the eye. “Holly, Mac, Autumn. Anyone in Belle Dame. They can’t know I’ve agreed to work with you again. Ever.”

“As you wish.”

I shivered, even though the barn was warm with the summer wind. Fox shrugged off his jacket and draped it around my shoulders. It smelled of elderflower and toffee, a sickly sweet combination. He had left the remote in the pocket, a small token of faith. I closed my hand around it, careful not to jostle the buttons, as Fox led me through the small side door of the garage. The party at the house wore on, laughter and music and content conversation emanating from the open windows, but the warm comforting lights that spilled across the lawn did not illuminate our shadowy route. We climbed over the wooden fence that separated the pastures from the backyard and started across the wide expanse of grass and hay. I followed Fox’s lead, unsurprised by his knowledge of Bill and Emily’s property. He’d been watching us for weeks—ever since Holly got out of the hospital, I’d bet—waiting for the perfect time to do this.

Acres away, a sleek silver sedan was parked on the dirt road at the backside of the Millers’ land. Fox opened the passenger door and locked me in before getting in on the driver’s side. The car purred to life without a key. When Fox punched an address into the GPS, it pulled off of the grass on its own.

“Self-driving car,” Fox said with a grin as he fiddled with the air conditioning settings. The car accelerated, zooming up the hill toward the county line. “Nice, isn’t it?”

“Give me the phone,” I said. “You promised that I could call Mac to warn her about the explosives.”

“Baby,” Fox cooed, caressing my outstretched palm rather than handing over what I’d asked for. “Did you really think I’d wired your house to explode? I’m not a savage. Besides, explosions in a small town are messy. I’m trying to stay under the radar, and that would not be ideal.”

I closed my eyes in disbelief. The remote was a prop. He’d used it to manipulate me into agreeing to go with him, and I’d fallen for it. I found the handle on the door of the car. It would be so easy to pull it open, to roll out of the sedan and run back to my family. But I could never outrun Fox.

He leaned across me to pull my fingers away from the door and press them to his lips instead. “Don’t try it, Brigitte. Make no mistake. If you don’t perform what is asked of you, I will kill your family.”

I snapped. In a flash, I seized his fingers and bent them backward, threatening to tear them off. Lunging across the center console, I took him by the throat. With his head pressed to the window, his perfect hair off-kilter, and my knee pinned to his groin in the driver’s seat, it was the first time I’d ever seen a glint of hesitation in his pretty blue eyes.

“You shouldn’t be mistaken either,” I snarled in his face. “I’m not the same girl you picked up in Paris three years ago. I’ll play your game. I’ll go along with your insanity. I’ll even throw Taylor off your tracks for you. But I will not sleep with you, and you will not touch me. If you so much as try, I’ll break off the part of you that you think is most important. Is that understood?”

To drive my point home, I leaned into my knee. He groaned in discomfort.

“Fine,” he spat, shaking his head free and pushing me into the passenger seat again. “Have it your way, but when we arrive in Raleigh, I would sleep with your eyes open.”

I glared at him as I buckled my seatbelt and propped my feet up on the dashboard. “Don’t threaten me. You just admitted that you need me. You’re the one that needs to lock your door at night. I killed you once, Fox. I’m not afraid to try it again.”

He didn’t have a reply at the ready, which was a new experience for me. It was not customary for him to be struck silent, but all he did was smooth his hair out in the mirror, adjust his seat to recline back, and close his eyes. When his breathing evened out, I knew better than to think he was asleep, so I turned on the radio and settled in for the long drive to Raleigh, wondering how all of this would play out.

When we arrived in the capital city of North Carolina approximately four hours later, my eyes were begging for relief. It was three in the morning, and I’d spent the entire ride watching Fox dozed in the front seat. If only I had a knife.

He hadn’t been exaggerating about his new estate home. The bright white mansion loomed over the manicured green lawns of Fox’s property like the leader of a lion’s pride. The car zipped up to a wrought iron gate, which opened automatically for us, and sped up the long cobblestone driveway. When it braked in the circular driveway, I kicked open my door before Fox could get out and open it for me, marched up the marble staircase, and strolled into the foyer. The inside of the house was just as overzealous as the outside, but I didn’t bother to appreciate the dangling chandeliers or priceless art hanging on the walls. Instead, I headed up the double staircase that led to the upper levels of the house.

“Where’s my room?” I called down to Fox as he closed the doors behind me.

A butler emerged from another room, bowed to Fox, and took his jacket for him.

“Down the hall,” Fox said. “Last door on the left.”

“Don’t follow me,” I ordered, turning down the corridor. The thick, lush carpet swallowed the sounds of my footsteps. This house was old, and I imagined that it once played home to a family with no sense of humanity. It was the type of place that was built by the hands of people who were treated like the scum of the earth. I took no comfort in the quilted king-sized bed in my assigned bedroom or the marble bathtub in the adjoining bathroom. Years ago, people had suffered on this land, and Fox intended to carry on a similar tradition in order to keep his lavish dreams alive.

The bedroom door didn’t lock, but the bathroom one did, so I took the duvet and a pillow from the extravagant bed and curled up in the enormous bathtub. If I was going to play Fox’s game, I needed to be well-rested, and I wouldn’t let him steal my sanity from me a second time. But just as I was nodding off, I felt a familiar buzz in my head, one that I hadn’t noticed was missing over the past few weeks.

Bridget?

My eyes flew open. Holly.

Don’t worry, she said, her silent voice firm and confident. We’ll find you.

In the morning, I found Fox in the dining room downstairs, munching on a breakfast of buttered croissants and marmalade as he read the paper. My stomach rumbled as the delectable scents of fresh pastries and real coffee reached my nose. Fox looked up at the sound.

“Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the chair next to his. “Would you like a cappuccino?”

“That depends,” I replied as I sat in the chair farthest away from his end of the table. “Is the milk poisoned?”

He gave a wry grin. “As you so delicately pointed out last night, I need you. I’ll keep you alive long enough to make you useful.”

“How thoughtful of you.”

The butler emerged from the kitchen and poured a glass of ice water for me. Up close, I could see that he was a young man, late teens or early twenties maybe, and when our eyes met for a fleeting moment, he seemed to beg me for help.

“What’s your name?” I asked him in an undertone.

His voice, with its prominent southern twang, shook as he responded. “Austin, ma’am. Austin Weathers. Did you want that cappuccino?”

“No thank you, Austin. Water’s fine.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

As he scurried off, I threw a butter knife across the table at Fox. “What do you have on him?”

Fox examined the polished wooden table beneath the cutlery for damage. “Hmm?”

“The kid,” I clarified, jabbing my finger in the direction of the kitchen. “Did you steal him from NC State too? How’d you convince him to work for you? I know you’re not paying him.”

Fox buttered a new croissant with the knife I had thrown at him. “Let’s just say his Baptist mother would not approve of the nature of his romantic relationships at school.”

“You’re despicable.”

“As you keep reminding me.” He dusted his hands off, sipped his coffee, and set aside his newspaper. “Let’s not waste time. Last I heard from my sources, Miss Taylor Davey—as she likes to be addressed—was living at an apartment near the university. You’ll go there today to fill her in on the supposed details of my whereabouts.”

“What am I supposed to say?” I challenged. “What are all these false trails you’ve set out for her to follow?”

He slid a fat document folder down the length of the dining table. “Everything you need to know is in there. I’d like you to spend the morning committing those details to memory. When you think you’re ready, we’ll head into town.”

I flipped through the folder. It was full of falsified bank statements, legal documents, and police reports. “You want me to memorize all of this in a couple of hours?”

“I have faith in you,” he said, smirking. “Now eat up. We have a long day ahead of us.”

That afternoon, we drove into town, where Fox dropped me off at a corner on campus dressed like a student in jeans and an NC State Wolfpack T-shirt. It seemed ironic that the university’s mascot mimicked Belle Dame’s, and the school colors were similar too. We’d even finished off the outfit with a black backpack embroidered with a wolf head, which held all of the files I needed to trick Taylor into believing my story. I plucked at the front of the shirt. Fox had taped a wire to my chest before we’d left so that he could listen in to any of my conversations. If I strayed off script, he would know about it. The details of his fake business affairs were simple enough. We had rehearsed the story I would tell to Taylor until Fox was satisfied that it sounded natural. Now it was time to set the plan in motion. Fox had given me the address of Taylor’s apartment, but I couldn’t waltz right in. She would automatically know that something was up. Instead, I set up a shop at a small café across from her building, blending in with the other students. From there, I had a perfect view of her door.

It took two coffees, a danish, and a shot of espresso before I finally spotted her. A small, black motorcycle darted by the café, supporting a petite, lithe rider. I wouldn’t have known it was Taylor were it not for the end of her auburn ponytail sticking out from beneath her matte black helmet. As she disappeared into the alley beside her building, I abandoned my table at the café and jogged after the motorcycle. When I turned the corner, someone pinned me to the brick wall, and I felt the unmistakable prick of a knife point against the back of my neck.

“Why are you following me?” Taylor hissed.

“Taylor, it’s me,” I said, my cheek pressed against the rough, red brick. “It’s Bridget Dubois. I just want to talk!”

She let go, pocketed the knife, and pulled her helmet from her head. “Oh. I thought you were someone else.”

I rubbed the irritated skin of my cheek. “Who else would I be?”

“No one,” she said, tucking her helmet under her arm. “I don’t know. I just feel like someone’s been tracking me lately.”

“CIA’s making you paranoid, huh?”

“Shut up. What are you doing here anyway?”

I pointed to my shirt, a blatant display of school spirit. “I’m here for a tour of the university. I was thinking about enrolling in the fall. What are you doing here?”

Taylor’s lips pressed together in a tight line as she looked over my ensemble. “Visiting a friend.”

“Bullshit. For a federal agent, you’re a terrible liar.”

“Yeah, well, I won’t be a federal agent for much longer if I don’t make good on a few promises,” she hissed. “And keep your voice down, would you? In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not walking around with a suit and a badge.”

I stifled a snicker. “You’re still on the CIA’s shit list, aren’t you?”

Taylor grabbed my arm and led me into the lobby of the apartment building. We rode up the elevator to the top floor in silence, and it wasn’t until we were securely ensconced in Taylor’s apartment that she bothered to answer my question.

“Lucado, my boss, isn’t thrilled with me,” she said, unzipping her motorcycle jacket and tossing it over the back of the sofa. Her new place was an upgrade from the last one in Wolfwater. At least this one had a real kitchen and no leaks in the roof. “You screwed me over when you had your sister transported from Gold River to Belle Dame. There were too many legal hoops for me to jump through to catch up with you. I lost a lead. Again.”

“I’d apologize were it not for the fact that you were planning to use me and my sister as bait in your game,” I said.

“You heard that?”

“Good thing I did, or Holly would probably be sitting in some locked room at CIA headquarters by now.”

“Or maybe,” Taylor growled, advancing toward me with her shoulders raised like an agitated dog, “we would have used the advantage to lure Fox out in the open, and he would’ve been behind bars by now. Did you ever think of that, or were you too busying relying on your ignorance to think of the bigger picture?”

A chill rolled down my spine. For the first time since I’d gotten Holly out of Wolfwater, I wondered if I had made the right decision. Was Taylor right? If I had agreed to let the CIA have access to Holly, would Fox have ever had the chance to crash Holly’s homecoming party?

“Fine, I’m sorry,” I said. “At the time, I thought the best thing for Holly would be to get her home as soon as possible. Now I’m not so sure.”

Taylor narrowed her eyes at me. “Why?”

“That feeling like someone’s following you?” I said. “I feel it too. Fox is still out there, Taylor.”

She heaved a sigh and toppled over to lay on the couch. “I know.”

“You’re tracking him, aren’t you?” I sat on the arm of the sofa. “That’s why you’re here in Raleigh, right? I’ve been keeping up with him too.”

Taylor propped herself up on her elbows, suddenly interested. “You have?”

The wire taped to my chest scratched across my skin. “I’d be an idiot not to. Fox is smart. Just because he lost a few guys doesn’t mean he’s going to call it a day. He’s still building his business up.”

“Sounds like you have more than an inkling of information,” she remarked. “Care to share with the class?”

“I’ll admit that I think running into you was a godsend,” I told her. “But I’m still not sure I trust you with this stuff.”

Taylor sat up, folding her knees beneath her so that our eyes were at the same level. “Look, I’m going to be honest with you, okay? You were right before. The agency still hasn’t lifted my suspension. I’m not supposed to be here. I’m not supposed to be anywhere within an inch of this case, but I can’t let it go. I know I’m onto something here, and if I can just figure out what it is, then I can bring Fox down once and for all. I promise to do everything in my power to keep you and your family safe. Now if you have any information at all on what Fox might be planning next, I would greatly appreciate it if you shared it with me.”

I chewed on the inside of my cheek and avoided her gaze in what I hoped was a decent show of insecurity. Then, as if I had made my decision, I swung my backpack off, unzipped it, and pulled out the files from inside to show her.

“Here,” I said, spreading out the fake documents on her couch. “This is everything you need to know about Fox’s movements. From the looks of it, he wants to expand in California first. He booked a plane ticket to L.A. for this evening with the same fake name as the one on his passport.”

Taylor’s eyes widened as she rifled through the pages of misleading information. “How did you get all of this?”

“Let’s just say I learned a thing or two from working with him,” I told her. “Taylor, if he leaves the state, I won’t be able to follow him. My family doesn’t know what I’ve been doing, and I have no intention of telling them. It’s not exactly legal, you know? But you—” I flicked the pocket of her jeans, where I knew she kept her official badge “—could go after him. You know the details, you have the information, and if you pull this off, Lucado has to reinstate you. She wouldn’t have a choice.”

I could see the gears turning in Taylor’s head as she considered the options. It made me sick to send her off on a wild goose chase, one that would most likely end her career and possibly her life if Fox had his way. But it had to be done. I had to go along with Fox’s mania until I figured out a plan to get rid of him for good, but it burned like a hot knife to send away someone with the resources to help me.

Taylor collected the documents and shoved them into the backpack. “Can I keep these?”

“Go for it. I’ve got copies.”

“And I’ve got a plane ticket to buy.”
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CLOSING


For the next week, I slept in the bathroom, fitfully dozing on and off. I woke at the slightest pin drop, waiting for the night that Fox finally crept in to attempt to collect what he wanted from me, but he never did. On the contrary, over the weekend, he had Austin install a new lock on the bedroom door and gave me both copies of the key. A show of faith, he called it, to make sure that I was comfortable in my new residence. While I was content to sleep in a bed instead of a tub again, I saw the gesture for what it was. Fox wanted me to stay in Raleigh with him, dropping hints that our relationship would eventually return to what it had been before. To prove him wrong, I caused him as much petty trouble as possible, tapping into my memories of teenage delinquency for ideas. I refused to eat in the same room as him. I set fire to the stove top when he asked me to make dinner one night then sprayed him with the fire extinguisher before putting it out. I flooded the laundry room, ruining designer bed linens and a row of Italian loafers that sat on the floor. I demanded that Austin should be made my personal lackey then sent him on minute errands to get him out of the house. It was my hope that he might take the many opportunities to get far away from Fox’s abuse, maybe even contact the local authorities about what was happening in the pretty white mansion, but he always returned. Whatever Fox had on him, it was bad.

Holly had not contacted me since that first night. Since Fox was here in Raleigh with me instead of lurking around Belle Dame, I was less worried about Holly and the others. Fox had won his prize, at least partially, and he was focused on the business aspect of his affairs now. I had a feeling that was the only reason he’d left me alone while we stayed at the plantation house. His contacts were not as unlimited as they had been in Paris. From what I’d gathered from overheard phone conversations and general eavesdropping, Fox was having trouble finding reliable men to count on here. He had recruited a few members of the old crew, but they were not pleased with the new stateside location. In addition, none of them were aware of my presence. If they found out that Fox was trifling with me again, the one woman that brought down their entire operation in France, they would have left Raleigh and never looked back.

I descended the grand staircase one morning to find Fox, as always, in the dining room with a coffee and a croissant.

As always, he looked up and said, “Good morning, Brigitte. Would you like a cappuccino?”

As always, I ignored the offer as if he hadn’t spoken and reached over his shoulder to get a croissant for myself. “You know, just because you had Austin install a lock on the bedroom door doesn’t mean you’ve changed. I’m sure you have your own copy of the keys.”

Fox grew very still as I took the knife from his plate and used it to spread butter and jam across the pastry. I smirked, enjoying his discomfort. Something had shifted between me and him. He was wary of me, unsure of my next move, and I played it against him as often as possible. It gave me just a tiny bit of power over him, which was more than I had had to work with in Paris.

“I can assure you that you possess the only two copies,” he replied once I had retreated from the table.

“Mm-hmm.”

“I have a job for you today,” Fox announced before I could flee the dining room and join Austin in the kitchen, where we would commence our daily lamentations over living and working with Fox.

“It’s Saturday,” I returned. “I don’t work on the weekends.”

“You do for me.”

I chewed thoughtfully on my croissant. “I don’t think so. Business hours are during the week only. Austin and I have plans to go into town today. Your assignment for me can wait until Monday.”

I’d tiptoed along the fine line of Fox’s temperament for the entire week, but every once in a while, when his frustrations boiled to the service, he reminded me of why simply leaving the plantation was not an option. When I turned my back on him to go into the kitchen, I heard the legs of his chair scrape against the floor. Before I knew it, he had grabbed me by the waist and pressed me against the wall of the dining room, my cheek flush against the white paint. His fingers tangled in my hair and wrenched my head back to expose my throat.

“You will do what I ask of you,” he hissed, “when I ask it of you. I may have granted you a modicum of freedom here, but I will not allow your insolence to interfere with the way I run this business. Do not forget who is in charge here, Brigitte, or I will have my way with you.”

“Get off of me before I stab you with this butter knife.”

He looked down to where I held the knife to his thigh and released me out of surprise rather than fear. There was only so much damage I could do with a butter knife. I pushed against his chest, shoving him away from me. My whole body shook with rage and anxiety. I’d forgotten what it was like to feel Fox force himself on me. It was not an experience I ever cared to repeat.

“What do you want this time, huh?” I spat. My croissant had fallen to the floor, buttered side down. “Meet another drug dealer? Open another illegal bank account? Shake down another college girl who owes you money?”

Fox combed his fingers through his hair, straightening his long, blond locks. “I need information. You’re to meet with my contact today at a restaurant in town.”

“Why don’t you do it?”

“Because you are far less conspicuous,” he replied. “We need to be there by noon, but the morning is yours to do what you please. I suggest an hour of yoga or similar meditation. Perhaps it will help you not to be so quick with a knife.”

“That’s it?” I asked him as he bypassed the rest of his breakfast and made to leave the room. “Don’t you think I need a little bit more to go on? Who’s your contact? What restaurant am I meeting him at? What kind of information are you looking to get out of him?”

He paused to look over his shoulder at me. “This is not your standard reconnaissance meeting. Today will require more finesse than usual. Do not disappoint me.”

That was all he offered before turning on his heel and disappearing toward his enormous wing of the house. I picked up the croissant from the floor lest Austin be blamed for it later and headed for the safety of the kitchen. Whatever this meeting was for, I couldn’t let myself worry about it going wrong.

At half past eleven, Fox and I took the car into town. He was silent for the entire ride, staring out at the light summer drizzle through the driver’s side window as the car piloted itself. He had yet to fill me in on the parameters of this meeting, so I had a feeling I would be going into it totally blind. Thankfully, the restaurant was well-known by the locals. In the view of the public eye, the risk levels were lower. Once again, he’d taped a wire to the inside of my shirt so that he could listen to the meeting. He had also hacked into the restaurant's security cameras so that he could watch us on his laptop from his car. I almost wished that he had given me an earpiece. That way, if I got stuck, he would be able to feed me the questions that he wanted to ask. The car pulled out of traffic and idled alongside the curb.

“The restaurant is three blocks that way,” he said, pointing up the busy sidewalk. “My contact should already be inside. Tell the hostess you have reservations for two, last name Lavalier, and she’ll take you to the correct table.”

“You still haven’t told me what information I’m supposed to be procuring,” I reminded him, straightening out the front of my dress. Apparently, the fancy restaurant did not approve of pants or wrinkles.

“My contact knows what to give you,” Fox replied. He pointedly avoided my gaze. “Once inside, you’ll understand. Stay for the entire meal and pick up the tab. We don’t want to look suspicious. Oh, and if you don’t mind, dig a little deeper. I’d like to know what my contact’s been up to for the past few years.”

I rolled my eyes and pulled on a pair of black heels. “Sure. Sounds like a solid plan.”

My spine stiffened as his fingers trailed across the skin of my back left bare by the dress. “You’ll know what to do. I have faith in you.”

I shrugged off his touch. “I don’t need your faith.”

I got out of the car before he could reply, opening a big, black umbrella to keep my hair and outfit safe from the drizzle. It was a humid day, and the sun was out despite the rain.

“Devil’s beating his wife,” I muttered to myself as Fox’s car pulled away from the curb and disappeared around the corner. “How appropriate.”

I stumbled a little as I started toward the restaurant, getting used to the heels. I hadn’t worn them since my clubbing days in Paris. In fact, I’d avoided them ever since. I preferred hiking boots or sneakers, which were easier to run in. After a few fumbling strides, my muscles remembered the tricks to a flawless runway walk, and I strolled up the avenue to envious, awestruck looks from sweatpants-clad freshman girls.

The restaurant was a tiny place called Elements. The decor incorporated the four elements of nature, while the menu boasted appetizers, entrees, and cocktails inspired by the same. Every patron was dressed similarly to me, in casual but classy attire. Elements attracted a certain clientele. Each table was occupied by two or three middle-aged women with perfectly manicured nails and fresh hair styles from expensive salons. If I had to guess, these were the wives of the businessmen in town who had nothing better to do during the day than gossip with their friends in a tea shop.

The hostess glanced up as I walked in. “Can I help you?”

“Yes,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “I have reservations for two under Lavalier.”

“Ah, yes,” she said, checking her list. “Your friend is already here. Follow me.”

Her heels and mine clicked across the tile floor in an unsteady rhythm as I circled the host stand and walked behind her. She beelined for a table in the far corner of the room, where Fox’s contact was shrouded in shadow behind a tall, fake palm tree.

“Here you are,” the hostess said. “Enjoy.”

“Thank you.” I slid into the free booth on the opposite side of the table, got a glimpse of my companion for the first time, and started in surprise. “You’re Fox’s contact?”

“Unfortunately.”

The voice, raspy and harsh from years of nicotine abuse, belonged to an older woman in her sixties with grassy green eyes, thinning hair dyed an alarming shade of orange, and lip liner that extended just a little too far around the borders of her mouth. At first glance, she was as well-dressed as the other women who dined regularly at Elements, but the more I studied her, the more I noticed. Her purse was a knock-off, the “leather” piping peeling away. Her watch and earrings were not real gold. Her blouse spoke vaguely of designer origins, but the pattern and colors seemed wrong, like she had bought it at one of the discount stores that sold leftovers from Nordstrom.

“The bastard told me he was meeting me himself,” she said, rolling the stem of her Bellini glass between her thumb and forefinger so that the bubbles rose to the top and fizzled at the surface. “Where is he?”

“As if he would really show up in person. Every cop—” I cut myself off as the server arrived at our table. I ordered a Bellini for myself and another for the mysterious woman sitting across from me then resumed our conversation when he left to fetch our drinks. “Every cop in North Carolina is looking for Fox.”

The woman’s penciled eyebrows knitted together. “He lied to me again then. Told me everything was going well here.”

“Who are you?” I asked her. “What does he want with you?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“Yes, I would,” I said.

The waiter returned with the drinks. I thanked him but left the pink peach and champagne combination to sweat on the table. Condensation beaded on the glass and rolled down to create a perfect circle on the white table cloth.

“Are you ready to order?” he asked, taking a pen and notepad from his apron.

I flipped open the menu to a random page and blindly picked a meal. “I’ll have the strawberry chicken salad.”

The woman closed her menu with a snap. “Nothing for me.”

“Oh, please,” I said. “Won’t you order something? I hate to dine alone.”

The smile felt cold and empty on my cheeks, but it did the trick. The woman gave me an uneasy glare before ordering a roast beef sandwich and handing the menu back to the server. I rested my chin on my hands and studied the woman from across the table.

“What?” she barked.

“I’m just trying to figure you out,” I told her. “I’ve dealt with a lot of Fox’s clients, and I have to mention that you don’t quite fit the bill.”

“I’m not a client,” she spat.

“No, you’re an informant,” I reminded her. “Although that doesn’t make much sense to me either. It doesn’t seem like you and Fox would run in the same circles.”

“I don’t think anyone willingly involves themselves with the likes of him, do they?” the woman asked.

I thought back on my own experiences with Fox. “No, I guess not.”

She drained her first Bellini, placed the empty glass at the edge of the table, and reached for the fresh one. “If he doesn’t show up himself, he won’t get what he wants from me. It’s as simple as that.”

“Let me guess.” I leaned against the booth, suppressing a shiver as the bare skin of my back made contact with the cold pleather. “He’s blackmailing you. You’ve done something illegal or morally unsound or both, and he knows what it is, and now he’s exploiting you for it.” I pushed aside the Bellini and took a sip from my water glass instead. “His work has been all over the news lately. I highly doubt that you didn’t fit the pieces together. You figured if you lured him out in public, someone might see him for what he really is and rescue you from his grasp. He knows that. It’s why he sent me instead.” The woman’s mouth gaped like a fish begging to be put back in the water. I shrugged. “It’s what he does. I’m surprised you didn’t already know that.”

When the food arrived, I unwrapped my silverware and floated the napkin over my lap, but as I began to eat, I noticed that the woman had not lifted her stare from my face. Steam rose from her sandwich, wafting the delicious scent of roast beef toward me.

“Eat something,” I told her. “You’ll regret it later if you don’t.”

She regarded the sandwich with lofty disdain. “Is he listening?”

The wire taped to my bra shifted. “Yes.”

The woman pushed her plate aside, leaned as far as possible across the table, and whispered into my ear for Fox to hear. “You are the shit on my shoes, renard.”

A chill pulsed down my spine. I thought of Fox listening to our conversation from his car. Did he care about this woman’s opinion? Was he seething with rage at the insult or had he laughed away her disdain? Whatever the case, the French sounded curiously natural in her tone, as if she had perhaps grown up speaking it.

“I need you to give me what he wants.” I chewed on a strawberry, the sweet and tart flavors mingling on my tongue. “I can’t leave here until you do.”

“Then I suppose you’ll be stuck with the bill.”

“It’s not my credit card.” I waved my fork at her sandwich. “Please eat. It looks delicious, and you look like you’re starving. We might as well make the most out of a free lunch, right?”

The woman picked up her knife and fork, cut off a corner of the sandwich, and brought it to her mouth. A sigh of contentment escaped from her.

“What’s your name?” I asked her. “Who are you to him?”

“You know my name.”

“Lavalier,” I recalled. “It’s French. Your accent says Louisiana. New Orleans, right? It doesn’t surprise me a bit that Fox stopped there. He loves to compare his home to what he thinks is a watered-down version of his culture.”

“He didn’t just stop in New Orleans,” she grumbled. “He—”

I tapped the front of my dress to remind her of the wire.

“I used to own a voodoo shop,” the woman said instead. “Nothing of substance. Nothing real, of course, but it drew the tourists in.”

“And he was one of them.”

Her focus remained on the sandwich. She did not want to make any more eye contact with me, as if I might see the truth of her relationship with Fox written in her irises.

“You don’t have to tell me everything.” I took one last bite of my salad before pushing the plate away. “But I do need whatever information you promised to him.” Her knife sliced through another portion of roast beef. I leaned forward. “I know what it’s like to have a past that you’re not proud of. We’re in the same boat here. Please just give me what I need to keep myself out of trouble, and I’ll do my best to ensure the same for you.”

When she finally looked up at me, glossy tears reflected the light from the overhead lamp. “It’s a betrayal. I should never have agreed to this. It will break her heart. We’ll never speak again.”

“Whose heart?” I asked gently. “What is it?”

She sniffled and shoved her food away then drew a paper napkin toward her and scribbled something on it. “If you see her, tell her I’m sorry for not believing her. For not doing more when I had the chance. And for this.”

The woman slid the napkin across the table then promptly stood up, collected her purse, and left the restaurant, her head bowed to hide the tears now flowing down her cheeks. I pulled the napkin toward me to examine her hasty scribbles. It was an address.

That night, I lay in bed, watching the door to the room just in case it should turn to let in someone unwanted and fiddling with what Fox claimed was the only set of keys. He was in high spirits. After lunch, when I’d returned to his car and handed over the address, he had grinned from ear to ear and planted a quick kiss on my cheek before I could react. There was a genuine charm to the moment, as if for just one second, Fox allowed the icy barrier around his humanity to drop away. I didn’t trust it. Anything that made Fox happy almost always turned out to be a curse for someone else, and since I was closest in proximity to him, I was most likely to get hit with the aftershocks of whatever he was planning. He’d tucked the napkin in the front pocket of his suit jacket, but I’d memorized the address scribbled in faded blue pen long before I handed it over. Back at the mansion, I typed the numbers into Fox’s laptop and hit enter. The address belonged to a house in the suburbs of the city. It was close by, not even forty-five minutes away.

The dark night pressed against me from all around. Even in the gigantic bedroom, I felt claustrophobic. Fox was up to something. The woman in the restaurant had been downright petrified to hand over the address, and Fox was far too pleased with the results not to take it seriously. I sat up, mulling over my options. Finally, curiosity got the better of me, so I pulled on my jeans from the day before and opened one of the windows that lined the bedroom. It was a long drop to the ground below, but a row of thick shrubs promised a semi-soft landing. I swung my legs through the window, took a deep breath, and jumped.

I stifled a groan as branches crunched beneath me, digging into my skin through my clothes. The other windows of the massive house were all dark. A good sign. I made a break across the sweeping front lawn, scaled the ivy-covered stone walls that encircled the property, and jumped down to the other side. Just like that, I was out of Fox’s hands. Unfortunately, I knew couldn’t take my freedom and run with it. I had to return before he realized I was missing. Otherwise, he would only hunt me down again.

I walked to the main road before calling a cab. When it arrived, the driver didn’t speak to me except to ask for directions. I gave him the address from the napkin. Then we were off, whizzing through the dark night toward an unknown future. The forty-five minute drive passed quickly, and we arrived in the shadowy neighborhood before I had the chance to close my eyes for a nap. It was as if time was playing with me, refusing to let me savor the time I had away from Fox.

“Thanks,” I said to the cab driver, handing him a few folded bills. “Do you mind sticking around? This won’t take long.”

“Whatever.”

The cab idled in the street. Thankfully, the front door of the house was around the side, out of the driver’s view. I didn’t worry about looking suspicious as I bypassed the entryway and peeked into a window instead. This was the kitchen and living room area. It was small and cozy, just big enough for two or three people to move around each other comfortably. Bright yellow curtains framed the windows. A tabby cat sniffed at a treat jar on the counter. Children’s artwork decorated the fridge. What did Fox want with this place?

A lilting classical tune floated on the wind. A window on the second story was open. Baby blue curtains billowed in the summer breeze. The branches of an old oak tree tickled the side of the house. Without thinking, I hoisted myself into the shadows of the leaves and gradually made my way upward until I was level with the open window. I crouched like a cat on a sturdy branch and peered inside. It was a child’s room. The walls were painted a pretty sky blue. Stuffed animals were perched on the dresser. A little boy was fast asleep in a bed shaped like a race car. I inched forward. There was something familiar about the child, the shape of his face, the brightness of his blond hair. A chill washed over me. It couldn’t be.

There was something innately disturbing about stepping into a child’s room uninvited, but I couldn’t help it. I had to know. I maneuvered myself through the open window, careful to keep the tree branch from bouncing violently against the pane. The boy remained fast asleep as my feet touched down on the soft carpet. I crept toward the bed. And got a faceful of mace.

The overhead light switched on as I coughed and spluttered. My eyes streamed as they tried to rid themselves of the spicy spray. The room dissolved into blurry chaos. Someone else had been sleeping beside the boy. Now they sprang up from the tiny mattress and dove at me. The tackle had no weight behind it, and the shoulder placement was all wrong. If my vision was clear, I could have avoided the hit with no problem. As it was, the person sat on my chest to pin me to the floor.

“Who are you?” a voice, female, demanded. “What are you doing in my house?”

She raised the bottle of mace again, but I waved my hands in a desperate plea. “Wait!” I gasped. “Please, I’m not going to hurt you!”

“You broke into my house! You’re in my kid’s room!”

“I know, but—”

“I’m calling the police.”

She rolled her weight off of me, but I made a wild grab for her arm and held her back. “No, wait! Does the name Fox mean anything to you?”

The blurry room slowly came into focus as the mace wore off. The woman was petite and pretty, with green eyes and light brown hair. The boy hid under the covers of the bed, peeking out at me from beneath the blankets. His eyes, as I had feared, were a bright clear blue.

“You know him,” I breathed, studying the woman’s tight expression. “He’s your son’s father, isn’t he?”

Ten minutes later, I sat at the kitchen island downstairs, where the woman set a cup of tea and a homemade chocolate chip cookie in front of me. I dabbed at my stinging eyes with a damp paper towel.

“Talk,” she ordered.

The boy, who had followed us downstairs, stared longingly at the dessert. I pushed it toward him.

“It would help if I knew your name,” I told her. “Your story.”

“You work for Fox,” she pointed out. “I don’t trust you. Not one bit.”

“He coerced me,” I corrected. “Not for the first time. Although, from the looks of it, you’ve known Fox longer than I have. How old is your son? Five?”

“Yup,” the boy said, holding up his fingers. “This many.”

I smiled at him. “What’s your name?”

“Valentin,” he announced, taking pride in the French pronunciation of it.

“Nice to meet you, Valentin,” I said, offering him my hand. “I’m Bridget.”

Valentin smiled shyly and shook his head. The woman kissed her son’s forehead. “Shh, honey. What did I tell you about talking to strangers?”

“She’s not your friend?” he asked.

The woman glared at me. “No.”

“I told you,” I said to her. “I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to warn you. Fox has this address.”

She squeezed Valentin closer to her side, smushing his face. “This house has been a safe space for nearly six years. Only one other person knows that we live here.”

“Yeah, that one other person passed your address on to me,” I told her. “Your mother, I’m guessing? The eyes match.”

The woman shut her eyes as if she could suddenly hide them from me. “I knew she’d cave one day.”

“It’s not hard when you have something that Fox wants,” I said. “What about you? What do you have that belongs to him?”

Her gaze flickered to Valentin, who munched happily on the cookie that his mother had given to me. A small shock pulsed through me, and I spilled tea over the lip of the mug.

“The boy?” I asked. “Why? He never cared for children, and I’m sure he has more than one.”

“It was different with us,” the woman said. “Fox wasn’t always like this. Ruthless and cold.”

“I find that hard to believe,” I scoffed. “He duped me too. I thought spending time with him would be a charming adventure. Who knows how many women he played that card with?”

“Did he ever marry any of the others?” she asked.

Immediately, my gaze dropped to her ring finger, but it was bare of adornment. “You’re married to Fox?”

“Eight years. It was the worst decision of my life.”

A breath whooshed out of my lungs. “That’s why he’s after you, isn’t it? You know him. You really know him. You’re sitting on every piece of information that could put him down for good, aren’t you?”

The woman lightly tapped Valentin on his shoulder. “Sweetheart, go upstairs and get your suitcase from the closet. It’s already packed. We’re going on an adventure.”

Valentin gave a little squeal of delight, shoved the rest of the cookie into his cheek like a chipmunk, and toddled up the stairs. I waited until he was out of sight to speak to his mother again, who had begun to fill a recyclable grocery bag with snacks and non-perishable food items.

“You can’t run from this,” I told her firmly, watching her pack. “He’s going to find you no matter where you end up.”

“I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you think,” she replied, stacking tuna cans in the bag. “We’ve had a few close calls, but we’ve always gotten away from him in the end.”

“And how long do you think that’s going to last, huh?” I demanded. “What kind of life is that for your son? Always running, always hiding. You can keep doing it, sure, or you can tell me what I need to know and maybe, just maybe, we could put a stop to all of this.”

She emptied a box of granola bars into the grocery bag then manically combed the kitchen for additional food items. When she passed me, I lightly took her hand.

“Please,” I said softly. “I’ve been running too, and I’m very, very tired.”
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Mathéo Renard.

Fox’s real name. It played over and over again in my head, carving itself into my brain. Fox had a name, a birthday, and personal details, just like everyone else in the world. He had done a good job burying them so deep that no one could unearth them, but Clemence Lavalier, his wife, remembered the man he was before he had adopted the single word moniker. She had pictures, old identification cards, and a copy of his birth certificate. She had stories of the bakery he ran for his father before a freak fire burned the place to the ground, taking his father with it. She had the home videos of Valentin’s birth, in which Mathéo Renard held his newborn son for all of ten seconds before he passed the baby off to a nurse and fled from the room. She had the memories of the start of his new business, the secrecy around it, the young girls who wandered in and out of their house in Paris. And finally, when she confronted Fox and he replied with a blow to her head, she had nothing but Valentin. She took the baby and flew back to her childhood home in Louisiana, where she thought she would be safe with her mother. Little did she know that Fox could get his claws in anyone.

The cab driver, bless his heart, had not left. As he drove me back to Fox’s mansion, I looked up at the inky dark sky. A loud hum filled my mind. I reached into it, separating a thread of clarity from the static.

Holly?

For a moment, there was no reply. Then: Bridget! I’ve been trying to get a hold of you this entire week. Are you okay?

Holly’s voice, even if it was only in my head, felt like a soothing bath after a cold day in the snow. Hanging in there.

I’ve been working with Mac, she said. We’ve been digging up a ton of stuff on Fox. Everything links together. Kidnappings, offshore bank accounts, girls being arrested for prostitution in the Raleigh area. The only problem is that, while we can prove that all of these things are connected, we can’t manage to connect them directly to Fox. Something’s missing, you know?

Like his real name?

Pshh. Yeah. That’d be great if we had that. I don’t think we’re that lucky—

It’s Mathéo Renard.

Silence fell. I thought I’d lost Holly in the brain waves between us. It had happened before, usually when one of us was hurt or distracted, but in this instance, I needed Holly to focus on our connection.

Holly?

Still here. Are you sure?

I’m positive. He has a wife and a son. Clemence and Valentin Lavalier. I met them. Clemence told me everything.

I have to go, Holly said abruptly.

Wait, Holly!

Do you trust me? she asked.

Of course.

Then I have to go. Stay alive, Bridget, and don’t close your mind.

What—?

But she was gone already, lost in the ether. I sighed and slumped against the smelly seat of the taxi cab. At least when I had been looking for Holly, I had tried to keep her up to date on my progress. Not knowing what Mac and Holly were doing back in Belle Dame was torture.

I had the cab driver drop me off a few blocks from the plantation house, just in case the engine woke up Fox. I crept into the yard the same way I’d gotten out, by scaling the ivy on the towering gates. The bigger problem was getting back into the house. The window to my bedroom was not accessible from the ground. There were no trees or ivy or even a drainage pipe. It was nothing but smooth white paint from the grass to the second floor. I had no choice but to try the doors. The front, as I expected, was locked, so I rounded the house to the backyard, crouching low beneath the windows of the first floor, and tried the back door. Miraculously, it swung open. I took off my shoes and carried them as I tiptoed inside, my slippered feet silent against the marble floors.

“Did you think I would not notice that you had left?”

I dropped the shoes in surprise, and they landed with a sharp clatter. Fox sat on the last step of the staircase, his hair shimmering silver in the moonlight. I should have known that it would not be so easy to get back inside. He’d left the back door open for me. A trap.

He rose from his seat, towering over me at his full height. He wore nothing but a pair of black silk pants. The muscles of his chest flexed as he clenched his fists at his side. A vein protruded from his neck. He was scariest like this, silent and deadly.

“Did you think that I would not take precautions to prevent you from betraying me?” he went on, his voice quiet and smooth. As quick as a snake, he lashed out, grabbed a handful of my hair, and tilted my head back. His fingers caressed the skin behind my ear.

“Fox—”

“During your first night here, I injected you with a microchip,” he hissed, his hot breath washing across my neck. “So that I would know where you were at all times.”

“I am not a dog,” I growled.

“But you bite and bark like one,” he snapped back. “Admit it, Brigitte. You went to that address, didn’t you? Did you go inside? Did you find my secret?”

“Yeah, your wife says hi.”

His fingers tightened in my hair and he snapped my head back. “What did you tell her?”

My teeth clenched together as I felt several strands separate from my scalp. “That you were coming for her and Valentin.”

An inhuman roar ripped from Fox’s throat. He threw me across the foyer, and I landed with a smack against the polished marble. I groaned, clutching the new ache in my hip. Fox screamed in French, spit flying from his mouth, tendons taut, his eyes red with fury. A string of swear words poured from his mouth as he called me every name in the book. He shouted instructions too, but the translation got lost in his wrath. I backed away, sliding across the floor, until I was flush against the wall of the foyer, but Fox strode over to me. I flinched as he dragged me to stand.

“Let’s go,” he said in English, calming himself long enough to make the words comprehensible. “Get in the car. We’re going back to that house. I will not let them escape through the cracks again. Move!”

The automated sedan pushed a hundred miles an hour as we flew across the interstate. I made myself small in the passenger seat, my body angled toward Fox in case he breached the space between us. He stared straight ahead through the windshield for the entire ride, muttering to himself in rapid-fire French. I had never seen him like this before, so unhinged and falling apart.

When we arrived at Clemence’s house, the place was dark. Fox kicked open his door and snarled, “Stay in the car.”

Not a chance. We were nearing the end of the game, and I already knew that Fox wouldn’t find what he was looking for at the house. His anger now was nothing to what it would be in a few minutes. As soon as he walked up to the front porch, I quietly opened the passenger door, slipped out, and sprinted across the neighbor’s lawn. At the worst possible moment, the sprinklers turned on, and Fox glanced over his shoulder at the sound of water falling.

I put on a burst of speed. My heart pounded, threatening to burst out of my chest. Fox stole the space between us. My leftover athletic ability was no match for his long legs. He tackled me four doors down from Clemence’s house, and I fell into the wet grass.

“Help!” I screamed, hoping to wake the neighbors.

Fox’s hands encircled my throat and squeezed, cutting off my airway. “They’ve already left, haven’t they? Where did they go? Where did they go?”

My eyes bulged and watered as his fingers tightened. I choked, coughing, and sprayed Fox with spit. He didn’t care.

“Listen closely,” he whispered. “I have only loved one woman in my entire life, and it wasn’t you, Brigitte Dubois. I will kill you, right here, right now, and I will not mourn your death. Now tell me, where is my wife?”

“The cabin,” I gasped. Fox lessened his hold on me and allowed me to take a rasping breath. “She said something about a cabin in the woods. Some campground north of here.”

Fox hauled me up from the grass, carried me back to the car, and threw me into the passenger seat. Then he got in on his side, pressed the button to turn on the engine, and reversed out of the driveway, all without saying a word. We sped through the suburbs and cleared the city within the hour. All the while, I watched Fox and kept the mental line to Holly open in my head. We plunged into the woods, traversing a two-lane road at dangerous speeds, but the car arrived at the entrance to the campgrounds without issue. Fox had been here before. It was another thirty minutes to the cabin. As the minutes inched by, my head ached as I tried to come up with a plan. Run. Hide. Survive. That was all I had.

When the car pulled up to the cabin, a cozy wooden structure with red and green plaid curtains on the windows, I made a break for the front door. The key, as Clemence had told me, was hidden in crevice near the doorbell, so I fished it out, unlocked the front door, and barreled inside. I threw the deadbolt into place, watching through the window as Fox calmly exited the car and approached the front door. The windows. He could easily break a window to get in. I dragged a chair into the bathroom with me, shut the door, and wedged the chair under the knob. As long as Fox didn’t break down the door, I was safe. The small window in the shower was nowhere near big enough for him to fit through.

Glass shattered in the main room as Fox let himself in. I heard the deadbolt slide out of place. He must’ve broken the window closest to the door and reached in to unlock it. The door squeaked open and Fox’s heavy footsteps fell across the wood floor.

“That was a dirty trick, Brigitte,” he said, his voice alarmingly quiet. “Did you plan it with Clemence? She was the only one who knew about this place. We had our honeymoon here. It was simple. Rustic. She thought it was romantic. I thought it was shit. A shack in the woods when we could have had a beautiful room in Paris.” His footsteps stopped outside the bathroom door. The handle jiggled. “You cannot hide in there forever. Eventually, you will need to eat.”

When I didn’t reply, his footsteps faded from the door. The couch groaned as he sat down. The television clicked on, and Fox flipped aimlessly through the channels. I sat on the edge of the bathtub, wondering what he was up to. Just an hour ago, he had been ready to kill me for letting Clemence and Valentin get a head start. I had expected more of a fight from him when he realized that the cabin was empty too. Instead, he seemed to be rethinking his strategy.

The TV volume crescendoed. Fox had stopped to watch a news report.

“Today’s top story is still developing,” the invisible newscaster reported. “Local authorities have recently made a breakthrough in a case that involved a string of kidnappings and reports of an illegal human trafficking ring. An anonymous source informed police that the suspect, who has remained expertly aloof for a number of years, is actually Mathéo Renard from Paris, France. Renard is reportedly responsible for a number of crimes that occurred over the last ten years in several different countries. Until now—”

With a loud crash, the television cut off, and I highly suspected that Fox had put his foot through it. A thunderous bellow shook the walls of the cabin, rattling the window in the shower. I braced myself against the bathtub, but he did not attempt to break down the door as I expected. I listened closely to the silence on the other side of the wall and picked up the faint sound of a phone ringing through to another line.

“Come on,” Fox muttered. “Pick up, Martin.”

The ringing stopped and a pre-recorded message told Fox to leave a voicemail. He hung up and tried another number. No luck. He tried a third. Silence. Satisfaction flooded through me as his frustration mounted. He was calling all of the men he had forced into working for him, but they had already seen the news. They weren’t answering for a reason. They would not go down for Fox’s crimes. They would not follow him into oblivion a second time. The thought put a grin on my face.

I glanced up at the window. It was tiny, but there was a chance that I could get through it. All I needed was a head start. It was dark, and the woods were thick, and if I could just get far enough away from the cabin, I had a shot at losing Fox in the night. I didn’t hesitate. This was my only shot, while he was still distracted by the loss of loyalty. I stepped up onto the edge of the bathtub, unlocked the window, and pushed. It was rusted shut. With a grunt, I forced all of my weight against it. The hinges gave way noisily as it popped open. I held my breath, listening, but all was silent in the living room. Using the soap dish as a foothold, I hoisted myself up. My shoulders threatened to sabotage me, but I forced them through the window. The edges, rough with peeling paint and the remnants of the rusty hinges, tore through my t-shirt and scraped my skin. I ignored the dull ache, feeding my body through the escape route like a particularly wily piece of thread through a needle. I dropped headfirst to the ground on the other side, planting my hands to take the brunt of my weight. My wrists buckled but held, so I got to my feet and raced into the trees without looking back.

I was no stranger to traversing unknown areas. Years of venturing around the world prepared me for that. The difference was that then, I had carried a backpack with the bare essentials of living. Flashlight, multitool, dehydrated foods, and a water canteen. It was enough to keep me going for a couple of days, at least until I found civilization again. Now, I had nothing. No flashlight. No compass. The moonlight couldn’t penetrate the thick leaves of the trees, and I couldn’t see the stars above to check my direction. That alone should have frightened me. I was lost and alone in the middle of nowhere with no food, no water, and no idea how to get out of my predicament. But that wasn’t half as scary as knowing that Fox was still out there somewhere.

I jogged aimlessly along in a steady, straight line, thinking that I’d hit another cabin or a road eventually. My eyes adjusted to the darkness. Twigs snapped under my shoes. Animals rustled in the darkness as I loped by, diving back into their homes. Grasshoppers chirped and lightning bugs glowed like fleeting golden orbs. The world was silent and deafening all at once. I leapt over a large boulder, rounded the enormous trunk of a towering poplar tree, and ran smack into someone’s chest.

“Did you miss me?” Fox snarled, shining a flashlight into my eyes.

I backed away, my fingers flying up to the space behind my ear. I felt a tiny lump there. “The microchip. Goddamn it.”

“It’s over, Brigitte,” he said. I matched his every move. When he stepped toward me, I stepped back until my heels met the poplar behind me. “Everything. It’s all over. You let my wife and son escape. You gave the police my real name. You ruined everything. Again.”

“You ruined your life, Fox,” I told him, heart throbbing against my rib cage. “Not me.”

I dashed to the side, hoping to evade him, but he grabbed me and slammed me against the trunk of the tree. The length of his body pressed against mine, his face inches from my own. The rough bark scratched against my back as he pushed my T-shirt up, exploring my body as if it belonged to him. As if this might be the last time he’d ever get to touch it. He forced me to look at him, his long, soft fingertips squeezing either side of my face.

“I wish I’d never met you,” he whispered.

“Likewise.”

A searing pain cut me in half as Fox plunged a serrated hunting knife into my torso. The blade glanced off a rib and ripped deeper. A feral scream, more animalistic than human, tore from my lips, and Fox grinned to bare all of his teeth. He swallowed my yell with his lips, biting down, tugging at me, all while the knife protruded from my abdomen like a lone dart on a dirty bar board. He grasped the handle of the knife. He was going to twist it. Hard.

“Any last words?” he asked against my lips.

“Burn in hell.”

His free arm supported me against the tree as I began to slump downward, cradling me in an embrace that might’ve looked romantic were it not for the weapon in his opposite hand. He kissed me again. “I’ll see you there.”

“No, you fucking won’t,” another voice said.

A softball bat swung out of nowhere, crashing against the side of Fox’s head. He lost his grip on me, and I sank to the base of the tree. Fox toppled over, dazed but not entirely unconscious, and revealed Holly in all her glory, standing with her feet shoulder-width apart in perfect batter’s stance, the bat poised over her shoulder to swing again.

“I found her!” my little sister called over her shoulder. “She’s over here!”

Holly dropped to her knees beside me as the woods lit up with LED search flashlights. A party of twenty-some police officers flooded the small clearing, weapons drawn and fixed on Fox’s head. Two women led the charge. One wore the familiar Belle Dame P.D. logo on the sleeves of her uniform. The other was dressed like a civilian but had pinned her CIA badge to the belt loop on her jeans. It was Mac and Taylor, and suddenly I realized why Taylor had always looked familiar.

“You’re sisters,” I gasped as Mac knelt next to Holly.

“Yup,” Mac said, examining the knife wound. “Normally, we don’t get along, but I gotta thank you for bringing us back together. I couldn’t have pulled this off without Taylor.”

As the other officers cleared the area and called codes through their radios, Taylor pinned Fox’s hands behind his back and handcuffed him. He groaned feebly. “Oh, shut up.”

“How—?” I croaked.

“I knew you were feeding me bullshit in Raleigh,” Taylor said, patting Fox down for other weapons. “I could see it all over your face, so I figured I’d pay my sister a visit in Belle Dame and fill her in. Luckily, they’d already put together the case for me. I was just filling in the missing bits.”

“When you gave Holly Fox’s real name, you also gave us the last piece we needed to fit everything together,” Mac said.

“But how did you find me?”

Holly raised her hand proudly. “I figured out how to use our connection as a homing beacon. It took a lot of focus though. That’s why I couldn’t talk to you at the same time.”

I slung an arm around Holly and dragged her down to the ground for a hug then immediately released her as the knife tweaked against my rib.

“Quite moving, idiot,” Mac ordered. “Unless you want this knife in your lungs. The medics are on their way.”

Taylor yanked Fox to his feet. “Mathéo Renard, you are under arrest for aiding in the kidnappings of Holly Dubois and Melody Harver, along with a whole slew of other charges. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say may be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney…”

She led Fox through the trees until her voice faded out, and they disappeared from view. It was the last time I ever saw him. It was all over. Finally.


EPILOGUE - ONE YEAR LATER


A loud cheer went up from the bleachers of the ballfield at Belle Dame’s local recreation center as I creamed the ball and sent it flying toward the back half of the field. The outfielders scrambled to get under it but missed the drop, so I rounded first and stopped on second for a solid double, grinning from ear to ear.

“Way to go, Bridget!” Bill hollered from the sideline.

“Whoo-hoo!” Emily cheered, bouncing a baby on her lap. Next to her, Aunt Ani put two fingers between her lips and let out an earsplitting whistle.

The Millers’ kids were lined up from shortest to tallest to watch, poking their fingers through the chain links of the backstop. I flashed them the thumbs-up as Mac stepped up to the plate. She got a decent piece of the ball and landed safely on first. We caught each other’s eye across the field, and at the same time, saluted each other with two fingers. It was an inside joke that had developed over the last year.

Autumn stepped up to the plate next. She adjusted her batting helmet, cooing to the baby on Emily’s knee through the backstop, then hoisted the bat over her shoulder. Her eyes tracked the pitch before she swung through, sending a solid grounder right between first and second. Everyone advanced, and I planted my feet on third.

“Bases loaded,” Officer Scott called from the dugout. As captain and unofficial manager, he had been the one to expand the Belle Dame P.D. softball team in order to include a few of his favorite locals. “Two outs. Dubois Number Two. You’re up. Don’t disappoint me.”

“Never,” came the confident reply.

When Holly walked onto the field, the bleachers exploded in an uproar. She grinned and waved as spectators banged noisemakers together and shouted her name. She wore a blue and orange practice jersey, emblazoned with the University of Florida’s logo. It had been her decision to go to Florida over UCLA. It was closer to home, a mere eight-hour drive from Belle Dame. She’d been home for Thanksgiving and Christmas. For spring break, we all met up at Daytona Beach. Now she was home for the summer, and I couldn’t be more happy to have her back.

It was hard to believe that a year ago, I thought I might never be happy. So much had changed. Fox was gone. I’d stopped bothering to keep up with his case. Though he was being held in the States, he was wanted in multiple countries. From what Mac had told me, France was eager to take a crack at him. For now, he wasted away in a federal prison, where I hoped his pretty face was getting rearranged on a daily basis. Taylor, having redeemed herself in the eyes of her boss, was in charge of his case. She updated us just enough to reassure us of his captivity. Otherwise, we didn’t hear from her often, as her and Mac’s sibling rivalry had resumed shortly after they’d apprehended Fox.

I had moved in with Aunt Ani, like she’d suggested so many months ago. We bought a house halfway between the Millers’ property and Autumn’s boutique, which I now co-owned with Autumn. Most days, Autumn tried to teach me about the trends in small-town fashion, which I was sure she made up herself, while I organized the store. I still had no idea what tops matched best with denim or florals, but I did have a decent handle on the business side of things. On slow days, I played with Autumn’s beautiful baby girl, Summer.

“Might as well continue the season’s trend,” she’d said to me in the delivery room. She had been drenched in sweat. My hand was still white and numb from how hard she’d held on to it as Summer made her entrance into the world.

“It’s always about the trends with you,” I’d joked, crying freely over my best friend and her precious pink newborn.

The whoosh of Holly’s practice swings brought me back to the present. She took up her stance over the plate and blew a pink bubble of chewing gum. The pitcher wound up as it popped.

Holly crushed the ball. It ricocheted off the bat with a beautiful thwack! that echoed across the dusty pink summer sky. I didn’t have to watch it to know that she’d hit it out of the park, but I did anyway, jogging leisurely toward home base to pull in the first run of Holly’s grand slam. The rest of the team met us at the plate, high-fiving each runner as we came in. When Holly skipped down the third baseline and stomped on home base, the team lifted her up onto their shoulders.

It was the last game of the season, a fake championship of sorts. As we shook hands with the losing team, the referee handed Scott a tiny plastic trophy.

“Here, Dubois,” he said, tossing it to me. “Just so you don’t feel embarrassed next to your sister.”

Holly slung an arm across my shoulders. “Hey! Don’t be mean to my sister. She’s got a lot of great qualities, Marshall.”

Scott’s mustache quivered as if he was restraining a smile. “I swear, if anyone at the force hears you call me by my first name, I’ll never hear the end of it. Good night, ladies.”

Mac jogged over and clapped Scott on the shoulder. “You leaving, boss? You’re not joining us for celebratory pizza and beer at The Pit?”

“Some of us have to work tomorrow, Hart.” He flicked her ball cap off her head. “Including you. Don’t stay out too late. Dubois? If she turns up tomorrow hungover, I’m blaming you.”

I saluted him. “Yes, sir.”

Together, we left the field and joined the Millers. Aunt Ani had already handed Summer over to Autumn, who was lifting the toddler Simba-style and singing the Belle Dame High School fight song at the top of her lungs. I tickled Autumn’s side, and when she crumpled to defend herself, I plucked the baby out of her grasp to balance her on my own hip.

“Who’s the best little girl in all of Belle Dame?” I asked Summer, tapping her nose with the tip of my finger as she giggled and cooed. “It’s you, isn’t it? It’s you.”

“Never thought I’d hear Bridget Dubois use a baby voice,” Bill said gruffly.

I straightened up and cleared my throat. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Holly grinned and took Summer from me. “I have no qualms using my baby voice. Do I, Summer? Do I?”

“Personally, I’ve heard everybody’s baby voice enough,” Autumn cut in. “In fact, I hereby demand that the rest of the night remain free of all baby voices except Summer’s because she’s an actual baby.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, wrapping one arm around Holly and the other around Mac as I happily studied my little family. “So. To The Pit?”

“To The Pit!” everyone chorused.

And we walked off the ballfield to celebrate another day of simply living.

Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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The vintage 1963 Airstream trailer sat alone in a large field beneath the clear night sky. Miles from any city or the nearest neighbor, the stars above were unchallenged and shone brilliantly against the darkness. But a strong breeze that blew from the north flattened the tall grass in bursts, bringing with it the storm brewing on the horizon.

The black clouds slowly blanketed the stars, covering their light and replacing it with the crawling flash of lightning that triggered the ominous clap of thunder rolling along with the breeze.

Barbara Donovan sat in her rusted lawn chair, keeping an eye on the storm. It was still a long way off, but she knew how quickly Kansas weather could turn violent. And she had more than herself to worry about tonight.

“How many are there, Grandma?” Four-year-old Annie Donovan glanced up in wonder at the stars above, oblivious to the storm. She raised her tiny little arm, her long, wavy red hair tumbling backward, her blue eyes wide as the full moon.

Barbara wrapped her arms around Annie’s midriff and rested her chin on the top of Annie’s head. “More than I can count.”

“Me too,” Annie said.

At fifty-nine, Barbara found herself in the prime years to enjoy being a grandparent. Old enough to be retired, but young enough to keep up with the energy of a four-year-old girl. At least in small stretches.

Barbara’s shoulder-length grey hair and crow’s feet belied the youthful gaze that still marked her dark brown eyes. She was thin, but there was nothing unhealthy about it. She had always been petite. And while she might have shrunk half an inch, something that her doctor had told her was normal, she was fit as a fiddle. The small bundle of warmth in her lap gave Barbara cause to make sure that she stayed that way.

Annie was a beautiful child, inside and out. And while Barbara knew most grandparents spoke about their grandchildren with the same affection, there was nothing false about her sentiment toward Annie.

The girl was intelligent for her age and naturally inquisitive. The mind behind those icy blue eyes was always thinking, always processing. When she smiled, it exposed a pair of picture-perfect dimples, which complemented the freckles on her cheeks.

She was a good girl in every sense of the word. No, not good, pure. And while Barbara was sure that all grandmothers held that same belief for all of their grandchildren everywhere in the world, somehow Barbara knew that it was different about Annie.

Because Barbara had seen other grandchildren and met them firsthand, and while many of them were cute and adorable, their true colors eventually rang true.

Annie yawned and then leaned back against her grandmother’s chest, the long day catching up with her. And while Barbara could have sat out there all night with her only grandchild watching the stars, another clap of thunder, this one louder and closer than the others, prompted Barbara to call it a night.

“Come on, bug.” Barbara stood, Annie wrapping her arms around her grandmother’s neck, resting her cheek into the hollow between Barbara’s collarbone and shoulder. Annie still in her arms, Barbara folded up the chair and carried both back inside the trailer.

The trailer was small and old, but like its owner, it still had a few good years left. While her daughter had protested Barbara’s self-imposed isolation out in the middle of nowhere, she enjoyed the peace and quiet.

The trailer was furnished with only one bed, but the bench that circled the small dinette table was more than enough space for Annie to sleep, who was fascinated to find everything inside the trailer so small, just like her. From the stove and sink, all the way to the shower and toilet, Annie was convinced that trailers had been designed for children to live in, since everything was “her size.”

Barbara grabbed the blankets and Annie’s favorite stuffed animal, and once Annie was cozy, she kissed Annie’s forehead. “Goodnight, sweet girl.”

“Grandma?” Annie asked, her voice softer and higher-pitched than usual. “When will Mommy come back?”

Barbara knew the question would come sooner or later. It had been three days since Jessica had left Annie at the trailer, unsure of how long she would be gone. Jessica had left specific instructions not to divulge what was happening.

“Well,” Barbara said, sitting on the edge of the bench where Annie lay. “I’m not sure. But I know that she’s doing everything she can to come back to you as fast as possible.”

Annie had pulled the covers up to her chin, the stuffed bunny next to her head. “You promise she’ll come back?”

Barbara smiled. “That is one promise I can keep, sweet girl.” She leaned over and kissed Annie on the forehead again. “Now, get some sleep.”

“And what about Daddy?” Annie asked.

Barbara froze, her smile vanished. She stared down at Annie like a deer caught in headlights.

“When is he coming back?” Annie asked.

Barbara slowly sat back down, her mind racing with different lies, because she knew that the girl wasn’t ready for the truth. Not yet. And while she hated lying to Annie, the truth rarely provided comfort. Right now, Annie needed comfort more than the truth about why she hadn’t seen or heard from her father in over three months. “Annie, sometimes people—"

Barbara jumped, startled by the heavy knock at the trailer door. She turned toward the door with one hand over her mouth to muffle her gasp, and the other hand pressed over her chest. The drawn curtain over the door’s window prevented her from seeing who was outside.

“Hello?” Barbara remained where she was, keeping herself between Annie and the door. She hadn’t seen or heard any cars approach, and the land was flat enough to see someone coming for at least half a mile.

Three more knocks, louder than the first, rattled the trailer with an unexpected violence that caused Barbara to jump once more. The knocking stopped, and the trailer rumbled, rocking from side to side with the ferocity of an earthquake.

Annie screamed, and Barbara struggled to stay on her feet as she toward the closet in the back. Cabinet doors and drawers flung open, spilling canned goods and boxes onto the floor. Dishes and cookware clanged against one another, a few plates and glasses shattering on the floor.

The floor still shaking beneath her, Barbara opened the rear closet door between her bed and the bathroom and then removed the twelve-gauge shotgun from behind her clothes. The weapon was already loaded, and Barbara aimed the barrel at the door. Using the pump action she loaded a shell into the chamber. The rocking stopped.

Annie whimpered, but the rest of the world remained silent. Barbara kept the shotgun trained on the door, the stock of the weapon pressed firmly against her shoulder. It had been years since she had fired it, but she was confident the weapon wouldn’t jam. It might be old, but it wasn’t useless.

“You don’t leave now, I will pump one round through that door and leave you out there to bleed to death!” Barbara barked the words with unexpected rage, her grip so tight against the shotgun that her knuckles flushed white.

After a few more minutes of silence, Barbara stepped closer toward the door. She stretched her arm toward the curtain on the door window. She moved slowly, and when her fingertips touched the edge of the cloth, she ripped it open in one swift motion.

Prepared to find a menacing face staring back at her, evil glowing in its eyes, she was surprised to find nothing but the grass and the open field.

Sweating, Barbara lowered the shotgun and retreated to her granddaughter. Heart pounding, she took a moment to slow her breathing, then reached for Annie’s hand. “It’s okay, Annie. We’re safe—”

Light flooded the trailer. Blinded by the harsh brightness, Barbara turned her head away from the trailer’s windows, and the roar of an engine drowned out Annie’s scream.

Seconds passed between the lights and the collision that rocked the trailer like an explosion. Barbara was flung backward, her body pinballed against the trailer walls until the side of her head cracked against the same closet door where she had grabbed her shotgun, which now lay on the floor next to Barbara’s motionless body.

Annie was flung backward but was spared a far distance from the seatback of the bench from where she lay. She ricocheted off the back and onto the floor.

And then as violent and fast as the accident happened, it was over.

Annie lay still on the floor, awake, but crippled by shock and pain. She wiggled her arms and legs, but she couldn’t stand. She managed to turn her head, looking back to her grandmother, who lay motionless. Three lines of blood dripped from her hairline and over her cheek.

Annie sobbed and turned her face away from her wounded grandmother and toward the bright light that still shone through the windows. It caught the little bits of glass that covered the floor, which twinkled like the stars in the sky.

Trembling, Annie tried to push herself off the floor. She needed to check on her grandmother. She needed to call for help. But the dinette table had collapsed on her back, pinning her down. She flattened to her stomach and shut her eyes, sobbing. She wanted her mommy. She wanted her daddy.

A heavy thud broke the silence after the crash and Annie opened her eyes, staring at the trailer’s door. It was still closed, but the collision had set it crooked. She remembered the monster that was trying to get inside just moments ago. Was it coming back? Was it going to hurt her?

Annie couldn’t take her eyes off the door. She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. All she could do was lie on the floor; her stuffed bunny still clutched tight to her chest.

The handle jiggled and then stopped. The door was still locked. The monster pounded on the door again, and then it buckled inward.

Trapped beneath the table, Annie turned back to her grandmother, panic tightening her chest, making it hard to breathe as another heavy knock tore the door off the top hinge, leaving it hanging by the bottom two.

Annie groaned, fighting against the table that had collapsed on her back, but no matter how hard she pushed, she couldn’t free herself from its weight.

The monster’s hand reached for the top of the door, and then with one final pull yanked it from its hinges and flung it to the ground outside.

With no barrier to protect her against the monster, Annie turned toward her grandmother once more, hoping that she would wake up. “Grandma!”

The monster planted a large foot onto the inner stairwell, and the trailer leaned toward it as the massive figure stepped inside.

Afraid to look at the monster in the face, Annie kept her eyes focused on her grandmother. “Please, Grandma, help! Wake up! Wake up!”

The monster took three steps and then cast its shadow over Annie, towering over her in the darkness before it removed the table from Annie’s back and lifted her over his shoulder.

“Grandma!” Annie stretched out her arms, kicking and fighting against the creature, who stepped back out into the darkness as the storm clouds clapped thunder overhead.
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Jessica Donovan sat on one end of the conference room table, staring out the window on the far side of the room, the sunshine warming the glass and steadily raising the temperature of the room.

Dressed in navy slacks, black flats, and an army green blouse with short sleeves, the outfit matched Jessica’s short, sensible, stylish brown hair. At thirty-three, she had a slender figure, which she had inherited from her mother, but the green eyes that studied the room belonged to her father.

It had been three long, intense days, but the proceedings were nearly finished. And after spending the past seventy-two hours locked in the conference room on the third floor of an office building in downtown Topeka, Jessica couldn’t wait to leave.

Today marked the end of a long six-week battle that had seen her dragged through the mud. The judge had granted the divorce a week ago and had recommended that they attend mediation to handle all of their financial matters. But as long as these days had been for Jessica, they were far more bearable than the days in court.

The divorce had been a public one. And while Jessica had done her best to mentally prepare for the fight, she had grossly underestimated her opposition. All because of the man who sat at the other end of the table, flanked by the creatures that comprised his legal team.

Darren Hughes, the heir to his family’s fortune and current Vice President and co-chairman of Hughes Incorporated, was the son of Buckley Hughes, a man both revered and feared within the state of Kansas.

Darren was handsome. He had always been handsome. That was the first thing that Jessica had noticed about him when they first met. The jet-black hair, blue eyes, sly smile, and muscular physique helped craft the image of a man who was strong, intelligent, and knew how to use both to get what he wanted. His life had been the opposite of her own, and that had been the most attractive thing about him.

And in the time span of one conversation, Jess’s life changed forever.

Twelve years her senior, the pair had turned heads when they first started dating, when Jessica was twenty-two and he was thirty-four. Jessica knew that most people assumed that she had gone after him for his money. Maybe in a small part that was true, but as Jessica grew older, she no longer cared for the expensive jewels and big houses and foreign cars. What she wanted, what she thought Darren could provide, went beyond the material desire. She wanted security. And for a long time, she thought money could buy it. But she had been wrong about the money. And she had been wrong about him.

Darren Hughes was nothing more than a mirage in the desert, a shifting oasis meant to trick wanderers deeper into the vast emptiness of sand. Their marriage was hollow, their love brittle and bitter, and after eleven years together, it ended in hate and betrayal.

With the lawyers doing most of the talking, Jessica checked her phone. She had texted her mother this morning, but she hadn’t received a reply. That was three hours ago. It wasn’t like her mother not to answer. Of course, it could be Barbara’s poor cell reception, a side effect of living out in the middle of nowhere.

The head of Darren’s counsel cleared his throat once he had finished scribbling down his notes on a yellow legal pad. He was a shrewd-looking man, having a practiced poker face that Jessica had never seen break once during the trial or in this room.

“In regards to the final financial agreement, I take it you and your client have been able to review the proposed numbers?” The lawyer folded his thin, weak fingers together and stared at Jessica’s attorney instead of her.

Carrie Weiss, Jessica’s attorney, had done her best throughout the trial and the mediation process to ensure that Jessica wasn’t completely steamrolled, though Jessica’s indiscretions hadn’t made it easy for her. Aside from the affair from five years ago, there was little else that Darren’s flock of hyenas could rip off her carcass. But the affair had other complications.

“My client—,” Carrie paused, glancing back to Jessica one final time, probably hoping that Jessica would give her a signal to back off, but the lawyer received no such permission. “Does not accept the final agreement.”

“The financial compensation that my client has offered is more than gracious.” The lawyer maintained an even-keeled tone. Even in his interruption, the man showed no emotion.

Carrie smiled, pursing her lips as she waited for Darren’s attorney to finish. “My client disagrees. After the public harassment that my client and her daughter, Annie Hughes—"

“Donovan.” Darren lifted his gaze and locked eyes with Jessica. “The child no longer carries my legal surname.”

“Is that some kind of personal victory for you?” Jessica asked. “Getting the upper hand on a four-year-old girl?”

Carrie cleared her throat, picking up a piece of paper from the folder opened on the table. “My client would—”

“You brought this on yourself,” Darren said, targeting his icy stare toward Jessica.

“You’re right.” Jessica leaned forward, the edge of the table digging into her stomach as her palms greeted the flat surface with a smack. “It was my fault.” She pointed to herself. “And if you want to punish someone, then you should have just punished me. You didn’t have to leak information to the press, but you did, and my little girl’s face has been plastered on every newspaper and media channel across the state. Do you have any idea the kind of hate mail I’ve received?”

Darren’s lawyer butted in. “I think we’re getting off topic—”

“I’ve already told you that I don’t care about the money,” Jessica said. “I don’t care about the house. I just wanted out, Darren, but you and your team of cockroaches wouldn’t give me a clean break, so now I’m going after the only thing that you’ve ever cared about—your money.”

Darren’s lawyer looked from his client and back toward Carrie and Jessica, opening his palms and giving the slightest shrug of his shoulders. “Perhaps we’ve reached a stopping point for today.”

Carrie nodded, and then exhaled. “Yes.”

Darren was the first one out the door, followed closely by his legal team, leaving Jessica alone with Carrie, who collected her things.

Jessica had never been able to prove who leaked information to the press about the affair or the paternity test, but she suspected that it had been the Hughes family. They probably figured that the information would have come out anyway, so they used it as an opportunity to get ahead of it and control the narrative. And it had worked.

The media had branded her the homewrecking slut, even though the only home she wrecked was her own, and crowned Darren the innocent bystander. He was a good man whose reputation was soiled by a harlot, and the general population ate it up, fed by the spoonful by Darren’s very skilled and very well-compensated PR team. Which happened to be paid for by Darren’s company, or rather his father’s company.

The Hughes were one of the wealthiest and most powerful families in the country, and Jessica Donovan had managed to piss off their entire clan.

“I wish you would reconsider,” Carrie said, snapping Jessica out of her daze. “The longer this drags out the worse it’ll be for you. Darren has the leverage.”

Jessica grimaced. “He’s a bastard. And if the only way to actually make him hurt is to go after his money, then that’s what I’ll do.”

Carrie shut her briefcase, and then patted Jessica on the shoulder on her way past. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Jessica lingered behind in the conference room for a minute, staring out the window. Eleven years ago, it had been exciting to be in the city with Darren, but now when she stared out at the city, she only felt empty.

Jessica reached for her phone. Still nothing from Barbara. She stood from her chair and turned her back to the window as she called her mother. It rang three times before she received an answer that she didn’t expect.

“Hello?”

Jessica froze. It was a man. A man that she didn’t recognize. She quickly stared at the phone’s screen and once she confirmed that she had dialed the right number, she spoke. “Who is this?”

“This is Detective Gavin Mills with the Maples Police Department,” he said. “Who am I speaking to right now?”

Jessica’s knees buckled and her legs gave out. But she was still close enough to the table for it to catch her fall.

“I’m Jessica Donovan,” she answered. “This is my mother’s number. What happened?”

Detective Mills was quiet for a moment, and the silence only intensified the horrors of Jessica’s imagination. But there was nothing more terrifying than the reality of what the detective said next.

“Your daughter is missing.”
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Jessica had gone numb. She sat frozen in the passenger seat of the squad car that picked her up from the office building downtown, the detective’s words resonating in her mind. It couldn’t be true. Not after everything she had just gone through. Not after she and her daughter were so close to the start of a new life.

But the sight of the police station confirmed the horrible truth, and the rest of the world faded away as she walked from the squad car and into the station where she was brought to the confined space of another conference room.

Jessica sat in a chair and the detective brought both water and coffee, but she drank neither. She wrapped her arms around herself to keep warm, but she was unable to wrap her mind around what she had just been told.

“Ms. Donovan?”

Jessica raised her eyebrows, her mouth suddenly dry. “What?”

Detective Gavin Mills had a calm demeanor and gentle features, but one look at him and Jessica knew he wasn’t a local. The bleach-blond hair, tan skin, and dark brown eyes were more suited for the beach. His casual attire of polo and slacks matched the easygoing posture that Jessica didn’t believe fit with the urgency of the situation. “Who else knew that your daughter was staying with your mother?”

Jessica shifted in her chair, then cleared her throat as she reached for the glass of water that was on the table. “Darren.”

“Darren, your ex-husband?” Mills asked.

Jessica nodded, draining the water from the small cup and then staring into it. The shock of the news was dissipating, and a new emotion was taking its place. Rage.

“Have you received any threats from anyone?” Mills asked. “Know of anyone that might want to take your daughter? Get back at you?”

Jessica crunched the paper cup. “Have you read the papers lately? Half the fucking town hates my guts.” She slammed the cup into a nearby trash can, but the cup was too light to produce a satisfying thud at the bottom of the waste bin.

“Ms. Donovan, I know that you’re upset, but—”

“Upset?” Jessica trembled, her cheeks reddening, and slammed her fists on the table. “You don’t have any idea how I feel right now!”

Detective Mills carefully set his pen and notepad aside. “You’re right. I don’t have children, and I’ve never experienced what you’re going through right now. But I’ve worked abduction cases before. More times than I’ve wanted to. And the longer we take in this interview, the less time I have to find your daughter. It’s already been twelve hours since Annie was taken. We’re on the clock, Ms. Donovan. So I need you to work with me.”

Jessica glanced to the clock on the nearby wall, watching the seconds tick by. She knew he was right. She quietly sat down and then nodded for the detective to continue.

Mills picked up his pen and notepad again, then scribbled something down before he continued. “When was the last time you spoke to your daughter?”

“Yesterday evening,” Jessica answered. “It was right after I finished with mediation.”

“How did your daughter sound when she spoke to you?” Mills asked.

“Fine,” Jessica answered. “She’s always been a happy kid. But I know that she’s been having a hard time since Darren filed for divorce. She keeps asking about her father and when we’re going home.”

Mills continued to write, but he looked up from his pad. “Was she aware of the divorce?”

“No,” Jessica answered. “I’ve kept her away from the papers and the television. My mom has been a big help with that—” Jessica shut her eyes, realizing that she hadn’t heard anything about her mother. “My mom…” Her voice trembled. “My God, I didn’t even—”

“Your mother is stable,” Mills said. “You’ll be able to see her at the hospital when we’re done here.”

“O-okay.” Jessica exhaled, her mind swimming.

“Did anything else happen during your conversation with Annie?” Mills asked.

“No,” Jessica answered. “Nothing out of the ordinary at least. She just said that she missed me, and—” Jessica covered her mouth, the tears making a quick and unexpected appearance. “I’m sorry.”

Mills reached across the table and clutched her hand. “You’re doing great, Jessica.” He squeezed her hand. “Really.”

Jessica nodded as she composed herself.

“You mentioned a negative reaction from the rest of the town in regards to your divorce,” Mills said. “Did you receive any specific threats?”

“Yes. I received threats through mail and email,” Jessica said. “I deactivated all of my social media at the recommendation of my lawyer, and my house was vandalized.”

“What happened at the house?” Mills asked.

“The words ‘slut’ and ‘whore’ were spray-painted in red on my driveway and garage door.”

Mills scribbled a few things down, then nodded. “And did any of these threats mention your daughter’s name?”

A lump caught in Jessica’s throat, and she forced out a phlegmy “yes.” What she read about her daughter in some of those letters shocked her to the bone. It was vile, hateful crap, directed toward an innocent little girl.

“Did you file a police report?” Mills asked.

“Yes, and I brought all of the letters into the police station when I did. I thought that they might be able to track down who was sending them, but I never heard anything.” Jessica wiped her upper lip. “Do you think that it was someone who saw her in the papers? Is someone trying to hurt her because of my divorce?”

“It could be someone who was too invested during your trial, but if that was the case, there would usually be some kind of ransom note, which we didn’t find,” Mills said. “Most of the time, it’s a family member or someone close to the child.” He glanced down at his notes and then looked up to the mother. “Is anyone on your ex-husband’s side of the family close with Annie?”

Jessica scoffed, shifting in her chair. “The Hughes aren’t a family. They’re a business. And if you can’t further that business, then you are of no use to them.”

“So, no one close to Annie on the Hughes side?” Mills asked.

“No,” Jessica answered, and for that she was incredibly thankful.

Everyone in the Hughes family was dysfunctional, and it all started with the patriarch, Buckley Hughes. His cold hate trickled down to the rest of the family, but it affected his sons the most: Darren, his first born and heir apparent, and Timothy, the youngest.

Jessica had never liked Timothy, because as cold and distant as Darren could be, Timothy was a classified psychopath. He was more like his father than Darren.

“How did your ex-husband come to question your daughter’s legitimacy?” Mills asked.

“Ken Seethers,” Jessica answered. “He’s the Hughes family personal watchdog. As Annie got older, Darren became more and more convinced that she looked nothing like him. He had Ken do a little digging into my past and discovered my affair from five years ago, which was around the same time I became pregnant.”

“Has Annie’s biological father made any efforts to reach out?” Mills asked.

Jessica crossed her arms and leaned back, shaking her head. “No.”

“Has he ever shown an interest in Annie or wanting to be a part of her life in the past?”

“He didn’t even know she was his until it leaked to the press, but no.” Jessica cleared her throat. “He hasn’t reached out.”

After everything that she’d experienced since the start of the divorce trial, Jessica had never felt as hopeless and as helpless as she did at that moment.

“I can’t lose her.” Jessica choked on the words as she cried. “I need her back.” She stared at the detective across the table, and without reason, she grabbed hold of his hand, squeezing it so tight that she thought she might break one of his fingers off. But she needed to feel another person, she needed to hold onto something so she wouldn’t be sucked away into the empty vacuum of despair. She needed help.

Mills reciprocated the squeeze. “I will do everything I can to get her back.”

Jessica took a deep breath to compose herself, releasing the detective from her vise grip. “Thank you.” She wiped the tears away and then opened her purse to search for some tissues, but the detective was one step ahead of her.

“I have all I need from you here. I’ll have an officer take you to the hospital to visit your mother,” Mills said, handing her the tissue as he stood to leave.

Jessica nodded, but as the conference room door closed, sealing her inside by herself, more worrying thoughts crept from the dark corners of her mind. She thought of the letters and all of the horrendous acts that strangers had written to her of what they would do to the Donovan girls. She shuddered, blocking the images from her mind.

But what if it wasn’t strangers? What if the detective was right and it was someone close? Darren might have been angry with her over the paternity test, but would he really stoop that low?

The Hughes family had always chosen to ignore any of their family’s indiscretions. She knew that Darren’s father, Buckley Hughes, had several affairs throughout his marriage.

In fact, Jessica had even caught him one afternoon when she had come to their estate to pick up a few things from Darren’s office while he was out of town on business. And while both knew what had occurred, neither had spoken about it after the fact.

All of it was unthinkable, unreal. This was a new kind of hell. And Jess knew that the only way to escape the fire was to find Annie.
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While Detective Gavin Mills had tried not to frighten Jessica Donovan, he knew that he had lost irreplaceable time, and the kidnapper now had a very big head start.

Not to mention that Mills was the only detective in the unit. The other two were currently on vacation, so Mills would be leading the investigation and running it alone. At thirty-five, with over a decade of detective experience to his name, it wouldn’t be his first solo ride.

But it was the first big case that had landed on Mills’ lap since his transfer from Los Angeles. He had made the decision to leave the big city to avoid cases like this, but it seemed that trouble was always destined to follow him. Even when he traveled hundreds of miles to the middle of nowhere.

“Hey, California!” Sergeant Bobby Vaughn shouted at Mills from across the bullpen, wearing the only expression the man seemed capable of: pissed off. “What’s the status on the Donovan girl?” Vaughn was in his early fifties and had held the sergeant’s position of the detective squad for Maples PD for the past twenty-seven years. He had been iffy about bringing Mills on three months ago, but Vaughn was good friends with Mills’ former lieutenant, who had been kind enough to vouch for him. If that hadn’t happened, Mills knew he wouldn’t have gotten the job. The man didn’t like outsiders.

“I’m wrapping up the Amber Alert forms now, Sergeant,” Mills said.

“And the interview?” Vaughn asked.

“Standard,” Mills answered. “I’m going to follow up with the biological father, Lyle Wilks, and see what turns up with that. I’m also following up on some threats that Ms. Donovan received during the divorce trial.”

“Hurry it up, we’re not on California time around here.” Vaughn tossed a stack of papers on Mills’ desk. “Forensics came back on the trailer. Take a look at it when you’re finished with that Amber Alert—”

“Done.” Mills hit the print button, and the machine spit out warm sheets of crisp reports. He handed it to Vaughn, who took it with a skeptical eye.

“The bullpen is handling the hotline, so get ready for those tips to come in.” Vaughn tucked the report under his arm.

“Sergeant, don’t you think we should call Detectives Palmer and Diggs back from their vacation?” Mills asked. “From what I can tell about this case so far, it’s going to be—”

“Palmer and Diggs are out of the country,” Vaughn answered, raising his voice. “If you can’t handle the job, then I suggest you find the next flight back to LA.” He stared down at Mills’ shoes. “And stop wearing those sneakers. Get some proper work boots.”

Mills stared down at his Vans. It hadn’t been the first time that people had poked fun at his laid-back style. “I don’t suppose I’ll need to get a haircut too, Master Sergeant?”

Vaughn aimed his meaty index finger at Mills. “Don’t tempt me, Detective. Now get to work.”

Mills watched Vaughn leave, the sergeant barreling through the precinct, people stepping out of his way lest the sergeant flatten them to the floor. Mills had dealt with more than his fair share of hard asses back in Los Angeles, but he had never met anyone as irate as Sergeant Vaughn.

Mills picked up the forensic report off his desk and opened it to the first page. The techs that had searched Barbara Donovan’s trailer found a slew of hair fibers and fingerprints, but the prints didn’t match anyone in the system, so whoever snatched Annie Donovan didn’t have any priors, which only furthered the case that the girl was taken by someone she knew.

DNA tests had been ordered for the hair fibers, and the techs were also analyzing paint samples found on the front of the trailer. They believed that the paint belonged to the vehicle that collided with the trailer. If they could isolate the type of paint, then they could also determine the make and model of the vehicle that struck Barbara Donovan’s Airstream.

Mills glanced at the photos. The Airstream had seen better days. The front half of the old trailer was crumpled like tin foil. Whatever struck it had to have been a large vehicle, probably a truck.

His desk phone rang, and he picked it up while still looking at the crime scene photos. “Mills.”

“They’re not here.” Toby’s voice was exasperated, but their station records keeper was always exasperated.

“What’s not here?” Mills asked, noticing something that was just out of frame on the photos, but he couldn’t make out the image.

“The letters that you said Jessica Donovan brought in? The ones about the threats she received? They’re not here.”

Mills set the photograph down, turning his full attention to the phone. “What do you mean they’re not there? She told me she filed a report.”

“Well, if that’s true, then it never made it to me,” Toby said. “Listen, I don’t know what this is about, but I don’t want to ruffle any feathers, so whatever you do, just make sure you leave me out of it.”

The call clicked dead in Mills’ ear, and he set the phone back down on its cradle. He didn’t think that Jessica Donovan would have lied about filing a report. He made a mental note to follow up with her about it, and then focused his attention on Annie’s biological father.

Mills pulled the father’s information from the Kansas DMV database and found Mr. Lyle Wilks still lived at the same address he had been for the past ten years, well past the Maples city limits and out near the abandoned factories.

He jotted down the address and shut down his work station, still garnering a few glares from the rest of the office on his way out. He heard the whispers that people had floated around about him, about why he transferred, but none of them had the whole story. He had kept quiet, but he knew that it was only a matter of time before the truth came out. If his career in law enforcement had taught him anything, it was the inevitability of time.

But his own trials had been nothing like what he watched Jessica Donovan go through over the past six weeks. The locals treated the divorce like it was their own personal reality television show. His heart ached for the woman; it really did.

“Mills.” The voice came from the bullpen. Officer Jillian Banks had her phone pressed against her shoulder. She was one of the few female officers on the force, and the only one that had been able to make him rethink his strict no-funny-business policy with co-workers. “I’ve already got half a dozen tips on the Donovan girl.”

Mills walked over, staring at the notepad that Banks had used to jot down her notes. “Anyone ever tell you that you have serial killer handwriting?”

Jillian rolled her eyes. “I’ve got three different car descriptions, and I’ve got people saying they’ve seen her as far away as southern Missouri.”

Most people called in not because they actually had any viable information, but because they wanted to their fifteen seconds of fame.

“It helps to have some questions to narrow down what’s real and what’s fake,” Mills said. “Ask them to describe the girl. Half the time it won’t even be the kid that’s missing. But if they get the description close, then we’ll take them more seriously.” He scrolled down the current notes, tapping on the one at the bottom, and raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Who knew that she dyed her hair hot pink?”

Jillian shoved him away. “You’ve made your point.”

Mills donned his sunglasses and made it one step away from the desk before he turned back to Jill. “Who handles civilian walk-in reports?”

“It rotates around the pen,” Jill asked. “Why?”

Mills shook his head. “No reason.” He turned toward the exit, thinking about what Toby had said about the missing paperwork for Jessica’s report.
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The fluorescent lights shone brightly off the starch-white tile floor in the hospital hallway as Jessica walked to her mother’s room. The officer that escorted her to the hospital remained close, which only garnered her more attention from the hospital staff. But after the threats that she received during the trial, Jessica didn’t mind the bodyguard.

The officer waited out in the hall when Jessica turned into the room, and the moment she locked eyes with her mother in bed, both women burst into tears.

Jessica rushed to her mother, wrapping her arms around her neck like she did when she was a little girl, burying her right cheek into the small indentation above Barbara’s collarbone, embracing the familiar warmth.

“I’m sorry,” Barbara said, the apology rushing out of her along with an anxious breath. She reciprocated her daughter’s tight squeeze. “I’m so sorry.”

Jessica nodded and then let her mother go. She straightened up, wiping her eyes and noticing the sling on her mother’s left shoulder.

“How bad is it?” Jessica asked.

Barbara shook her head. “Sprained shoulder. A few bruised ribs. It’s nothing.”

Jessica brushed her mother’s bangs off her forehead, exposing the bandage underneath, but Barbara batted her daughter’s hand away.

“I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not.” Jessica squeezed her mother’s forearm. It could have been a lot worse. It was something to be thankful for, even if it wasn’t much. The other hospital bed was empty, so her mother had the room to herself. It was scarcely furnished, with only a single table, two chairs, and a television hooked in the far corner of the room, which remained off.

“I was afraid to turn it on because of the news,” Barbara said, her voice shaking, looking from the television to her daughter. “I just pictured Annie’s little body being pulled out of some car or house or—” She broke down, crying, and Jessica held her. “She’s out there, and she’s scared.”

“I know, Mama,” Jessica said, rubbing her mother’s arm. “We’re all scared.”

Barbara sniffled and cleared her throat, regaining her composure. “I’m all right. I’m sorry. I should be the one consoling you.”

Jessica handed her a tissue, and her mother dabbed her eyes.

“What did the police say?” Barbara asked, the tissue balled up in her hands. “They haven’t told me anything since that detective talked to me. Had blond hair. Never seen him around before.”

Strength waning, Jessica found a nearby chair and collapsed into it. “They put out an Amber Alert.”

“And?” Barbara thrust her head forward. “What else?”

“He asked me about the trial and if I thought that anyone would try and hurt Annie—”

“Did you tell him about the notes?” Barbara asked. “I told you that we should have taken those more seriously!”

“Mama, enough!” Jessica stood up. “I answered all of the detective’s questions and they said that they would call me the moment they know something. So just relax, all right?”

Barbara backed off on the attack. As a single mother, Barbara had to learn how to protect her young cub at an early age. It had been just the two of them for almost thirty years.

Knowing that both of them were stressed, Jessica returned to her mother’s side. “I’m sorry.”

“No, I’m sorry,” Barbara said. “I just feel… responsible. And I’m taking it out on you.”

“Mom, this wasn’t your fault,” Jessica said.

“She’s gone, and I’m not,” Barbara said, her voice thickening with grief. “Of course it’s my fault.”

Jessica hugged her mother again. The pair had learned to lean on one another when times were hard, and both of them had been through more than their fair share.

Once Barbara had calmed down, Jessica returned to her chair, exhausted. The past hour had hollowed her out.

“And what about that man?” Barbara’s voice hardened when she spoke. “Annie’s biological father.”

“I told the detective about him,” Jessica answered.

Her mother hadn’t approved of the affair, but Barbara Donovan was old school like that. She never remarried after Jessica’s father died. She rubbed her forehead until the skin was bright pink, a habit she picked up during the trial. “I can’t believe this happened.”

“Hey,” Barbara said, reaching for her daughter’s hand. “They’ll find her.”

Jessica nodded, but she kept her fears to herself. She had already traveled down every dark alley and entered through every back door to the horrors of what could have befallen her precious Annie. There were sick people in the world.

“What did you think of him?” Barbara asked.

“Who?”

“The detective,” Barbara answered. “The beach bum.”

“Oh, um, I don’t know.” Jessica sighed. The detective’s credentials had been the farthest thing from her mind. “He seemed to know what he was doing.”

“I looked him up,” Barbara said. “I guess he got into some trouble in Los Angeles. It was why he transferred out and came here. He’s running from something.”

“Running from what?” Jessica asked.

Barbara shrugged. “The papers didn’t say much, only that he had left after an internal dispute with his superiors.”

Jessica tried not to roll her eyes, knowing that her mother had always possessed a touch of flair for the dramatic. For a long time, Jessica believed that she had skipped that trait, but after her affair that led to all of this, she wasn’t so sure.

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Jessica said, but the seeds of doubt had already been planted. Her mother had always been good at that, ever since she was little. But she knew that Barbara Donovan had good reason to still be suspicious.

“Ken Seethers came by earlier,” Barbara said.

Jessica cut a sharp glare at her mother, snapping her neck so quickly it could have broken. “What?”

Barbara stared down at the white blanket, balling up the edges into her fists. “He told me to keep the Hughes family out of anything I might say to the papers.”

Jessica stood and returned to her mother’s side. “Did he threaten you? Hurt you?”

“No,” Barbara said, shaking her head. “He knew better than to try anything like that in a place like this. It’s too open. Too exposed.”

Jessica hesitated, but anger simmered just beneath the surface of her uncertainty.

Ken Seethers was the Hughes family fixer. Any time the family had to deal with unsavory situations, Ken was their point person.

Jessica had seen him around the Hughes estate, he had even come to her own house when she and Darren were still together. And every time that Jessica locked eyes with that man, the hair on the back of her neck rose.

“I can’t believe he came here,” Jessica said, flaring her nostrils. “After all of the shit that they pulled during the trial, all of the information that they fed the media.” She balled her hands into fists and then cracked her knuckles.

“I can’t believe this is happening again,” Barbara said, her voice hollow.

Jessica tensed and then glanced back to the doorway where the police officer was stationed, hoping that he hadn’t heard. “Mother, please.”

Barbara rolled her head back and forth on her pillow with a distant look in her eye. “What if our family is cursed?”

“We’re not cursed,” Jessica said. “This has nothing to do with what happened back then.” But Jessica couldn’t help but reach for her left shoulder, where she felt the raised ridges of a scar that had been carved on her skin so many years ago. And while she knew it was there, she had no memory of when she received it. No memory of that particular week in her childhood, when she had been abducted thirty years ago.
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Blindfolded and gagged, with rope binding her ankles and wrists, Annie had finally stopped crying. Her voice was hoarse, and no matter how loud she screamed, no one came to help her. She had lost track of time since she had been taken from her grandmother’s trailer and shoved into a truck.

Annie lay on her side, the truck’s seat cushion rattling during her trip into the unknown. The monster that had taken her had said nothing. She didn’t know where she was going, when they would arrive, or why she had been taken.

The only thing Annie was certain of was the smell that filled the inside of the truck. It was like the petting zoo that her mother had taken her to last summer.

The truck finally stopped, and Annie rolled forward. Her heartrate was elevated as the engine shut off and she heard the sound of a door opening. Large hands and meaty arms scooped her from the seat and carried her. She squirmed against the man’s arms, his scent and touch unfamiliar to her, the blindfold making it worse.

After another minute, the man laid her on the ground, keeping her on her side. Annie felt the dirt and grass beneath her body, and then the restraints on her ankles and wrists loosened. She tried to run, but a large pair of powerful hands kept her still before removing the gag and blindfold.

Light blinded Annie, and she shut her eyes, turning her head away while the man kept her restrained.

“Shhh, it’s okay.” The man pressed Annie’s back against his chest, keeping her arms pinned in front of her with his own. She couldn’t see his face, but he smelled like the truck. Like the petting zoo. “You’re okay.”

“I want my mommy!” Annie screamed the words and thrashed about, but the man’s grip was more constricting than the rope that had bound her hands and ankles, and the fight ran out of her. She whimpered in defeat. “I want to go home.”

“Shhh,” the man said again, his chin resting on top of her head. “Look. Do you see?” He pointed ahead, and Annie opened her eyes.

It was a heavily wooded area, the world green and calm, but amongst the trees where the man pointed was something else. It was a cabin.

Old and dilapidated with a sagging roof, it was in desperate need of a new coat of paint. The man who had brought her to this place brought his lips close to her ear, so close that his hot breath tickled. His coarse stubble scratched Annie’s skin, and he tightened his grip when he said, “Welcome home.”
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Jessica left her mother at the hospital, telling her that she would go back to the trailer and pick up some clothes. And she would. But first she needed to speak with Darren.

The fact that Ken Seethers was poking around her mother’s hospital room was cause for concern. Jessica knew the kind of man he was, and now that the divorce was final, the Hughes family had lost any and all rights to bother anyone in Jess’s family.

The Hughes estate was close enough to Maples to still be considered a part of the city, but far enough away for the family to avoid rubbing elbows with the common folk. It was cold, unwelcoming, and unforgiving. Jessica hated that place.

Jessica pulled up to the gate, the entire fifty-acre estate completely encased by twelve-foot high walls. It was more compound than home. She rolled her window down, leaned out, and pressed the speaker button to the security booth on the inside.

“I need to speak with Darren,” Jessica said, looking into the camera that was aimed at her.

It had been months since she had been to this place, but the estate staff knew who she was. Thanks to the divorce, everyone knew who she was now.

A robotic voice radiated from the speaker. “I’m sorry, Ms. Donovan, but you’re not—”

“If you don’t open that gate, I am going to drive my car through it!” Jessica smacked the driver-side door. “I need to speak to Darren! Now!”

It was quiet for a few seconds, and then the gate opened, and Jessica rolled up her window and drove forward, passing the security booth on the long driveway to the house.

The Hughes family home was centered in the middle of the property, surrounded by wide-open spaces of green and freshly clipped grass. Littered among the fields were gardens, walking paths, statues, and fountains.

When Jessica had first visited, she was intimidated by the grandeur of the grounds. From the outside looking in, everything appeared perfect. Nothing was out of place and everything was meticulously groomed and well-maintained. But it was all a lie.

Jessica parked in the circle driveway, handing her keys over to the valet that came to park her car, and she stared up to the massive double doors where another butler waited to receive her. Jessica took a breath, knowing that she was about to walk into the lion’s den.

“Ms. Donovan,” the butler said, his tone neither enthusiastic or bored. “Sir Darren is waiting for you in the gardens on the west side. I will take you there immediately.” He offered a slight bow of his head, and then stepped aside for Jessica to enter.

The inside of the estate was laid out in a perfect grid of hallways and rooms. Five stories tall, and two football fields wide, it was big enough to host entire cities, but large gatherings were rare at the Hughes estate. It made Jessica wonder why Buckley Hughes needed so much space.

Jessica kept her attention focused on the bald spot on the back of the butler’s head as they passed closed door after closed door.

When Darren and her were first married, Jessica had walked through the house, exploring, but nearly every door she tried was locked, and the staff refused to let her inside. She had thought it odd all those years ago. Now she imagined all of the terrible secrets the Hughes family kept locked away in the dark, never to see the light of day.

The butler opened the door that led to the gardens, but when Jessica stepped outside and didn’t see Darren, she turned around, scowling. “Where is he?”

“He is on his way, ma’am.” The butler bowed once more, and then disappeared back inside.

Jessica turned back toward the gardens, growing more anxious the longer that she had to wait alone. She paced the narrow paths of concrete, head down, ignoring the ornate topiary sculptures that surrounded her. She had seen them before.

“Hello, Jessica.”

Jessica spun around, her heart jumping into her throat, expecting to see Darren, but it wasn’t him. It was his brother, Timothy.

“Surprised you made it past the gate.” Timothy was leisurely dressed. He had always been more laid-back than his father or older brother, but he still held that predator’s gaze that all of the Hughes men sported. He was only two years older than Jessica and obsessed with his looks. If Buckley’s sin was cruelty, and Darren’s sin was neglect, then Timothy Hughes’ sin was vanity. “Did you miss me?”

Jess’ stomach turned. “Where’s Darren?”

“Oh, he’s around here somewhere,” Timothy answered, running a hand through his slicked-back black hair. “I’m surprised you want to see him.”

“I don’t,” Jessica said.

Timothy flashed a practiced smile and walked closer. “I understand how difficult it’s been for you, but you must realize that you did this to yourself.”

“I guess you’re right,” Jessica said. “I should have never married into this horror show.”

Timothy laughed. “You always were willful. Darren could never handle you.” He moved closer. “You married the wrong Hughes son.”

Jessica stepped backward, keeping a good distance away from Timothy. “I don’t have time for your games. Annie was taken, and I need to know why Darren hasn’t helped the police.”

It was only for a moment, but Jessica watched the briefest flash of surprise on Timothy’s face before it returned to that vain grin. “You’re joking.”

“I’m not,” Jessica said, standing her ground.

“Oh.” Timothy feigned sympathy, the one emotion that all of the Hughes men had learned to wear as a mask when it was needed. “I’m sorry, Jessica, I didn’t—”

“Save it.” Jessica watched Timothy, waiting for some smart comment, but before the youngest Hughes son could reply, Darren stepped out of the house.

Timothy lingered a moment longer before he finally excused himself, whispering something into Darren’s ear as he walked back inside. He stopped at the door and looked back to Jessica. “Good seeing you again, Jessica.”

“No,” Jessica said. “It wasn’t.”

Once Timothy had gone, Darren turned those icy blue eyes onto her. “What are you doing here?”

“You sent Ken to the hospital to threaten my mother,” Jessica said.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about—”

“Don’t!” Jessica stormed closer to Darren and getting in his face. “We are done! And that means that your father’s lap dog doesn’t come around me or my mother, understand?”

Jessica had wanted Darren to show some kind of emotion, any sign that he might have ever been human, but he remained stoic.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Darren said.

It was like yelling at a brick wall. This was no different than all of the other arguments through the years. She could never break through that cold, calculated indifference. Darren was too much like his father. “Did you know that Annie was taken?”

“Yes,” Darren said. “I hope you find her.”

Jessica sucked on her lower lip, shaking her head. “You’re unbelievable. She is your daughter.”

“She’s the product of your adultery.”

“And how many kids have you fathered over the years?” Jessica spat the words in his face. “You never copped to your affairs, but I knew there was plenty of women. I saw you with them at parties, and when we were out in public.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Darren said, remaining apathetic.

Even now, away from the cameras, away from the spotlight, after all of it was said and done, he still couldn’t come clean. “Fine.” Jessica smoothed out her blouse and then stepped back. “Will you help me find Annie?”

“I already told you,” Darren said. “That girl means nothing to me.”

Jessica wished she was surprised by his answer, but deep down she knew that he had always been this cold. She walked toward him, wondering why she hadn’t seen his true colors before, cursing herself for being so blind. “Goodbye, Darren.” She walked past him and toward the door, the butler waiting for her on the other side, guiding her back through the hallways to the front of the house.

She wasn’t sure what she expected to find here. A part of her hoped to recover some kind of humanity in the man that she had spent over a decade of her life with, but the visit only confirmed what she had feared: the man was heartless.

Jess’s car was waiting for her in the circle driveway, door open and the engine running. She placed her hand on the roof and then looked back at the estate, its shadow stretching over her, glad to be rid of this place and this family.

But as she glanced to the top floor, she saw Buckley Hughes standing in a window, looking down at her. He was too far away for her to see the exact expression on his face, but she believed that he was smiling.

Jessica stared back, knowing that all of the heartache that she had experienced over the past decade had a direct link to the man above her. Buckley Hughes was the black heart that pumped hate into his family and into the world. But she wasn’t a part of that family anymore. And neither was her daughter.
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Traffic was light on the westbound lanes out of downtown Maples. With the city’s skyline in his rearview mirror, Mills exhaled a long breath at the sight of the wide-open spaces that surrounded him. It was land that stretched for miles, but the end of his path would lead Mills past what the locals had dubbed the graveyard.

West of Maples lay the remains of an industrial complex that had once been the biggest employer in the state. The abandoned buildings were now nothing more than a shell, crumbling apart like the community which it had once supported.

Most of the buildings had been closed off with chained gates, but even those were rusted and sagging from time and neglect. All of the equipment had been removed, all of the buildings gutted and sold for parts.

But Mills wasn’t out here to search the factories, and he left the industrial graveyard in his rearview mirror, and kept on his path toward Lyle Wilks’s house.

The GPS eventually took Mills off the paved road and onto bumpy gravel. The vehicle bucked from a divot in the road and knocked Mills about in his driver's seat.

The road only worsened the farther that Mills traveled, and more than once he thought he might have to pull over and make the rest of the trip on foot. But when he finally saw houses, he pushed ahead.

The homes down the road were built to house the families and workers employed by Hughes Incorporated. But when the factories left town, the homes were sold to the state and remarketed as affordable housing.

From the outside looking in, Mills knew that this kind of place bred desperation, and that was the root of crime. Whether it was selling some drugs, running guns, or kidnapping a little girl that had been unwillingly thrust into the spotlight of a trial that involved one of the wealthiest families in the country, people would go to great lengths to pull themselves out of a place like this.

Mills squinted, trying to find the numbers that matched the address for Lyle Wilks, and found it near the back of the neighborhood. And his interest in Lyle was further piqued by the truck he saw parked in the driveway, though he knew that forensics hadn’t officially identified a specific vehicle.

Mills pulled in behind the truck, blocking its path of escape in case Lyle decided he wanted to play tag, and then paused to examine the property.

Curtains had been drawn on the windows of the house, and from his current position, Mills saw only one point of entry, which was the front door. A rusted chain-link fence wrapped around the entire house, and Mills knew that if the guy decided to run he’d have to hop the gate, and that might help buy Mills some time to catch him.

Mills stepped out of the car, sunglasses concealing the dark eyes that were always watching, always processing every possible outcome. He didn’t like being out here without backup, but he suspected that his bosses wouldn’t mind if they didn’t have to deal with him anymore.

Mills turned behind him and saw a few older residents staring at him from their front porch chairs. He waved, but they didn’t reciprocate the gesture. He placed his hand on the grip of his pistol as he walked up to the front door, searching for a better angle to see inside the front window, but he found nothing.

Mills knocked on the door. “Maples Police Department!” He stepped back, positioned himself to the side, and then waited to see how Lyle responded. It was quiet for a while, and just when he thought no one was home, he heard the disengage of a lock and the door cracked open.

“What?” A sliver of a man’s face appeared, a single eye studying Mills.

“Are you Lyle Wilks?” Mills asked.

“Yeah.”

“Mind opening the door for me, Mr. Wilks?”

The eye never blinked, and then finally the door shut, and another lock was disengaged, and Lyle Wilks appeared in the doorway. “What do you want?”

The man was rough around the edges, but considering his residence, Mills didn’t find that out of the ordinary. He sported a beard and shaggy curls that sprouted in every direction. He wore a stained white T-shirt stretched tight around his stomach, greasy jeans, and was shoeless. He held a beer can in his left hand and sipped from it while never breaking eye contact with Mills. It was a classic tough guy act. Mills had seen it a million times. However, it was hard to picture Jessica Donovan picking to sleep with this man over her husband.

“Mr. Wilks, I’m Detective Gavin Mills. I was hoping to ask you a few questions.”

Lyle sipped his beer. “Ask away, Detective.”

“Can you tell me where you were yesterday evening?”

“I was here.” Lyle sipped again.

“Do you have anyone that can confirm that you were here?”

Lyle lowered the beer and then burped. “No.”

Mills tried to look past Lyle’s body, but the man had made it difficult to see inside the house.

“Mr. Lyle, can you tell me the last time that you had contact with Jessica Hughes?” Mills used the woman’s married name to see if he could spark some kind of reaction, and he got what he wanted when Lyle grimaced at the Hughes name. It was quick, and Lyle covered it up with another sip of beer.

“Been a long time.” Lyle finished the beer and then tossed it into a pile of older ones that had collected at the corner of his front porch. He crossed his arms. “You want to cut to the chase, Detective? I’ve got a busy day ahead of me.”

Mills started at the pile of old beer cans. “Clearly.” He looked back to Lyle. “Can you describe your relationship with Mrs. Hughes?”

“I didn’t think it was Hughes anymore after their divorce.” Lyle moved out of the doorway, shutting the door behind him. He walked to the old rusted chair that was on the front porch, and looked anywhere but the detective’s eyes.

“So you’ve been keeping up with Mrs. Hughes’s life?” Mills asked.

Lyle laughed, shaking his head. “Everyone in Maples knows about her life. Hell, everyone in the state knows about our goddamn affair.” He finally looked to Mills. “So why don’t you stop beating around the bush and tell me what you want?”

Mills knew that he was getting somewhere. The man was clearly agitated, and the more upset he became, the more he would expose himself and give Mills the answers he wanted. “Tell me the last time you contacted Jessica Donovan.”

“When she broke up with me.” Lyle picked at the end of his shirt, head down.

“Have you had any contact with Annie Donovan?”

“You mean my daughter?” Lyle looked up at Mills, hard glare in his eyes, but it was only a front. Mills had interviewed enough criminals to know when a man was on the verge of breaking, and Lyle’s eyes were turning glassy. He looked away and shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I’ve never met her.”

Mills stepped closer, positioning himself to where he could always see both of Lyle’s hands. “You’ve never made any attempt to contact your daughter?”

“Look, I didn’t find out until the rest of the whole goddamn town found out,” Lyle said, staring at the tips of his boots. “The girl is what, three or four now? She’s not my daughter no more than I’m her daddy. She doesn’t know me. And I don’t know her.” He glanced around the porch and then quickly stood. “I need another beer.”

Mills let Lyle pass, and this time when the man opened the door and disappeared inside the house, Mills used the opportunity to follow him in.

The scent of mildew and stale beer blasted Mills’ nose the moment he entered, and after he removed his sunglasses, he blinked away the sunspots until his vision adjusted to the darkness inside.

The space was small, but had an open floor plan between the kitchen and living room. The walls were barren. No pictures, no posters, nothing. The only furniture that Mills saw was an old couch with one of its seat cushions missing, a small table where a boxy television sat, and a card table near the kitchen with a single chair. If Lyle Wilks suddenly stopped showing up at the house, no one would have known that he had been here at all.

Lyle grabbed a beer from the fridge, cracked it open, and drank half of it before he finally turned to look back at Mills. Then he walked over to the card table, sat down in the single chair, and tapped a long, dirty nail on top of the can, his head lowered. “Look, man, I don’t know what happened, but I can tell you that I didn’t have anything to do with it. Yes, I had an affair with Jessica when she was married. No, I didn’t know that Annie was my daughter until I read about it in the paper. And no, I haven’t bothered either of them since I found out. It’s not my business. I just want to be left alone.”

Mills studied Lyle, noticing how the man couldn’t sit still. He was anxious. “Or maybe you did know, and you’re the one who leaked the information about Annie’s true origins to the press.”

“What?” Lyle turned on Mills quickly, twisting his face up with indignation. “Why the hell would I do that?”

“With all of the coverage the case was getting, I’m sure there were more than a few media outlets who were willing to pay a fine price for any information about the divorce,” Mills said. “Remind me what you do for work again, Mr. Wilks?”

Lyle snarled, and he stood, leaving the beer can on the table. “I had a good job that fired me thanks to that fucking Hughes family. After they found out about the affair I couldn’t get a job to save my life. Hell, I have to drive three counties over and work at some scrap heap shoveling junk for twelve hours a day at minimum wage, only to drive all the way back here to this dump because it’s the only place that I can afford!”

“Why you?” Mills asked, giving the man a good look up and down. “After marrying a wealthy, attractive, powerful man, why would Jessica Donovan risk all of that for a fling with you?”

Lyle smirked. “I didn’t always look like a piece of shit.” He returned to the table and picked up the beer, but he didn’t sit down. “Jessica and I grew up together. It’s hard not to know about one another in a small town. Our affair didn’t just happen over the course of a single night of passion… it built up over a very, very long time.”

“That still doesn’t explain why she would have cheated,” Mills said. “Did you two ever date before the affair?”

“No, I mean, not really,” Lyle said, plucking the tab of his beer can. “We had always kind of flirted with one another, but I was too chicken shit to make a move, and I never thought she was really interested.”

“And the affair?” Mills asked. “Who made the first move there?”

“She did.” Lyle drank again. “Look, I know that from the outside looking in that the Hughes family is this big wonderful success, but if you could have heard the way she talked about that family when they were all behind closed doors, you probably would have cheated too.”

“Every family has some kind of dysfunction,” Mills said.

“He cheated on her first, you know,” Lyle said. “Dozens of women. She found out after their first year together. Now I’m not saying two wrongs make a right, but when she confronted him about it, she got a nice bruise around her rib cage.”

Mills frowned. “He was hitting her?”

“Sometimes,” Lyle said, staring at a spot on the table. “She didn’t really talk about it.”

“Why wasn’t any of that in the papers?” Mills asked. “I saw nothing about his affairs or abuse.”

Lyle laughed. “Because the Hughes family owns this town.” He leaned back into his chair and crossed his arms. “Look, man, the only thing that I know was that she wasn’t happy, not really. We started talking, and then one thing led to another, and then we started sleeping together. I didn’t ask too many questions because I didn’t want it to stop.”

“Did you love her?” Mills asked.

Lyle took his time to answer, swishing around the last swig that he took before he swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbing up and down as he did it. “Yeah. But not anymore.”

Mills walked over to Lyle, stringing his thoughts together. “So, a woman you love dumps you, never tells you about a child that is yours, and you’re just fine with that? Seems like a man might want revenge after something like that.”

Lyle laughed. “You’re not from around here, are you?” He glanced up at Mills, and this time the detective was on the receiving end of a hard stare up and down. “From out west somewhere, probably California, but I say that only because of the hair and the tan.” He studied Mills a little while longer, then nodded. “Yeah, I can smell the sunscreen and salt off of you now. California all the way.”

Mills pressed his palms flat against the card table and leaned close enough to be sure that Lyle saw the hard glint in his eye. “And I smell a man so desperate that he’d do anything to get out of the shit hole that he’d dug for himself.”

“Yeah, I want out of this,” Lyle said. “But I’ll die in this hole. If you really want to know why Jessica cheated, why she would throw away that fairytale she wandered into, then you should probably ask her. Because I’m not the one with a past, Detective. That would be Jessica Donovan.”
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The weather felt wrong. The bright sunshine, the cloudless sky, any other day and Jessica would have thought it was gorgeous outside, but there was nothing beautiful about today. It had been ugly and terrifying and it was far from over.

The interaction with Darren and his family had left a sour taste in her mouth, and it sickened her to think that she ever loved him. But the Hughes family were master manipulators, every last one brimming with deceit.

Jessica drove out to her mother’s trailer after the doctors cleared Barbara and released her from the hospital to pick up a few things. Her mother was going to stay at her place, and Jessica knew that she would be glad for the company.

Jessica had always worried about her mother out here, living in the middle of nowhere, so far from help should something happen. But every time that Jessica brought it up, her mother would bat it down, assuring her daughter that nothing was wrong and how she was completely safe. But now the unthinkable had happened, and it had occurred when her mother was watching Annie.

Jessica parked near the trailer, staring at the point of collision where the kidnapper’s vehicle crashed into the old Airstream. Metal and glass and bits of the interior surrounded the trailer, and Jessica prayed that her daughter wasn’t injured during the wreck.

Jessica approached the trailer cautiously, almost as if she were afraid that she would find her daughter’s body among the wreckage. But all she found was some discarded police tape that had fallen from across the trailer’s door.

Jessica stepped inside the trailer, the interior in disarray, and realized how lucky her mother had gotten with the few injuries that she sustained.

Dishes, clothes, glass, and wood covered most of the floor. Jessica carefully picked up items she thought her mother would wear and stuffed them into a bag she found in the closet.

Slowly but surely, Jessica worked her way toward the back of the trailer, but amongst the adult shirts and pants that were scattered along the floor, Jessica came across a small shirt, and she froze.

It belonged to Annie. The blue floral pattern along the front had been one of her favorites, and she always liked to wear it when she visited her grandmother because of the flowers that she and Barbara would pick in the fields.

Jessica stared at the shirt for a long time, studying it like her daughter was still wearing it. She slowly reached for it, her fingertips gently pinching the cloth together as she brought it close to her face.

Despite the twelve hours since her daughter was taken, Jessica still smelled her daughter on the cloth. She closed her eyes and pressed her cheek against the shirt. It was warm from the hot morning.

The bed was nearby and still intact, and Jessica sat on its edge, holding the shirt to her chest. Tears filled her eyes until they ran down her cheeks and dripped onto the shirt.

The day Jessica gave birth to Annie and she was able to hold the life that she had carried inside of her for nine months, it was that moment that her life became bigger than herself. She had made something that was unique and beautiful and kind, and she swore that she would do everything she could to protect it. And she failed.

How could all of this be happening? Wasn’t it enough that she had gone through that public shaming from the divorce? Wasn’t it enough that her personal life had been put on display for mockery and ridicule? Hadn’t she suffered enough at the abusive hands of a husband who had only thought of her as another piece of property he owned?

Alone in the trailer, Jessica cried. All of the grief that she hadn’t allowed herself to feel when she was told Annie was taken came pouring out of her. And she let it come. Because she needed to be strong for what came next.

Once the tears had run their course, Jessica wiped her eyes and then forced herself to finish packing her mother’s things with shaking hands.

With a full bag, Jessica stepped out of the trailer and headed for her car. But as she rounded the front of the trailer, she glanced back at the point of the collision and froze.

A breeze blew by, flinging her bangs across her eyes and blocking her vision, and she quickly brushed them aside to make sure her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her. Jessica dropped the bag and slowly walked over to the bird splayed out in front of the trailer.

It was dead and lying on its stomach with its wings fully extended. It hadn’t been dead for long, showing no signs of rot. But the bird’s neck had been twisted so that even though it lay on its back pointed away from Jessica, the head was positioned to look directly at her. When she locked eyes with the bird, a memory surfaced and she was transported out of the sunshine-soaked field and into darkness.

Jessica was suddenly cold and wet, and the scent of animal droppings filled her nostrils. She lay on a dirty floor, locked away in a cage. Beyond the bars of her captivity, something lurked in the darkness, shuffling, lumbering, and even though she couldn’t see it, she knew it was watching her.

Jessica opened her mouth to scream, and she returned to the present, back into the field with her mother’s trailer. She retreated a few steps before she collapsed backward onto the grass, shaking her head and hyperventilating.

“No. No-no-no-no-no.” Jessica shut her eyes, her heart pounding so quickly in her chest that she thought she was going to have a heart attack. “They caught him.”

It took a few minutes, but Jessica finally regained control of her breathing, and her heart rate slowed. She unclenched her hands, which had dug into the warm earth beneath the tall grass, and Jessica slowly rose to her knees, wiping her palms off on her jeans.

In the thirty years that had passed since she was returned to her parents, Jessica had never experienced a vision like that. In fact, she had never remembered anything. The only lingering souvenir she had was the scar on her shoulder, but even that had faded over time.

But that bird had triggered a memory, returning her to a darkened room where she was haunted by a faceless man.

But they had caught the man who had abducted her and the other children. He was arrested, tried, and convicted. It couldn’t be the same person. It was impossible.

Jessica remained on her knees, trying to convince herself that was true. Because it was. But when she finally stood and glanced back at the bird, she felt like something was watching her, something beyond her line of sight.

Jessica turned to the north and took a step back. A few hundred yards away from where she stood was the silhouette of a person.

At first, she thought that it was just a mirage, a trick of the mind. But the longer she stood there staring at the figure in the distance, the more she was convinced it was real. Just like the bird.

Someone was out there. Someone was watching her.

When the figure finally turned to leave, Jessica rushed back to her car, leaving the bag of her mother's clothes and the bird and Annie's shirt as she quickly climbed behind the wheel.

Jessica started the car, shifted into drive, and then slammed the accelerator to the floor, rocketing the car forward. She left a wake of flattened grass behind her, and the old Toyota struggled on the rough terrain. The land was flat enough for a two-wheel drive car to navigate the small mounds of dirt, but the unpaved ground slowed her speed, the car struggling to peek over thirty miles per hour. The RPM dial revved, and the sedan bounced wildly over the terrain.

A forest was nearby, and Jessica veered the car in that direction, thinking that the figure might have run there to hide. The land flattened out at the bottom of one of the nearest hills, and then the forest came into view.

The forest was too thick to drive the car through it, and Jessica parked at the edge of the woods. Frantic, she sprinted from the vehicle, leaving the door open as she stumbled between the trees. But even with the sun shining, in the middle of the day, her eyes wide open, Jessica saw no one.

Had she seen nothing more than a figment of her imagination? Only a manifestation of the trauma of her past?

That had to have been it, because like she had said to herself before: they had caught the man who abducted her thirty years ago.
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Forensics didn’t provide any new updates after Mills returned to the station, and he spent some time sifting through the tips from the Amber Alert, none of which provided any new leads. Mills followed up on his request for Lyle Wilks’ phone records and found that he was telling the truth about his contact with the Donovan girls. He hadn’t reached out to them.

Mills leaned back in his chair, hands folded on top of his head, remembering what Wilks had said about Jessica Donovan and her past.

Because while Mills had been in the town for the past three months, he hadn’t fully acclimated himself to the history and gossip of the city. He knew that every small town had its stories. Some good, some bad, but he wanted to discover where Jessica Donovan fit in those stories.

Mills started with public records and was not surprised to find that Jessica had lived in Maples her entire life. She had gotten a passport right before her marriage to Darren, and the only stamp on that was a trip down to Jamaica, which Mills assumed was their honeymoon, but she hadn’t been out of the country since that date eleven years ago.

Aside from a handful of speeding tickets and parking violations that had been spread out throughout her driving career, she hadn’t run into any trouble during her teens and early adulthood. But when Mills scrolled back toward her childhood, that was when things became interesting.

Thirty years ago, Jessica Donovan was listed as a missing person. Her parents, Barbara and Jason Donovan, had both been present when they filed the report, which was taken by an Officer Chris Jenson. The man was probably retired now, but Mills appreciated the notes that he jotted down, which had been digitally transferred into the system of archives.

In the report, the mother stated that Jessica had been playing outside in the front yard while Barbara was in the kitchen. Barbara left her daughter alone outside for “only a few minutes”, but when Barbara walked back out onto the front porch, Jessica was gone.

Barbara scoured the neighborhood, screaming her daughter’s name, but didn’t find her. When she knocked on her closest neighbor’s door, which was a half mile away, they hadn’t seen anyone come or go down the road.

The report concluded that the suspect might have pulled Jessica into the nearby woods that surrounded the home, but after a thorough sweep of the woods by both her parents and authorities, they found no trace of the girl. It was as though she had vanished into thin air.

Within the first twenty-four hours, the authorities had issued a massive manhunt, including state police and federal authorities, but after three solid days of searching the countryside, they found no new evidence.

The officer’s detailed notes ended after that first seventy-two hours, but that changed four days later.

Seven days after Jessica Donovan was mysteriously abducted from her front yard, disappearing without a trace, she was suddenly returned.

Jessica had been placed in the backyard at sunset, and it was her mother that had spotted her first, the little girl catatonic as her mother rushed outside. Dressed in the same clothes she wore when she was taken, Jessica’s only change in appearance was a massive wound on her left shoulder, which the doctors at the hospital labeled as a “branding.”

Photos were taken of the brand, and Mills saw that it was of a little bird perched on a stick encased in a circle. It was small, but detailed.

Aside from the injury on the shoulder, the medical staff that examined Jessica gave her a clean bill of health, finding no signs of infections or diseases, and no signs of rape.

Of all the things for a parent to hear after a child had been returned to them, Mills knew that information was a welcomed relief.

Once Jessica was given the all-clear by the doctors, the police were called in for questioning. They asked Jessica to describe the person who abducted her, asked her if it was someone she knew, asked her where she was taken, all of the standard questions.

But after nearly an hour in a room with Jessica and her parents, the little girl had said nothing, retaining that catatonic stare. Even when they took the parents out of the room and brought in a specialist from the FBI, Jessica still remained silent. It was like the week of her kidnapping had been completely wiped from Jessica’s mind.

It wasn’t uncommon for a child to forget her memories after a traumatic event. It was a coping mechanism, protecting the child’s fragile psyche.

Mills leaned back, surprised that Jessica hadn’t divulged this information during their initial conversation.

“California.” Sergeant Vaughn walked up from behind Mills and stopped on the left side of the desk, dropping an empty Styrofoam cup into Mills’ trash bin. “What’s the status on the Donovan girl?”

“I followed up with the biological father, and his lack of interest in both Jessica and Annie Donovan seem to be true, as far as his phone calls are concerned.” Mills rocked forward in his chair, pointing to his computer screen. “Did you know that the mom was abducted thirty years ago and then returned home a week later?”

“Yeah, the Catch and Release kids,” Vaughn said, giving a little shrug of his shoulders. “Everyone knows about that.”

Mills tilted his head to the side. “I didn’t know about that.”

Vaughn scowled. “Scared everyone in Maples half to death and had every mother and father locking their kids up. And then it started happening throughout three states.” Vaughn studied Mills’ reaction. “You really didn’t know, did you?”

Mills scrolled through the file on the screen. “The same person that took Jessica took other kids? That wasn’t noted in her file.”

“Well, no one knew at the time just how big everything had gotten,” Vaughn said. “It wasn’t until they caught the guy that they discovered all of them were connected. The guy kept mementos of each of the kids that he took.”

“How many kids did he take?” Mills asked.

Vaughn exhaled, shaking his head. “I don’t know. I think the number was somewhere around twelve, but—”

“Jesus fucking Christ!” Mills slapped his hands on the desk and used the leverage to lift himself out of his chair and into his superior officer’s face. “First Jessica Donovan’s report of threats isn’t filed, and now this information is withheld? What the hell is going on here?”

Vaughn had slunk back, working his mouth like a gaping fish, but remained speechless.

Needing to cool off, Mills walked to the door and stepped outside into the afternoon air, but the sun only flamed the heat of his temper.

Mills knew that taking this job, moving to this place, it would mean changes. He’d had to get used to things moving a little slower than his normal pace. He’d have to get used to the fact that he wouldn’t have the same resources, but he didn’t think that the same level of inept decision-making would have followed him here.

“It’s like a disease that just can’t be cured.” Mills bowed his head and rubbed his eyes. He couldn’t escape it, just like he couldn’t escape the duty that called him to follow a case through all the way to the end. He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and then nodded to himself, ready to get this done.

Mills quickly returned to his desk, grabbed his keys, and headed for the door before Vaughn regrouped and brought the lieutenant or even the captain into the fold. He could head to the library and hope that they kept better records there. If the abductions were part of a larger case, he knew that local media would have covered a lot of it.

But Mills only made it a few steps out the door when his phone rang, and he saw that it was Jessica Donovan.

“Ms. Donovan,” Mills said. “What’s—”

“I remembered something,” Jessica said, the words rushing out of her in quick succession, stumbling over one another, as if they didn’t get out fast enough they would vanish from thought. “Something about my past.”

“I’m assuming this has to do with your abduction?” Mills asked. “Ms. Donovan, if you—”

“Just meet me at my house,” Jessica said. “You have the address.”

The call beeped in Mills' ear, and she was gone. He stared at the phone for a moment, thinking about calling her back, but decided that whatever they needed to say to one another should be in person.
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Jessica struggled to sit still on the drive home from the hospital. Her mother hadn’t said much, and Jessica didn’t mention what she found at the trailer. She was still trying to sort it out herself, and she needed to compile all of those clouded thoughts and memories into a clear, coherent message before the detective arrived at the house.

“Jessica?” Barbara asked, her tone solemn. “Is everything all right?”

Jessica adjusted her grip on the wheel, her palms sticking to the plastic. She hadn’t realized she was squeezing it so hard. Her head was pounding again, her mind swirling through fragments of a past that she couldn’t put together. “I don’t know, Mom.”

Barbara gently touched Jessica’s arm, and Jessica relaxed. “Talk to me.”

Jessica frowned, unsure of how she was supposed to continue with all of this, but then she finally cleared her throat and nodded. “Do you remember when I was taken? Thirty years ago?”

Barbara nodded gravely. “It was the worst week of my life.” She licked her lower lip, and then winced and touched her sprained shoulder. “I didn’t think you remembered any of that.”

“I didn’t,” Jessica said, then shook her head to correct herself. “I mean, not really. But I just remembered something when I went to the trailer to pick up your things. I saw— What the hell?”

Jessica eased on the brakes after she turned onto her street. Up ahead was a sight that had plagued her during the trial. News trucks, cameras, lights, and reporters clogged the road, all of them eager to get the scoop on the latest Donovan tragedy.

“These people are unbelievable!” Barbara huffed. “Not a shred of decency in them. Nothing!”

“Just act calm, Mom,” Jessica said. “All they want is a reaction.”

Jessica kept a slow pace on her approach to the house, the reporters flocking to her like moths to a flame. The cameras and microphones grazed the windows, and Jessica nearly knocked one of the sound guys backward as she opened the door in her driveway as questions were hurled at her with a rapid-fire pace.

“Ms. Donovan, what can you tell us about the case?”

“Does this have anything to do with what happened to you as a child?”

“Does your ex-husband know? Has the Hughes family reached out?”

“Does her real father know?”

“What are you feeling?”

“What can you tell us?”

Jessica had learned the hard way earlier in her divorce that engaging with the reporters only caused more trouble than it was worth because no matter what she would say, or didn’t say, it would be twisted into something to work toward their version of the truth.

It was some of the worst tabloid journalism that she had ever seen. But those people did whatever was needed to sell papers, or get clicks, or get whatever they collected these days. But they wouldn’t get anything out of her, not today.

When Jessica wouldn’t budge, they turned to her mother, driving a wedge between them before Jessica could reach her mother’s outstretched hand.

While Jessica had restrained herself, Barbara hadn’t the same practiced patience that was required when you were unwillingly thrust into the spotlight.

“You should all be ashamed of yourselves!” Barbara thrust her right arm down, forcing her way through the wall of bodies, and grabbed Jessica’s hand. With one hard pull, Jessica rescued her mother from the hyenas nipping at their heels, and she quickly ushered both of them up to the walkway.

The horde at their backs, Jessica struggled to get the key into the lock, surprised at their aggressiveness. They hadn’t been this bad during the trial. But this was something different. This was the scent of real blood in the water, and they had lost all of their inhibitions.

Once her mother was through the door, Jessica quickly sealed it shut and then leaned back against the solid wood, catching her breath while the horde continued their feeding frenzy outside.

“I can’t believe those people.” Barbara’s face was red and sweaty from the heat.

“C’mon, Mom.” Jessica gently took Barbara’s hand and then led her down to one of the spare bedrooms. “You need to rest.”

Barbara didn’t protest, and Jessica noticed a limp in her mother’s gait as they walked down the hallway. Barbara groaned a little bit when she rolled onto her back in the bed, and she took a deep breath before she shut her eyes.

“You shouldn’t have to go through something like this,” Barbara said. “No matter what happened, no matter what you did, you don’t deserve this. And neither does Annie.”

When Barbara opened her eyes again, they were glassy and red. It was the first time that her mother had brought up the trial or the affair. Barbara Donovan had always held a very black-and-white worldview. Something was either right or wrong. She didn’t see any grey.

But Jessica supposed that people changed. Even stubborn mothers.

“I’ll get you some water.” Jessica left her mother to rest and then tried to find her own strength as she walked down the hall and into the kitchen. When she reached for one of the glasses in the cupboard, her phone rang. It was Detective Mills.

“I’m outside in my car, but because of the news horde, I can’t tell if you’re home yet,” Mills said.

“I’m inside,” Jessica said.

“See you in a second.”

The call ended, and Jessica stared at the glass in her hand. She wasn’t sure how he was going to respond to the news. She still wasn’t sure how she was going to tell him.

A heavy knock at the door sounded the detective’s entrance, and Jessica checked the peephole to make sure that he was alone. The news crews had given him much more space than Jessica and her mother, but that was only because he was police.

Jessica opened the door just wide enough for Mills to squeeze through and then snapped it shut, then locked it for good measure.

“They got so close to me I almost shot one of them,” Mills said. “Are you all right?”

Jessica nodded. “I’m fine.”

The pair lingered in the foyer for a moment, both floundering at what to do next. Or at least Jessica felt like she was floundering. She didn’t know where to start.

“You said you had some information that you wanted to share with me?” Mills asked.

“Yes.” Jessica cleared her throat and then gestured toward the living room. “We can talk in there.” She let Mills enter first, and when he didn’t sit down, she twisted her fingers together. “Are you thirsty? Hungry? Can I—”

“I think it’s best if you tell me what you know,” Mills said.

Jessica nodded and found the nearest seat, which happened to be the love sofa. She had picked it out with Darren when they first moved into the house together. It had been their first purchase as a married couple. “When I was three, I was abducted.”

Mills said nothing, his dark brown eyes studying her from a distance. His stare bordered between empathetic and clinical.

“I was taken for a week,” Jessica said. “I don’t know why I was taken, and I don’t know why I was brought back. I couldn’t remember anything when the police questioned me. I’ve never really remembered anything after all of these years.”

Jessica paused again, waiting to see if Mills would interject, but when he remained silent, she continued.

“I drove out to my mother’s trailer to pick up some of her things, and while I was out there, I found something.” Jessica stood, clutching her hands together. “It was a dead bird.”

Mills raised his eyebrows, the first crack in his stoic gaze.

“I don’t know why, but it triggered a memory from when I was abducted.” Jessica frowned and stared at the floor. “I think. All of it is still really hazy.”

“What did you remember?” Mills asked.

“I was in a cage, locked away in a dark place,” Jessica answered, drifting back into the nightmare. “It stank like… animal droppings.” She shut her eyes and then shook her head. “That’s really all there was, I’m sorry. This was stupid.”

“There was a dead bird next to you when your parents found you after you were returned,” Mills said.

Jessica looked up. “What? I don’t remember that.”

Mills walked closer, and the intensity of his gaze made it impossible for Jessica to look away. “What else do you remember?”

“I-I don’t know.” Jessica stepped away from the detective, and collapsed onto the couch. “I don’t even know if what I remembered was real. The man—”

“What man?” Mills asked.

Jessica shut her eyes, her head pounding again. “I thought I saw a man—person, standing in the fields around my mom’s trailer when I went to pick up her clothes. I saw the dead bird when I was leaving, and then I saw him, and—”

“What did he look like?” Mills asked.

“I don’t know, he was too far away,” Jessica answered. “I don’t even know if it was a man.” She shook her head, rubbing her eyes. “God, I don’t know why I can’t remember.”

Mills was quiet for a moment, and then he stepped closer. “The police report mentioned that you had a brand on your left shoulder. I’d like to see it.”

Jessica hesitated. Only a few people had seen it. And while she had grown used to its presence over the years, she never wore anything that exposed it. “Why?”

“I’d like to examine it myself,” Mills answered.

Jessica nodded and then lifted up her left shirt sleeve. The brand had faded a little, and the growth of the flesh had obscured the details of the bird, but you could still tell what it was.

Satisfied, Mills stepped back. “Why didn’t you tell me about all of this before?”

Jessica studied the detective, recognizing his tone. She’d become familiar with it over the past six weeks as the town rallied against her, coming after her with torches and pitchforks. “I told you that I didn’t remember anything from that time in my life.”

“And now that your daughter has disappeared, it all comes rushing back?” Mills asked.

Jessica stiffened, clenching her fists at her sides, arms rigid as she walked up to the detective. “The only thing that I want is my daughter back. And if you think that I would have anything to do—”

The detective’s phone rang, and Mills held up his hand while he answered. “This is Mills.”

Anger flooded through Jessica, her response hanging on the edge of her lips, waiting for Mills to finish.

“Yeah, just give me a minute.” Mills ended the call and was already on his way toward the door when he looked back to Jessica. “I’ll follow up with you in a little while, Ms. Donovan.” Mills stopped and turned at the door, looking back at her while it was still closed. “Do me a favor and make sure that you stay in the house.”

Jessica stepped toward Mills just as he opened the door, but he slipped outside, slamming the door shut.

Jessica’s anger froze her in place. It wasn’t until her mother joined her in the living room that Jessica finally blinked.

“Are you all right?” Barbara asked.

Jessica stared at the door, listening to the sounds of the wolves that were still barking and scratching to get inside. She couldn’t believe her reality. After the hell that she had just gone through, she thought that she had earned the right to a little peace and quiet. And she nearly had it.

The news had stopped rolling footage of her walking to and from the courthouse every day, and the harsh letters and threats had stopped arriving in the mail. No more spray paint on her driveway calling her a slut. Even most of the folks that she passed on the streets didn’t bother to look at her anymore. She had kept her head down and avoided confrontation, because she knew it was a losing battle.

Because people didn’t care about the explanation. When the mob caught one drop of blood in the water, the rules changed. Jessica had been nothing but chum in the water since all of this started. And just when she thought that she had been bled dry, the world found a new vein to drain.

“They’re all going to think that I had something to do with this,” Jessica said. “The reporters, the news channels, they’re all going to say that I got rid of my daughter.” Her voice grew thick and phlegmy, and the anger that had flooded through her just moments ago now hollowed out her bones. Her eyes watered, and when the first tear fell, she dropped to her knees, her legs buckling, and then she sobbed, blinking away the tears that darkened the blue carpet in random polka-dot patterns. “They think that I killed my little girl.”

Barbara came to her daughter’s side, kneeling with her on the floor, and draped her one good arm around her daughter like a protective shield. “You listen to me. And I want to make sure that you listen very, very carefully. This isn’t your fault. None of it.” She gripped Jessica’s arm and shook it. “You need to be strong for Annie, because you’re the only person that’s going to do that for her. You’re the only person that she’ll be able to count on. Do you understand me? Only you have that strength. Not the police, not the reporters, just you.”

Jessica took a few rattling breaths, and she wiped the snot and tears that covered her upper lip and cheeks. She looked to her mother with glassy eyes, the woman who had raised her, who had done her best to try and provide a good life for her daughter despite their own family’s tragedy. “Maybe you were right, Mom. Maybe our family is cursed.”

Barbara brushed Jessica’s bangs off of her forehead and then tucked her hair behind her ears. She shook her head. “Curses, bad luck, it doesn’t matter. Because we will make it through this.”

“How?” Jessica groped for the answer like a man treading water in the open ocean, searching for a life raft. She desperately wanted to know that she was going to survive, but with the storm raging around her and no life preserver to keep her steady, she didn’t believe she could. “How did you do it all those years ago, when I was taken?”

Barbara smiled sadly, keeping a tight hold on her daughter. “I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t do anything but think about getting you back. I wanted to hold you in my arms.” She gave Jessica a little shake. “Just like now. To rock you back and forth and never let you out of my sight again. I made all kinds of promises to God, and at the end of every day when I still didn’t have you back with me, I cursed the same God that I had asked for help.” She looked down at the floor, and her expression slackened, revealing her age. “I didn’t know what I would have done if they had never found you. I kept thinking that I was being punished for something that I had done in my past, punished for something that I didn’t even know was wrong, and that it was my fault that you were taken. But that wasn’t true.” She turned back to look at her daughter. “Just like it’s not your fault that Annie was taken. So the first thing that you can do for yourself is lift the blame. Don’t let it drag you down, Jessica. Because it will, and once you’re beneath those waters, it will drown you, and you’ll never come back up.”

Jessica’s eyes watered again, and she looked to her mother. “Thanks, Mom.”

“I love you, sweetheart.” Barbara kissed Jessica’s cheek and then squeezed her tight. “We’re going to get through this. We’re going to get Annie back.”

Jessica nodded, her anger gone. “Do you really think it could be the same person that took me?”

Barbara took a deep breath, staring blankly at the floor as she gave a subtle shake of her head. “I don’t know. But I don’t see how the police could have been wrong about the man that they caught. I mean there was just so much evidence in his house. He had items from every child he took. Even you.”

Jessica nodded and then remembered the shadow that she had chased in the field by her mother’s trailer. There was a familiarity to that figure, just as there had been familiarity with the dead bird which triggered her memories.
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The moment that Mills stepped out of the Donovan household, he was swarmed by reporters. They were on him thicker than bees on honey, poking and prodding him with their equipment, which stung just as bad.

“Detective, can you tell us anything about the investigation?”

“Do you have any suspects?”

“Is this connected to the same abductions that happened in Maples thirty years ago?”

Mills maintained his poker face all the way to the car, reciting the standard press response during an investigation. “I cannot comment on an ongoing investigation. Thank you.” He shouldered his way through, flung open his car door, and slammed it shut.

The reporters remained by his window, their questions muffled by the steel and glass, but Mills didn’t stick around. He started the car and drove off, leaving a trail of exhaust and unanswered questions in his wake. And he hoped that the reporters choked on both.

Back in Los Angeles, Mills had been involved with his fair share of reporters that chased big cases, and while the news crews in Los Angeles were more invasive than what he was experiencing in Maples, these reporters had an untamed hunger that had a wild, desperate quality to it. They were like toddlers demanding more dessert when they hadn’t even touched their vegetables.

Once the house and the rest of the clamoring reporters were in his rearview mirror, Mills reached for his phone. Don Reeves had called him, one of the station’s forensic techs. He said he had an update on the paint found on the trailer.

“Don,” Mills said, one hand on the steering wheel. “It’s Mills. What did you find?”

“Hey, Mills,” Don said. “Yeah, it looks like the paint came from a brown Ford F-150 pickup truck. Based off the type of paint that was used, along with its age, I’d say that you’re looking for a late 90s, early 2000 model. I’ve emailed you the results as well, and also sent copies to your sergeant and lieutenant, so everyone is in the loop.”

“Thanks, Don.” Mills ended the call and tossed his mobile in the cupholder. He pulled over in a nearby bus lane and parked so he could use his laptop. He would be able to run the description of the truck on the DMV database to see if he could get a hit.

But judging by the number of trucks that he saw on the road every day, he tried to keep his hopes from spiraling out of control.

First, Mills checked on the truck that Lyle Wilks owned, but discovered that the man owned a 1995 Chevy Silverado.

Mills then typed in the description and received three hundred and forty-one results. He narrowed those down to anyone living within the Maples zip code, and that purged all but seven. He then cross-referenced the owners of those trucks for criminal records.

Mills bounced his leg nervously as the computer struggled with the spotty internet connection. That was probably the only thing that he missed about LA. No matter where he was, there was always a cell tower within reach for him to get a signal. And it was fast too. But out here in the middle of nowhere, even the internet seemed to take its own damn time.

When the results finally loaded, Mills saw that only one of the owners with a truck matching the description from Forensics had a record. It was a misdemeanor, and it was ten years old, but it was the best lead he’d had to date.

Mills grabbed his rover off the dash and then keyed in for Dispatch. “This is Detective Mills, requesting assistance.”

It was quiet for a moment, then whoever was working the radio blared back. “Copy that, Detective, what’s your status?”

“I’m on my way to check out a possible suspect in the Donovan girl’s capture, and I need backup at the location.” Mills glanced down at the address that he’d pulled up on the computer. “The address is for a Ken Seethers at 645 Grand Ave in West Maples.” He clicked off the talk button and then studied the misdemeanor charge. It was for carrying without a permit, and Mills frowned. That would have been a felony charge in California.

“Copy that, Detective, we’ll have a unit meet you there.”

“Make sure they hang back,” Mills said. “I don’t want to spook this guy. Advise that suspect is most likely armed. He has a misdemeanor from ten years ago. Bar fight, but the cop that made the arrest also made a note that he was carrying while intoxicated.”

“Received, Detective,” Dispatch answered. “But this is Kansas. My grandmother carries a gun.”

Mills rolled his eyes and then set the rover back on the dash. Nearly everyone south of Hollywood Boulevard was strapped too, but that didn’t make it legal.

He entered the address into his GPS and then flipped the lights as he sped toward the location, hoping that he could get some answers that eluded him. Because Mills remembered Jessica Donovan mentioning that Ken Seethers had been the person who found out about her affair, and now he was wondering if Mr. Seethers’ interest in Ms. Donovan had broadened to include her daughter.
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The only light in the basement was the single flicker of a candle, but it could barely cast enough light for Annie to see anything but the dirty floor where she sat and the cage she was trapped inside.

A dampness clung to the air, along with the same animal smell from the drive here, which made it hard to breathe.

But as dark and frightening as it was, Annie was alone, and that was better than being with the man that had taken her. He never showed his face, always keeping it covered with a black mask. She didn’t think there could be anything more frightening than not being able to see a person’s face.

The man was big too. Bigger than her daddy, bigger than any person that she’d ever seen before. Annie had always wondered if giants existed, and now she had her answer.

Annie tucked her knees into her chest and then rested her chin on top of her knees, wrapping her arms around her shins and squeezing tight. She had been doing that a lot lately since her mother had been gone. It was a way to help her feel safer. Her grandmother had shown her how to do it. She said that it always made her feel better whenever she got scared.

She missed her grandmother. She missed her mommy and her daddy. She didn’t understand why she couldn’t see them. It hurt not being with them. It hurt more than she could bear.

It had been a long time since the man carried her down here. Long enough for her tears to dry, but not long enough to have forgotten why she shed them. She was terrified that she would never see her family again.

And now, with her voice raw from screaming, Annie could only sit and watch the candle flicker back and forth in the corner.

The candle was old, the wax dripping down in several runny layers. They had lit candles once last year when Annie was three after the storm had knocked out their power. It had been a horrible storm. The wind howled and buckled the doors and windows. Thunder cracked, and lightning split the sky into little pieces. She was just as scared now as she was back then.

But her mother had told her something that night after the power had gone out and the storm was raging around them, like monsters trying to get inside.

Annie was sitting in her mother’s lap, sitting just like she was right now. She felt her mother’s steady heartbeat on her back and her mother’s hot breath that tickled her ear. It smelled sweet, like her perfume. And her mother said, “Do you see that light, Annie?”

Annie nodded, shivering as she watched the candlelight flicker back and forth. There were a lot of candles that had been set out, but she remembered her mother pointing at one candle in particular.

“It burns so that it can protect us from the storm.” Jessica pointed toward the window, where there was nothing but shifting shadows, the branches of trees scraping against the glass. It hurt her ears, and even now, in the basement, she clamped her hands over her ears to protect herself from that awful sound. “Because as long as there is light, darkness can’t get inside, and if there is no darkness, then there are no monsters. Because monsters are afraid of the light.”

Annie stared at the candle all night, the flame reflected in her eyes, clinging to its light as tight as she clung to her mother. And slowly, over time, the voice of her own fear hushed, and she walked to the window, staring out into the darkness, facing the storm that was raging outside.

Watching the lightning more closely now, Annie realized that the lightning was fighting the darkness too. She turned around to look at her mother, smiling. “The lightning is fighting back too, Mommy!”

After that, the rest of the storm wasn’t scary. And sitting on the cold hard ground, locked away in a cage, Annie searched for that same courage.

“The light keeps out the darkness,” Annie said, the light of the flame flickering and reflecting in her eyes. “It keeps out the monsters.”

The door at the top of the staircase flung open, triggering a rush of wind that nearly blew the candle out. But it returned to life after the wind died down.

The man stood at the top of the stairs, looking down at her through that mask with evil eyes that she couldn’t see. Her imagination had gone wild with what those eyes looked like.

Were they like the narrow slits of a snake? Wide like an owl? Focused and cunning like a wolf? Whatever their shape, Annie believed that the man behind those dark eyes wanted to hurt her.

Annie crawled back against the wall, keeping herself away from the monster who walked methodically down the steps, staring at her. When he neared the bottom of the stairs, Annie looked away and locked eyes with the flame that still burned bright on the floor, whispering to herself.

“Light will cast away the darkness,” Annie said. “The light will keep out the monsters.” She repeated the words like a mantra, but while she was unable to stop herself from shaking as the man stood in front of the bed, staring down at her behind that mask, Annie suddenly felt her mother’s warmth around her, just like she had on the night of that bad storm.

“Hi.”

Annie didn’t look up. She continued to stare at the flame, which flickered and wiggled more fiercely now that the monster was close. But it didn’t go out. And that meant that she still had hope. She was still safe.

The monster crouched, and even with the mask, Annie could tell that he was smiling because there was a smile in his voice. “I brought you a present.”

Annie slowly averted her gaze from the flame and focused on the monster in front of her. She frowned at him. She saw no present in his hands. “A present?”

The monster nodded. “But before I give it to you, I want you to promise me something.”

Annie, still skeptical, but intrigued by the gift, tilted her head to the side, squinting at him. “What?”

“I want you to promise me that you won’t cry anymore,” the monster answered. “I know that it might seem scary down here, but there is nothing for you to be afraid of.”

Annie studied the monster, unsure of how pure his intentions could be when she was shackled and chained to the wall. It didn’t seem right. None of this seemed right. “But what if I get scared again?”

The monster shrugged. “There is nothing to be scared of, and—” He held up a long finger, which was covered with a glove. “If you promise me that you’ll be good, I can bring you down some ice cream. How does that sound?”

Annie loved ice cream, it was her favorite dessert. And she was getting hungry again. She glanced back to the candle that was flickering in the corner, and as she stared at it, she was able to gather her strength, and that strength told her that she was brave enough not to cry.

“Okay,” Annie said, nodding along. “I won’t cry.”

The monster nodded, smiling again, and he leaned closer. “That’s good. Very good.” He took a seat outside of the cage. “Do you want to know what your surprise is?”

Annie nodded.

“It’s a story,” the monster said. “A story about a prince and a princess.”

Annie smirked. She liked stories about princesses.

“There was once a little boy who was a prince,” the monster said, his voice calm and soothing as he spoke from behind his mask. “He was handsome and powerful, and the heir to a wonderful kingdom. But for him to become king, his father demanded that he marry a princess.”

Annie leaned forward a little more, her fear of this person dripping away. “Did he find a princess?”

“Well, he tried,” the monster answered. “But every princess that came to be with the prince had cruel intentions, and the prince was only interested in a princess with a good and kind heart. And so, one day, the prince went into the streets for dinner, and along the way, he ran into a beautiful young girl that was carrying a cart of oranges home from the market. The fruit spilled onto the cobblestones, and the pair quickly gathered them before they rolled away. The prince apologized for spilling the girl’s fruit, and when the pair locked eyes, the prince knew that he had found the girl that he was supposed to marry.”

Annie smiled, pressing her hands together. “So the market girl was a princess?”

The monster shook his head. “No. And that was the problem for our prince because his father demanded that he marry a princess. The prince was determined to prove to his father that the girl was worthy. That she could be a princess.”

Annie leaned forward, waiting for more. “And what happened next?”

The monster said nothing, and it was here that Annie heard the rattling of his breath, and because he was so close, she could finally see his eyes through the slits in the mask. They were dark and round and beady, and they looked like they could bore right through her soul. Annie was suddenly afraid again.

The monster stood, quickly, and he grunted, the noise loud and guttural and scary, and Annie backed away toward the wall and promptly stared at the light and the candle as it flickered.

The monster stomped around the room, screaming to himself, shouting words that Annie couldn’t even understand. But the monster’s voice shook like thunder as he swung his arms and cried until Annie’s ears would bleed.

“The light will stop the dark,” Annie said, tucking her knees into her chest and squeezing her arms tight around her shins. “The light will stop the monsters.”

The monster stormed over to the cage and gripped the bars, bending the metal, screaming. Annie trembled while she stared at the light, and even though she wanted to cry, she chose to be brave. Because the light would keep her safe. She knew it would. Just like she knew that her mommy would come and save her.


14
[image: ]


The unit that Dispatch had provided Mills for backup waited outside Ken Seethers’ neighborhood. Mills pulled over next to the squad car and rolled down his window. He recognized the officers in the vehicle. Tacks and Fray. They were a pair of rookies whose ink still hadn’t dried on their certification exams. Mills was hoping to have a more experienced group with him.

“Hey, Detective,” Tacks said. “You have a bead on a suspect for the Donovan girl?”

“Might be that way,” Mills answered. “Follow me in, but I want you to stay at least one house back after I pull up.”

Tacks smiled, but there was a nervous energy to his voice. “Are we going in hot? Nail this prick if the girl is inside?”

Mills knew that the rookie was joking, but he wasn’t in any mood to try and play games. “You do nothing but watch the back door for me, and you do nothing until I give an order. Think you can handle that?”

Tacks' cheeks grew a bright red as Mills drove off, but Mills had no sympathy for the rookie. If he had a dollar for every time one of his superiors made him blush when he was fresh out of the academy, he could have retired after that first year.

The houses in the neighborhood where Seethers lived were spaced out. But unlike some of the other residential areas that Mills had seen through the city, this one looked like it had been planned that way, much like the neighborhood where Mills had moved.

Mills had bought the house because it was at the right price, and it was also close to the station. But his home was the only house on his street that had been finished, and he was only one of a dozen houses in the entire neighborhood that had completed construction.

The realtor that Mills bought it from assured him that there were definite plans to finish the development and that he would be one of a small group of people to get triple or even quadruple their investment once things turned around. But Mills wasn’t going to hold his breath.

A lot of the area was still recovering from the housing bubble even after all of these years. And while progress had been made, the unemployment rate in the area was still teetering at four and a half percent, well above the nation’s current average.

Mills drove slowly down the residential road. The odd-numbered houses were on the left, and Mills finally spied Seethers’ house, but he was disappointed when he didn’t see the brown Ford pickup in the driveway. He did notice that the garage door was closed and made a mental note to look inside.

The house was old, and it looked like Seethers hadn’t made any attempt to try and fix it up. The roof was sagging along with the shutters. To call it a fixer-upper would have been kind. Mills parked in the driveway and reached for his rover. He glanced back where he saw Tacks and Fray tucked back a few houses down. To their credit, they did an excellent job of trying to conceal themselves.

“Hang tight,” Mills said. “But if you hear shots, you have my permission to come help.”

“Copy that, Detective.”

A broken stone path walkway connected from the driveway to the front door, but as Mills walked up to the door, he heard a heavy thud in the back of the house.

Instinct caused Mills to pull the weapon, and he moved quickly around toward the side yard, eyes open as his one free hand reached for the rover. “Unit four-six, stand by.” He clipped it back onto his belt and then slowed as he neared the house’s corner.

Based off of Seethers’ prior arrest, Mills knew that the man could be armed. He cleared the house’s corners quickly, and when he entered the back yard, he found Ken Seethers, or some man, in an old boat on blocks.

“Maples Police Department!” Mills said, keeping the pistol aimed at the boat. “I need you to come out here with your hands up! Now!”

The clanking inside the boat stopped. A few seconds later, a pair of greasy hands extended from the inside of the boat and a man slowly revealed himself.

“Are you Ken Seethers?” Mills asked, keeping the weapon aimed at the man.

Ken Seethers showed no signs of aggression, but there was a casual indifference about the man’s expression that didn’t sit well with Mills. “I am.”

“I need you to step down from the boat, and keep your hands where I can see them,” Mills said.

Seethers didn’t move. “What’s this about?”

“Sir, get off the boat, now!” Mills barked the order and as he did, both Tacks and Fray came from around the side and joined them, covering the backside of the boat.

Ken watched the other officers surround him, and seeing that he was clearly outnumbered, he finally stepped down out of the boat.

“Am I under arrest?” Seethers asked, keeping that tone of indifference. “If so, I better see a fucking warrant.”

“Calm down,” Mills answered, holstering his weapon. “Do you own a Ford F-150 pickup?”

“You better have a real good fucking reason to be here, Detective,” Seethers growled the words, his indifference turning hateful.

“You are the owner of a brown 2001 Ford F-150 pickup truck, which was involved in the abduction of Annie Donovan,” Mills said, cutting through the bullshit. “I need to look in your garage.”

“You’re not getting shit without a warrant,” Ken said.

Mills studied Ken. He was a man who had brushed with the law before, and he knew his rights. But Mills’ recent home purchase had made him familiar with certain housing codes. He walked over to the boat and spotted an oil patch on the ground where a bottle of oil had tipped over. “Looks like illegal disposal of chemical substances.”

“You have to be kidding me,” Ken said, looking away from Mills.

“Looks like we’ll take you down to the station and fill out the paperwork,” Mills said. “That should give me plenty of time for a warrant.”
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The ride back from Ken Seethers’ house and toward the station didn’t sit right with Mills. Every time he checked his rearview mirror he saw Ken Seethers staring back with a petulant gaze.

When they arrived at the station, Mills plucked Seethers from the back of the car, brought him inside, and dumped him in one of the empty interrogation rooms until he formulated a plan of attack. The man had said nothing that could implicate him before he was arrested, so Mills knew he was smart. Smart enough to keep his mouth shut. But if Mills could make him sit in that room long enough, even the toughest guys started to get antsy. And all Mills needed was for him to become uncomfortable. It was his way of learning about the truth.

“Mills.” Sergeant Vaughn appeared from behind while Mills studied the monitor that watched the room where he’d put Seethers. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Mr. Seethers here owns the same model truck that struck the trailer where Annie Donovan was abducted,” Mills said, never taking his eyes off the screen.

“Do you know who that is?” Vaughn asked.

“I just told you.”

“Hey.” Vaughn grabbed Mills’ shoulder and spun him around, the sergeant’s face twisted up in a snarl. “You need to listen to me, and you need to listen to me very carefully. There are some people in this town that you do not bring into this station unless you have a really good fucking reason, and Ken Seethers is one of those guys.” He pointed to the screen.

Mills cracked a smile, still having a hard time believing what he was hearing. “You’re joking, right?”

And for the first time in the three months that Mills had been working here, he saw something appear over his sergeant’s face that he didn’t think Vaughn was capable of expressing: concern. Not just concern for himself, but for Mills. And Mills was always under the impression that Vaughn didn’t like him. Or maybe he was just looking out for himself since Mills was his responsibility.

“Sarge,” Mills said. “What aren’t you telling me here?” He pointed back to the monitor while still keeping his attention on Vaughn. “Because right now I’m in the middle of an abduction case, and I’m slowly bearing down on the twenty-four-hour mark, which you and I both know doesn’t bode well for Annie Donovan. The longer we go without a lead, the harder it will be to find this girl. Does this have something to do with Ken Seethers’ connection to the Hughes family?”

Vaughn planted his fists on his hips, bowing his head, his shoulders slumped. He had the same posture as a whipped dog. When he finally raised his eyes, that hardened stare that Mills had come to expect from his superior officer had returned. “It’s your case. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Mills watched Vaughn walk away, and then turned back to the monitors. It was cases like this where politics became involved that had pushed Mills out of Los Angeles and all the way out here to the middle of nowhere. But just like he had when he was LA PD, he couldn’t turn away from the injustice that the system allowed.

Seethers didn’t react when Mills entered the interrogation room, keeping his arms crossed with a general expression of disinterest.

Mills closed the door behind him and then sat across the table from Seethers. He took a minute to adjust the chair, getting comfortable, and then took another minute to gather his notes. It was a process that he repeated until he got what he wanted, and that was for Seethers to speak first.

“You need to let me go,” Seethers said.

“And why is that?” Mills asked, still pretending to put his notes together.

Seethers leaned forward, and a shadow of a smile appeared upon his lips. “I want my lawyer.” He leaned back as if his trump card had already been played and there was nothing that Mills could do now that he had requested an attorney be present.

“And why do you need a lawyer, Mr. Seethers?” Mills looked up from his notes and then leaned back in his chair, glad to see the quick flash of surprise on the man across the table. “I was only bringing you in to sort out that improper oil disposal.”

Seethers fidgeted, anger flashing in his beady little eyes. “I don’t have anything to say to you or anyone else in this department!”

“Why are you getting so defensive, Mr. Seethers?” Mills maintained a polite and casual tone, even continuing to address him as Mr. Seethers to further accentuate his point. “Are you worried about what you might say during our conversation?”

Red flushed on Seethers’ cheeks, and Mills knew that he was getting to him.

“You will not have a job after this,” Seethers said. “You hear me? You might as well pack up your shit and get out because your career is over! You won’t even be able to get a job as a fucking meter maid! You hear me, you prick!”

Mills only smiled as he opened the file that he brought inside with him. “Do you have any hobbies, Mr. Seethers?”

Seethers laughed, shaking his head as the anger transformed into hysteria. He flapped his arms together and then crossed his arms beneath his chest and leaned back against the chair, deciding to play the game. “Sure. Yeah. I restore things.”

“It’s good to have hobbies.” Mills nodded, and then removed a piece of paper from the folder. “I have to admit that I don’t have much outside of work.” He frowned. “People keep telling me that I should probably find something, and that it will help me lead a more fulfilling and joyful life.”

Still not amused by the entire ordeal, Seethers only nodded along and finally uncrossed his arms and leaned to the side. “It probably would help you, Detective, because maybe then you wouldn’t keep harassing innocent people.”

Mills tossed his head from side to side, weighing the consideration. “You’re probably right. You know I did use to have a thing for photography. I mean I really got into it. I had the camera, the lenses, even got a nice computer with a program to edit. It was a lot of fun.” He pointed at Seethers. “You look like you might have a good eye for photography.”

Seethers shook his head. “No. I don’t believe that I would.”

“Ah, C'mon, you should give yourself more credit than that.” Mills leaned forward, still keeping the piece of paper close to his chest. “Why don’t we do a little test, huh? See if you’ve got the eye.”

Seethers shrugged, his shoulders bobbing with the same apathy as his eye roll. “Sure. Why not?”

“I took these early this morning, so let me know what you think.” Mills slid the pieces of paper onto the desk, face up, exposing photographs of the crime scene and the wreck of the trailer, and once Mills was sure that Seethers was looking at them, he shifted gears, dropping the friendly guy tone, and then quickly pounced on the opportunity while he had his defenses down. “Why’d you hit the trailer with the truck, Ken?”

One quick glance at the pictures of the crime scene and Ken immediately looked away.

“You want to tell me why you lost your temper and decided to attack Barbara Donovan and abduct Annie Donovan when you crashed your truck into that trailer?” Mills gradually raised his voice, a technique that he learned while he was still in LA. It was like raising the temperature in the room. It was so the person who it was aimed at didn’t realize that it was affecting them until they reached the boiling point.

“I didn’t do any of this shit.” Ken slid the nearest picture that was close to him away and then leaned back into his chair, crossing his arms, and looking away.

“Your truck matched the description of the vehicle that struck the trailer,” Mills said.

“I want my lawyer.” Seethers pursed his tight lips, the words barely escaping his mouth.

“And when I show up to your house, you won’t let me see that truck,” Mills said.

“I. Want. My. Lawyer.” Seethers raised his voice, anger replacing the apathy that he had so expertly displayed just moments before.

“How long had you been looking at Annie Donovan?” Mills asked. “Did you see her in the news? After all of that coverage from her mother’s divorce trial? Were you trying to get Jessica Donovan’s attention? Did Darren Hughes tell you to do something—”

Seethers lunged forward and slammed his forearms on the desk with a force that nearly broke the old table in half. “I want my fucking lawyer!” Spittle flew from his open mouth, some of it landing on Mills’ arm.

And as Mills stared into the empty black void of Seethers’ eyes which was framed by a righteous, angry face, he knew that Seethers was guilty. He just needed to prove it.

But before Mills had a chance to capitalize on the moment, the door flung open and Lieutenant Monroe stepped inside. “Mills, my office now.” He quickly stepped out and slammed the door shut behind him.

Mills stared at the closed door, knowing that he was about to face the wrath of a man who had no love for him. But Mills didn’t change his demeanor when he got up to leave. He tapped the pictures on the desk. “I’ll just leave these here, make sure that you have something to look at while I’m gone.”

Ken smiled. “Nice knowing you, Detective.”

Every officer in the department caught a good look at Mills on his way toward Monroe’s office. They all knew he was a dead man walking, and so did Mills. But it had been a risk that he was willing to take, and it was a risk that he would make again. So long as he still had a badge.

The lieutenant’s door was still open when Mills reached the office, and he saw Monroe behind his desk, Sergeant Vaughn beside him, and a third man near the door that Mills didn’t know.

“This is Fletcher Williams,” Monroe said, gesturing to the unidentified man. “He is Mr. Seethers’ attorney.”

Mills looked to Williams and saw that he was dressed in an elegant suit and tie, sporting a Rolex on his left wrist.

“Detective, I understand that you’ve been speaking to my client without my knowledge,” Williams said, then produced a piece of paper from his coat pocket. “I’ve spoken to your lieutenant, who informed me that you believe my client has something to do with the Annie Donovan abduction?”

“His truck matched the description of—”

“My client no longer owns the truck that you’re looking for,” Williams said, handing over the piece of paper that he held. “You’ll see that the truck was sold yesterday on that bill of sale.”

Mills took the paper and opened it up, confirming what the lawyer had just said.

“I’ll be speaking with my client to see if he wants to press charges, and if he does, you’ll be hearing from my office soon.” Williams tipped his forehead and quickly dismissed himself, leaving Mills alone with his superiors.

Mills carefully folded the paper up and then waited for the fiery hell of judgment to rain down on him. The only thing that he cared about at that moment was making sure that he didn’t lose his badge because he knew that it would be easier to find Annie Donovan if he still had access to the department’s resources. But he wasn’t backing off this case now. No matter what.

“Do you have anything to say for yourself?” Monroe asked, his tone mirroring that of a father addressing a son who had just gotten sent home from school.

“Extenuating circumstances called for me to—”

“Oh cut the crap, Mills.” Monroe stood and then stepped around his desk. “Do you have any idea how many civil rights laws you broke? If Seethers decides to go after you, then the department will have a crisis on our hands.”

“Seethers won’t go after the department,” Mills said. “If anything, he’ll come after me.” He opened the bill of sale up and showed it to Monroe. “You really think he sold his truck yesterday? You really think that all of this is a coincidence?” He looked back out of the office in time to find Seethers walking out with his lawyer. “Or does knowing the Hughes family get you a free pass in this department?”

Monroe’s cheeks reddened. “Last time I checked, there was no crime against working for the Hughes family. Until we get word back from the lawyer, I want you on suspension.”

“Sir—” Mills made it one step before Vaughn cut him off, the sergeant putting himself between Mills and the lieutenant.

“Lieutenant, Mills is the only detective on staff right now,” Vaughn said. “I don’t think it would be a wise move to throw him off the case. He saw a lead, and he chased it.”

Lieutenant Monroe shifted his gaze between Vaughn and Mills, and then when it looked like he was done deliberating, he finally waved his hand. “Fine.” He looked down at a piece of paper, and then quickly snapped his head back up when a secondary thought popped into his head. “But I want both Detectives Palmer and Diggs called back from their time off.” He looked at Mills. “And when they do return, I will be placing Detective Mills on suspension.”

Mills took a step forward, but it was Vaughn who intercepted him, pulling the detective back through the door and answering for both of them when he said. “Yes, sir.”

Vaughn closed the door behind him and then ushered a still slightly-confused Mills back to his desk. “Listen up, Mills.” He shoved Mills down in his seat. “I’m not going to be able to stop the suspension, but that was going to come regardless. That was a stupid move bringing him in.”

“Sarge, I—”

“I bought you a little bit of time, so if you’re as good as I think you think you are, it should be enough to either close this thing or accept the fact that the little girl is gone,” Vaughn spoke in hushed and hurried tones, and he glanced back at the lieutenant’s closed door before delivering his final thought. “The Hughes family owns cops, politicians, they own half the town. So whatever you do, remember that, because if Ken Seethers was involved in this in any way, then you can bet your ass that it also had to do with Buckley Hughes. And that is one man you don’t want to piss off.”

Mills studied his sergeant, trying to get a read on the man, and when he finally spoke, he found that his own voice had dropped to a whisper, as if there were spies everywhere. “Do you think that the Hughes family had something to do with Annie Donovan’s disappearance?”

“I’m saying that if Ken Seethers is involved, then it’s most likely that so is the family,” Vaughn said. “But you don’t even know if that is legit.” He pointed to the paper in Mills’ hands. “Find the truck. See where it leads. If you run into a dead end, then it’s a safe bet that Seethers was involved somehow. But you can be damned sure that the Hughes family lawyers will have dotted all their I’s and crossed all of their T’s on this one.” He stepped back and straightened up. “Good luck, Detective. I mean that.”

Mills remained at his desk and watched the sergeant disappear into the back of the building, still processing what he’d heard. Still thinking, he looked to the wall where past officers were honored for their work, along with the patrons who had helped pay for the very building that held their facilities, and he saw the name Hughes written in large, bold letters.
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When Mills drove to the Hughes estate, he expected to find a large house, but to label what the Hughes family had built as a house would be wrong. Even calling it a mansion was a stretch. The Hughes had built a small city that was most likely larger than Maples itself.

The entire estate was surrounded by a twelve-foot brick wall that was covered in ivy. The wrought-iron gates opened automatically from some control booth on the inside of the property, and the first thing that Mills saw when he entered was the security booth and an armed guard staring him down as he drove toward the house.

Once past the gate, the estate opened up into a sprawling yard spotted with several smaller buildings, gardens, paths, and fountains that stretched for at least a half mile, which then brought you to the house itself, which was a behemoth.

The stone and marble and iron that adorned the walls, statues, and windows were a symbol of not just decadence and wealth, but of power and security. It was more castle and fortress than estate and home.

Mills shut his door, and a valet took his keys, informing him that the driveway was to remain clear at all times to be able to receive guests.

“Your vehicle will be ready for you upon your exit from the estate.” The valet spoke with a high-toned voice and an accent that sounded as if he were trying to pass off an English accent, but it wasn’t quite there.

Mills forked over the keys and then declined the water that was waiting for him by the butler at the door.

The massive doors swung shut with an authoritative thud, the doors sealing like a tomb, and soon Mills would face the monster that guarded the treasure that lay inside: the truth.

Mills followed the butler from the foyer and down a side hallway. The man walked with a bit of a goosestep, and every time he brought his heel down it struck with a clack that became a hypnotic rhythm that echoed down the hallway.

After what seemed like a half-mile hike, the butler came to a stop outside two double doors, not as grand and massive as the front doors, but they had scrollwork done on the wood, which was a finely-polished dark mahogany color. The butler turned the brass knob, which sported a large H on the front, which Mills had noticed on all of the other doors that they had passed.

The butler opened the door, and Mills stepped into a small study. The smell of wood and cologne mixed with the old musty pages of the books that lined the walls. The room was drafty and cold, almost like it had been cut off from the rest of the house, which could have been the reason why Mills was brought here instead of the more welcoming areas of the home.

The walls were lined with bookshelves, all of which were filled with a mixture of books and decorations. A floor-to-ceiling window comprised most of the space on the left wall and shone sunlight on a desk that looked heavier than Mills’ car. A crystal chandelier hung above it.

A sizable wooden chair sat behind the desk, looking more like a throne than a desk chair. Another massive H was carved into the back, and the length of each armrest was embroidered with small knobs.

Two more chairs sat on the other side of the desk, smaller versions of the main chair. The seats didn’t have any cushions, and Mills figured that they were designed with style over comfort. Everything about this room was meant to be intimidating. It was why he was brought here.

Mills wandered around the room, looking at the books and the decorations. Most of the literature were non-fiction works centered around the law, business, or finance, but he did find one copy of Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged when Darren Hughes entered the room.

“Detective,” Darren said, the butler shutting the door behind him. He crossed the room and shook Mills’ hand. “What can I do for you?” There was no effort to be cordial in his tone, and Mills picked up that this unexpected visit was dampening his schedule.

“I appreciate the time,” Mills answered.

“Yes, and time is short,” Darren said, folding his hands in front of him.

With no offer to sit down, Mills figured that he’d need to work the guy a little bit before he managed to open him up. Darren looked like a lawyer, dressed in what Mills figured was some sort of Italian silk. It was tailored well, showing off Darren’s physique, and the man carried himself with a confidence that made him fully aware of himself. In other words, Darren Hughes was an asshole.

“I wanted to ask you questions about your daughter’s abduct—”

“She’s not my daughter,” Darren said, spitting out the words plainly. “Or did you not see my divorce all over the news?”

Mills nodded. So he was a Grade-A asshole. “Of course. I understand that you emancipated the girl from your family name?”

Darren didn’t adjust his posture, didn’t give away whatever was running behind those ice blue eyes, which were accentuated by the slicked-back hair. The man had shark eyes. “The girl has no blood relation to me at all, and therefore, she is not my responsibility.”

But she has your eyes, Mills thought. “When was the last time you saw Annie?”

Darren’s right nostril twitched and he puffed up his chest a little bit. “It was the day I received the results of the paternity test. I don’t recall the exact date.”

Mills nodded, but he wasn’t sure if he believed him. He imagined that date was ingrained into Darren Hughes’s mind because it was the day that he realized that he couldn’t always get what he wanted and that blind loyalty caused relationships to brittle over time.

“How did that make you feel?” Mills asked, picking at the scab which he knew was still fresh. “I mean you helped raised this little girl for what? Four years?”

The only part of Darren’s expression that changed was around the eyes. The skin twitched, and he partially closed his lids to narrow his field of vision, imagining all of the ways that he wanted to kill Mills for speaking to him in a manner in which he wasn’t accustomed. Mills was beginning to get the picture painted of what it might have been like to be married to this guy.

“It was difficult,” Darren answered.

“I bet,” Mills said. “So you filed for divorce, which was a very public mess, but from what I saw in the papers, it was you who was branded as the victim.”

“My wife had an affair and a child that wasn’t mine,” Darren said. “What would you call it?”

Mills leaned his head from side to side. “A few words come to mind. Unfortunate, bad luck, getting-what-was-coming-to-you.” He shrugged. “But I don’t think I’d call you a victim.” He gestured to the room. “I mean, what kind of a victim gets to live in a place like this?”

“Did you come here to berate me, Detective?” Darren asked. “Because I can assure you that I’ve had enough of this ordeal and I am more than willing to put the past behind me.”

“I know you do, pal, but here’s the thing.” Mills closed the gap between himself and Darren. “Your father’s crony owned the same truck that was used to abduct Annie, and I can’t help but think you’re the kind of guy that refuses to let something go. I mean, how could you? It’s probably how your family built all of this. Conquer, manifest destiny, all of that shit.”

Darren relaxed his face a bit, and it was the first time since he walked into the room that he showed any kind of emotion, and the arrogance he emitted was enough to make Mills think about ending his career now and punching the guy out. “I heard that was a misunderstanding by you during the investigation, but it was all cleared up.” He smiled. “So if that’s all, Detective…” He nodded and then walked toward the doors, the butler opening them before he got close.

“You’re not untouchable,” Mills said.

Darren stopped. He kept his back to Mills for a moment, and then slowly turned around, his smile widening and exposing the canines which looked too sharp to be human. “Have a good day, Detective.”

Mills remained in the study after Darren had left, and when he made no move toward the door, the butler again sealed him inside alone.

Every fiber in Mills’ body was on fire. He couldn’t believe that someone could have been that arrogant, and he had lived most of his life in Los Angeles. The Hughes family took self-worth to a whole new level.

Mills walked out of the building, followed closely by the butler, and when he stepped out through the front doors, his car was waiting for him as promised. He took the keys from the valet, climbed inside the car, and drove off, making a mental note to have his car checked for bugs when he got home.

Because as the Hughes estate faded in the rearview mirror behind him, Mills knew that he wasn’t the only one gathering information at that meeting. And Mills was starting to doubt that he’d find anything useful in Ken Seethers truck after he tracked it down.
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Mills made good time on his way to Kent once Maples was in his rearview mirror. He made sure to flip the lights, so people got out of his way, but traffic was light.

The address for the new owner of Ken’s truck was commercial, and the moment he saw the business sign out front, Mills knew he would be in trouble.

It was a junkyard.

Mills pulled into one of the small parking spots in front of the run-down building that was no bigger than a roadside diner. The place looked like it should just go ahead and join the scrap heap that it was charged with guarding.

A hot breeze kicked up dust when Mills stepped out of the car, and he squinted from the sun, even with the shades. With the way that the day had been burning so hot with these bright blue skies, he wouldn’t be surprised if they caught some rain.

Mills kept his shades on when he entered the building and found an old man propped up on a stool, reading yesterday’s newspaper. It wasn’t until Mills stood directly in front of the counter and rang the service bell that the old timer put the paper down.

“Yeah?” The old man wore an old Pepsi trucker hat and sported a pair of glasses with lenses as thick as Coke bottles. He had a scraggly white beard crawling over his face and neck in patches, and he was missing all but a handful of teeth that were arranged sporadically along the man’s gums. The man was a raisin with a poorly-drawn face.

“Did you buy a 2001 brown Ford F-150 yesterday?” Mills reached for the bill of sale that the lawyer had given him from his back pocket and forked it over.

The old man didn’t look at the note as he set the paper down. “Son, I buy lots of things.”

After the day that Mills had been having, he wasn’t in the mood to play twenty questions. “Do you have the truck or not?”

“Yeah, I got the truck,” the old man said, sliding off his stool. “But I don’t think you’re going to like what you see.”

Mills followed the old man out back to the actual junkyard, unable to move faster than a slow hobble. The old man nearly collapsed twice on the walk out, and once he made it to the back door, he pointed through the glass outside.

“There she is,” the old man said, his voice wavering like his shaky finger.

“No.” Mills pushed the door open, stepping out into the heat, his anger rising with the temperature. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!”

The old man had pointed to a trash compactor in the back of the lot, and right next to the compactor was a freshly-crunched cube that used to be a brown Ford F-150 that belonged to Ken Seethers.

Mills stood there, his breath accelerating, and raked his fingers back through his blonde hair. He cursed and spat and stomped around, but before the anger completely ran out of him, he rushed back to the building, catching the old man before he hobbled back to his desk and hid behind his newspaper.

“You’re the one who bought the truck from Ken Seethers?” Mills asked.

The old man’s pruned face compressed into a thousand wrinkles as he frowned. “Who?”

Mills showed him the name on the sales note for the truck. “Ken Seethers. You bought that truck from him, right?”

“Yeah,” the old man answered, but his tone remained skeptical as he stared blankly at the piece of paper.

“And you bought it from him on the date listed on the paper.” Mills waited for the old man to break the chain of lies, but he was rewarded with no such luck.

“I-I guess so.” The old man shrugged, and then looked up at Mills. “If that’s what the paper says.”

Mills stood there, still not believing what he was hearing. There was no doubt in Mills’ mind that the Hughes family had orchestrated all of this, but the only thing that could break the paper trail that had been created was the shaky memory of an old man that looked two steps from the grave.

But Mills still needed to try, and he pointed back out to the block of glass and metal that was the old brown pickup. “No one touches that, do you understand me?” He spoke loudly and clearly. “No one. I don’t care if the fucking President of the United States wants to take that thing away, it stays exactly where it is!”

The old man took a step back, nodding very quickly. “Yeah, sure.”

Mills marched toward the front door and then shouldered it open, on a steamroll toward his car. He didn’t think that forensics would be able to pull anything off of the vehicle in its current state, but he was too pissed not to try.

But Mills was glad that he was angry, because he knew it would keep him focused. He was about to go up against one of the most powerful families in the country, and it was essential to stay on his toes. Mills had a feeling that the Hughes family wouldn’t bat an eyelash at killing a cop. Especially one that wasn’t homegrown.
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After the detective left, Jessica felt more like a hostage in her own home than the grieving mother whose daughter was just abducted the night before. She had pulled all the blinds closed in the house, blocking out the sunlight.

It was all gloom and doom inside the Donovan home. And as Jessica peeked through the crack of the blinds in the front window, she knew that it wasn’t the first time that the clouds of the despair had hovered over the Donovan household.

“You need to let them be,” Barbara said, sipping water. “It’s like you said, they feed off of this stuff.”

Jessica leaned away from the window, but she continued to pace nervously around the living room. She had a terrible headache, and neither Advil, aspirin, or the ibuprofen that she had swallowed had been able to keep the pounding at bay. “I just can’t stop thinking about what I saw, about what I remembered from the abduction.” She stopped pacing and looked to her mother. “I really didn’t say anything after I was brought back?”

Barbara shook her head as she set the water glass down on the coaster that she had given to Darren and Jessica as a Christmas gift a few years ago. “You were shocked to the bone. You’d been through so much, how in the world would you be expected to remember what you went through? Why would you want to remember?”

Jessica bit her lower lip, hugging herself, her fingers reaching toward the scar on her shoulder. “It just seems weird that I didn’t remember anything.” She shivered. “What if it was so traumatizing that I just blocked it out? God, Annie could be going through the same thing.” She collapsed into a chair and rubbed her eyes.

“Don’t do that to yourself,” Barbara said.

Jessica quickly snapped her head up and glared at her mother. “And what the hell am I supposed to do, Mom? Did you just sit around and pray for me to come home? Huh? I can’t sit here and do nothing like you did!”

The moments the words left her mouth, Jessica regretted them. It was the stress of the day, the struggle of the past six weeks, all of it snowballing out of control.

“I’m sorry,” Jessica said, reaching for her mother’s hand, which remained limp in her own. “I didn’t mean it. Really. It’s just… All of this and what’s going on—”

“It’s fine,” Barbara said, and then gently squeezed Jessica’s hand. Her mouth formed a thin line, and she drew in a deep breath. “I did what I could after you were gone, but it was your father who did most of the heavy lifting. While the fear of what might have been happening to you paralyzed me, it lit a fire beneath your father. I don’t think I had ever seen him so focused in all our years together.” She smiled at the memory even though it was tainted with pain. “He was always so strong. And he had such a sense of duty in him.” She looked at her daughter, still holding her hand firmly. “You should have seen the way your father looked at the deputy who came back to our house after that first forty-eight hours and told him that the search parties were going to be toned down. He almost punched the cop.”

Jessica smiled. “You never told me about that.”

“Oh, yes,” Barbara said, laughing now. “Your father went to every single house in the city, pounding on doors, and organized the biggest search party that this state had ever seen. I mean he got everyone to come out and look for you, and he was able to keep them out too. Because your father was the kind of man that when he lit a fire, people were able to feed off of him.” Barbara smiled, rubbing the top of her daughter’s hand. “It was one of the reasons why I married him in the first place. That fire in him was contagious.” She nudged Jessica. “You always had that.”

Jessica shook her head. “No. I don’t.”

“You do,” Barbara said. “It’s always been there, even if you can’t see it. And Annie has it too.”

“Well, it doesn’t feel like I do,” Jessica said, keeping her head bowed. It was rare for her mother to talk about her father. The few times that she spoke of the man was usually only around the holidays. Christmas had been Jason Donovan’s favorite holiday.

Jessica was little when he died. In fact, he had died soon after she was returned home from her abduction. “Why didn’t they do more?”

Barbara frowned. “Why didn’t who do more?”

“The factory, after Dad’s accident,” Jessica answered. “He died on the job, right?”

Barbara nodded. “Your father loved his work. But I think he had rubbed a few people the wrong way right before you were taken. Management in particular.”

“What do you mean?” Jessica asked.

“The conditions at the factory were… questionable,” Barbara answered. “And your father wanted to change that, so he started setting up meetings with union reps. When his bosses caught wind of it, they told him to stop, but he didn’t.”

“Is that why they didn’t give you more money?” Jessica asked.

“We got a settlement,” Barbara said, shrugging it off. “And it wasn’t my place to ask for more.”

But Jessica wished that her mother had asked for more, because it might have made their lives easier after her father died.

Jessica had always struggled with seeing herself as the girl that didn’t have enough, the girl who was always without. She was the girl that had a piece of her childhood stolen, the girl who grew up without a father, who grew up poor, who grew up thinking there was nothing more than the scraps that the world served her.

It was one of the reasons why she thought marrying Darren was a good choice. He had made her believe that she was more than just some poor girl, at least in the beginning. But now she saw how much that he looked down on her, how much he belittled her and shoved his wealth in her face.

The marriage that Jessica shared with Darren was unbalanced. He had drawn clear lines and laid out the expectations of who she was supposed to be. She was meant to be seen, to laugh and smile, to prepare his meals and keep a clean house. And for a girl that grew up with next to nothing in a town where the most exciting thing that could happen to someone was being recognized at the local high school football game, it was exciting and different. She got caught up in the whirlwind of it all: the cars, clothes, dinners, parties, and recognition.

Because for once in her life, she was more than just the girl who didn’t have enough, she was the girl who had it all. But it wasn’t meant to last. It was a flash in the pan, and all of her joys turned sour on her tongue after a few years.

The gloss that coated everything tarnished, and the blinders she wore were taken off, and she saw the man and the family for the rolling pieces of garbage that they were. Because while they might have had money, and power, and influence, they didn’t have any decency. Not a single shred.

It could have been those reasons that drove Jessica into the arms of another man, or it could have been Darren’s multiple affairs, but the truth was she had an affair because she wanted to choose her own fate.

Jessica Donovan wanted to be the one in control, and while she might have been the trophy wife of Darren Hughes, no one would tell her what to do with her body.

But that control had now cost her reputation, her life, and her daughter. While Jessica was glad to have her mother in her corner, she knew that her daughter was paying for her sins, because Jessica had piled up more than her fair share in her lifetime.

However, Jessica wouldn’t go back and change the affair, because the affair gave her Annie, and Annie had been the one shining beacon of life after she ended things with Lyle. There was no higher purpose that Jessica had ever encountered in her life than her role of being a mother. She loved Annie with all of her heart. And the fact that she had been so close to breaking them away from the world of such corrupt men only to lose her near the finish line was soul crushing.

“You’ll get her back,” Barbara said, breaking the long silence between them. “Just like I got you back.”

Jessica finally nodded and then looked at her mother. “I know.” She stood, heading to the door to collect her purse.

“Where are you going?” Barbara asked.

Jessica fished out the keys and slid the purse strap over her shoulder as she unlocked the front door. “Somewhere that might help me remember what happened to me. Because if my abduction from thirty years ago is somehow related to Annie’s disappearance, then I need to find the connection.”
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It took some time, but Jessica finally escaped from the house and left the vultures in their news vans back on the lawn. A few of them had tried to follow her, but she sped off, and once she made it to the interstate, she lost them in the thick traffic.

Once Jessica was sure that she wasn’t being followed anymore, she corrected course and headed for her old neighborhood.

“You’re sure you want to go back there?” Barbara looked to her daughter from the passenger seat, arm still in a sling. She was worried, and Jessica knew it. “I don’t think you’ll find anything.”

“Maybe,” Jessica said, eyes focused on the road and gripping the wheel tighter than she should. “But I can’t just sit at home, Mother. I have to try to do something.”

Jessica had wanted to go alone, but her mother had chased her outside, insisting that she come along. In fact, it was Barbara’s commotion that caused the reporters to explode into a frenzy. They thought that some internal family drama would make great news highlights, but Jessica got them both out of there before too much footage was captured, and thankfully Barbara hadn’t said much.

“I’m surprised that they haven’t bulldozed it by now,” Barbara said, adjusting her shoulder in the sling.

“I told you that you didn’t have to come,” Jessica said. “I know how hard it is for you to go back to the house.”

Barbara turned her face away, looking out the window. “I just don’t understand what you think you’ll find there.”

The truth was, Jessica wasn’t sure what she would find. But she thought that going back to the place where she was taken would help trigger more memories from her own abduction. And that might help her find Annie.

It was getting later in the afternoon when they neared the old neighborhood, and Jessica realized that she hadn’t eaten anything since her quick breakfast that she ate at the hotel’s continental offering. But with her stomach rumbling, and that ache spreading throughout her body, she knew that she needed to eat something soon before she passed out.

“Mom, can you open the glove compartment and see if there’s any food inside?” Jessica asked.

Barbara opened the box and shuffled the contents around, but she shook her head, shutting the glove box and coming up empty. “Sorry, hun. Oh!” She picked up her purse from the floorboard with her good arm and then rummaged inside. “I think I had a—yes!” She removed a candy bar from inside and opened the top. “Here you go.”

“Thanks,” Jessica reached for it, and then bit half of the Snickers off in the first bite. It wasn’t the healthiest of lunches, but she had to make do with what she got. And while she knew the sugar crash would arrive in about forty minutes, she still enjoyed the taste of the moment.

The candy bar was gone by the time they passed the first house, and Barbara looked back at it, lingering before she finally faced forward.

“That was Cindy Furrows’ house,” Barbara said. “She moved out years ago.”

Nearly all of the houses in the neighborhood had been abandoned after the factories shut down, and while the Hughes family’s wealth continued to grow, the local economy tanked, and the residents suffered the brunt of it.

Jessica slowed as she turned down their old street, and she broke out in a sweat when she saw her childhood home.

It had remained abandoned since her mother was forced out by the bank after Jessica’s father died at the accident at the factory, leaving them homeless.

Jessica parked in the street. The yard was overgrown, grass and weeds rising three feet in the air after years of neglect. The house was in even worse shape. The left side of the pitched roof had caved in. Most of the paint had peeled off the wooden boards, the windows were shuttered closed, and trash littered the front porch. It was a far cry from the two-story colonial home that Jessica had seen in her family’s pictures.

“Look at it,” Barbara said. “It’s unlivable now.”

Jessica touched her mother’s hand. “I can go alone.”

Barbara kept her eyes on the house, but nodded.

“I won’t be long.” Jessica got out of the car and walked up the driveway.

Most of the memories that Jessica recalled about her time living in this house were drawn from the pictures that her mother had showed her, pictures that included her father.

The old photographs told the story of a happy family. Jessica and her father chasing butterflies in the yard, smiling and laughing with one another. She wished she could have remembered more, and today, she hoped that she would.

The police report had said that Jessica was taken from the front yard, but as she looked at the overgrown grass, she felt nothing. She walked up to the front porch, the steps groaning from her presence, and she placed her hand on the rusted handle of the front door.

Positive it would be locked, Jessica was surprised when the door granted her entry. She stared into the darkened foyer of the house, afraid to enter. While this might have been her home in the past, it now belonged to the ground on which it stood. She was nothing more than a stranger here.

Jessica stepped inside, again the wooden floors expressing distress with every footstep. She wrapped her arms around her, not wanting to touch anything. The hole in the roof had allowed the weather to stain the inside of the house.

Rain had caused rot, and it had become overrun with animals who had let their presence be known by the droppings they left behind.

Jessica moved through the house quickly and stepped out the back door and onto the screened porch, or at least what was left of it.

All but one of the screens had been poked out, and the flat roof sagged in the middle. Beyond the porch was more tall grass, which led to the woods that lined the edge of the property.

Jessica stepped out of the porch and walked through the grass, which brushed against her bare skin, tickling her. She was careful with her steps, aware of the snakes and other creatures that could be waiting for her. But she arrived at the woods unharmed, and she stopped on the edge of shadows of the trees, and waited.

And waited.

Jessica hoped the floodgates would open and a rush of memories would come back to her, but there was nothing. Only trees and rocks and bushes.

“This was a waste of time.” Jessica turned to head back to the car. A stiff, hot breeze blew across her back, and with it came a whisper that grazed her ear.

Jess’s skin broke out in gooseflesh, and she spun around, expecting to find a monster breathing down her back the way that her spine had gone stiff, but she saw nothing except the empty woods.

She paused for a moment, letting the chill wear off, but the sweat of fear lingered even after her heart rate had slowed and her breathing had calmed until another breeze brought the same familiar whisper from deeper within the woods.

“Hello?” Jessica asked, taking a step toward the trees.

When Jessica received no answer, she entered the shadowy forest, unable to stop herself from discovering what lay beyond. Because while she was afraid, she had come out here to find answers, and she hoped that these answers could help her find Annie.

Jessica placed one hand on the first tree trunk she neared, hanging on the edge of the light, standing before the shade of the forest, and she was suddenly here again, but younger. Smaller.

Jessica saw the house. It was newer. And Jessica was standing exactly where she was now. Her left shoulder ached, and someone held her hand, but she wouldn’t look at them. Ice slid down her spine, and Jessica grew still and quiet. Her breaths were shortened and sporadic. She felt like she was hiding from something in the darkness. And then she heard that whisper again in her ear, but she heard the voice clearly this time.

“You know that you’ll always be my princess.” The voice was calm but frightening, and manipulative. “I’m sorry we didn’t get our happy ending.”

Jessica remained frozen, staring at the house. She wanted to look up at the man holding her hand, but she was terrified, and then a hand touched the brand on her shoulder.

“But this will always connect us. This means that you’re mine forever.”

Jessica teared up, but it wasn’t from the pain of the branding, it was only because of him. The man that had taken her. She didn’t want to be his forever. She just wanted to go home. She wanted to see her father and her mother. She wanted to feel safe again.

“Do you want to say goodbye?” The man asked.

Jessica couldn’t speak, her voice muted by shock, but she finally stared down at his boots, which looked huge to her small child eyes.

“It’s okay to look, Jessica.”

Jessica shuddered as if the voice were thunder, but she still couldn’t find the courage to lift her head. She wanted to because she knew that what she was meant to see was important.

The man knelt and then placed a gloved finger beneath her chin. “Look at me, Jessica.” The voice maintained an even-keeled tone, but it held a hint of anger to it now, something that hadn’t been there before, and Jessica felt the storm that was growing in the man. “I said look at me!”

The man lifted Jessica’s chin, and while she didn’t see the man’s face, she saw the clothes that he wore. It was a uniform, and the sight of it pushed Jessica from the memory and she collapsed to the forest floor.

“Oh my God.” Jess’s mouth hung open, and her chest heaved up and down from hyperventilating. The man who abducted her worked at the factory. The same one where her father worked.
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When Mills returned to the station, he knew that the forensic team wasn’t happy about having to drag all of their gear twenty miles north of the city to inspect some kind of junk cube for evidence, but Mills wasn’t bothered by their grumbles. He wanted to know the truth, and the only way he was going to uncover the truth from anyone in this city was to dig it up himself.

Mills made a detour to the Maples PD’s annex building, which remained unmanned, but was under lock and key, and was also monitored by surveillance. It contained all of the overflow paperwork from old cases, and Mills wanted to learn more about the man behind the Catch and Release abductions. Because the trial had occurred in Maples and Maples PD had been the arresting officers, they had the official paperwork and case files involved in the abductions.

The warehouse was massive, and because it was still relatively new, it had that sweet scent of wood that filled the open air.

Mills had always loved that smell. His father had been a carpenter, and growing up, their home always smelled like fresh wood.

It took some time to locate the files, but once Mills had his boxes, he carried them back over to the offices and dropped them on his desk where he immediately started reading.

The man that they had arrested was named Dillon Thompson. He had lived in Maples for ten years, and he was a resident during the three-month timeframe of the abductions thirty years ago.

While Dillon’s escapades stretched over three states, three of the children abducted during that kidnapping spree were children of Maples residents. One of them was Jessica Donovan, another was Ricky Waters, and the last was a Colleen Schultz.

All the abduction cases followed an age pattern of children between three and four years old, but there was no gender preference, the kidnapper taking both boys and girls. And in addition to the branding marks, every child that was returned was also returned with a dead bird, a dove. Always a branding. Always a dead dove. Every time.

After a quick glance at the files, the only elements of the cases that differed were the lengths of time each child was taken and the severity of the injuries sustained during the child’s abduction.

The first kid was only gone a couple of days, and was returned without much bruising or injuries, aside from the branding of the bird. That was consistent across all cases.

But the length of time each kid remained with the abductor increased with every abduction, and the longer the child remained with the predator the more bruises covered their body.

It was as if the kidnapper was slowly losing control, and every child that he took was a test to see how long he could hold out. But that kind of gradual progression could only lead to one horrible and inevitable conclusion, and that brought Mills to the final child.

Gone for almost two weeks, Reggie Miller’s body was returned to the family’s home, and the medical examiner’s report suggested that the boy was killed by blunt force trauma to the head. The boy was also the only victim that was sexually assaulted.

Mills flipped to a picture of Dillon that was taken when he was arrested. His cheeks and eyes were red, the look of a man who had just bawled his eyes out. But Mills imagined that he wasn’t met with any sympathy, and if Mills had been around during his arrest, he knew that he would have acted the same exact way. There was no love lost between the public and pedophiles. They were the scum of the earth, and Mills had no problem with the torture that they received from other inmates after they had been locked up behind bars.

“I’d be crying too if I were you, pal,” Mills said, then examined the depositions.

Several eyewitnesses had identified Dillon Thompson, swearing that they had seen him around parks, or driving past their house, or walking around schools where their children were. And while most of the testimony of these eyewitnesses relied on memories that were several months’ old, the jury ate them up as fact.

Because regardless of a person’s guilt or innocence during a trial, what was more important was the perception of the individual in the community and the severity of their crimes. And one look at Dillon Thompson could make anyone believe that he was a pedophile.

Dillon was unattractive. He was small, fragile, giving the perception that because he was so weak, the only way that he could feel powerful was controlling something even more vulnerable than him. He had small, beady eyes, a prominent forehead, and small nose and mouth. He looked more like a caricature of a person than the real thing.

Dillon Thompson was a janitor at an office, had no education higher than a high school diploma, lived alone, and grew up in an abusive home. The man checked nearly every box on the pedophile checklist, but Mills hadn’t even gotten to the icing on the cake yet, which no doubt was the trump card used by the prosecution.

An anonymous tip had been called into Maples PD about a guy that was looking at some kids in the park and touching himself. They said that they followed him home and gave an address. When the police showed up at Dillon Thompson’s residence and found boxes stashed in a closet with tokens from the children that were abducted, his fate was sealed.

The trial was expedited, everyone wanting a quick end to the proceedings. A high-profile case like this, Mills knew that public pressure to pin the blame on someone was high. And this guy fit the bill.

And while Dillon’s attorneys were able to prove at least three instances where their client wasn’t in the same area as the children when they were abducted, it wasn’t enough to convince the jury of the other nine instances where Dillon wasn’t accounted for. He was a loner, and the general public didn’t trust loners.

But throughout all of the interviews with the police and in the courtroom, Dillon Thompson never confessed to his crimes, even when the gavel fell on the day of his verdict, which came back from the jury as guilty as charged.

As Mills looked over the evidence and the chain of events that led to the man’s arrest, he couldn’t help but think that all of this was tied up too nicely.

This guy, Dillon Thompson, had successfully abducted and then returned eleven kids, killing his last victim, all the while never leaving a trace of evidence or even allowing the children to remember what happened to them after they were taken. And then this guy gets caught by some anonymous tip for fondling himself in broad daylight in the public park?

It was a sudden and drastic break in the abductor’s pattern. Granted, Mills knew that when dealing with unstable individuals like this that they were prone to impulses, and it was usually when those impulses became so strong that the criminal finally made a mistake that led to their capture.

But this… just didn’t feel right.

And while Mills would have liked to question the guy, he wouldn’t get the chance. Six weeks of jail time had been enough for Dillon Thompson to hang himself. Mills imagined that death was better than the abuse he was taking behind bars at the hands of his fellow inmates.

Mills leaned back, rubbing his eyes and trying to wrap his head around how all of this might be connected to Annie Donovan’s disappearance, and he just couldn’t connect the dots.

But before his brain exploded into a thousand little pieces, his phone rang, and he saw that it was Jessica Donovan. “Hey.”

“I need to talk to you,” Jessica said, her voice hurried and rushed.

Mills perked up. “What’s wrong?”

“Are you at the station? Are you there now?”

“Yeah, I’m—”

“I’m coming to you.”

“Jessica, I—” The call went dead in Mills’ ear, and he lowered the phone, wondering where the hell this case was taking him.
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Jessica was a nervous wreck the entire drive from the old house to the police station. But keeping both hands on the wheel helped prevent herself from dissolving into a puddle of mush.

By the time that they arrived at the police station, Jessica’s condition hadn’t improved, and when she finally let go of the steering wheel and walked through the precinct, she felt it worsen with every stare thrown in her direction.

The expressions were all mixed, ranging from empathy and pity to suspicion and anger. But for Jessica, the only thing that mattered was getting her daughter back, so everyone else could talk and gossip and look at her however the hell that they wanted to.

The moment Mills spotted Jessica enter the station doors, he gestured for her and Barbara to come to the back, and they followed him into a small interrogation room, shutting the door and sealing them inside.

Mills sat on one side of the table, while Jessica and Barbara sat on the other. When everyone was settled, Jessica had thought it would be Mills who would start asking questions, but he said nothing and simply arched his eyebrows in a “go on” gesture.

“I had another flashback,” Jessica said. “From when I was abducted.”

Mills sat up a little straighter in his seat, and Jessica knew that his interest was heightened.

“I went back to my childhood home,” Jessica said. “Where I was abducted and then returned.”

“And?” Mills asked.

“The man who took me worked at my father’s factory,” Jessica said. “He was wearing one of the uniforms one night when he came down to talk to me in the basement that he was keeping me in.”

Mills’ expression betrayed nothing of what he might have been thinking. “You’re sure about this?”

“I would have known that outfit anywhere,” Jessica said. “My mother and I used to visit my father for lunch when he worked down at the factory, before I was taken and before he died.”

Mills leaned forward, trying to keep calm. “So what do you think that means?”

“The man who was arrested never worked at the furniture factory,” Barbara said, chiming in for her daughter.

“Is that something that you can confirm?” Jessica asked.

Mills inched his chair closer to the table and then rested his forearms on it and folded his hands over one another. “I know for a fact that Dillon Thompson never worked at the factory. He worked his entire career as a janitor in an office park in downtown Maples. It was where he was employed during the time when those abductions had occurred.”

A mixture of dread and excitement spread through Jessica at the realization. “So that means…” She swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry as she tried to find a reasonable explanation for what was happening. “That means the man who took me, who took all of those kids, is still out there somewhere? And he could be the man who took Annie!”

Jessica quickly stood and she drew in sharp, short breaths. She paced back and forth in the cramped space behind the table.

“Jessica, you need to calm down,” Mills said, putting up a hand, though he remained seated.

But Jessica couldn’t sit still. The walls were closing in around her, and they were going to crush her into the dirt. “He took her. He took her because of me.”

“Sweetheart,” Barbara said, reaching for her daughter’s hand. “You need to sit down.”

Jessica batted her mother’s hand away, thinking of the cage she had been put in. Remembering the stink, the fear, and right now her little Annie was currently going through all of it. “This can’t be happening!” She slammed her fist into the wall. She bowed her head, keeping her back to her mother and the detective as the grief began to set in, and the tears fell silently as she sobbed to herself.

It wasn’t until her mother walked up from behind her and gently placed that familiar hand of strength and comfort that she finally turned around.

Barbara pulled Jessica into her arms, hugging her. “Oh, sweetheart. It’s okay. Everything is going to be okay.”

Jessica knew that the detective was watching, and she knew that the sudden outbreak in hysteria was only going to shake the foundation of her suddenly remembering details about her abduction thirty years ago. But she was overwhelmed, she was tired, and she felt helpless.

Jessica didn’t know how long she took to catch her breath while she rested in her mother’s arms, but when she finally pulled back, drying her eyes with the sleeve of her shirt, she saw that Mills was still watching her.

“I’m sorry,” Jessica said, her voice reflecting her fatigue. She reached out a shaky hand for the chair and then retook her seat.

Mills was quiet for a while, almost like he was waiting for Jessica to say something before he started. She figured that he was probably afraid that she might break down again, but the steady and understanding voice that the detective provided was anything but condescending or irritable.

“Jessica,” Mills said. “I know that this has been a lot for you to go through. And everything that I’ve read and seen with my own two eyes tells me that a lesser woman would have cracked under pressure long ago. But you’re not cracking.” He pointed at her. “This isn’t cracking. This is you feeling it. This is you acknowledging that you can’t do it alone, and I’m glad that you came here to talk to me.”

Jessica drew in a breath and forced a smile, her eyes puffy. “Thank you.”

“A lot of parents try and take control of an investigation like this,” Mills said. “They go off on tangents, hold back information, and try to be the lone wolf. I don’t need you to do that. I need you to do things like this; come here and talk to me. Because any information that you can give me, no matter how small or insignificant you think it is, will help. Trust me.”

Jessica scrunched her face up in anticipation of more tears, but she managed to hold them back. “I know that I’m not alone as I’m going through this, but sometimes it feels that way. Because I know that no one hurts as much as I do about my daughter being gone. No one understands, not really.”

“That’s true,” Mills said, nodding along. “But I’ll help you get her back. I promise you.”

“Me too,” Barbara said. “You’ve had to do so much alone over the years, but you don’t have to do this alone.”

“I know, Mom.” Jessica sniffled and then drew in a breath to help regain her composure. She knew that she was going to need a lot of help if she was going to pull this off, and while she still had her doubts, she started to believe that she would see Annie again. And that was far better than the alternative.

“Here is the plan,” Mills said. “I’m going to get a request for personnel files of folks that worked at the factory during the time that the abductions were taking place. I might be able to locate some individuals that have prior offenses to help give me a starting point.”

Jessica wasn’t sure he’d get the information he needed. Trying to pry anything out of the Hughes family and their corporation was going to be next to impossible. That family wouldn’t give up anything to expose them, especially if it involved helping Jessica or Annie. “The Hughes family won’t just give us anything that could incriminate them.”

“I’ll get a court order,” Mills said. “They’ll go through with it just to keep it out of the papers. The way things are running hot right now with the press, I don’t think they’ll want to risk getting involved.”

“But they controlled the papers before,” Jessica said. “What makes you think that they can’t control the narrative this time?”

“Because they think they’re safe,” Mills said. “They don’t think anyone in this department will go after them. But I will.”

Jessica opened her mouth, but then glanced up at the camera in the top corner of the room, recording their conversation, and she snapped it shut. While Mills might be working on the side of the law, she knew that the family had deep ties within the department. “Nothing. Never mind.”

Mills studied her for a moment, and then glanced up at the camera and made the connection. “Well, I think we’ve made some good progress here.” He collected his notebook and then stood. “If you remember anything else, or think of any other details about your abduction that could help us find Annie, just give me a call.” He walked to the door and then let them out.

Once out of the doors of the precinct, Mills looked back at the building and walked Jessica and Barbara back to their car.

“What’s up?” Mills asked.

Jessica hesitated, but she had no reason to doubt Detective Mills now. “It’s what you said about no one in the department going after the Hughes’. I know Darren had some close ties to the department. But maybe I’m just being paranoid.”

Mills shook his head. “You’re not paranoid.”

The words lingered in the air between them for a moment before they finally permeated through Jessica’s shock. She glanced back at the police building and then looked at Mills. “How many are in his pocket?”

“I don’t know,” Mills answered, which sounded like the truth to Jessica. “All I know is that I’ve been getting some pushback about parts of the investigation. I don’t have anything concrete, but the Hughes family is definitely present in the department.”

“Oh my God.” Jessica touched her forehead, spreading a tingling feeling from the point on her head all the way down her spine and into her toes. She did a half turn, the jerky reaction sparked by the nervous energy that was coursing through her veins. “Do you really think that the police are trying to cover up what happened to my daughter? Are they involved?”

Mills didn’t answer right away, and the hesitation spoke more truth than the actual lie. “I’m not jumping to conclusions, and while I haven’t been around for a long time, I don’t think anyone in the department is capable of taking your daughter.”

“What about turning a blind eye?” Jessica asked, a bite in her tone.

Mills held up his hands. “I’m on your side for this, but I’m already skating on thin ice as it is, and if I get kicked off the investigation, I won’t have the same amount of access to resources to find your little girl. So for now, we both play nice, all right?”

Jessica chewed it over. She knew that was the logical choice, and the last thing she wanted to do was cause problems with the authorities, but after the public trial and the way that she had been dragged through court, she didn’t have any patience left for people who decided to put themselves between herself and her daughter.

“We stick to our guns on this one,” Mills said, breaking the silence. “I’ll follow up on the old case files, and you keep jogging that memory. You’re doing good work. And it might not feel like it, but we’re making progress, okay?”

It was the reassuring tone and the touch of the detective’s hand that set Jessica at ease. It had been a long time since she’d felt a gentle caress from a man, and it wasn’t until he pulled away from her that she realized how much that part of her had been starved.

“Call me if you need anything.” Mills backtracked toward the station and then finally spun around, leaving Jessica by her driver side door and her mother waiting in the passenger seat.

There were millions of thoughts racing through her mind, but there was one that circled to the forefront of all those thoughts, and once it cleared the others, she knew what she had to do.
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When Mills walked back into the station, he immediately walked over to the monitor station that provided the recordings of the business conducted in the interrogation rooms. He knew that other cops were watching. When there wasn’t a lot of action on duty, the interrogation room footage could be better than television.

As he suspected, several officers had lingered behind after the interrogation was finished, all of them chuckling to one another about what they had seen.

Mills broke up their gossip circle and made sure he caught every one of their stares. “Anything you boys would like to share with me?” Most of them were traffic cops, from rookies to guys on the verge of promotion who didn’t have anything better to do.

“Relax, California,” Officer Tacks said. “You know that everybody watches these things. It’s just like reality television.”

“Gotta admit that Donovan chick is a hot piece of ass.” Officer Fray held up his hand and received a high five from Tacks and a round of chuckles from the rest of the group. “I knew she looked good on the television and in the papers, but she’s even better up close.”

Mills grabbed hold of the young rookie’s collar so quickly that the kid didn’t realize he was in a chokehold until he went for that next breath of air. The movement caused the rest of the cops to stop laughing, and Fray tapped on Mills’ shoulder, his cheeks reddening.

“Let me make one thing clear,” Mills said. “I don’t care who the fuck you think you are, or what the fuck you think that you are entitled to, but there is nothing worse than a cop who makes light of a victim’s situation. A little girl is missing, so why don’t you clowns get your asses back to the tip desk and do your fucking jobs!”

Mills released Fray from the chokehold and then flung the deputy to the floor. Fray reached for his neck, and then coughed and wheezed his next several breaths. The other cops said nothing as they helped their friend off the floor and then slowly retreated back toward their desks, all of them with their tail between their legs.

Mills had never been the biggest guy growing up, but he knew how to carry himself, and he was more than capable of handling some young bucks who thought that they were too hot to trot.

Mills took a moment to catch his breath and let the adrenaline run its course. He knew that he’d be no good if he went back to his desk right away. He needed to regroup, so he headed to the vending machine to grab a Coke. It would help take the edge off.

“You know you can get in trouble for that.”

Wallet in his hands and searching for a dollar, Mills turned to find Jillian standing with her arms crossed, hip cocked to the side and a smirk that she seemed incapable of wiping off her face.

Mills shrugged. “I don’t think they’ll say anything.” He turned back around, found a dollar, and then inserted it into the machine, which spat it back out. Too wrinkled.

Jillian appeared in his peripheral on the right side, still wearing that smirk. “You know I’ve come to discover that there are two kinds of cops.”

Mills smoothed the dollar bill on the corner of the vending machine, working it from side to side to help get out the crinkles. “I have a feeling you’re about to share this wisdom with me.”

“The first kind is all machismo,” Jillian said, making a Neanderthal look with her face. “They’re all bronze and no brains, and they join the academy thinking that they’ll be able to fuck shit up with their big bad muscles.”

Mills shrugged as he tried to insert the bill one more time. “My muscles aren’t that big.”

“The second are guys that think they can fix everything,” Jillian said. “Their personal lives are shit, and they don’t do any real work to try and help themselves on that front, but they’re always willing and ready to help someone else sort out their lives.”

The bill was finally accepted, and Mills pressed the Coke button, but it blinked out of order. He sighed and then grumbled to himself. “I don’t suppose there’s a third category that I would fit into that paints me in a more positive light?”

Jillian reached for the Dr. Pepper button, and the machine spat out the can. “Afraid not, California.”

Mills picked up the can from the slot. “I don’t even like Dr. Pepper.”

Jillian plucked the can from Mills’ hands and popped the top, which cracked with a satisfying pshht. She raised it to cheers. “I do.” She sipped it and then walked away.

Mills watched her leave, and after she made it a half dozen feet away, he flapped his arms at his sides. “So which cop am I?”

“You know who you are,” Jillian answered, not bothering to turn around.

Mills sighed. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

Coke-less, and now a dollar poorer, Mills returned to his desk and started his deep dive into the Hughes family history. And the more he looked, the more he realized just how powerful they were and how much influence they had.

Buckley Hughes was in his sixties, married to the same woman for thirty-nine years, with two sons: Darren and Timothy. From the outside looking in, everything that Mills had read about the family seemed to be picture perfect. The family donated to charity, was photographed at fundraising events for various social issues, and were always smiling for the camera. But Buckley Hughes was working on other things behind the scenes.

Over the past thirty years, every congressman, senator, and governor that received a Hughes family endorsement won their respective races. And Buckley Hughes happened to have attended school with the Governor, State Attorney General, and three of the judges on the State’s Supreme Court. The man had his fingerprints over every branch of local and state government.

Mills navigated his way to The Maple Leaf’s website, the local paper, and searched any archived articles relating to the Hughes and their business. One article detailed the thirtieth anniversary since the first factory closed and moved overseas, triggering Hughes Incorporated to eventually send all of their manufacturing plants to cheaper labor markets, causing their profits to skyrocket, and acted as the catalyst for the powerhouse they were today.

Lost in his own thought, Mills didn’t hear or feel the presence of their station’s captain sneak up behind him until the captain uttered one single word.

“Detective.”

Mills spun around in the chair, finding Captain Melvin Peterson standing above him. He was dressed in his usual three-piece suit and tie. He was a big man, a bit of a brute during his days as a traffic cop, if the rumor mill was to be believed. But the man hadn’t softened at all in his old age, and the last time that Mills had spoken to him had been on his first day when he got hired.

“Can I do something for you, Captain?” Mills asked.

“Follow me to Lieutenant Monroe’s office.” Peterson turned and walked away.

Monroe was standing when Mills entered the office, and it was Captain Peterson who walked behind the desk and sat down. Even when he was seated, the man was still taller than most. Mills noticed Vaughn was absent, and judging by the way that Monroe was smirking, this meeting was going to end badly for Mills.

“What is this I hear about you sending a forensic team to a junkyard twenty miles north of the city?” Captain Peterson asked.

“It was for the Annie Donovan case, sir,” Mills answered. He wanted to keep his answers short, sweet, and to the point. While he had never been afraid to rock the establishment, even Mills understood when to shut his trap.

“There was nothing there but a cube of metal,” Peterson said, tapping his knuckles on the desk in three slow knocks.

Mills nodded. “The truck that had been destroyed matched the description of the truck that was involved in the abduction of Annie Donovan.”

“The destroyed truck,” Captain Peterson said. “Emphasis on destroyed.”

“I knew that it was a long shot—”

“Long shot?” Peterson stood, stretching out his big frame as he never broke eye contact with Mills. “Detective, my five-year-old grandson has a better chance at playing forward for the Pacers next year than those techs had at finding any evidence off of that scrap heap!”

“Never say never, sir.” Mills knew it was the wrong thing to say, but he just couldn’t help himself.

To his credit, Captain Peterson didn’t shout, he didn’t jump, he didn’t scream. He simply stepped around the desk and walked right up to Mills, looking down on him with the same expression as a man who was about to stomp an ant with the heel of his boot.

“Detective, I’m only going to say this once, so I hope you’re listening.” Peterson’s voice dropped an octave, and the growl that came out of him was the same as the warning that a bear might elicit once you wandered too close to its den. “You are to conduct this investigation efficiently, and you will not be wasting resources on wild goose chases. This is not Los Angeles, and we do not have the kind of budget that you might be accustomed to affording.”

“I’m sure we could just ask the Hughes family for another donation.” Mills maintained the same steady and even-keeled eye contact that he knew would drive the captain up a wall.

“You’re dismissed, Detective.” Captain Peterson remained standing, towering over Mills, who was forced to turn tail from the office. “And shut the door.”

Mills paused mid-step and then spun around, reaching for the handle while Peterson continued to stare him down until the door was shut.

Mills lingered for a moment at the door, leaning his ear against it, and he heard the low growls from the captain, but he was unable to figure out precisely what he was saying. Mills was positive that the captain was upset.

While no specifics were spoken in that office, Mills understood the underlying message that the captain was trying to get across. On the way back to the desk, an image on the nearby wall caught his eye. It was the donor wall, and there were photos of all the people that helped contribute money to the police department. The last photo that Mills passed on his way back to his desk was of Captain Melvin Peterson and Buckley Hughes, both men nothing but big smiles.
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The candle had burned down to its nub, the wax that had melted forming a puddle over the base of the candlestick holder, but that flame still burned, and with it, so did Annie’s hope. She had faded in and out of sleep for the past several hours, and while she was exhausted, she couldn’t get comfortable on the lumpy mattress.

There were no pillows, no sheets, none of her stuffed animals to keep her company. The monster had brought down some toys for her to play with, but all of them were old and falling apart, making them more frightening than fun.

But while she missed her bed and her own toys, she missed her mother most of all. She wished that she could be in her arms again and feel the warmth of her touch.

Because no matter what was happening around her, when she was with her mother, Annie knew that she was safe.

The longer Annie went without that kind of touch and affection, the more that her hope dwindled like the falling wax of that candle. And while that flame was still burning, Annie shuddered to think what would happen once the light was finally snuffed out and the darkness consumed her.

Annie lay on her side and curled up into a tight little ball, the shadows around the candle inching closer to the light.

The door opened at the top of the stairs, and Annie quickly sat up and retreated to the back wall, pressing her back flat against the cold concrete that sent a shiver down her spine.

The monster walked down the stairs, his face again covered with a mask, but he carried something in his arms. “Hello, Princess.” He stopped at the edge of the cage and then gestured down to the box that was in his hands.

Annie looked up at him, frightened but also confused. Aside from the screaming that she heard upstairs sometimes and the tantrum that he had the first visit down the stairs, the man hadn’t tried to hurt her. And while he’d given her toys, what she wanted was food. She was so hungry that she could barely find the strength to speak.

“What is it?” Annie blinked, and her stomach rumbled with more hunger.

The monster knelt and held out a dress in his arms. It was pink, sparkly, and very, very pretty.

“Do you like it?” the monster asked.

Annie looked at the monster, then at the dress. She moved away from the back of the wall and then crawled to the front of the cage, poking her little finger through the bars and touching the dress that the beast had laid down. She ran her fingers down the fabric of the dress. She smiled. “It’s soft.”

“Yes, that’s because it’s silk,” the monster said. “Do you like it?”

Annie picked up the skirt of the dress, which was covered in pink lace. It looked like a ballerina dress that she had seen one time. “I do.”

The monster made a sound that was a mixture of excitement and anger, but more animal than human. He clasped his hands together. “I’m glad you like it. Do you want to wear it?”

Annie glanced down at the pajamas that she had been dressed in when she was taken. They were dirty and smelly, and while she wouldn’t mind new clothes, what she really wanted was a shower. She picked up the dress and then sniffed it, making sure that it didn’t smell bad. Which it didn’t. It smelled old, though, like some of her grandmother’s clothes.

“Well?” the monster asked. “Why don’t you try it on?”

Annie stood, her legs wobbling on the springs of the mattress, and then pulled the dress through the bars. It was light in her hands and she wiggled her fingers beneath, breathing life into the dress as it moved. She imagined that she would look gorgeous in it, but there were no mirrors for her to see herself.

“Well,” the monster said, still excited. “Go on.”

Annie looked up at the monster and then frowned. “You’re going to stay?”

“Of course,” the monster said. “I want to see how you look.”

“I don’t want to change in front of you,” Annie said, and then glanced over to the flickering light of the candle. “You need to leave.”

The monster said nothing for a minute, and Annie braced herself for another torrent of screams that would make her shiver on the bed, but there was no tantrum, no crying. He simply stared at her.

“Why don’t you want me to see?” the monster asked.

Butterflies swirled in Annie’s stomach. She lowered her head in embarrassment. “Because I don’t want you to. I don’t know you.”

“Sure you do,” the monster said. “I’m your prince.” He knelt and wrapped his big, gloved hands around the cage bars. “And you’re my princess.”

Annie dropped the dress and backed away, shaking her head. “No.” She bumped into the wall, and she jumped from the contact. “I’m not.”

The monster rattled the cage, anger booming in his voice. “Don’t say that! Don’t you ever say that!”

“It’s true,” Annie said, the defiance within her growing stronger and stronger than it had before. “I don’t want you to be my prince, and I don’t want to be your princess!”

The monster opened the cage and grabbed her with both hands and lifted her off the ground, shaking her in the air, her skull thrashing about as she struggled to see straight.

“You don’t mean that!” the monster yelled. “You don’t! You don’t! You don’t!”

Annie was thrown about like a rag doll, and after a solid minute of thrashing, she blacked out.
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The sun was setting lower in the sky, transforming the once-clear blue into dark reds, bright oranges, and light pinks. Jessica had the visor down, both hands on the wheel, trying to keep herself from screaming.

Her daughter had been missing for over twenty-four hours, and Jessica knew what happened when that timeline stretched to the forty-eight-hour mark where the likelihood of Annie being successfully recovered dropped close to zero.

“Sweetheart,” Barbara said, placing her hand on Jessica’s forearm. “Are you all right?”

“No, Mom,” Jessica answered. “I’m not all right.”

Barbara nodded. “Me either.”

“Do you really think Darren’s family would do something like this?” Jessica asked. “Darren helped raise her, treated her like her own daughter until he saw the results of the paternity test.” She shook her head. “But you know what? I’m glad that she doesn’t have a drop of Hughes in her because the Hughes are nothing but poison.” She twisted her grip on the wheel, wanting to rip the leather off the cover. “Look at what they did to our town. Look at what they did to our family. I mean, they didn’t even give you enough to survive after Dad died at one of their factories!”

Barbara remained quiet for a while, and when she thought that her daughter was finished speaking, she opened her eyes and then looked down at the cast on her arm. “I should have pushed harder back then.”

Jessica looked at her mother. “What?”

“After your father died.” Barbara drew in a breath and then sighed, smoothing out the wrinkled bottom of her blouse. “I didn’t fight what they gave me. I was just so lost, so scared about what would happen next. I mean your father was the sole provider for our family. Without him, we had nothing. I didn’t have the means to provide for myself and a young child.” She shook her head and then dabbed her eyes with the short sleeves of her blouse.

“Mom…” Jessica was caught off guard. “Hey. You did what you could for us, all right? I had a great childhood growing up.”

“No, you didn’t,” Barbara said, her voice catching. “We were poor, and I know that’s why you were so keen on marrying Darren. It was a life that you never had. And I don’t blame you for that. But I… I always felt responsible for what happened to you after you married him.” She glanced at Jessica, her eyes filled with shame and regret. “I know what he did to you. And I never said anything.”

Jessica opened her mouth. She didn’t know her mother knew about the abuse. She had never said anything to anyone about it. Not even Lyle, though she knew he saw some of the bruises. It was something that she buried deep down inside. “Mom, I—”

“He was a bastard,” Barbara said, some of the strength returning to her voice. “He was a bastard who didn’t serve any part of you. I’m sorry, baby. I’m sorry I didn’t do more.”

For a while, nothing but the sound of the road filled the space between Jessica and her mother. Jessica took her time, trying to sort through her feelings. She knew that her mother had always been the type of person that never liked to stir up trouble. It had always been a point of contention between them, especially during her teenage years, but the fact that she knew what Darren was doing…

“Why didn’t you say anything to me?” Jessica asked.

Barbara shook her head at a loss for words. “I don’t know… I was scared. Scared of what you might say, of how you would react, and what you might do…” She stumbled over her words and then finally gave up, leaning her head back against the headrest. “You were always bigger than me, Jessica. In every single way possible. You had dreams, you had smarts, you were motivated… I never had any of that.” She shut her eyes. “I wish I did.”

Jessica glanced at her arms, remembering the bruises that Darren had left behind, remembering the pain that she experienced from that man’s touch and the harsh words that he doled out as frequently as his fists.

The abuse didn’t happen until just before Jessica’s affair with Lyle. She had wanted to continue her education, try and get into law school. She had grown bored with being a housewife. But no wife of Darren Hughes would be working again. It was a sign of disrespect. It was a symbol that weakened him.

He was a cruel man. An unforgiving man. But Jessica wasn’t him.

“It’s okay, Mom,” Jessica said, and she reached across the center console and grabbed hold of her mother’s hand. “I don’t blame you. I should have done something about it sooner. I should have reported him or talked to you about it, or… I don’t know.”

Barbara wiped her eyes and then kissed Jessica’s hand. “I know it’s the wrong thing to say, but I think things would have been worse for you if you had gone to the police. I think that he would have tried to hurt you even more to try and prove a point or something. But none of that matters anymore.”

“No,” Jessica said. “We just have to focus on finding Annie. That’s our priority now.”

The pair held hands the rest of the trip back to the house, and Jessica mentally prepared herself for the barrage of reporters that she would face once she passed over the threshold of her neighborhood. She couldn’t believe that the news crews were allowed to get that close, but she also knew that she had no love from her neighbors or the rest of the community. As far as they were concerned, Jessica was finally getting what she had coming to her.

But when Jessica turned down her street, she saw no news vans or hordes of reporters waiting for her return. They were gone. She leaned forward, perplexed at their sudden departure. “What?”

Barbara let go of Jessica’s hand and then pointed ahead. “Whose car is that?”

Jessica squinted and saw the black SUV that was parked in front of the house in the street. The windows were tinted black, and even before Jessica was close enough to see the Range Rover insignia on the front of the vehicle, she knew who was inside.

Jessica pulled into her driveway and then parked, eyeing the dark SUV in her rearview mirror. She shut off the engine, and the inside of the car grew quiet.

Barbara turned around to get a better look at the vehicle. “Jessica, is that—”

“Mom, you should go into the house.” Jessica kept her eyes locked on the SUV in the mirror. She couldn’t see who was inside, but she knew who was watching her from the backseat.

“Jessica,” Barbara said. “We should call the police.”

Jessica shook her head. “They won’t help.”

“Detective Mills might,” Barbara said. “I don’t want you going in there alone. You don’t know what he’ll try and do or—”

“Mom.” Jessica turned back to her mother. She saw the genuine worry on her face, and she was right to be afraid. There was a reason that the Hughes family had gained as much power and influence as they had over the years. Buckley Hughes was ruthless. “I will be fine. Go in the house, and stay there, and I will be inside in a little bit, okay?”

Barbara hesitated, but when she realized that her daughter wasn’t going to budge on the subject, she finally nodded and then stepped out the vehicle. Jessica followed suit, and when she stepped out onto her driveway, she saw the back rear door of the SUV’s passenger side swing open. She looked back to her mother one last time, who had stopped at the front door of the house.

Barbara had a pleading look in her eye that Jessica had never seen before, but it was like her mother had said, Jessica had always been the one to challenge people, to do things, to dream. And right now she needed to channel all of that into finding her daughter. Jessica wasn’t going to be intimidated anymore.

Jessica walked toward the SUV, knowing full well that she was walking right into their hands, but she refused to let anything stand in the way of her doing what needed to be done. She tried not to let her body language reveal how nervous she was. A cold sweat had broken out beneath her clothes, and her staccato-like heart rate vibrated in the hollowed-out portions of her chest. Jessica was desperately afraid. Because when she finally climbed into the car and shut the door, sealing herself inside, she knew that she was looking into the face of evil.
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Buckley Hughes was dressed in the finest dark blue suit that Jessica had ever seen. The stitching was impeccable from the collar all the way down to the cuffs of his pant legs. It had been crafted for one purpose: to exude power.

The black dress shoes, the crimson red tie popping against the crisp white shirt, the gold cufflinks studded with diamonds, the Rolex, even the perfectly-manicured hands and freshly cut hair and clean-shaven face. It was all an image, a reflection of how Buckley Hughes saw himself.

The partition to the front of the vehicle had been rolled up, keeping whatever words were exchanged solely between the two of them. Jessica tried not to fiddle with her hands, but her nerves worsened the longer the silence stretched.

“The press won’t be bothering you anymore,” Buckley said, keeping his eyes straight ahead. He rarely looked people in the eye, and on the rare occasions when he did, people wished that he hadn’t.

Jessica frowned. Buckley Hughes never did anything out of the kindness of his heart, so the fact that he had called off the news hounds meant that he wanted something in return. “Why?”

The question pulled Buckley’s gaze toward Jessica, and she saw the source of Darren’s ice blue eyes. It was like looking at an older version of her husband, one that had sharpened to nothing but harsh angles. She was convinced that the man lived on hate alone.

“You are not to see my son,” Buckley said. “You are not to make any contact with any member of the Hughes family. You are not to visit the estate, you are not to call, you are not to mention my family’s name in any capacity.”

Every word was spat out like a dagger, and Jessica found it hard to believe that she had ever once been part of a family that was so cold and so unforgiving as this one. But this might be Jessica’s one chance at getting information, and she wasn’t about to be bullied into submission. She had gone through too much to let that happen.

“Annie was a part of your family,” Jessica said, holding Buckley’s gaze. “Whether you want to recognize that or not, it’s the truth. There was a time when you called her your granddaughter. And I think you might even love her, if you’re even capable of something like that.”

“What happens to you and that girl is no longer my concern,” Buckley said. “You made that choice yourself when you chose to have an affair with another man.”

“And I suppose I was meant to turn a blind eye to all the women that Darren slept with over the years?” Jessica asked.

Buckley raised his hand, extending a single finger, the motion as slow and foreboding as the words he growled from tight lips. “You are nothing. You are trash. A pretty girl that caught my son’s attention when he was looking for a suitable wife. But you were never the kind of woman that he needed. You were too weak. Like your own mother.”

Jessica knew that trading insults wouldn’t lead anywhere, so she shifted tactics. “I need to know if someone was trying to get back at Darren. I need to know if you have any people that hate you enough to take Annie.”

Buckley laughed. “Girl, I have made more enemies than any man in the country. But you flatter yourself if you think that little child would be worth even a moment of my worry or consideration. I know that, and so do the people who want my head on a platter.”

Jessica figured that was probably true. After the public disownment, it wouldn’t make sense for one of the Hughes family enemies to seek their revenge on something that they didn’t care about. It wouldn’t give them any leverage if they did.

“And you?” Jessica asked, cutting to the heart of the matter. “Did you have anything to do with Annie’s abduction?”

Buckley Hughes was the kind of man that never betrayed his true feelings. He built a wall around himself, making himself impenetrable to the rest of the world. It exuded intimidation and fear and confusion because you never knew what the man was thinking. Just like now.

“I told you that the girl doesn’t concern me,” Buckley said.

Jessica studied his gaze, trying to find any cracks in the man’s defenses, but she found nothing. There was only the cold indifference of a man who saw people only as pieces of machinery to be traded, sold, or bought to further his cause.

Knowing she wouldn’t learn anything else, she reached for the door and let herself out, slamming the door shut after her shoes touched the curb. She only made it three steps before the window rolled down behind her, and she turned to find Buckley leaning toward the window from his passenger seat.

“Don’t let your curiosity get the better of you, Ms. Donovan,” Buckley said. “Your father started to ask questions. Look what happened to him.”

Jessica stepped toward the SUV. “What the fuck did you say?”

The window started to roll up, and the driver sped off, the engine revving loudly and drowning out Jessica’s screams as she chased after the vehicle down the road. “Hey! HEY! WHAT DID YOU JUST SAY!”

But Jessica couldn’t catch up to the vehicle as it sped away, and she stood in the middle of the street, shaking with anger. She had known that their family was evil. She had known they were greedy. Now she believed they were murderers.
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The inside of the fridge was pitiful, sporting contents that would have been more appropriate inside the dwelling of a college freshman instead of a thirty-five-year-old detective who was far past his years of living off of ramen noodles, pizza, and beer.

Mills kept the door open longer than he should have, staring into the contents of the fridge as he weighed his limited options of leftover Chinese food, which he couldn’t remember when he got, or mystery meat in a plastic bag.

In the end, he bypassed both and grabbed the six pack of bottled Miller High Life on the bottom shelf and sealed the rest of the slop inside.

Like the inside of his fridge, Mills’ house was scarcely decorated. And while the place might have been brand new ten years ago, it was already falling apart due to shoddy construction during a time when people were doing whatever they could to scrape by and make a buck.

That was fine. Mills was hardly ever home. Not that he would have called this much of a home in the first place. He had hoped that moving to the Midwest would allow him to get out of the house and explore the wide open spaces and experience nature. But more often than not, he was at the station, looking over old cases or at a bar, trying to figure out what he was going to do when he was at work.

Because while Mills might have been able to take himself out of the fast-paced world of detective work that the big city of Los Angeles provided, he couldn’t take the city out of himself.

Mills sipped from his beer, staring down at all of the case files about the Catch and Release kids that had been taken in Maples. And the more he studied the cases, the more he realized how shoddy so much of their police work had been.

It was clear to Mills that such a thing happening in a small town like this had overwhelmed a department whose most significant concerns were making sure that the Friday night football games didn’t get too rowdy down at the high school.

The person that was behind these abductions, a person that Mills was convinced was still at large, was smarter than the cops chasing him.

Every child that the kidnapper took fit a specific profile, and all of them had come from rural areas where children were largely unsupervised growing up. It might have been different in the cities during the late eighties and nineties when helicopter parents were starting to pop up, but out here in the middle of nowhere, parents didn’t think that they had anything to worry about, and that was precisely what this guy used against them.

Each instance of abduction, the child was always alone, and always near a wooded area. It gave Mills the impression that this person was a hunter, or at least considered himself as some kind of a predator. And based off of the fact that there was never a single instance of a child screaming or thrashing or fighting back, it also gave Mills the impression that this predator was well-versed at speaking with children.

It wasn’t uncommon for kiddie snatchers to study psychology, or assert themselves around areas where children congregated. They wanted to assimilate into a large flock of children and establish themselves as an adult that the person could trust.

Mills set down his beer and then picked up Jessica’s case file. Her arms, legs, and back had been photographed after she had been returned, and Mills winced at all of the purple and black bruises that covered her body. Many of the injuries took the form and shape of fingers and fists, the kind that came from the large hands of a man.

Dillon Thompson, the man that they had convicted for the abductions, had smaller hands, at least smaller than normal. But the state attorneys were able to work around all of that and said that in cases of aggression and rage, bruises could swell larger than the point of contact on the skin. It was enough to provoke doubt in the jury’s mind to set those findings aside and convict the man anyway.

Mills shuffled through Jessica’s pictures until he stopped on the one that documented the brand on her left shoulder. It was the same brand that all of the other children received, and like the others, Jessica’s was fresh on her skin when she had been returned, her flesh still bloody and raw from the knife that had been used to carve the skin.

Mills thought about the kind of pain that would have triggered. He knew that in cases of extreme trauma that it wasn’t uncommon for the victim to wipe their mind clean of any events associated with such pain. It was a way for the mind to protect itself from the physical harm that the body had experienced, and then relayed to the brain.

Mills believe that was why the kidnapper branded the children before he returned them home. The kidnapper needed to ensure that the children wouldn’t remember anything about their abduction, and the trauma caused from the branding wiped clean any pertinent information.

It was smart, and one more reason why Mills didn’t think that the janitor in an office park could have pulled something like this off.

A knock at the door pulled Mills’ attention away from the pictures. He set them down as he walked to the front entrance and picked up his gun along the way. He didn’t have any friends in the area, and after the conversation that he had with his captain and lieutenant, he figured that he might receive a visitor that night, though he didn’t think they’d knock politely.

Mills checked the peephole and then pulled back from surprise. He glanced down at the gun in his hand and tucked it in his waistband behind his back, flipping his shirt over to conceal it, and then, without realizing he did it, he smoothed out his hair and checked his reflection in the nearby mirror before he opened the door.

Jessica Donovan stood under the front porch light. She was still wearing the same clothes she had from the beginning of the day, but her hair had gotten messier, and she hadn’t bothered to fix the makeup that had run from the tears that had dried, her eyes still a bloodshot red.

“Jessica, are you all right?” Mills looked past her to see if she was alone. “What’s wrong?”

“They did it,” Jessica said, speaking the words in a heaving glob. “I don’t know how they did it, or why they did it, but they took her.”

Mills studied the woman who was on the brink of tears. He finally realized that nothing important was going to happen in the doorway, and he stepped aside. “Come in, come in.” He let her pass and then shut and locked the door behind him.

Jessica paced around the living room, glancing around at everything, but never able to focus on a single entity for very long. She was overwhelmed.

“Did you have another vision?” Mills asked, filling the silence when Jessica didn’t answer. “Did you remember something from your abduction?”

Jessica remained silent during her sporadic pacing around the living room. She kept shaking her head, almost as if she were afraid to speak the words that were on her mind. It wasn’t until Mills walked over to her and grabbed her by the shoulders, forcing her to stop, that she finally spoke up.

“It was Buckley Hughes,” Jessica said. “He took her. I don’t know why, and I don’t know how, but he is responsible. That whole fucking family is nothing but monsters!”

Jessica spun away, turning out of Mills’ grip, and he let her go. He knew that she would need space, and he gave her room to breathe.

“All right,” Mills said, nodding along and doing his best to remain calm. “Just tell me what happened.”

Jessica told him everything. She told him about Buckley’s visit, the threat to stay away from his family, and the fact that he might have been responsible for her father’s death.

“I know it sounds crazy,” Jessica said. “And I don’t have any physical proof, but—”

“I don’t think you’re crazy,” Mills said.

Jessica froze, almost as if she wasn’t sure if she’d heard him correctly. “What?”

Mills crossed the empty space of his living room until he stood directly in front of Jessica, the pair locking eyes. “I’m now one hundred percent convinced the man they caught and convicted was not the kidnapper.”

When Jessica said nothing, Mills pulled her over to the kitchen table where he had the case files spread out.

“Everything about the arrest and the trial was rushed,” Mills said, picking up the nearest file. “I mean the guy’s defense attorneys were able to prove that he wasn’t even in the area for three of the abductions. But the combination of the evidence that was found in his house and the fact that he was a loner and he didn’t have a credible alibi for the other abductions, along with the fact that people were out for blood, he was doomed the moment they put the cuffs on him.” Mills dropped the file back onto the table. “And this was all before we had any way of matching DNA samples or hair fibers. I mean, if this guy was still alive, we might be able to retest some of the evidence, but his death in prison put a nice little bow over everything.”

Mills glanced over to Jessica, who had picked up her own case file. She held one of the pictures that had been taken of her bruised body after she was returned. She frowned, studying the images as if they were some kind of foreign language.

“I don’t even remember any of these,” Jessica said, shaking her head. She set one down and then picked up another one, her cheeks growing more flushed the longer that she stared at them. “Oh my God.” She sifted through the photographs faster until she reached the one with the branding on her arm, and then she dropped them back onto the table and covered her eyes, crying.

Mills knew it was hard reliving the worst moments of your life, but he couldn’t imagine how Jessica must have been feeling, wondering what might be happening to her daughter, who he now suspected was taken by the same man who had abducted Jessica thirty years ago.

Jessica dropped into one of the seats at the kitchen table, and Mills walked to her slowly, gently placing his hand on her shoulder, which made her glance up at him with fresh tears.

“He’s going to hurt her,” Jessica said, her lower lip trembling. “Just like he hurt me.” She reached for the scar over her left arm, which was concealed by the sleeve of her shirt.

Mills had been told more than once that one of his biggest problems about being a detective was that he took cases too personally, that he invested himself into the victims in a way that burnt himself out, and it was the reason why he pushed the boundaries of the law and his role in upholding it.

But Mills had always believed that was bullshit. It was his passion and drive that helped him close so many cases while he worked in Los Angeles.

“I want you to listen to me, Jessica.” Mills took a knee by the chair and then glanced up at Jessica with a steady and calm focus. “I will find out why all of this happened. And I swear to you that I will find your daughter. No matter what.”

Jessica stared down at Mills, studying those steadfast eyes. She wiped away her tears before they could fall. “No.” She cleared her throat. “We’ll find her together.”
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The hours passed quickly, and it was already well into the early morning hours when Jessica and Mills finally took a step back to admire the work that they had completed, which took up the entirety of one of Mills’ living room walls.

Every piece of information about the Catch and Release kidnapper was posted to that wall. And the more that Jessica read the notes the police provided in their files, the more she realized how little they knew.

“All right,” Mills said, hands planted firmly on his hips as he stared up at their handiwork. “Let’s see what we’ve got.” He pointed to the first case on the timeline thirty years ago. “The first child abducted was a young boy, aged three, lived in Molsberg, Kansas.” He pointed to the other evidence that they had pinned up. “Like your father, this kid’s dad worked at a factory owned and operated by Hughes Incorporated. The kid was only gone for two days, and his only injury was the branding given right before his return. Like the other children, he had no memory of who took him or where.”

Mills then walked to the next case. “Less than a week later, another child was taken from three towns over in Village, Kansas. Four-year-old girl, gone for five days, and returned with more substantial bruising and the same branding as the three-year-old boy. Again, the child had no memory of who took her, where she was taken, and what happened to her while she was gone.”

Jessica followed along with Mills, pointing out all of the similarities of the cases that spanned three states and a dozen children, all of whom had parents who worked in the factories of Hughes Incorporated.

“And then we have our last child,” Mills said, stopping at the end of the timeline for the abductions. “It happened three months after the first child, and this is the only case where the child was sexually assaulted and then murdered. It was also the only other case where both parents committed suicide after their boy turned up dead on the side of a ditch.”

Jessica kept her eyes focused on the pictures of the little boy that was mutilated and killed. It turned her stomach sour, but she forced herself to look at them.

Evil wanted you to turn your eye, avert your gaze, make you wish that you hadn’t seen it and do everything that you could to forget it. She had turned away from the memories of her abduction, sealing them away in the darkest corner of her mind so she wouldn’t have to relive the trauma she experienced at the hands of her captor. It was the reason why she had looked away from everything that she saw in the Hughes family: the deceit, the vanity, the arrogance, the hate and pain that they brought to everyone and everything that they touched. It was the reason why she kept her mouth shut during the trial, looking away from the curses and dirty words that strangers spat at her once her private life was made public and she was vilified by the very evil that should have been eradicated long ago. Jessica had shut her eyes and looked the other way, hoping that if she kept her head down, that if she didn’t make too much noise, that if she just submitted to their demands, that she would be able to survive and live out her days without being branded with the same hate and pain that filled her now.

However, evil relied on complicity and the inadequacies of the people that it attacked, because it needed both of those to flourish. And now Annie had been taken, Jessica wasn’t going to play by the rules anymore.

“Based off of the fact that every single one of these abductions involved an employee of a Hughes-owned factory, and the memories from your abduction, I think it’s safe to say that whoever did this was employed by the Hughes family,” Mills said.

“I think I know who it could be,” Jessica said. “Ken Seethers.”

Mills turned around, nodding to himself. “Yeah, I was thinking the same. But I already checked into his work history, and the only factory he worked at was the furniture factory. There was no record of him going to other locations.”

“Everyone knows that it’s Ken who does the family’s dirty work,” Jessica said. “When I first started dating Darren, he practically lived at the estate.”

“If I can get the personnel records or tax records from the people who used to work at the factories, we might be able to find a name that jumped around from factory to factory,” Mills said.

“What if it’s more than one person?” Jessica asked. “What if they used a bunch of different guys, made it look like it was just only one person taking all of the kids. Like a cover-up or something?”

Mills tossed his head from side to side as if he were entertaining the idea, but not convinced. “I don’t think so. Something like this, the way that every kid had the same brand, the escalating number of injuries when the kids were returned… No. This was one guy. And he was losing control with every single kid he took. I think that was why the last one was killed and sexually assaulted. He just couldn’t take it anymore.”

Jessica studied the map, studying those sickening pictures, and she just couldn’t wrap her head around it. “But why? Why take the risk of bringing the kids back? It doesn’t make any sense.”

Mills nodded as if he had already considered that thought. “I think the guy wanted to prove how smart he was. I think it was all about control for him, the thrill of lording over what he’d done to these families. It was about power.”

“Sounds like Buckley Hughes,” Jessica said.

But again Mills shook his head, his attention locked on those pictures, wagging his finger at the images. “No. No, this guy was powerless. He came from nothing. He was most likely an outcast, someone who wasn’t accepted by peers or his family. This was all about some kind of redemption for him. He thought that by controlling his impulses, by proving that he could return these kids, that he was making himself better. But this guy could only hold on for so long before he couldn’t take it anymore, and that’s why the last kid was killed.”

Jessica rubbed her eyes and then collapsed into the only chair in the living room. “So why does the guy stop? I mean, wouldn’t he have some kind of impulse to do this again? Isn’t that something a serial-type individual does? Once they cross over to the other side, they can’t ever see themselves the same way again?”

Mills dropped the hand that had his finger extended and then nodded. “Yeah, that’s true.” He took three steps backward but continued to stare at the timeline. “Why did he stop?” He spoke the question as if he were talking to himself, and Jessica watched the man as he worked. The way that he stared at the pictures, the focus, the involvement, Jessica had never met someone so dedicated. Not even Darren. The two men couldn’t have been more different.

Because while Darren was good at his job, and he was intelligent and cunning, there was no joy to his work, no real connection. Not that Jessica believed this kind of work brought Mills any sort of pleasure, but more of a purpose. She respected that about him.

Jessica turned to the wall, her mind suddenly a pile of mush after the long day and night. “I can’t even think straight right now.”

“Uh-huh.” Mills mumbled the response, his attention still solely focused on the wall. The man didn’t even hear what she had said.

“I’m going to steal the money out of your wallet,” Jessica said.

Mills grumbled something, rubbing the stubble that had grown on his chin, and Jessica scoffed as he leaned back into the worn cushion of the recliner. Sleep was pulling her backward, and she knew that if she were to close her eyes now that she would fall into a sleep so deep, it might put her in a coma.

But while Jessica danced on the edge of unconsciousness, she leaned forward as a thought pricked her sleepy mind. “It all happened around the factories.”

Mills continued his staring contest with the wall. “We know that already.”

Jessica stood up from her chair and then stepped in Mills’ line of sight, blocking the board. “We’re trying to figure out why, right? Why this person did what he did, why he targeted only the children of people who worked at the factories? Maybe it was more than just his own wishes. Maybe he was working on someone’s orders.”

Mills blinked and then looked at her, as if he was finally seeing her standing there right in front of him. “Whose orders?”

“The Hughes family,” Jessica answered. “Probably Buckley.”

Mills nodded along, but when he winced, she wasn’t sure that he believed everything that she was saying. “But why would he risk this kind of exposure? Buckley has state officials in his pocket, he has police, the courts, hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if he has a direct line to the President of the United States. Why risk the legal nightmare of taking kids?”

Jessica knew it was a valid point, but Mills didn’t know the Hughes family the way she did. They were people who didn’t just want to flaunt their power, people already knew that they had it. They didn’t just want to showcase their wealth, people already knew how rich they were. The Hughes family thought themselves superior in every fashion, and anyone that got in the way of that image of perfection was wiped off the face of the Earth.

“We need to look into what was happening with the company,” Jessica said. “Around the time of the abductions. They might not have had the kind of power back then like they do now.”

“Well,” Mills said. “I do know that shortly after the abductions ended, Hughes Incorporated started moving their factories overseas.”

“They did?” Jessica asked.

“They were trying to cut costs,” Mills said. “And I guess there was a big movement to unionize around that time so—”

“My dad,” Jessica said, making the connection. “My dad was one of the union members.”

Mills perked up, sensing the same thing she did. “I bet there were other workers at the other factories that were trying the same thing.”

Jessica stumbled backward, collapsing into a chair, brought down by the weight of what they were suggesting. “My father was killed in an accident at the factory, shortly after I was returned.” She looked to Mills. “We need to find out more information about the parents of the other kids.”

Mills nodded. “That’s a good idea.” He cracked a smile, which exposed the dark circles beneath his eyes. “You know, you’re pretty good at all of this.” He pointed toward the wall and circled it with his finger. “You would make a good detective.”

Jessica returned the smile, but when she looked back to the pictures of the last boy that was taken, the one that had been murdered, the smile vanished. “I don’t think I’d have the stomach for it.”

“You’d be surprised what you can stomach,” Mills said.

Jessica noted a sense of regret in the detective’s voice, and she became concerned. “Are you all right, Gavin?”

Mills waved his hand. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

Jessica cocked an eyebrow up. “Are you sure about that? Because the last time that I had dinner at the Hughes estate, they had the Maples Chief of Police over for dinner as their guest of honor. And he and Buckley seemed to get along very, very well. Is there anyone in the department that you trust?” Jessica asked. “Anyone that can help us?”

Mills mulled it over, and it worried her that he was taking to so long to answer, and when the answer finally did come, it wasn’t what she hoped that it would be. “There might be someone, but I still don’t know which side they’re on.”

It was frightening to think that the people who were supposed to be helping Annie could be working against her. She was glad that she had one honest man working with her. “You’re a good detective, Gavin. And I’m glad that you’re here.”

“Yeah, well, you might be the only one,” Mills said. “I don’t know what I was expecting when I transferred out here. Running from problems never fixed anything.”

“Problems?” Jessica asked. “Did you get into some kind of trouble in Los Angeles? Is that why you came out here?”

Mills danced around the subject, but Jessica could tell that something was bubbling beneath the surface, and after a minute of silence, he finally spit it out.

“I left LA because of the last case that I worked,” Mills said. “I was tracking a serial rapist. He’d already ruined the lives of seven women, killing the last two, and I wasn’t getting any closer to catching the guy.”

Jessica frowned. “That’s awful.”

“I ended up getting a tip,” Mills said. “Some random hotline call, but the cop that took it down thought that I might want to check it out. I went over to the address that was listed, and I found the guy with another victim inside.”

“Oh my God.” Jessica touched her neck. “What happened?”

“He freaked,” Mills answered. “He used the girl as a human shield, had a knife to her throat, said he would kill her.”

“What did you do?” Jessica asked.

“The guy had the woman used as a shield, I mean nearly every part of the guy was covered up. But there is a small patch of flesh here—” Mills tapped the small bit of flesh just above his right collarbone. “—where there is no vital organ or veins or bone. It’s just meaty flesh. And I knew that if I could line up my shot correctly, the bullet would go right through the victim and hit the guy’s shoulder. She would have walked away with minimal damage, save for a scar, and the bad guy would be down for the count.”

Jessica hung on every word. “And did you?”

Mills nodded. “Bullet went clean through, right where I wanted it to go. Both the girl and the perp dropped to the floor, and I rushed over to separate them before he could regroup.” He stared at the wall, lost in the memory. “The girl was freaking out, but I told her to keep pressure on the wound and she’d be fine.” He swallowed. “I kept my gun aimed at the rapist. The bullet hit his shoulder, and I knew the wound wouldn’t kill him, but he was bleeding a lot. And even though he’d just been shot, he wouldn’t stop laughing.” He winced. “It was like everything he did was just a game. He told me that he loved raping women. He told me that if he ever got the chance to do it again, he wouldn’t hesitate.”

“He was a monster,” Jessica said.

“He was,” Mills said. “And I killed him.”

Jessica frowned. “What?”

“I shot his head,” Mills said. “Right there as he lay on the floor. I aimed the gun and squeezed the trigger. And then it was done.”

Jessica was quiet for a moment, unsure of how to respond. Unsure of how she felt about it. Obviously the man was a monster, and he should have been put out of his misery, but that wasn’t a detective’s call to make. “Why?”

“It had been inside of me for a long time,” Mills answered. “This anger. This… helplessness. I was tired of the bad guys getting away. I was tired of them getting off on some bullshit technicality. I was tired of innocent people paying the price.” He took a breath. “I told my lieutenant what happened and waited for my judgement. I knew I should have gone to jail. I killed a man in cold blood. But instead my lieutenant kept the information to himself and helped me make up a story about how the guy tried to hurt me. The woman I saved lied for me, corroborating the story. After the dust settled, I asked my lieutenant for a transfer and came out here.”

Mills bowed his head, and Jessica recognized the look. He was waiting for her judgement, waiting for her to tell him that what he did was wrong. But she was in no position to make such a call, because she knew that she would kill the man who took her daughter. No questions asked.

“Well, I’m glad you’re on my side,” Jessica said.

“Yeah,” Mills said. “Me too. And I might know of a way we can get some leverage on the Hughes family.”

Jessica perked up. “How?”

“We go to the press.”

Jessica laughed, but it was nothing but desperation and fatigue. The joyless kind of laughter from a person on the brink of collapse, their feet over the edge of oblivion. “They own the press. How do you think they smeared me during the trial? All it took was one phone call, and the local media put a scarlet letter on my back.”

“I’m not talking about the local press,” Mill said. “I have a guy that I used to work with in LA.” He held up his hand as if this warranted an explanation. “I know that cops generally have trust issues with the press, but this guy I worked with was one of the good guys. He’d never run a story for the sake of getting reads or clicks, and he’d hold it if I asked him to, and that was rare among the sharks that circled the newsrooms in LA. Or any place really.”

“What good is an LA reporter going to do us here?” Jessica asked, and then her eyes widened with the realization of what Mills was trying to get at. “You’re talking about getting national attention?”

Mills kept his cool and walked closer to Jessica, the distance between them growing intimate. “The Hughes family is a huge fish that currently lives in a tiny pond,” Mills said. “But if I can get my guy to run a national story on this, we might be able to push them into deeper waters and drown them.”

Jessica’s first instinct was to say no. The Hughes family had done a fine job in beating her down into thinking that she was worthless and helpless to do anything but cower at their hands. But she was done hiding.

“I know it’s going to expose you,” Mills said. “But it’ll also expose them. The truth will come out. It can’t stay buried forever.”

But Jessica wasn’t so sure about that, because the truth about what happened to her all those years ago was still a mystery locked away in her own mind.

“If this is going to go national, then we’ll need more than just my word,” Jessica said. “Because no matter how big the story gets, I’m still only one person.”

“What do you suggest?” Mills asked.

“I wasn’t the only one that was returned thirty years ago,” Jessica answered. “We should try and contact the other kids that were abducted. We can see what they can remember. They can’t silence all of us.” At least Jessica hoped that they couldn’t.

Mills nodded. “It’s a good idea.” He yawned, quickly stifling the sleepy motion, and then shook his head. “I didn’t think I’d be able to say this after we got started because I was so amped to go, but I’m exhausted.” He looked at Jessica. “Do you want to sleep here?”

The question threw her off guard, and Mills suddenly realized what she thought he was asking.

“No,” Mills said, cheeks blushing and quickly correcting himself. “No, that’s not what I meant at all. I just meant to say that it’s late, and you look tired—I have a spare bedroom.”

Jessica struggled not to laugh. For a man who was so confident in his professional life, it didn’t seem like Mills was good at spending time with the opposite sex. But considering the way that he dove into his work, she thought that he might prefer to be alone.

“It’s fine,” Jessica said. “I’m still all right to drive. But thank you.”

Mills nodded and waved his hand as if he understood, but his ears were still a bright red as he walked Jessica to the door.

Jessica stepped out into the cold night air. It was still and quiet, the kind of silence that you only found in the early mornings. She glanced up at the night sky and saw some of the stars breaking through the clouds. It wasn’t as clear as it usually was on a night like this, and it made it harder to see into the distance. She took a breath and hoped that her daughter was still drawing air. She looked back to Detective Mills, who stood in the doorway. “If I don’t get her back, I’m not going to survive this.”

Mills studied her for a moment, and then glanced up at the same night sky and nodded before he looked back down to Jessica. “Then I guess we better make sure we bring Annie home.”

Jessica nodded. “See you in a few hours?”

“You bet,” Mills said.

Jessica waved goodbye and then walked to her car, unsure if she would be able to find the sleep that she desperately needed when she got home, Jessica hoped that she would be able to save her daughter from whatever terrible fate that her abductor had planned.
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The world passed in a blur as Jessica drove home. She kept both hands on the wheel, the headlights illuminating the barren highway that she followed all the way home. Her eyes were red, itchy, and dry from the long day.

She knew that she wasn’t in the best frame of mind to try and drive anywhere, but she couldn’t stay at the detective’s house. She needed to be home, where she could still feel her daughter.

When Jessica turned onto her street, she was glad to find that the press hadn’t returned. It seemed that Buckley Hughes had made good on his word, as rotten and vile as it might have been. She flicked off the headlights before she pulled into the driveway, not wanting to wake her mother if she was already asleep, and then shut off the engine.

Jessica lingered behind the wheel, looking at the front of the house. She remembered a time when that house was all that she ever wanted. But any kid that grew up dirt poor in small, cramped spaces dreamed of a place that was big and grand and safe.

Safe.

As Jessica grew older, she understood the truth about that word and how it was nothing but a lie. Because there was nothing safe about the world that they lived in. No matter who you were, or what you did, or the sacrifices that you made, you were never truly safe.

Jessica had thought that marrying Darren Hughes would make her safe. Yes, because he had money. When you were poor, you did everything that you can to not be poor. It was like a constant pressure that pushed you down, a relentless enemy that you couldn’t see or hear, but you could feel. And if you didn’t fight back, if you gave up, then it would crush you into nothing. And that was what the world was trying to do to her now. Crush her when she was already on her knees. But she wouldn’t go down without a fight.

Finally, Jessica forced herself out of the car and onto the driveway. She walked up to the path, feet dragging, shoulders slumped, and it took her three tries before she finally managed to insert the key into the lock and let herself inside.

All of the lights were off except for the one light beneath the microwave in the kitchen. But Jessica knew the house like the back of her hand, and she could walk through it with her eyes closed. It was still and quiet inside, even more so than the world beyond the walls.

Jessica moved silently through the house, making her way to the bedrooms on the second floor, her feet padding lightly against the wooden stairs. They didn’t groan and squeak like all of the other places that Jessica had lived in growing up. Here, everything was steady, everything was stable. But she had underestimated the price of admission.

At the top of the stairs, the hallway led to rooms on either end of the house. Taking a right at the top of the stairs would lead her to the master bedroom, where she used to spend most of her nights sleeping alone, unsure of where Darren was in the world during one of his business trips.

Jessica hadn’t slept in that room since the divorce. Instead, she had been sleeping in one of the guest rooms.

Turning left, Jessica stopped when she reached Annie’s room. Everything was pink pastel, from the paint on the walls to the sheets on the bed.

Growing up, Jessica was forced to share a bed with her mother. It wasn’t until she got into high school that she finally managed to get her own bed, and even then it was only a futon.

It was when she was at college that she got her own space in the dorm. She remembered how freeing that felt. She didn’t know if she’d ever have children back in those days, but she knew that if she did, she would make sure that her kids had their own space. A room that they could claim as their own. Because when you were a child, there was so much that you were powerless to defend yourself against. But in your private room, you felt like you could be yourself. And her little Annie wanted everything to be pink.

Jessica hovered on the edge of the room for a while, afraid that if she entered the space, she would be breaking some kind of unwritten rule.

Finally, almost as if she was pushed into the room, Jessica crossed the threshold. She stretched out her hand, touching random items that she passed. The dresser, the pretend vanity that Darren had bought her last Christmas, something that Jessica thought that she was far too young to have. Looking back on the gift now, she saw it more as a way for the man to groom his daughter into becoming just another trophy wife to be handed to the son of some business partner when she was old enough to marry, and it made her sick.

Jessica stopped when she reached the bed and then placed her hand on the cool comforter that covered the bed. The room still smelled like her daughter, and she closed her eyes, taking a deep breath, and imagined that Annie was here in her bed, asleep.

Jessica kept her eyes closed because she could see the image so clearly in her mind. All she had to do to make it real was stretch out her hand and gently brush the red curls off of Annie’s forehead.

But when Jessica finally reached the middle of the bed and set her hand down, she only touched the mattress. She opened her eyes, confirming that she was alone, and then she lay down on her daughter’s bed, reaching for one of the pillows, and curled up into a ball.

Jessica kept her eyes open for a while because while she was tired, she was also afraid of the nightmares that would come to haunt her tonight.

“Jessica?”

Jessica glanced over to the door and saw her mother standing in the doorway. Heavy bags hung under her eyes, and while she was dressed in her night clothes, she looked as restless as Jessica did.

“Sweetheart, what are you doing in here?” Barbara asked.

“I needed to feel her,” Jessica said, pressing her face tighter against the pillow that she grabbed.

Barbara nodded and then walked over to the bed. She lifted the pillow that Jessica had under her head and then gently laid Jessica’s head down in her lap. She ran her fingers through her daughter’s hair, her nails raking against her scalp in a slow, steady, soothing motion.

“I can’t believe that someone would take her,” Jessica said. “She’s just a little girl. She’s my little girl.” Her voice broke, the words spilling out of her from the exhaustion.

“Shhh,” Barbara said, continuing to brush her daughter’s hair. “It’s all right. Everything will be all right.”

But Jessica wasn’t convinced that everything would turn out all right, because the world cared nothing for little girls. Jessica’s own history had taught her that, and she thought that she had done everything that she could to protect her own daughter from those harsh lessons, but she had failed. And now her daughter was paying the price.
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The inside of the diner was quiet and empty save for a few truckers that had stumbled out of their cabs to grab a bite of breakfast before they hit the road.

Mills sat in the very back of the diner in a booth by himself, a location that he picked because it allowed him to see everything. It was a habit most folks would have considered paranoid, but after all of his years working the streets in LA, he called it smart thinking.

Plus, Mills was still sluggish from the long night. He had slept fast, and he had slept hard, but he knew that he hadn’t slept enough. He was already on this third cup of coffee, and it was only now that he felt some of his faculties returning.

The first thirty minutes after he arrived at the diner and picked out a seat in the back, Mills kept finding himself zoning out as he stared into the black contents of his porcelain coffee mug. The colors were so contrasting against one another that he could see the clear division between the coffee and the cup itself.

Black and white.

It was nothing like the real world, but Mills knew that there were people who only saw the world like the coffee and the mug. Everything was supposed to have its place, everything was supposed to be neat and tidy, and orderly.

Seventeen years of police work begged to differ though. The world that Mills saw when he worked the streets was blobs of grey. People just did what they needed to do to survive, and sometimes that meant breaking the law. And while it was easy to judge someone from the outside looking in, the perception of the situation rarely matched the reality.

But there were some cases, though they were few and far between, that truly were black and white. Where there was a clear line of right and wrong. Annie Donovan’s abduction was one of those cases.

Mills was squinting through the blinds, the early morning sun sending its beautiful orange rays through the cracks, giving the diner’s interior a glow that helped mask its age, when the waitress returned for the fourth time since he’d sat down.

“You sure I can’t get you anything other than coffee, hon?” The woman was nearing the halfway point on the downhill slide of middle age. Her brown hair was tied up in a bun, streaks of grey twisting in with the brown. She didn’t wear any makeup, exposing her wrinkles and lines to the rest of the world. Mills appreciated that about her, and he finally set his coffee down and picked up a menu.

“What would you recommend?” Mills studied the items on the menu, but they were still blurry, the words scrambled like his brain.

“He’ll take the steak and eggs.”

Mills glanced up from the menu and watched Dan Farrow's grin from ear to ear as he walked down the aisle and toward the booth.

Mills reciprocated the smile and then got up, shaking Dan’s hand, and then giving him a quick embrace before they separated.

The waitress stepped back and then smiled. “Is that what you want, hon?”

Mills nodded. “Sounds good.”

“And I’ll have the same,” Dan said. “And a coffee please.”

“Coming right out.” The waitress walked away, and both Mills and Dan sat in the booth, both of them looking exhausted.

“How was the flight out?” Mills asked.

“God awful,” Dan answered, still getting comfortable in the booth. “I haven’t taken a red-eye in years, and this morning made me remember why.”

Dan Farrows was a reporter still on the edge of his prime. He was at the sweet spot in his career where he had gained a mountain of knowledge, wisdom, and contacts, and he was still young enough to track a story down. But the grey was slowly creeping into the once jet-black hair, and his face was starting to slacken when it wasn’t already set in some expression. Not to mention the gut that had made it difficult for him to slide into the booth.

Mills glanced down at the growing stomach. “You sure you want the steak and eggs?” He asked the question with a hint of sarcasm, and Farrows didn’t skip a beat when he slapped his belly.

“I’m eating for two now,” Farrows said, and set his elbows on the table. “Now, what was so important that I needed to fly out to the middle of the Midwest on a 5 am flight from Los Angeles.”

Mills sipped from the coffee and then set it down. “I’ve got a case I’m working here, it’s an abduction.”

Dan grimaced. “How old?”

“She’s four,” Mills answered.

The lines that set Dan’s face in a scowl only deepened as he glanced out the window. “My granddaughter is turning four in a few months.”

“I didn’t realize Lilly was that old,” Mills said.

Dan nodded, keeping his attention focused outside. “They grow up faster than you want them to.” He wiped at his eyes, and while they could have been red and glassy from the flight, Mills knew that Dan took these kinds of things hard. “How long has she been missing?”

“We’re already past the twenty-four-hour mark,” Mills said. “We haven’t had any hits on the Amber Alert, and the suspects that I’m thinking are responsible are some powerful, wealthy individuals.”

Dan’s focus intensified, and just when he opened his mouth to speak, the waitress returned with a fresh pot of coffee and poured Dan a mug. “Thank you.” He smiled at her and then waited until she was out of earshot before he spoke again. “How big a fish are we talking here?”

“Hughes Incorporated,” Mills answered, then waited to see if there was any recognition on Dan’s face. Because Mills hadn’t known anything about the family, he was curious to see if they’d made any waves on the West Coast.

Dan nodded. “They made their money in manufacturing, then became billionaires when they outsourced all of their work to Third World countries that didn’t have any labor laws or restrictions.” He studied him for a minute. He was skeptical. “You think they took the girl?”

“I think they might have been involved.” Mills went through the case with Dan, discussing everything he knew so far.

Dan followed along, keeping quiet and taking notes whenever he deemed something necessary to write down. Mills wasn’t worried about Dan naming sources, he and Mills had made an agreement with one another a long time ago about making sure that whatever happened between them remained confidential until Mills gave him the go ahead. It wasn’t until Mills was finished filling in all the blanks that Dan finally set the pencil down and stared down at the notes he’d taken. Now, it was the reporter’s turn to ask questions.

“Do you really believe that this corruption in your department goes all the way to the Chief of Police?” Dan asked. “From what you said, the only real evidence you have to go off is the word of the mother whose daughter was abducted, the same mother who strongly believes that her ex-husband’s family, whom she doesn’t seem very fond of, had something to do with that kidnapping. Sounds like she might be a little one-sided on this.”

Mills knew that Dan was playing devil’s advocate. It was his job. He poked holes in stories, examined all the possible angles, and it wasn’t until he was one hundred percent positive that he had grounds for the truth that he went to print. It was one of the reasons why Mills liked Dan: the man got the job done right.

“True, but Buckley Hughes is a known benefactor to the city’s police department, and he has a habit of rubbing elbows with people in a position of power,” Mills said.

Dan cracked a smile. “You just described every single wealthy person in the country.”

“I think some abductions from thirty years ago were tied to the fact that a lot of the factories owned by Hughes Incorporated were looking to unionize,” Mills said. “I need to know the individuals that were involved in the union efforts during that time.”

“It sounds like a stretch, Gavin,” Dan replied, but he set his brow to give it some serious thought as he looked out the window and sipped his coffee. “For Hughes to order the abduction of kids to get leverage on curbing the efforts to unionize his plants, it would create a lot of complications.”

“I don’t think Hughes told anyone about why the kids were abducted,” Mills said. “I think he was just trying to distract the parents until he could finish moving his businesses overseas.”

Mills let him think, but when the waitress returned with their food and Dan still hadn’t said anything, he thought that Dan’s flight out might have been for nothing. He knew that it was a long shot to try and get him on board because the man didn’t shell out free pages in the LA Times for charity cases. Dan worked the raw stories, the same kind of situations that Mills enjoyed working where he could land the big fish and really make a difference. Or at least feel like he was making a difference. Sometimes when you landed the big fish, someone else threw them back out in the sea.

Dan set his fork and knife down, finished chewing, and then swallowed. He pointed down to the remains of his plate. “This breakfast was shit.”

“I’ll buy you a better breakfast,” Mills said.

“It’s important for me to have a good breakfast to start the day,” Dan said. “And I need a good night’s rest, so I expect my accommodations to be luxurious.”

Mills smiled. “I’ve got five-star accommodations ready for you right now.”

Dan chuckled, shaking his head. “Bullshit.” He wiggled out of the booth, groaning with effort as he finally cleared the table with his big belly. “I need to make some calls. Gather the troops. This, however, is all contingent that you can give me some kind of solid proof.”

Mills knew that once Dan saw the board that he and Jessica had put together that it would be enough to push the reporter over the edge. “I do.”

“All right then,” Dan said. “I’ll let you pick up the check while I make some calls.”

While Dan stepped outside, Mills flagged down the waitress, the woman giving him a good look up and down, telling Mills that she might have overheard Dan’s comment about the food, but he figured the extra five on the tip would help smooth things over should he ever revisit the establishment. And if it didn’t, then it wouldn’t be the first time that someone spit in his food.

Mills dialed Jessica on his way outside, unsure if she would even be awake, but she answered with a very groggy hello after the second ring. “My reporter friend is good to go. He’s calling some of his contacts, and we’re going to try and set something up in a few hours.”

The adrenaline of the moment was kicking in, and the sleep deprivation had vanished. He was in the heat of the moment now, and he knew that he could ride this high for a while before he crashed again.

But while the news of Dan’s help had wired him up, Jessica didn’t share the same enthusiasm. “Are you sure this is the best play? What if he tries to hurt Annie if we call him out? What if he tries to—”

“Jessica,” Mills said. “If Buckley was involved, then this puts pressure on the people that he hired. There’s no way that the guy pulled this off himself. He’s not the kind that dirties his hands.”

“Yeah,” Jessica said, though she still didn’t sound convinced.

“Look, just come over to my place and meet Dan, talk to him yourself,” Mills said. “It’ll make you feel better after you do.”

Jessica was quiet for a while, and Mills feared she was getting cold feet. He didn’t blame her. But it was the firm tone of her answer that reassured Mills that she was still ready to go.

“All right,” Jessica said. “I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”

“Great,” Mills said. “See you then.”
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The ball of nerves threading through her stomach had only intensified once she reached Detective Mills’ house. And while her quick introduction to Dan Farrows didn’t cause any of her alarm bells to ring, her past experience with the press had made it difficult to fully trust the man.

But Mills trusted him. And Jessica trusted Mills.

Dan had brought three different people, two men and one woman. They ran press sites online that were strictly digital, but all three of them had a wide range of social media influence, and that’s what they would leverage to make Jessica’s plea go viral. Because while the Amber Alert that was sent out described Annie’s appearance, a mother’s request could help provoke a more engaged response from people as it became something more tangible for them to watch, something that they could feel.

“We’ll blast the video on all of our sites.” Frank Martinez, the owner and CEO of the ActionNow.com website, moved his hands a lot when he spoke. “It’ll become a shareable link, something people will pass around, and unlike an Amber Alert, it’ll go out more than once, and it’ll stay relevant. It will put you and your daughter to the forefront of people’s attention.”

Jessica nodded. All of them had pretty much the same proposal. She turned to Mills. “You’re sure this is the right play?”

The room’s attention turned to Mills, who stood in the corner of his living room, arms crossed and still dressed in the clothes that he wore yesterday. He looked like he hadn’t shaved or showered either.

Instead of answering her question with the distance between them, he crossed the room, and then dropped to a knee, forcing him to look up at her a little from the chair where she sat.

“The Amber Alert didn’t work,” Mills said, keeping calm, his voice a little too even-keeled. “Forensics hasn’t been able to give us any evidence to help point us to a suspect, and the one person that I think that might have been involved got off scot-free because of the Hughes family influence.” He shook his head, and Jessica caught a glance of shame in his eyes that she hadn’t seen there before. He was embarrassed that they had to rely on these people. “We’re running out of options, and we’re running out of time.”

Jessica nodded and then turned to the three internet blogging sensations, and she nodded again. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

Jessica and Mills hung back while the three people set up their equipment. They were all going to record her at once so she wouldn’t have to do the speech multiple times. She reached into her pocket for the short script that Dan and Mills had helped her put together and she studied it, mouthing the words silently to herself.

The speech pegged the Hughes family as the enemy, but didn’t outright accuse them of abducting Annie. It only painted them as the bad guys through their apathy.

“People are going to think I’m weak,” Jessica said.

Mills walked over to her. “What are you talking about? You’re not weak.”

Jessica held up the piece of paper. “I don’t think I’m taking a strong enough stand.”

Mills glanced at the paper and then back to the tech guys setting up their gear. When he faced Jessica again, he pulled her away from the living room and down the small hallway that led to the bedrooms, making sure they were out of earshot from the other folks.

“Jessica, these people know what they’re doing,” Mills said, then pointed to the paper in her hands. “They helped us craft that message, and they think it’ll go viral. It’ll help turn the spotlight on the Hughes family, and that’s the kind of leverage we need. They think they’re untouchable, you said it yourself. The only way that we’re going to be able to beat them is if we make them get on our level. This is how we do that.”

“Hey,” Frank popped his head down the hall, sounding his entrance with a quick knock on the wall. “We’re all ready for you.”

Mills turned to Jessica. “You can do this. Stick to the script, and you’ll be fine. These people aren’t going to screw you.”

Jessica tittered. “Famous last words.”

Mills cracked a smile, but it was more sad than happy. “No last words here.”

Jessica nodded and then took a breath as she walked down the hallway. The cameras had been set up around the only chair in Mills’ living room. It wasn’t a lot of equipment, but they had set up some lights and tried to make it look as professional as possible.

Jessica took a seat, paper in her hands, and she stared down at it, continuing to mouth the words as she was mic’d up by one of the bloggers.

It was the woman, Shelia Meyers, who did the honors. She was in her late fifties and had platinum blonde hair, bright red lipstick, and heavy blue eye shadow, but the rest of her face was void of any makeup, which only highlighted the other areas that did. “Just take a breath, and know that there isn’t any wrong thing to say.”

Jessica scoffed. “I don’t think that’s true.”

Sheila stopped fidgeting with the microphone and looked Jessica dead in the eye. “We’re here to help. We wouldn’t be here for any other reason than that. It’s because of people like Buckley Hughes that we exist. We’re the answer to their half of the equation. And we will get results. We always do. The Hughes family isn’t the first powerful family that we’ve gone up against. And it won’t be our last.”

It was Sheila’s confidence that Jessica latched onto, and the steady gaze of everyone else in the room. Jessica knew that the woman was right. Now was the time to fight back. Now was the time to make sure that the knife that she drove into the Hughes family stuck.

Once everything was set up and Jessica’s sound was good to go, she took one final breath, her heart catching her throat and pulsating a mile a minute as all three of the people pointed to her after the countdown of three, two, one…

Even though there was only a handful of people in the room, Jessica felt the eyes of the millions of people that would see this, and when that realization struck her, she found it difficult to speak. She opened her mouth, but no words came out. Her cheeks flushed red, and she blinked, the bright lights from the camera suddenly blinding.

But beyond the cameras and the lights, Jessica saw Mills. He simply pointed to the paper in her hands. It was that small cue that snapped Jessica out of her stupor, and she stared down at the words that had been scrawled out in front of her.

“My name is Jessica Donovan,” she said, her mouth dry. “My daughter was abducted over twenty-four hours ago, and authorities have yet to find her. And while I have some resources, my ex-husband, Darren Hughes, heir to the Hughes family fortune and a Vice President at Hughes Incorporated, has done nothing to help me find my daughter, a girl that they have publicly disowned after our divorce. I need your help in finding her. If you have any information, please reach out via the link below. Thank you.”

Jessica waited for them to stop, and then the lights were shut off. The three bloggers conferred amongst themselves before Sheila stepped in front of the camera.

“That was good,” Sheila said. “We’re going to do it one more time just for safety, and then we’ll cut something together so you can see it before we push it out. We’ll be able to include graphics and pictures. But you’re doing great, Jessica.”

Jessica nodded, her undershirt damp with sweat. She hoped that this would work, and she hoped that it would give her some kind of a start, because she knew that if it didn’t work, then there wasn’t going to be any going back. She had just called out one of the most powerful families in the country. And while Jessica knew that she couldn’t sit down and play defense anymore, she wasn’t sure if she’d be ready for the hellfire that rained down over them.
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The people taped Jessica’s speech three more times, and by the fourth go around, all three of them were pleased with the footage. They also tweaked a few of the word choices and made sure that she was painted in a positive light. After Jessica saw the edited footage strung together, she felt better about their chances of success. Because that’s what it all came down to now.

Mills and Dan continued to talk, and Jessica started her next project, which was reaching out to the other kids that were taken during the stretch of abductions thirty years ago. Mills had been able to pull the names from the other states, and while he worked on tracking down the detectives and officers that worked the case, she started calling the kids, who were now adults like her.

Jessica was nervous. While they might have all shared a similar past, she knew nothing more about them than their shared horrors.

Sitting there, Jessica suddenly felt like she had become one of those reporters outside of her house. Because like them, she was desperate. Desperate to know the truth about what happened to them, and wanting to understand what happened all of those years ago. She was going to try and use their pain to her advantage by forcing them to relive their past to help find her daughter.

But she would do it. For Annie.

The ringing in her ear only worsened the steel-winged butterflies that were tearing through her stomach, and when the phone went to the voicemail, she exhaled a sigh of relief. In her haste to speed through the process, she hung up before she had a chance to leave her own name and number.

Knowing that she wasn’t going to learn anything if she didn’t extend an effort, Jessica called the number back again, but this time on the second ring, she wasn’t sent to voicemail.

“Who is this?” The voice was angry and rushed, and the quick answer threw Jessica off guard. “Hello? Is someone there—”

“Yes, sorry. Hi.” Jessica stumbled over her words, then shuffled the papers in front of her as if she could find a script for the conversation like the one she’d had during the taping of the videos for the viral push. But she had no such text. She was on her own. “Is this Cindy Fueller?”

“Yes, who is this?” Cindy retained her crisp attitude, and the fact that Jessica knew the woman’s name didn’t make her anymore friendly.

“My name is Jessica Donovan,” she said, and she wiped the sweat on her forehead. She realized up until now that she had never really spoken about her abduction out loud. And she had never identified herself as what she was about to say. “I was one of the Catch and Release kids from thirty years ago.”

Silence.

Jessica checked to make sure the number hadn’t been disconnected, and when she saw that Cindy was still on the line, she pressed the phone back to her ear. “Cindy?”

“What do you want?” Cindy asked.

Jessica realized that she hadn’t prepared any questions, and the hesitation cost her. “I was hoping that I could talk to you about what happened—”

“I don’t remember what happened,” Cindy said. “It was thirty years ago. They caught the guy that did it. It’s over. Please don’t call me again.”

The call disconnected, and Jessica slumped as the call disconnected. It was a trend that repeated for every single person that she contacted as she went down the list.

They didn’t remember, they didn’t want to talk about it, and they asked her not to call her again. One person even threatened to call the police on her if she tried to contact them again. As she neared the last name on the list, she wasn’t sure if she would be able to get what she needed, and that frightened her.

Jessica understood. No one wanted to dig up a past that was soaked and scarred with nothing but pain and loss. But if Jessica was able to remember flashes of images from the week that she was taken, then it stood to reason that other people could do the same thing. And Jessica would keep calling all of them on repeat until they either finally agreed to speak with her for more than thirty seconds, or they slapped a restraining order on her. Because that was the only way that they were going to get her to quit.

Jessica dialed the last number on the list, her mind already trying to figure out how she was going to try and get the other nine people who hung up on her to open up about what happened to them, when a man answered.

“Hello?”

It was the first call that hadn’t gone directly to voicemail, and while it was slightly gruff, it lacked the malice that she had received on all of the other calls from throughout the day. It was the kind of hello that started a conversation.

“David Turner?” Jessica asked.

A pause preceded the response. “Who’s asking?” Unlike the hello, the question had a healthy dose of skepticism behind it. In an age of telemarketers and scammers, there was absolutely no reason for David Turner to trust anyone behind a number that wasn’t already programmed into his phone.

“My name is Jessica Donovan,” she said, and then shut her eyes and braced for the man’s response. “I was one of the Catch and Release kids thirty years ago.”

The silence that hung over the air between them accentuated the steady thump of Jessica’s heart. She held her breath, keeping her eyes squinted shut, pressing her eyelids down so hard that it gave her a headache.

“I know who you are,” David Turner said. “I saw you on the news after your divorce from your husband.”

Jessica opened her eyes. “Yes. Yes, that was me.” She cleared her throat, struggling to gather her scattered thoughts. “I wanted to ask you what you remember from your abduction. I know it was a long time ago, but—”

“Not over the phone,” David said.

Jessica frowned. “I’m sorry?”

“I don’t want to talk about it over the phone,” David repeated himself, a bit of a bite to his tone.

“Oh, okay,” Jessica said. “Well, where do you want to meet?”

“There’s a bookstore in downtown Maples,” David said. “It’s called the Corner Nook. Meet me there in forty minutes.”

The call clicked dead before Jessica could follow up with any more questions, and she resisted the sudden urge to call him back because she didn’t want to press her luck and destroy the one good lead that she’d had all day.

Jessica collected her purse and gathered up the rest of the papers that Mills had given her. She then looked up the address of the book store in Maples, confirmed that it was a real place, and walked to Mills.

“I got something,” Jessica said.

Mills perked up, setting down the case file that he was reviewing. “That’s great. Who was it?”

“David Turner,” Jessica answered. “I’m going to head downtown and meet him.”

“I can drive you,” Mills said.

But when the detective stood, Jessica placed a hand on his shoulder, stopping him. “I think it’s better if I go alone.”

“Jessica, I don’t think—”

“It was the first real lead that I’d gotten all day. I don’t think that he would have come if I hadn’t agreed to meet him, and if I show up with anyone else, especially a cop, he might get spooked.” Jessica dropped her hand and then gestured to the case files. “What happened to me and the rest of the kids can’t be felt by just reading up on one of our files. It’s more than that.”

“I know,” Mills said. “Believe me, I know more than anyone, but I don’t think that it’s a good idea for you to go alone. You don’t know this guy, hell, he might not have even been the same David Turner that he said he was.”

Jessica considered it, but she didn’t think that it was true. “No one else would talk to me. I might be able to go through them again and try and get a person back on the line, but I don’t think they’re going to talk. This might be my only shot. I know it’s a risk, but it’s one I’m going to take.”

She could tell that Mills still didn’t like the decision, but he didn’t offer any further objections before she left. He did make a few stipulations.

“It’s a public place, so that’s good, but make sure that you’re always near an exit, and try to pick a spot to talk that’s open and other people can actually see you,” Mills said. “I don’t think he’ll go for being recorded, but ask if you can write some things down. If he gets spooked about any of that, just drop the subject and move on. If you sense that this guy is going to hurt you or that something isn’t right, I want you to get the hell out of there and call me immediately. Got it?”

Jessica nodded. “I will. And I’ll be careful.”

Mills sighed, and it gave the impression that he didn’t believe that she could do this, but that wasn’t going to stop her. “All right. Call me the moment you’re done talking to him. And do not go anywhere with him. Got it?”

Jessica was already on her way to the door, looking back at the detective as she did. “I will.”

“The moment you’re done, you call,” Mills said, this time Jessica catching some of the desperation in his voice and the worry on his face.

“I will.” Jessica closed the door behind her and moved toward her car. She felt like this meeting meant something. She felt like she was finally going to pull back the curtain on a portion of her life that had defined so much of her, but she knew so little about.
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After Jessica left, it was hard for Mills to concentrate on his own work. His mind kept wandering down different scenarios of what could happen to Jessica after meeting this guy. He knew that a lot of it was in his mind, but that didn’t make it any less terrifying. And because he was no longer following this case by the book because of the corruption level within the department, Mills knew that it was a path that could put Jessica in danger.

But the woman had made up her mind, and Mills knew that getting Annie back was more important to Jessica than anything else.

“Hey,” Dan said, stepping in from outside and pocketing his phone. “I was able to pull some names for you.” He handed Mills a list. “Those were the folks that were leading the factories’ efforts to unionize.”

Mills studied the list, immediately recognizing twelve names. “These are the fathers of the kids who were taken.” He glanced up at Dan. “How did you get these?”

Dan tilted his head to the side. “C’mon. You know I can’t give you my source. But I can confirm that they’re legit.”

Mills glanced back down to the paper, his mind stringing the connections together in his head. “So Buckley takes the kids to distract the parents from following through with the union efforts.”

“That’s one hell of a power play,” Dan said.

“It was,” Mills replied.

“Listen, I’ve got to run.” Dan shook Mills’ hand. “If you need anything else, just let me know.” He stopped and turned back at the door. “And I think it goes without saying that I get exclusive first dibs on the story if all of this turns out to be true.”

“All access,” Mills said.

“Good luck, Gavin.”

With Dan gone and the list in his hand, Mills doubled down on the work, trying to find a lead on the officers that worked the abduction cases thirty years prior. But the only thing he found were dead ends, which started right here in Maples.

The three children that were taken within an arms’ reach of Maples authorities had been worked by detectives that were no longer alive.

As for the other nine children that were taken across three states, two of the detectives’ names were left off of the investigator’s report, one refused to speak about the case, three were still currently working and said that they were too close to collecting their pension to start ruffling any feathers now, and two others had passed away, leaving Mills with one last name on his list.

Mills knew that he might be able to circle back to the cops that just didn’t want to talk about anything, but that would be a tough uphill climb. Mills had an inkling that some of them might be calling up some old friends, sending the information through their dark network that some young detective was trying to stir up old trouble.

Mills dialed the phone number of the cop and then waited with bated breath, praying that the guy was alive, and if he was alive, that he’d be willing to speak about what he knew. Mills refused to believe that everyone was as stupid and inept as the rest of the detectives that worked the cases that involved these abductions, and he hoped that his faith in the process would be rewarded.

“Hello?” The voice was old, shaky, but it was the first friendly hello that Mills had received.

“Yes, I’m looking for former detective William Brasher?” Mills asked.

“This is he,” Brasher answered. “How can I help you?”

“Mr. Brasher, my name is Detective Gavin Mills,” he answered. “I’m stationed over in Maples, and I was hoping that I could ask you a few questions about a case you worked. I think it might be related to something that I’m working on.”

“Well, if I remember the case and it’s not considered an open investigation, I’d be happy to tell you what I can,” Brasher said.

“Thank you, Detective, I appreciate that,” Mills said, hoping that addressing the former officer by his rank would help grease the wheels. Old timers always loved that. “You worked one of the abduction cases in the Catch and Release kidnapper thirty years ago, correct?”

“That’s right,” Brasher answered. “I worked lead. One of the strangest things that I’d ever seen in my career. Never saw anything like it before, and I never saw anything like it after.”

Mills was glad the detective remembered, and this was the longest conversation that he’d had without coming up against a brick wall of resistance. “Can you tell me about any working theories you had while you were on the case? Before—” Mills checked the notes on the file. “Tim Roche was returned to his parents?”

“Theories I had plenty,” Brasher said, laughing to himself. “But as I recall, none of them panned out. They caught the guy down in your area. Some janitor, if I remember right.”

“All the same, I’d like to hear your thoughts on the case,” Mills said, thinking that he might actually be able to get something out of this guy.”

“Well, let’s see,” Brasher said, then cleared his voice as if he were about to step up onto his soapbox. “No one had seen or heard anything around the area where the boy was taken. No eyewitnesses, no tracks, nothing. It was like the kid vanished into thin air, which we later understood was a trend linked to all the other abductions.”

Mills tapped his pencil against the notepad that he was using, still waiting to hear something that he didn’t already know.

“The case that I worked was the fifth kid that was missing,” Brasher said. “Or wait, it could have been the sixth. Anyway, I had a buddy of mine that worked over in Missouri where another one of the kids was taken. I was actually the first to make the connection that this might be the same person. After that, the news blew up about it, and that’s when they started coining the phrase the ‘Catch and Release Kidnapper’ on account of how the kids were returned. Except for that last one.” He paused. “That was a shame.”

“This is great, Detective,” Mills said, hoping to jumpstart the conversation again. “What else?”

“Well, I did some more digging into the previous cases, seeing as how we weren’t getting any leads with the current investigation,” Brasher said. “And I realized that all of the kids that were taken were employees of factories, so I thought that maybe we had a drifter on our hands, some guy claiming work that was going from town to town to pick out these kids and then move on.”

Mills stopped tapping the pen against the notepad and then leaned closer. This was the first time that anyone else he’d spoken to about the case had made that kind of connection.

“So I went down to our industrial district and started asking around,” Brasher said. “Hit the old pavement, you know? We didn’t have cell phones back then, well, at least not everyone had them. They were nothing but these big bricks back in the nineties—anyway, that doesn’t matter.”

“Were you able to find out anything when you searched the factories?” Mills tried to keep his voice calm, casual, but he felt the excitement creeping in, the kind that you were always supposed to keep at bay in a line of questioning. It was all about keeping the emotion out of it, no matter what.

“I must have spoken to over one hundred people,” Brasher said. “None of them had seen anything or heard anything strange. I mean, there were a couple people who said there were a few loners in the area, but none of them had any criminal record that I could find, and the old radar wasn’t going off when I spoke to them.”

“What about the factory owners or managers,” Mills said. “Did you speak to any of them?”

“Yeah, but I got the same story from them,” Brasher answered. “A couple of hotheads, and a few guys that liked to drink a little too much on the weekends and call out sick on Mondays, but none of them knew anyone that might have had some kind of agenda about taking little kids. At least not that they could see.”

Not that they could see. That was an important distinction, because it was nearly impossible to truly get inside someone’s head.

People built their entire lives around lies to keep their worlds from falling apart. They made themselves believe that they were smart, or strong, or tough, or better than the people that they worked around because it helped shield them from the truth. And the truth was that no one was safe, and anyone could be beaten or bested or killed at any given time on any given day. It didn’t take much. Mills knew that from the number of bloodied crime scenes that he’d worked over the past few years.

“I did have one guy come back to talk to me though,” Brasher said.

Mills perked up. “Who?”

“He worked at the furniture factory,” Brasher said. “He was off the day that I came down there, but one of my friends had told him that I had visited, and he came to see me later in the week.”

“What did he want to talk to you about?” Mills asked.

“He told me that the week before, he had been leaving the breakroom after lunch when he had to turn back and grab something out of his locker. But when he walked back inside, he found his boss arguing with another one of his employees.”

“What were they arguing about?” Mills asked.

“The guy couldn’t really hear anything specific, but he did manage to hear the employee had caught another guy staring at one of his kids at the yearly bring-your-family-to-work day,” Brasher said. “He said that his little boy wandered off and when his wife found him, the kid was talking to another one of the employees down where they stored a lot of the product. They were the only two alone together, and the kid looked really worried, like he had been threatened to go with the guy. His wife didn’t tell him about it until that other kid was taken, and that’s why he was talking to the manager, saying that they needed to go to the police.”

“And why didn’t they?” Mills asked.

“The manager said that the employee didn’t have any real proof, because the man that was accused had said that the boy followed him and that he was just trying to tell the kid that he shouldn’t be back in an area like this where he could get hurt. It wasn’t safe.” Brasher paused, and Mills could tell that the old detective was triggered by the story just as he was.

Mills frowned and then flipped back through the case file that Brasher had put together. “Why wasn’t any of this in the report?”

“Because the case was closed,” Brasher answered. “The guy didn’t come and talk to me until after Tim was returned to his parents.”

Mills shut his eyes. Of course the old timer didn’t put it in the book. The book was already shelved, and he wasn’t going to waste his time tracking down more hints to a previously-solved case. But there was one piece of information that Mills could still pull.

“Do you remember the name of the employee that was with the kid?” Mills asked. “The one the father was complaining about?”

“No,” Brasher answered, and just like that the fire was doused, along with the flames of hope that should have fueled his own desires. “But I remember the name of the guy who came and spoke to me.”

Mills perked up again, quickly reaching for the pen and pressing the tip onto the notepad. “What was it?” There was an urgency to his tone that the old timer didn’t pick up on, and he waited patiently as the former detective droned on for a little bit longer.

“Had the strangest name I ever heard of,” Brasher said, laughing to himself. “Couldn’t think of a single thing that would have made it more comical.” The laughter died down, and he coughed, then had to catch his breath from the exertion. “Guy’s name is Mackle Firth. Swear to God. Couldn’t believe it.”

Mills scribbled the name down and then reached for his computer. “Detective Brasher, you’ve been a great help.”

“Glad to do it,” Brasher said. “If you have any more questions, feel free to reach out to me. I don’t have anything to do all day but sit around and wait to die.” More laughter followed the statement, and while Mills didn’t think the old timer was suicidal, the number one cause of death for former detectives was chewing on the end of a pistol. “Only kidding, of course.”

“Of course,” Mills said. “And thanks again, Detective.”

Mills ended the call and then reached for his computer, hoping that the name that he was about to run through the Kansas DMV would reveal a match to what the old detective had told him. He had never been more nervous or worried about entering a name in his career.
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Jessica stood in front of the bookstore for a long time before she finally went inside. She even passed by the entrance twice, trying to pick out who David Turner was, because he was sure to have aged a little bit since his photo was taken by the police.

She had tried typing his name into social media, but she found nothing on a David Turner who lived in Maples, and she was assuming that he still lived close considering that they were meeting in downtown Maples.

A little bell chimed when Jessica finally entered the store, and the door shut behind her, quieting the busy traffic of the city roads.

The store was small, but neat and tidy, with plenty of windows to let natural light in for reading. Tables and chairs and couches were lined up against a long wall with windows to take advantage of the sunlight. The store was on a prime piece of real estate in the downtown area, sitting on a corner that had plenty of foot traffic.

Jessica didn’t think that there was much stock in bookstores anymore, but considering that the owner could afford the rent at this location, business must have been good.

A few people strolled down the aisles of books, and one patron was utilizing a couch near the window, lying flat on his back, taking up the whole space, holding his paperback up to the light.

Jessica stood there at the front for a while, glancing around, wondering if David Turner was one of the people walking around, or if she had beat him here.

“Everything all right, ma’am?” The gentlemen behind the counter looked up from his own book and flashed a friendly smile.

Jessica adjusted her purse on her shoulder. “I’m just waiting for someone, but… I don’t really know who he looks like.”

The man studied her for a moment, and then a hint of a smile curved up his face. “I see.”

“Oh, no, it’s nothing like that.” Jessica spat out a nervous laugh and shook her head. “I’m trying to—”

The doorbell chimed behind her, and Jessica turned to see a middle-aged man step through the door. His face was thick with a rich brown beard, and while his clothes were old, he was well-groomed, and he had a hardness in his gaze that pushed Jessica back a step. That was David Turner.

“Dave,” the cashier said. “I didn’t know you were coming in today.”

The hard gaze softened a bit once David looked away from Jessica, and he walked over to the cashier and the pair shook hands. “Yeah, it was kind of an impromptu thing today.” He tossed a quick glance to Jessica out of the corner of his eye, and then looked back to the cashier. “I need to use the back room.” He gestured to Jessica. “My friend and I need to discuss a few things.”

“Right,” the cashier nodded as if this explained everything. “No problem.”

But as the cashier stepped away, Jessica remembered what Mills had told her about not getting too close to this guy and making sure that she was in a spot where other people could see her. “Actually, I think I would be more comfortable if we spoke out here.” She gestured to the couches and tables by the window where there was plenty of space.

But David Turner shook his head. “No. We talk in private, or we don’t talk. Your choice.”

The man’s hardened gaze had returned, and Jessica didn’t think that he was bluffing. And judging by the way that the cashier reacted, it didn’t look like he had seen this side of his friend either. Knowing that this man was probably the only person that was going to speak to her, Jessica knew that she didn’t have a choice.

“All right,” Jessica said. “Fine.”

David looked to the cashier friend and then nodded, and the three of them walked down the far right aisle and to the door at the other end. The cashier unlocked it and pushed it open, holding the door as David entered first and Jessica followed.

“I’ll just be up front if you need anything, David,” the man said.

“Thanks, Reggie.” David waved to the man but didn’t smile, and when Jessica heard the door shut behind her, sealing her in the hallway with a man that she had never met before, she was deathly afraid that she had made a terrible mistake. “So you’re Jessica Donovan.” He spoke her name with a hint of disdain, and the dead-eyed glare made her want to cover herself up. But then he drew in a deep breath and sighed. “I never thought I’d see another person who went through what we did.”

Jessica relaxed a bit when she saw David drop the hardened stare. Maybe it was all just a front. He could have been just as nervous meeting her as she was of him. Though she suspected that she was a lot more nervous, she kept that to herself. “I’ve never spoken to another survivor, either.” She grimaced after she spoke the word ‘survivor’ because she never even thought of herself as one, but she was. And so was he. Because the last kid that had been taken didn’t survive.

“C’mon.” David gestured down the hall. “There’s a more comfortable spot for us to talk.”

While Jessica wasn’t as worried as before, she kept a few extra steps between herself and David as he disappeared into a back room, and when she entered, she was surprised to find another small library.

“It’s the owner’s private collection,” David said, staring at the books with a sense of wonder. “First editions, signed pages, it’s a reader’s dream.”

“How do you know the owner?” Jessica asked, admitting to herself that the collection was impressive, nothing but floor-to-wall books with two plush reading chairs in the center to enjoy the well-worn works.

“I am the owner,” David said.

Surprise appeared on Jessica’s face, and she glanced at him. “You are?”

David nodded and then bestowed what Jessica would have thought of as a loving gaze to the rest of the books. “I’d always loved reading. I loved being alone. Something about sitting down and reading a book in a tranquil place… it’s like a spiritual experience for me. So long as the book is good.” He bowed and took a seat in one of the chairs, then gestured for Jessica to take the spare. “I was surprised that you called.”

Jessica moved to the chair but didn’t lean back, keeping her back rigid and her purse clutched tightly in her lap. “I’d never had a reason to speak to anyone about it before. I don’t remember anything.” She shook her head. “I mean, not up until the other day. I caught a few flashes from when I was abducted.”

“And you think that the same man that took us took your daughter,” David said.

Jessica looked up, realizing that since this man owned and operated a store in Maples that he had probably seen everything that Jessica had gone through over the past six weeks. The divorce, the settlement, and now Annie’s kidnapping.

“I’m sorry that happened to you,” David said, his voice carrying a note of sincerity that Jessica hadn’t heard in a long time. “All of it. The divorce, your daughter… I think you might be the only person I know who has had a worse life than me.”

Jessica leaned forward a little bit, hesitant of where to begin, so she decided to start at the beginning. “Do you remember when you were taken? Do you remember anything about what happened to us?”

David shrugged. “I could never really be sure. For a long time, I thought that they were just nightmares. When I was in middle school, after I started going through puberty, I kept having these terrible dreams where I’d wake up in the middle of the night drenched in sweat, screaming at the top of my lungs. It was so loud that it would wake up the neighbors. The first time it happened, they called the cops.”

Jessica adjusted her grip on her purse and then leaned forward. “What were the dreams?”

David studied a spot on the rug, his eyebrows coming together in concentration, and his eyes widened from memory. “I was in the basement. It was pitch black, and I was locked in a cage. But I wasn’t a little kid. I was the same age as when I was having the dream.”

Jessica remembered her own dream, the cage, and she squeezed her purse even tighter.

“I would rattle the cage, but no matter how hard I pulled at those bars, they wouldn’t budge. And even though it was pitch black down in the basement, I could still feel like something was watching me in the darkness. It was like this… mass of shadows, moving about. I could smell it. I could feel it.” He shivered and then lowered his head, rubbing his face. “It sounds crazy, I know, but—”

“He would come down the stairs,” Jessica said, recalling her abduction. “Very slowly.”

David lowered his hands, his face red and raw from rubbing it. “That’s right. And there was an old mattress, with toys, right?” He narrowed his eyes, picturing it in his mind. “He would come down and talk about things that I didn’t understand. And that smell.”

“It was like dead animals,” Jessica said. “I remember that too.”

David leaned back in the chair, and he started to laugh, but there was a desperation to it, and it made Jessica nervous. “You know, I remember after they caught the guy, my parents both cried. It was like they thought it was over, everything was done. But it was never over for me.”

Jessica looked at David, and she saw a tear roll down his cheek.

“I remember how he hit me, shook me, tried to touch my privates.” David slowly curled into himself, crossing his arms over his chest and grabbing his shoulders, pulling them hard enough that it looked like he was trying to make them touch. “I finally got the nerve to look up a picture of the guy they caught one day. I thought that maybe if I could put a face to the monster in my nightmares that he would go away. But when I finally saw a picture of the man they arrested, I knew that it wasn’t him. There was no evil in that man, no searing hate for humanity that I remembered seeing in those black, soulless eyes of the man that robbed me of childhood and ruined my life.”

“Did you remember his face?” Jessica asked. “Do you remember what he looked like? Because I can’t. It’s always blurred, or the light never reaches his face.” She desperately wanted to know the truth, because she knew that both of them were right on the cusp.

“Do you know what I did to myself during high school?” David looked at her, his face twisted up in anger and betrayal, unable to hear her questions. “I drank, smoked, shoved needles in my arm, did anything to make sure that I didn’t feel a fucking thing.” He trembled, both in voice and body. He clawed his fingers into his arms so tight that his knuckles flashed white. “I just wanted it gone. I wanted to forget. But I couldn’t. Because he branded more than just my arm.” He lifted his sleeve, exposing the same mark that was on her own left shoulder. Right on the meaty part of the muscle. Just like the other kids. David pointed at the mark and then raised his finger to his left temple. “He got in here too. It was because of our age. We were so impressionable, so moldable. I mean, sometimes I wonder if half the choices I made during my life were even my own.” That desperate laughter returned, growing more hysterical the longer it went on. “Do you think that he affected your life like that too? Do you think that he shaped us into the people we became? Whatever the fuck he said, and did, it messed with our minds. That’s a fact. That’s science.” He pointed his finger toward the floor hard each time he spoke the last two sentences. “We were kids, at the most vulnerable point in our lives. He knew that. That’s why he kept us.”

Looking at David, seeing the pain and doubt and confliction that raged in his mind, Jessica was suddenly thankful that she hadn’t been able to remember her abduction. But it did make her wonder - had she been affected that much and not realized it?

Jessica shut her eyes, trying to push through the distractions. She had to remember why she had come here, why she wanted to speak to David. They weren't here to commiserate, though that seemed to be why he wanted to talk. But she needed answers, something tangible that would help her locate her daughter before Annie was molded into something that she should never be.

“Do you remember anything about the place he took us?” Jessica asked. “Anything about his name, or something he told you?”

David was crying now, the tears rolling down his cheeks, collecting in the thick brown beard where they became lost in the dense growth of hair. But he made no sounds as he cried. There were only the tears that fell as he maintained a stoic expression. He was lost, and in more ways than one.

“David,” Jessica said, speaking his name with an authority that she had normally reserved for Annie during the rare instance when she misbehaved. It was a well-worn tactic, but it was enough to catch the man’s attention and snap him out of whatever stupor that he’d fallen into. “I need something to help me find my daughter. What else do you remember?”

David blinked away the tears and then took a deep breath as he leaned back. “I…” He shut his eyes. “God, I just don’t remember. All I can see is that basement. That dark basement and the way that he would crawl around in the dark.” He raked his fingers through his neatly-combed hair, leaving behind a wake of disheveled brown strands that made him look insane. “I’m sorry.”

Jessica lowered her head in defeat. She knew that it was a long shot, but it was one that she had to take. She nodded and then stood, keeping her purse clutched in her hand instead of slinging it over her shoulder. “Thank you for talking to me.” She took a step toward the door, but then looked back at the broken man in the chair. “And if you’re not talking to someone about this, about what happened… I think you should.”

David said nothing, and Jessica nodded and then walked toward the door. She opened it and made it into the hallway before David finally blurted out words.

“A lake.”

Jessica froze, quickly thrusting her arm out to catch the door before it closed, and she poked her head back in the room, hanging on the man’s every word. “What?”

David slowly stood, trying to catch the memory that floated just above him. “He let me outside once. It was after he branded me. I remember because he said that I was the only one that didn’t scream when he cut me. So he said he wanted to reward me for being a good boy.” He locked eyes with Jessica. “He took me outside.”

Jessica didn’t move, afraid that any sudden movement would cause David to lose the memory. “What else?”

David paced in quick strides across the small room, turning quickly, waving his arms around as he tried to wrap his head around it. “There was a lake, and it was in the woods. Thick woods. And there was a… a… It was a cabin.” He snapped his fingers. “Yes. A cabin. It was ancient, and it was the only building that I could see. We were in the middle of nowhere.”

The middle of nowhere didn’t make Jessica feel any better, and while there were hundreds of miles of woods, she might be able to narrow down the field of areas by looking at lakes in heavily-wooded areas.

Jessica waited for more, but after a few more seconds, David collapsed in his chair. “I’m sorry. That’s all I can remember.” He hung his head lower with every apology, but Jessica walked to the man, dropped to her knees, and held his hands.

“Thank you,” Jessica said, her voice catching in her throat. “You did help. Really.” She squeezed his hands, and he smiled, though it was still sad.

“I hope you find her,” David said. “Before… well, you know.”

Jessica did know. And time was running short. She hurried out of the back room and broke into a run when she was out of the back hallway. She sprinted down the book aisle and hurried out into the street and the chaos of midday traffic. It was lunchtime and everyone was out of work, hurrying past her to try and get something to eat.

The combination of the crowd and the heat and the information that Jessica had just received was overwhelming and disorienting. She couldn’t remember where she parked, she couldn’t remember where she was. She clutched her chest, which had grown tight and painful. She was short of breath, and she moved to the nearest wall, which happened to be outside of the bookstore, to steady herself.

A few curious eyes examined Jessica on their walk past, but no one stopped to help. She shut her eyes, focused on her breathing, and after seven deep breaths, she felt a vibration in her pocket. It was her phone. She answered without looking at the screen. “Hello?”

“Jessica?” It was Mills. “Are you all right? You sound out of breath.”

It was the detective’s steady voice that helped Jessica stand upright. She held onto that strength tightly, knowing that she could use it to lean on for a little while.

“I’m fine,” Jessica answered, already feeling better. “I think I got something.”

“Me too,” Mills said. “I’ve got a name.”
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Jessica met Mills back at his house, and the pair decided to ride to the next address together. It was far out in the sticks, and after the meeting that Jessica had with David Turner, she wasn’t in the mood to be alone for longer than was necessary.

Mills didn’t bombard her questions, and the few he did ask were all geared to making sure that she was all right.

The meeting with David had left Jessica with more questions of her own than the few revelations about where Annie might have been taken. She kept circling back to the conversation she had with David, and how he believed that the man who took them had reshaped the children that he abducted into something that they wouldn’t have become otherwise. And the more that she concentrated on that thought, the more frightened she became.

“Do you think we’re in control?” Jessica asked.

Mills checked the GPS to make sure that they were still on the right path. “What do you mean?”

“Do you think we’re in control of our lives?” Jessica asked.

Mills turned his attention away from the navigation and glanced at Jessica. “I think we control as much of it as we can, but no, I don’t think we have complete control over our lives. There’s too much going on in the world for that to happen. No matter how much we prepare for the unknown, you never really know what will happen.”

Jessica watched the open plains pass by. She remembered looking out the window of her parents’ car when she was little and her father would drive them to a park or into town. Seeing so much nothing, so much grand space always made her feel so small. Even more so when she was a child.

Jessica hoped that she would outgrow all of that one day. But the world grew with her, and just when she believed that she was gaining on it, the world tossed her a curveball, shrinking her down.

Darren had always made her feel small. Even when they were first dating. She couldn’t see it at first. She was distracted by all of the pretty things that he bought her, but it was all a show. Because that’s all a man like Darren could do. He could only buy things and pretend that he had earned them.

“She might already be dead,” Jessica said.

“What?” Mills looked at her sharply. “Jessica, don’t talk like that.”

“But it might be true,” Jessica said, her voice taking on an apathetic, cold, and clinical tone that numbed her from head to toe. “It’s a hard truth, but it might be one that I have to face.”

“You’re jumping to conclusions,” Mills said.

“He killed the last kid that he took,” Jessica said. “Raped him too. It’s been almost forty-eight hours since she was taken. If Buckley wanted Annie dead, then there wasn’t any reason for him not to finish her off the moment she was taken.”

Mills veered off the highway and then slammed on the brakes. The sedan rumbled to a stop, skidding over the harsh bumps on the highway’s edge, and the sudden stop slammed Jessica forward hard against her seatbelt before the inertia flung her backward.

“Stop it!” Mills turned in his seat and looked at Jessica. “Stop it right now!”

The anger flashing over Mills’ face surprised her. It was erratic and frightening, nothing like the even-keeled man that she had come to respect.

“I know what you’re doing, but this isn’t the time,” Mills said, keeping his voice harsh. “You do not have to go into this alone. You don’t have to give up on hope so that you don’t have to feel the pain anymore. You have to hold on. Because that’s what pain is, it’s holding on for as long as you can before it cripples you and forces you to let go. But you haven’t reached that point yet.”

Jessica stared at him, her eyes watering. “How do you know?”

The anger subsided, and Mills reached for Jessica’s hand. “Because you’re stronger than you think you are, Jessica. I have worked more violent crimes and cases than anyone I know. And if there is one thing that I’ve learned in all of those cases, it’s only when you choose to block out your feelings that evil wins. Because that’s what evil wants. It wants to infect you. It wants to control you. But it’s the fight within us that keeps that from happening. It’s the fight against all of the doubt and uncertainty. Because while we might not know where our lives are headed, or what is waiting for us around the next corner, I can promise you that there isn’t anything worse than when you lay down and let that apathy take control. Because people don’t get up from that. No matter how hard they try. They don’t get back up.”

Jessica bowed her head, her shoulders trembling as she sobbed silently to herself, holding on to the detective’s hand. She knew that he was giving her a lifeline, but she was the one who had to make the choice to pull herself out.

Jessica reciprocated the firm squeeze that Mills had given her and then let go. She wiped her eyes and then took a deep breath, resetting herself for what came next. Because Jessica knew that Mills was right. She knew that the moment that she gave up was the moment that she lost Annie. She was glad to have the man there to keep her focused.

“Hey,” Mills said, his voice quiet and calm. “Everybody falls.”

Jessica nodded. “I know.”

“You ready?” Mills asked.

“Yeah.” Jessica focused on her breathing. “I’m ready.”

Mills shifted the car into drive and then pulled back onto the highway, picking up speed as they returned to the main objective of their trip.

It didn’t take much longer to reach the old man’s house. It was an old farmhouse sitting on acres of land that hadn’t been tended to in decades. From the broken-down and rotting fences to the dilapidated house the old man lived inside, Jessica wasn’t convinced that the man even lived here anymore.

“Are you sure that this is the right place?” Jessica asked as Mills turned off the road and down the long dirt path that took them to the front of the house.

“This was the only address listed for the name I had,” Mills answered. “And according to the post office and the DMV, Mackle Firth still receives his Social Security checks, which are delivered here by mail once a month.” He leaned forward, studying the layout of the area. “Doesn’t look like this guy is much for appearances.”

An old truck was parked out in the yard, grass growing up into the wheels and engine. The doors were off of it, and the inside was all rotted from the exposure to the weather. Mills parked near it where the grass was shortest and hoped that they’d be able to drive out of this after they were done.

“Listen,” Mills said. “I don’t know what we’re going to be dealing with when we talk to this guy. He didn’t have a phone, so I had no way of contacting him before we arrived. And if house calls over the past three months have taught me anything about places like this, it’s that people like this typically don’t like to be disturbed.”

Jessica nodded. “I think you’re right about that.”

“Just stay behind me, and don’t make any sudden movements.” Mills got out of the car, and Jessica mirrored his actions.

A hot blast of heat greeted Jessica when she stepped out of the car, followed by the sweet and sour scent of the fields with all of its dirt and grass. She trailed Mills up the porch and then hung back while he knocked on the front door, which was little more than a screen.

“Mr. Firth?” Mills shouted, but the open space that surrounded the house carried it away until it vanished into silence. “Mr. Firth, this is the Maples Police Department, are you home?”

Jessica kept glancing around, wondering if this property had always been in such poor condition. She spied a barn out to the right, which looked even worse than the house itself.

After a minute of silence, Mills glanced back to Jessica and shrugged his shoulders.

“Hold on!” The voice echoed from somewhere inside the house, and both Mills and Jessica focused on the screen door and the darkened interior inside. “I’m coming.”

Another minute after the announcement, Jessica watched as a hunched-over shadow shuffled down the center hallway of the house. A cane thumped with every other step, and when Mackle Firth poked his head out of the screen door, he couldn’t stop his head from shaking as he struggled to look up at Mills, squinting from the sunlight.

“Yes?” Mr. Firth was a shriveled old man, dressed only in a pair of overalls that exposed what time had done to his body. Sagging, wrinkled, and spotted skin sheathed a frail skeleton. He looked one breath away from death.

“Mr. Firth, I’m Detective Gavin Mills with the Maples Police Department,” he said, keeping the tone casual and indifferent, but there was a hint of worry in his voice when he spoke next. “Are you out here by yourself?”

Mr. Firth nodded. “Ever since my wife died fifteen years ago. But I don’t think it’ll be much longer until I get to see her again.” He smacked his lips. His mouth looked like it was nothing but gums. His head had rounded so that nearly all of his features were smoothed out, robbing the identity that he once held in his youth.

“Do you mind if my associate and me come inside and talk to you for a little bit?” Mills had dropped all pretense of intimidation. “It won’t take very long.”

“Okay.” Mr. Firth glanced around Mills and looked at Jessica. “I apologize for the mess inside, ma’am. I don’t think I’ve had a female visitor since my wife died. And I’m ashamed to say that the place is a bit of a dump.”

Jessica repressed a smile. “It’s fine, Mr. Firth.”

Mr. Firth nodded, and Mills reached for the door, offering the old man a hand as the pair disappeared into the house.

Jessica hung back for a moment, watching the pair of men disappear inside, while she studied more of the exterior. Now that she was closer, she could see the rotting wood, the boards that had gone loose on the house, the sagging roof. She could smell the death in this place, and she was briefly reminded of the foul stench that she remembered from the basement where the killer had kept her, and while she briefly entertained the idea that it could have been this place, and it could have been that old man, she quickly dismissed it.

Because it was what David had said about seeing the picture of Dillon Thompson, how he felt nothing when he stared into that man’s face. Jessica felt the same about Mackle Firth. She wasn’t afraid of him. She only pitied him.

She finally entered the house, the screen door slamming shut behind her with a loud crack. The interior of the place was in even worse condition that the outside of the house, and Jessica wasn’t sure if the house would still be standing after the next strong storm that came through. But perhaps that was something the old man had been waiting for.

Jessica walked into the living room where the floor was covered in trash just as Mills helped the old timer into his seat.

“Thank you.” Mr. Firth let out an exasperated groan, then leaned his cane against the armrest of his chair. “Now, what can I help you with, Detective?”

“You worked at the Hughes Textile factory here in town, right?” Mills asked.

“That’s right,” Mr. Firth answered, nodding along. “Thirty-seven years, right up until the place shut down and they moved on to greener pastures.” He shook his head. “It killed this town.”

“Do you remember an incident during one of the events at the factory where—”

“I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to speak up, son.” Mr. Firth leaned forward, shouting a little bit himself. “I didn’t realize how much my hearing was gone until you two showed up. Been a while since I held a conversation with anyone but myself.” He laughed, flashing his pink gums, and then smacked his lips.

Mills nodded and then spoke up. “Do you remember an incident that happened during one of the factory’s family event days?”

Mr. Firth stared at Mills as though he didn’t hear the question, but the pause was just so the old man could think. “We had quite a few of those events. Anything specific that you’re looking for?”

“It would have been in the early nineties,” Mills answered. “And it would have involved a little boy and another worker.”

Again, Mr. Firth stared up at Mills with a blank expression, but then he nodded, setting his already-raisin wrinkled face in disgust. “You’re talking about John Keller’s boy.”

Jessica looked to Mills to see if the name registered, and Mills dropped to a knee, placing a hand on the chair’s armrest to steady himself.

“That’s right,” Mills said. “I heard that you overheard John Keller and the factory manager talking about the incident.”

Mr. Firth grabbed at his left hand. He squeezed and twisted his fingers a little bit, his knuckles and joints swollen and crooked from arthritis. It hurt just to look at them.

“I didn’t think anything of it at the time,” Mr. Firth said, his eyes growing distant and glassy. “And after they caught the guy, I figured I was wrong.”

Jessica moved toward the old man, kneeling down on the opposite side of Mills. “We need to know what you heard. We need to know what happened.”

Mr. Firth glanced between Mills and Jessica, and Jessica imagined that the sight was like something out of some ancient drawings, where a man and a woman had come to seek the wisdom of the village elder in hopes of saving lives.

“They were arguing about what happened to John’s son,” Mr. Firth said. “But the boy never spoke up about what he and the other employee were doing. John was convinced that the man with his son was up to no good. The manager didn’t want to deal with it though, said that the guy was moving on anyway, and trying to make a big deal about it was only going to make things worse.”

“Worse how?” Mills asked.

Mr. Firth stared at the floor, and Jessica saw that he was struggling to remember, struggling to sift through all of the memories that rested behind those eyes that he had created in the years since that event.

“It was all about having pull with the right people back in those days,” Mr. Firth said. “Hard work didn’t mean as much anymore. They were laying people off left and right, and I guess that that guy knew someone high up in the company. Not sure who he knew, though.”

Jessica and Mills exchanged a glance.

“But, anyway, after I heard about the conversation, I didn’t think anything of it,” Mr. Firth said. “I figured that if the boss said not to worry about it, then I shouldn’t worry about it. But when I heard about those kids that had gone missing… I thought that maybe I should say something.”

“And you did,” Mills said. “You spoke to the police.”

“Yeah, that’s right,” Mr. Firth said. “A lot of good that did though. By the time I had learned what was going on, they had already caught the guy. But then I thought that, well, maybe there could be more than one sicko out there, and those people need to be brought down. Shouldn’t no one be able to do something bad to a little child.”

“What was his name?” Jessica asked, eager to get to the heart of the matter. “The name of the employee who was seen with the little boy?”

Mr. Firth turned to Jessica, and it was the first sign of life that she had seen in the old man since they had arrived. Alive with fear.

“I never thought he was quite right,” Mr. Firth said, dropping his voice to a whisper, as if the man could hear him. “Something about the way he looked at people. He didn’t see them as people, he saw them as… something else. Something inhuman. Because I don’t think he was human either.”

Both Jessica and Mills let Mr. Firth play out his train of thought, but they were both leaning forward with an eagerness that would have been reserved for kids on Christmas morning. They both knew it was coming, and Jessica’s heart was hammering so hard in her chest that she thought it would burst form her blouse.

“And his name?” Mills asked, when it seemed like the old man had gotten lost in his own fear of the monster that had haunted so many people, torn apart so many families, and altered so many lives. “Do you remember the worker’s name?”

“I do,” Mr. Firth answered. “You don’t forget the name of a man who looked like he did. His name was Ronald Smith.”
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Time was always sipping away, and even all of the wealth and money that Buckley Hughes had accumulated over his life couldn’t buy him more of it. Sure, he could make his day more efficient, paying people to do the little things for him, but it couldn’t buy him the years he needed. It couldn’t extend his life for the eternity that was necessary to accomplish what he wanted, and that was to buy anything and everything that he could get his hands on.

Growing up, Buckley Hughes was very poor. Dirt poor. So poor that his family slept outside most of the time, and the only stable home he ever had was during the two years when he lived with his great-aunt while his parents went off to find work in the city. They couldn’t afford to bring him with them.

Great-Aunt Kara was a bitch of a woman. Cold and heartless, but she was smart. And it was the way that she lived her life that caught Buckley’s eye. She went after what she wanted, no matter what it did to other people, regardless of the legality.

Buckley had always had a drive. He had always been smart, but he had never known what to do with all of his potential. And as much as he hated that old woman, he knew that he wouldn’t have been the man he became without her influence.

On the day she died, Buckley didn’t attend her funeral. The first thing he did upon hearing of her death was to buy the house that she lived in, then bulldozed it to the ground, along with all of the precious things that she collected. Because as much as he learned from her, he still hated the bitch with a fiery passion.

The blinking light on his desk phone caught his attention, and Buckley pressed the speaker button. “What?”

“Mr. Hughes, I have Senator Wallace on the line for you.” Karen, Buckley’s assistant, spoke sweetly. She was intelligent and attractive, the only two requirements for the position.

“Put him through.” Buckley took the phone off speaker and pressed it to his ear. “What do you want, Jacob?”

Jacob Wallace was a senior senator in D.C. Backed by Hughes in the mid-nineties, he had dominated the Kansas senate races for the past two decades. It was part of their mutually beneficial arrangement. “Have you seen the video?” A worried excitement was laced into his voice. “It’s all over the goddamn internet! I thought you had this under control?”

“Do not raise your voice at me,” Buckley said. “Remember your place, Senator.”

Jacob swallowed and then calmed. “Is this something I need to be worried about, Buckley?”

“No,” Buckley answered. “It is being handled.”

“Are you sure, because if that girl connects her abduction to—”

“I have a solution prepared for that problem,” Buckley said. “Is there anything else, Jacob?”

“I… No,” Jacob said. “But are you sure—”

Buckley hung up the phone. His patience could only take so much sniveling in one sitting. It was the third such call he’d received since Jessica Donovan uploaded that video calling out his family for not assisting in the investigation of her daughter’s disappearance. Everyone who helped him thirty years ago was suddenly afraid they would be exposed: the governor, the attorney general, congressmen. But Buckley wasn’t worried. He had a plan.

A knock sounded at the office door, which was always to be kept closed after every person that passed through. Buckley enjoyed the fact that people tended to squirm behind shut doors. It forced them to stay until the task was completed. It was a way for him to get what he wanted.

“Yes,” Buckley said, returning to the rest of the stack of papers on his desk. That was what his job had transformed into over the past decade. After conquering so many other businesses during his career, Buckley had enough power, money, and influence to purchase anything that he wanted. Even when people didn’t want to sell.

All it took was one quick message to the right person and a quick deposit into a nondescript bank account, and a once-bad situation for Buckley turned into nothing but a quick transaction a few hours later. And so he spent his days signing off on deals and acquisitions. While he had yet to find a way to become immortal, he still fancied himself a god.

Ken Seethers entered the office, and he shut the door behind him but said nothing on his approach to the desk, waiting for Buckley to grant him permission to speak.

“Everything is ready?” Buckley asked, keeping his attention on the papers on his desk.

“Yes sir,” Ken answered.

Buckley scribbled the last bit of his signature. “Good.”

“Sir, are you sure this is necessary?” Ken asked.

Buckley flared his nostrils and leaned against the stiff back of his chair. He had specifically purchased a chair that was uncomfortable. The slightest amount of pain helped elevate brain function and awareness. “It wouldn’t have been if you had done your job correctly. The trail was supposed to end with you, but these people have managed to find some crumbs.”

“Sir, I—”

“Shut your mouth.” Buckley snapped. “I pay you to handle things, not lecture me.”

Ken bowed his head. “Yes, sir.”

Buckley adjusted himself in the chair. “Timothy is ready as well?”

“Yes, sir,” Ken answered.

“Good,” Buckley said. “I’ll be down in a minute.”

“Yes, sir.” Ken nodded and departed, leaving Buckley alone.

Buckley leaned back in his chair and then rubbed his left arm. The last visit to the doctor had told the story of his high blood pressure. He reached for the medications that the doctor prescribed, a new trial out of Malaysia that was supposed to strengthen the heart, and he washed two pills down with a water from the crystal glass on his desk.

He shut his eyes, hoping that the half million dollars he spent on the development of the drugs would prove useful to him and extend his life a few more years.

Buckley knew that the line of people waiting for him to die was wrapped around the block. He couldn’t keep track of the number of death threats that had followed him around since the day he started this business.

Building an empire was bloody work. But Buckley did what was necessary to ensure that his empire would thrive long after he was dead. Plans were already set into motion for his succession when the time came, and he only hoped that his son would be up for the challenge.

Buckley had never been the kind of father that had shown affection or love. Their relationship was built upon the most basic of human necessities. The boy needed a father. And Buckley needed someone to mold into the person after him. Family was just another form of business. He needed to ensure that his business was strong. At the moment, he had his doubts. And a man in doubt needed to reset his focus, which was what Buckley planned to do.

“Sir?” Karen’s voice came from the intercom on his phone. “Your son is at the gates. Shall I send him up to the office?”

Buckley glanced around the plush office. The books, furniture, the expensive rugs and paintings. It was too much of a formal business setting for the type of conversation that he needed to have with his son. “No. Send him to the kennels. I’ll meet him there.”

“Yes, sir.”

The call ended, and Buckley walked to his window. He saw his son’s vehicle pass through the main gate of the south entrance, then swept his eyes over the land that he owned. It was the biggest estate in the country.

At one point, it had been nothing but grass fields. Buckley Hughes had raised a castle from the dirt, and it was the crown jewel of all of the homes that he had built. Most of the other rich and powerful fools that he rubbed elbows with thought he was an idiot for picking his main residence in the middle of nowhere Kansas.

But Buckley Hughes had come from nowhere. Nowhere was the source of his strength. Out here, he was far away from the eyes of the world.

Places like Los Angeles, New York, Miami, Washington D.C. had a spotlight on them that would garner unwanted attention. But out here, away from the spotlight, Buckley could do whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted.

No one cared about the people out here. Sure, there was a brief outcry when he moved the factories overseas, but it was that move that had turned his millions into billions. And while the papers branded him as a villain, the press died down after a few weeks and they moved onto another story, forgetting the poor fools that he had left behind.

After the world moved on, Buckley was once again left alone with more money and power than he ever dreamed of possessing.

No. Not dreamed. He had worked toward this. Buckley had made it his mission to collect as much money and power as he could and then harness it for the same purpose of collecting more. And he only imagined what he could have done with just a little more time in his life.

But the next act in the story of Hughes Incorporated would be decided by his son, and Buckley wanted to ensure that Darren was prepared.

And if he wasn’t…

Buckley took the stairs to the first floor and headed north down one of the hallways. Every servant that he passed down the hallway stopped what they were doing, straightened up, and then bowed. He forced his employees to perform the same etiquette as Buckingham Palace. And even after all of those years, he still never tired of seeing all of these peasants acknowledge him for the god he had become on Earth.

The kennels were located on the far northwest section of the estate. Buckley had always wanted a dog when he was a boy. However, his circumstances as a child prevented that.

Animals were simple yet complex creatures. A hound dog, for example, could track scents that no living person or piece of technology could pick up.

And all it took to buy that unwavering loyalty, along with the animal’s skills and protection, was food. Because once you established to the animal that they were unable to provide for themselves, the animal feared losing you. Because losing you meant losing their own lives. People were far trickier to deal with, and far touchier.

Darren pulled around just as Buckley was walking through the gardens. He moved with long, purposeful strides toward the kennel, where he heard the animals howl at the approach of the car and himself.

Buckley had learned long ago that it was always important to have a destination in mind when you moved. Without a purpose of direction, anything and anyone could blow you off course. It didn’t take much, only the slightest variation, distraction, or vice.

It was why Buckley didn’t indulge in alcohol or drugs, save for the few medications that were working to extend his life. He always wanted a clear and focused mind. It was what helped build the empire around him.

Darren said nothing as he stepped out of the car and simply followed Buckley to the mouth of the kennels, where their conversation would remain private.

“You wanted to see me, Father?” Darren asked.

“I need you to handle something,” Buckley answered, the dogs working into a frenzy behind him. “It has to do with your ex-wife.”

Buckley studied Darren, searching for any signs that his son was going weak in the knees. He knew that the divorce had been difficult, but what was more, it had been a blow to his ego. And a man without confidence was a man who lacked conviction.

“Father, it was handled,” Darren said. “She hasn’t contacted me since yesterday, and our PR team is handling the press. As far as anyone knows, we’re doing all we can to help the police and help Jessica. We’re controlling the narrative here.”

“And you’re sure about that?” Buckley asked.

Buckley’s tone triggered doubt over Darren’s face, and that was the weakness that Buckley had wanted to expose.

“Listen to me.” Buckley stepped forward, moving quickly as he grabbed the back of Darren’s neck, his son going stiff under his strong touch. “She is meddling. She is pushing.”

Darren stammered. “Th-th-they don’t have anything. She has no leverage. No friends. And we have people in the police department. They won’t—”

“A reporter for the LA Times flew into town at 9 am this morning,” Buckley said, keeping a tight hold on his grip, his voice lowering to a growl like the hounds behind him. “And do you know who called this reporter?”

Darren shook his head. “Jessica doesn’t have any friends, she has no influence, no power, no money to do anything—”

Buckley slapped Darren’s cheek, the harsh smack silencing the dogs in the cages behind them.

Darren held his cheek, glancing up at Buckley the way he did when he was a boy. Buckley hated all of his children when they were young. They were weak, whiny, petulant things. He hit them as often as possible because children, like dogs, could only be tamed through a hard hand.

“She has never been weak,” Buckley said. “It was one of the reasons why you married her. And now that she no longer has you, she’s been smart enough to move her efforts to another man that can help her accomplish what she needs.”

With Buckley still invading Darren’s space, the boy was forced to take a step back, still holding that cheek. “So she’s with a new guy. That doesn’t make a difference! Everything is fine!”

“No!” Buckley pointed at his son, that same raging focus that propelled him through life now barreling down with all of his might at his oldest son. “What did I teach you growing up? That it was acceptable for your enemies to gain ground against you?”

Darren frowned, dropping his hand. “Jessica isn’t my enemy, Father. She’s been dealt with.”

The disappointment that flooded through Buckley’s veins only fueled the rage on his face. He couldn’t believe he was hearing this from his own flesh and blood.

The dogs had worked themselves back into a frenzy, and Buckley turned toward the animals that he had trained, the ones that had been loyal to him since they were nothing but pups. Perhaps it would have been easier, simpler if Buckley had never had children. Family was always a fickle and unpredictable enterprise.

“Father,” Darren said, his voice distant and quiet like it had always been whenever he was scared as a child. He had never been a strong boy.

Buckley walked back to his son, his movements slow, calculated, making sure that he did nothing to spook the boy. He grabbed Darren’s shoulder, the grip firm but not overbearing. “Darren, you must remember that our business comes first. Always. It’s the reason we have all of this.” He lifted his other hand, gesturing to the estate.

“I know, Father.” Darren nodded. “I understand the need for sacrifice.”

Buckley smiled. “Good.” He pulled Darren to him and then walked deeper into the kennels. “But a true sacrifice is tearing a piece of yourself out and offering it to serve a greater purpose. It’s realizing that, as strong and as powerful as you are, there are some things in life that are just greater than the sum of your own parts.”

Darren looked at his father with a questioning glance as they reached the back of the kennels, the dogs in the cages behind them barking with an incessant excitement that caused them to rattle the very cages that held them at bay.

“Nothing in this life comes easy, or willingly.” Buckley walked Darren to the empty cage to his left, and he opened the door. “And I’m afraid your time has come.” Buckley stepped away from his son, who stood there slack-jawed at the clear plastic lining that covered the kennel.

“Father, I—”

The bullet cut through the back of Darren’s skull, and he fell forward into the cage, smacking against the plastic that lined the floor.

Ken stood with the gun still raised, the barking of the dogs growing even more excited after the gunshot. He holstered his weapon and then collected the dispensed shell that fell to the ground.

Buckley walked into the cage, staring down at the remains of his son. He knew that he should have felt something for the boy’s death. But he didn’t.

All he saw was a necessary step to continue his business. And while Buckley had wanted Darren to become a good resource for him to advance the company, seeing as how it would be an easier transition to his first-born son, Buckley couldn’t ignore the fact that Darren just wasn’t a good fit.

“Find Jessica and the detective,” Buckley said. “Bring them back here. It’s time for a little family reunion.”
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Jessica repeated the name in her mind at least a thousand times after they left Mr. Firth’s house. It was glued to the forefront of her memory, but no matter how many times she repeated the name, it didn’t change the fact that she had never heard of it before in her life.

Neither Jessica or Mills said much after they left Mr. Firth’s property, the pair in a reflective state that required silence to work through everything that they had learned.

Jessica had expected the revelation of the man to be a shock, to be someone that she knew. Hell, she thought that it could have been Buckley, or Ken, or one of the many pieces of scum that she knew Buckley had employed. But Jessica had never heard the name Ronald Smith mentioned by any member of the Hughes family.

Mills drove them back to his house, but when Jessica followed him to the front door, he stopped and turned around. “There’s something I wasn’t sure I should tell you but… I think it’s important for you to know.”

Jessica raised her eyebrows. She hadn’t seen him hesitate like this before. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s about your father,” Mills said. “He and all of the fathers of the other kids that were abducted were involved in union efforts at all of the Hughes factories.”

Jess’ stomach hollowed out. “You’re saying that my father’s accident at the factory might not have been an accident.”

“He might have kept pushing to unionize after you were returned,” Mills said. “And I think that Hughes put an end to it.”

Ever since the visit from Buckley yesterday and his offhand comment about her father, Jessica suspected that might be true. But this was the first person outside of herself to confirm what she feared. “We have to stop him.”

Mills nodded. “We will.”

The moment that they stepped inside, Mills started to get to work on learning more about this Ronald Smith.

“We’ll check the DMV records,” Mills said. “It’s a pretty common name, so it could be phony, but that will help us start the process.”

“What about checking the employee records at the factory?” Jessica asked. “We might be able to find a common name that jumped around the different factories during the timeframe of the abductions. If he used the same name then, it would be easy to find him.”

“I still haven’t received a response on my request to access the company’s files,” Mills said. “I don’t think that is going to change anytime soon.”

“Isn’t there someone else that you can talk too?” Jessica asked. “Something that will help us—”

“Jessica,” Mills said, touching her hand. “Buckley Hughes has people in the department. The only way that we’re going to get information that we know is legitimate is if we do it ourselves.”

Jessica knew that he was right.

Mills fired up his laptop and ran the name Ronald Smith through the DMV and NCIC databases.

“All right,” Mills said, scrolling through the search results. “Eighty-five results. Well, we can probably narrow it down to anyone who lived or currently lives in Kansas.” He added the additional filters, and the search results narrowed to a more manageable thirteen. “All right, let’s see what else we can get.”

With Mills checking on the name, Jessica decided to check her email, wondering if she had received any tips since the video went viral.

The emails were categorized by tips and information, well wishes, and the metrics of the video as it had been blasted out on their social media platforms, and Jessica had to re-read the number of times that it had been viewed before she was sure that she was reading it correctly.

One million one hundred thousand views, and the video had only been up for a few hours. She stood there in a stunned silence and felt hope flicker inside of her, but that hope also exposed the fears of being out in the open again.

This wasn’t something that Jessica could hide from. She couldn’t tuck it away in a drawer like she had done with all of those news clippings. She couldn’t tear it up and throw it into the trash can like she had with all of those hate letters. This would last forever. She had now been thrust into the digital world, and she would never be able to look back away from it again. No matter how badly she wanted to. It couldn’t be undone.

Jessica clutched the phone to her chest, letting that thought sink it. Because while most of the emails that she had received so far were positive, she knew that it was only a matter of time before society reared its ugly head and she was cast back into a world of hate and vitriol.

Because that’s what the mob was, and Jessica had just thrown herself to the mercy of millions of strangers.

“Jessica?” Mills asked, looking up from his computer. “Everything all right?”

Jessica turned toward him, phone still clutched to her chest. She didn’t know how long he’d been looking at her, but his worried expression told her that it might have been for longer that she would have liked. “The video seems to be working.”

“Any tips?” Mills asked.

Jessica walked over to him, sifting through the data on her phone. “Nothing substantial yet. Only well wishes and shares.”

“Yeah,” Mills said. “I was afraid that might happen. It’s one of the reasons why the department doesn’t blast as much social media like that. Most folks will share and post, but that’s about as far as their inquiries will go. Just because something goes viral doesn’t mean it’s going to make a big impact aside from a lot of views.”

Jessica stared at the screen. “I guess you’re right.” She pocketed the phone, knowing that the longer that she dwelled on things that she couldn’t control, the more distracted she would become. And she needed to remain focused to find Annie. She needed to remember why she was doing this in the first place. “So, how many of these Ronald Smiths were born in Kansas?”

“Three,” Mills said. “But only one of them has a record. It’s a drunk and disorderly from 1999. Hmm.”

Jessica frowned. “What?”

“Nothing, it’s just…” Mills leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “I don’t think that our guy would be someone who would go out in public like that. I mean, he’s controlled. Unstable, but controlled. It’s the only way he would have gotten away with twelve abductions.”

“That, and he probably has the resources of the Hughes family,” Jessica said.

“True,” Mills tilted his head to the side, staring at the screen. “It just doesn’t feel right.” He glanced up at her and shrugged. “Detective’s intuition.”

“All right then,” Jessica said. “What are our next moves?”

Mills took his time, chewing the thought over in his head, and then he finally cleared his throat and then nodded to himself. “We’ll check on all three. They all have current Kansas addresses. No reason we can’t drop in and say hello.”

Jessica’s stomach twisted with uncertainty. She felt like they were getting closer to the truth, and depending on what they discovered from these people, it would be a truth that could destroy what remained of her life.

“All right,” Jessica said, forcing herself to sound brave. “Let’s get this started.”
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After the first two Ronald Smiths they visited didn’t pan out, Jessica’s stomach couldn’t take the nerves anymore and she forced Mills to pull over so she could vomit.

Hunched over on the highway with traffic speeding behind her, Jessica wiped her mouth with an old white napkin from Mills’ glove compartment, her head pounding.

Jessica remembered what David had said, remembered that feeling that flooded through her when she had her flashbacks about her abduction. The first two Ronalds didn’t provide that feeling. Which meant they were down to their last person of interest.

Jessica twisted her fingers together, fidgeting in her seat, fearing the truth of her past and her future. She was running out of time to get Annie back.

“There it is,” Mills said.

Jessica looked up from the floorboard as the car slowed.

The address listed for the last Ronald Smith had led them to an orphanage on the outskirts of Maples. Jessica examined the three-story building down the one lane road they had taken off the highway. It was old, but well-maintained.

Mills followed the road to a parking space that sat outside of the large building. A few farms backed up against the property, but there was still a lot of wide-open space.

The longer that Jessica stared at the structure, the more sounds of laughter that she heard coming from somewhere around the back of the building, the more that pit in her stomach sickened. “He runs an orphanage? He’s around kids?” Her breathing accelerated, and her heart rate kicked up a notch.

“Jessica,” Mills said, his voice steady and calm. “We don’t know what we’re about to walk into, so we need to play it cool, all right?”

Jessica glanced back to Mills, then nodded. “Yeah. All right.”

Mills kept hold of her. “We’re going to get answers.”

Jessica relaxed a little bit more. “I know.”

Jessica followed Mills up the three steps toward the front door, which was unlocked, and Jessica felt her breath catch in her chest as she entered the orphanage.

They stepped into a long hallway that cut through the middle of the building. It was an old school house, complete with lockers on the walls to her left and a very large bulletin with little flyers and pamphlets tacked to the cork. It had been a long time since she had seen anything like that, and Jessica was suddenly transported back to her own middle school, when she walked the halls as a gangly little girl struggling to become the woman that she saw so many of her friends blossoming into.

But while the door might have been unlocked, the pair only made a few feet into the school before a young gentleman dressed like a Catholic priest stepped out of the nearest door, hands clasped behind his back and a polite smile across his face.

“Can I help you two?” the priest asked, his tone high-pitched to mask his annoyance.

Mills flashed his badge. “I’m Detective Mills, and this is my partner. Are you in charge around here?”

The priest cast a quick glance toward Jessica, then back to Mills. “I am Father Kaplan. I run the orphanage school here. What can I do for you, Detectives?”

Mills glanced around, casing the area as if they were in some kind of perilous danger. “Does a Ronald Smith work here?”

Father Kaplan glanced up to the ceiling and twisted his mouth to the left, a few thoughtful creases along his forehead and around his eyes before finally shaking his head. “I don’t believe so. Most of the staff we have are female. Nuns, specifically. We do have a groundskeeper, but his name isn’t Ronald.”

Jessica deflated. The man wasn’t here. Maybe he had never been here. It could have been a phony address, or Mr. Firth could have misremembered the name. After all, the man did look one step toward the grave. Or it could have been a Ronald Smith that no longer lived in Kansas. There could be thousands of Ronald Smiths, and by the time that they were able to track any of them down, Annie might be dead. They had run out of time.

“What about students?” Mills asked. “Ever had a Ronald Smith come through here?”

Father Kaplan shrugged, but nodded. “It’s possible. Though I don’t recall a Ronald Smith in the few years that I’ve been in charge of the school.”

Jessica perked up, stepping forward to get a better look at the priest. “How long has this orphanage been around?”

“Since the early seventies,” Father Kaplan answered. “For a long time it was only a school, but after the Vietnam War ended, there was a growing population of children in rural areas that no longer had parents. And we were also seeing an increase of parents who were giving their children away for adoption. Usually it was young, unwed mothers. It was a very sad and confusing time for many.”

“Father,” Mills said, taking a step closer to the priest. “I’m going to need to see the files of any prior students that might have had the name of Ronald, Ronny, or Ron Smith.”

“Of course,” Kaplan said, stepping back. “We can talk more in my office.” He flashed a nervous smile and then disappeared into the room from which he came, leaving the door open.

The office was small, but neat and orderly. A few plaques rested on the wall, showcasing both Masters degrees in theology and education.

A window provided good light into the room and made the space feel larger than it would have without it. Through the window, Jessica saw the parking lot and the road that they had traveled down to get to the building. The priest must have seen them coming from a mile down the road.

Two chairs were positioned in front of Father Kaplan’s desk, and Jessica waited until Mills sat down before she did herself. She wasn’t sure if part of Mills’ plan was intimidation, and she didn’t want to ruin any of his tactics.

Father Kaplan turned on his computer and worked his fingers quickly over the keyboard and the mouse, switching between typing and clicking, until he finally stopped and then leaned back into his chair. “It doesn’t look like we have had any Ronald Smiths in the past ten years, but that’s as far back as our digital records go.”

“What about non-digital records?” Mills asked. “I’m sure you have a storage facility somewhere.”

Father Kaplan nodded. “It’s in our basement, but I have to say that it’s a bit of a mess.” He laughed, glancing between Jessica and Mills, who didn’t reciprocate the amusement, and then he cleared his throat. “It could take a little bit of time to locate the specific file you’re looking for. We didn’t have a very efficient and organized filing system before the orphanage went digital.”

“Good thing we’re here to help, Father.” Mills stood and Jessica did the same. The priest stood as well, but he didn’t mirror their enthusiasm.

Jessica hung back as they walked the hallway toward the back of the building and glanced into the windows of the rooms that they passed. A mixture of classrooms and playrooms comprised the first floor, and Jessica suspected that the living quarters were above.

There were a few children in the rooms, most of them either reading or playing some kind of game. There was a wide range of ages that Jessica saw, the youngest being a few kids around Annie’s age, and the oldest in high school.

The nuns watched them like hawks from the edges of the rooms, always moving, always looking, always making sure that the children under their watch were behaving, which would only make the children want to act out even more once they were not supervised.

Once at the end of the hallway, the pair stepped through the double doors and back outside into the sunlight. The day had grown much warmer since the morning, and when Jessica stepped out into the heat, she felt the fatigue of the past two days blast her in the face.

Exhaustion hit her all at once, and she nearly toppled over, but she caught herself on the railing. She shut her eyes and inhaled slow breaths.

Once she was steadier, Jessica opened her eyes and caught a better glimpse at the back of the school. More buildings dotted the fields, one of them a gymnasium and two smaller structures at the far end of the open field.

But what was even more impressive than the new buildings was the open stretches of land where the children played. And just before she turned around the corner to follow Mills and Father Kaplan into the cellar doors on the outside of the building, a flash of bright red curls caught Jessica’s eye in the field.

Jessica froze, taking a few steps into the yard. It was a young girl, at least it looked that way from the hair. And the distance made it hard to make out the features of the girl’s face, but something stirred inside Jessica and she whispered a single name on her lips. “Annie.”

It started out as a jog, but after a dozen steps, Jessica broke out into a full-blown sprint. Her heels pounded the grass, all of her attention focused on the red-headed girl in the middle of the field, running around and playing without a care in the world.

“Annie!” Jessica screamed her daughter’s name, the wind catching it and blowing it back in her face. “Annie!” She sounded desperate. She was desperate.

Mills and Kaplan shouted behind her, yelling something that she couldn’t decipher, but couldn’t Mills see? Couldn’t he see that they had finally come to the right place? That they had finally found her Annie?

“Annie! Annie, it’s me! Annie it’s…” Jessica slowed and then noticed how the girl had stopped playing, and the other children that had been around her suddenly distanced themselves from the girl. “Annie, I…”

Jessica knew that it wasn’t her daughter long before she finally stood directly in front of the girl, staring into a pair of frightened eyes that didn’t understand why a stranger was looking at her with such madness.

Aside from the red curly hair, the little girl looked nothing like her Annie. The features of her face were much more crowded together in the center, and the girl had too many freckles on her cheeks.

The little girl and Jessica stood there for a while, neither pair sure of what to do next, and it wasn’t until Mills came running up behind them that Jessica broke from the stupor.

“I—I thought it was her,” Jessica said. “I thought that we had found her, but we haven’t found her.” And suddenly she felt the sickening threat of reality, the kind that extinguished all of your hopes.

“It’s all right, Jessica,” Mills said, keeping two strong arms around her. “We’re going to find her. I promised you that. And I always keep my promises.”

Jessica knew that she looked pathetic. But that was how she felt. She felt pathetic, and helpless, and vulnerable, and exposed, and all of the things that she had feared to become.

Father Kaplan jogged out to join them, and the short distance caused him to pant. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes,” Mills said. “Everything is fine.”

Jessica nodded in agreement, but she felt anything but fine.

“Did you still want to look at the files?” Kaplan asked.

“Lead the way, Father,” Mills answered.

Jessica let Mills go, lingering in the field. “I’ll catch up in a minute.”

Mills flashed a thumbs up, and then disappeared around the side of the building.

Alone in the field, Jessica glanced out to the rest of the children that were playing. All of them had migrated away from her, watching with a curious fascination from a distance. Jessica turned away and spotted the two other structures near the edge of the field. They looked old and abandoned, and Jessica walked to them, hoping to escape the whispers of the children.

The first structure was nothing more than a shack. The wood siding was rotting and warped, the pitched roof was sagging on both sides, and while the door was closed, it clung to the frame from only the top hinge, making it fall crooked.

Two windows were on either side of the door, the one on the left broken, the one on the right too dirty to see inside.

The door had no handle anymore, and Jessica had to grip the edge and lift the door from the grass and dirt in order for her to clear the path. A familiar stench of death blasted her senses.

Jessica turned away from the door, covering her nose and mouth from the hot sour stench of whatever had rotted inside. She heard the flies buzzing. Whatever was dead was freshly killed.

Jessica dropped her hand from her mouth and slowly turned back to face the shack. She crossed the threshold, staring at the broken contents inside, and then frowned when her eyes finally adjusted.

Two tables lined either side of the shack, each of them stacked with old cages. Bird cages. Hooks dangled from the ceiling, and a few of the cages that had been hung were still dangling from rusted chains, but a few had fallen from their holds and littered the ground.

Old feed bags rested in the corner, and a few of them had holes in them, the granules of seed leaking out onto the floor. Most of the seed was soft and mushy like oatmeal, having been exposed to rain and the elements for so long.

Some of the cages had dead birds inside, most of the feathers wilted off, leaving nothing but the thin bones and skeletal structure of the animal themselves. They had wasted away, left here to die, or at least that’s what Jessica’s first thought was.

But after she examined the remains more closely, she saw how some of their necks had been snapped, and some of the bones were completely broken in half, the bodies bent at angles too harsh to have been formed naturally. Someone crushed the birds, killing them with their own bare hands.

Jessica moved to the center of the tiny graveyard, still searching for the source of the smell, and she found it in the back corner of the room where the flies were thickest. She took two hesitant steps before the smell and the flies forced her to stop.

She was close enough to see the bird that was the cause of the stench. It was a large bird, and it couldn’t have been dead for more than a day. But unlike the others, this bird had its chest and stomach cut open, the guts spilled out on the ground in front of it, and she suddenly remembered what that smell was, the smell from all of the memories of the basement.

It was birds.

Dead birds. Bird shit. Bird feed. Ronald had kept birds at the cabin where he took the children he abducted. And it looked liked this place was the start of his obsession.

Jessica sprinted out of the shack, running as fast as she could toward the main building. She burst into the main hallway and stumbled to a stop, struggling to catch her breath.

She hunched over, arms and legs shaking, the sweat freezing to her skin from the cold air-conditioning blowing through the vents. This was the place where evil had been born.

The doors opened behind her, and Mills entered carrying a box, Father Kaplan behind him. Mills was smiling. “Got it.”

Jessica straightened up and wiped the sweat from her upper lip. “It’s him?”

“It’s the only Ronald Smith we could find,” Mills answered, and then turned to Father Kaplan. “Is there a place where we can review this?”

“Of course,” Kaplan answered. “Follow me.”

Jessica followed Mills and Kaplan into a small conference room, which resembled a teacher’s lounge. Mills set the box on the table and then looked to Jessica, who couldn’t take her eyes off the box.

Inside that box could lie the truth about her past and the road map to her daughter’s future. And just to make sure that it was real and she wasn’t dreaming, Jessica slowly stretched out her arm, reaching for the box, and grazed the side of it with her finger, which collected a print of dust.

“You ready to look inside?” Mills asked.

“No,” Jessica answered, then swallowed. “But it needs to be done.”

The pair stood, hovering over the box, and it was Jessica who opened it. Inside was a file, along with several old toys and a bag of cassette tapes. The file was thick, and the color of vomit green.

“He must have been a troublemaker.” Father Kaplan entered from behind them, sweaty and dusty just like Mills.

“What do you mean?” Jessica asked.

“A child’s file is only as big as the problems they caused.” Kaplan pointed to Smith’s file. “So that boy must have done quite a few bad deeds.”

Mills reached for the file and opened it. Inside the front jacket was a photograph of a boy, along with a few physical attributes that described the boy’s height, weight, eye and hair color. “Ronald Smith. Born February 7th, 1968 to a Frances Smith… no father listed.”

“Most of our kids don’t know who their parents are,” Father Kaplan said. “I’m afraid it’s a trend that hasn’t gone out of style, even after so many years.”

Mills pointed to the bag of cassettes. “What are these?”

“Oh, um, I’m not sure.” Kaplan leaned closer to get a better look, quickly whispering the notes to himself that were written on the page. “Could have been therapy sessions.”

Jessica arched an eyebrow. “Therapy?”

“Well, more like counseling sessions,” Father Kaplan answered, trying to clarify. “Some of the former priests in charge of the facility would spend their time with the orphanage’s more troubled children.”

Jessica studied Ronald’s picture. He couldn’t have been older than sixteen in the photograph, and while the face didn’t look familiar, there was something in the eyes. It was the presence of evil, almost as if the boy didn’t fully understand who he was, or what he could become.

“Do you have something we can play the tapes on?” Mills asked.

“I think so, ah, yes—” Kaplan walked to the back of the room and opened a desk drawer, removing an old tape player. “Here you go.”

“Thanks,” Mills said, taking the recorder from the priest.

“If you need anything, I’ll be in my office,” Kaplan said.

“Thank you, Father,” Jessica said.

The door closed with a soft thud, and Mills opened the bag of tapes, each of them labeled with the date they were recorded.

Mills turned them around in his hands. “My God. These things go all the way back to 1982.”

Jessica bypassed the tapes and reached for the files, flipping to the pages behind the tapes, and saw that there were notes taken by the person who wrote the file. “Looks like there are notes for each taped session.”

Disturbing would have been the word that came to Jessica’s mind as she read through the file, but that didn’t quite fit with what Ronald Smith was. Because while he was disturbing, he was something else, something… more.

Through all of the transcripts that she read, Jessica saw the ups and downs of Ronald Smith’s mind. He was an emotional young man, but smart. Very smart. Father Frantz even made a note that the boy was of a genius level intellect, but those smarts were overridden by the kid’s inability to control his impulses.

Ronald Smith wasn’t stable. She read it in the notes that the pastor had written down after their sessions. Madman. She frowned, looking at the latest notations, her eyes lingering on the few words that had been circled and highlighted.

Delusional. Depressed. Eager to please. Low self-esteem. Violent.

Jessica studied that last word, and she was about to flip to the next page when she heard the snap of the tape recorder shutting, and she looked over just in time to watch Mills hit play.

The black strips of tape spun around the tiny spools, and that gritty sound of static pumped through the small sets of speakers on the cassette player.

A voice appeared on the tape. It was a man, older, and when Jessica checked the name listed on the notes, she saw that it was Father Jacob Frantz.

“Today is March second, 1983. I am Father Jacob Frantz, and I am currently sitting in the room with Ronald Smith, aged fifteen. Ronald, would you like to say hello?”

Rough static flowed from the speaker as the boy remained silent, and then Father Frantz returned to the fold.

“Ronald, can you tell me a little bit about how you’re feeling since the last time we spoke to one another?” Father Frantz asked.

Jessica’s heart pumped faster in her chest. Even the silence of that boy, that fifteen-year-old boy, terrified her. Because her mind filled in the blanks of his silence, all of the sick things that he might have been thinking. The things that he wanted to do. And would eventually do. To her. And others.

To Annie.

“Ronald, you know why you’re here,” Father Frantz said, his tone becoming sterner. “Are you going to take responsibility for what you did?”

“I didn’t do anything wrong.” Ronald’s voice was small, petulant. Even though he was fifteen, he sounded like a child.

“You did,” Frantz said. “You know it’s wrong.”

Ronald remained silent.

Frantz sighed, and then there was rustling, sounded something like paper. “This isn’t the first time you’ve done something like this, Ronald. And I cannot allow this kind of behavior to continue. Now, are you going to repent for your actions?”

Ronald sighed. “Fine.” More static spit through the speakers. “I killed it.”

A chill ran through Jessica, icing her very bones. It was like Ronald had become someone else. He was suddenly older, more mature. There was a lazy cadence to the way he spoke, as if he were indifferent to his crimes.

“Why did you kill it, Ronald?” Father Frantz asked.

“Because it felt good.”

“I was under the impression that you enjoyed taking care of our doves here, Ronald?” Father Frantz kept an even-keeled tone, but Jessica was starting to hyperventilate. “What happened?”

Ronald dragged out his silence before he finally answered. “I wanted to be in control. I wanted to be important. Like my father.”

Mills and Jessica glanced at one another.

“I don’t think your father would want you to kill innocent birds, Ronald,” Father Frantz answered. “Do you like speaking with your father?”

“I do,” Ronald answered. “He’s helping me.”

“Helping you with what, Ronald?”

“Helping me become stronger.”

The tape ended and the play button popped up. Mills pressed the eject button and then picked the tape up. “He said he was talking to his father.”

Jessica nodded and then looked through the transcripts in the file for the other tapes, searching until she found what she wanted. She located the corresponding tape, and then put it in the recorder.

More static played through the tape, and then Father Frantz introduced himself once more. “Today is October ninth, nineteen-seventy-nine, and I’m here with Ronald Smith, aged eleven. Say hello, Ronald.”

“Hello.” Ronald’s voice was even younger-sounding than the previous tapes, but just as distant.

“You’ve had a good week, Ronald,” Father Frantz said. “You should be proud of yourself.”

“I am proud,” Ronald said.

“So you liked working in the bird house?” Father Frantz asked.

“I do,” Ronald answered. “I like taking care of them. And I like the fact that I get to keep them in cages. It makes me feel powerful.”

“But that’s not why you’re working there, is it?” Father Frantz asked. “It’s to gain respect for life. Because all life is precious, and you need to understand that.”

“I do,” Ronald said, answering quickly. “I really do. It’s just… why do we put the birds in cages?”

“Because they can’t survive out in the world by themselves,” Frantz answered.

“So we put them in cages… to protect them,” Ronald said. “We keep them locked away so they’ll stay safe.”

“That’s right.”

“I think I understand now,” Ronald said. “I think I understand what you’re trying to teach me, Father. You’re trying to show me that some rules are necessary to protect others, because they don’t know how to protect themselves. Sometimes you have to save someone from themselves.”

“That’s right, Ronald,” Frantz said. “And it’s not always an easy choice. It can be hard. Harder than you ever thought possible.”

There was something sinister about the way that Ronald reached his realization.

“Ronald, I have a surprise for you today,” Father Frantz said.

“What is it?” Ronald asked, his interest piqued.

“It’s a very special guest,” Father Frantz said. “Someone who wants to speak to you. Would you like to speak to him?”

“I guess,” Ronald answered.

“I’ll go and get him.”

A few second passed, and then a door opened, and muffled voices were caught on the recorder, but their exchange was unintelligible. The door closed again, and then more silence followed until a different man spoke.

“Hello, Ronald,” he said.

Mills frowned. “Who is that?”

But Jessica only stared at the tape and trembled.

“Hi,” Ronald answered, his voice skeptical. “Who are you?”

“I’m someone different,” the man answered. “Like you.”

“I’m different?” Ronald asked.

The man was quiet for a moment. “Father Frantz told me that you have certain… impulses.”

“Yes,” Ronald answered. “They’re bad impulses.”

“And why are they bad?”

“Because… because Father Frantz said so.”

“And Father Frantz knows everything?”

Ronald paused, thrown off by the interaction. “I don’t know. Probably not.”

“How does it make you feel?” The man asked. “When you act on your… impulses?”

“It feels good,” Ronald answered without hesitating.

“So, if it feels good, then why is that bad?” The man asked.

Again Ronald was stumped. “I don’t know.”

“Sometimes, what makes us feel good makes other people feel bad,” the man said. “But that doesn’t mean it’s wrong. It’s just… different.”

“Yeah,” Ronald said, liking the explanation. “I guess you’re right.”

“I’ll be back to check on you again,” the man said. “And I want to hear more about your impulses.”

“Okay,” Ronald answered.

The tape cut out, and Mills stared at the recorder. “What the hell was that?” He looked to Jessica, but she was in shock. “Jess?”

Jessica slid the file over to Mills, keeping it opened to the page she had found. “Read the visitor log for that day.”

Mills glanced down at the page, studying it for a moment until his eyes widened. “Oh my God.”

“I know,” Jessica said. “It was Buckley Hughes.”

Jessica sat there staring at the recorder. She was rigid, stiff from the adrenaline that had been coursing through her veins. She had listened to too much of those tapes, and instead of learning more about the person that took her daughter, she only became more frightened about what the man was doing to her right now.

“This is him, Gavin,” Jessica said, pointing at all of the tapes and papers that they had sifted through. “This is the man that abducted me and the other kids. The same man that took Annie.”

Jessica finally stood, her legs wobbling. The room started to spin, the ground beneath her feet suddenly uneven and wrong, and there wasn’t anything that she could do to correct it. She reached for the nearest chair. “It’s Buckley’s son. His bastard son. I’d always heard rumors about his infidelity, but I never heard of any other sons.” Jessica gripped the chair harder, rage replacing her shock. “Buckley did it. He was behind all of it. We need to find him.”

“How?” Mills said. “This guy could be stashed anywhere.”

“No,” Jessica answered. “Not anywhere. He’d be on property owned by the Hughes family. We just have to find which property.”
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It was slow going at first, trying to figure out what patches of land that the Hughes family owned, which happened to be nearly half the state, but based off of the information that Jessica had learned from David Turner, they were able to eliminate any area that wasn’t covered in forest.

“I don’t think the location would be too far away from Maples, but it would probably be central to where the other kidnapping locations would have been back in the nineties,” Mills said, staring down at the map that was sprawled over the table. “Based off of the description the other guy told you about, at least from what he could remember, there are three possible areas where the cabin could be located.”

Jessica studied the map and then marked the locations with small pieces of tape. She then measured the distance to the closest one and then calculated the drive time. “Nearest one is at least an hour away. And that’s if you speed.”

“Good thing I’ve got the lights,” Mills said.

Jessica nodded and then started rolling up the map. “All right, let’s get going—” Before she could finish, Mills grabbed her arm and she stopped, dropping the map back to the table where it unfurled flat once more.

“Jessica, we need to talk about something before we leave,” Mills said. “I’m far past doing this by the book, and because of that, there’s no guarantee that even if we find this guy, even if we stop him and recover Annie safely… he might not go away.”

“What are you talking about?” Jessica asked, then gestured to Ronald’s files and the information that Mills was able to pull about Ronald’s mother, who had been employed by the Hughes family. “We’ve got actual information to help support what we’re doing. There’s no reason that we can’t—”

“Jessica.” Mills stepped closer, invading the thin veil of personal space that was between them, moving so close that their hips lined up together. “Hughes has more money and more power in his back pocket than anyone else in the state. Maybe even the country. Now, I know time is running out, and I’m fine going to check out these places without a warrant. I think we have enough for extenuating circumstances, and I’m not sure we’d get one even if I requested it. But we go in now, and we go in alone.”

It was the first time since she’d met him that Jessica had seen Mills be nervous, and he never struck her as the anxious type. Granted, the pair had only known one another for two days, but she didn’t enjoy seeing him in this kind of light. It made her think that they might fail.

And they couldn’t fail. Annie’s life was on the line.

“I’m getting my daughter back,” Jessica said, surprised by the strength that boomed in her voice. “I don’t care who I have to go through, or what laws I have to break—I am getting her back in my arms today. I’m done waiting around.”

Mills nodded, drawing a breath that helped dissipate some of the nerves that he had allowed to creep in. “Then we better get going. I’ve already talked to the priest, told him that we need to take all of this in as evidence. We should start to load the car up.”

Jessica rolled the map up again, and this time it stayed that way, and she tucked it under her arm and grabbed one of the boxes that belonged to Ronald. She followed Mills out of the room and into the hallway, but just before they walked out of the building, Jessica caught that familiar head of red curls to her left, and she stopped, looking through the window classroom door.

The girl was busy at her desk, drawing a picture, oblivious to the rest of the world, and Jessica couldn’t look away from the girl.

Jessica wasn’t delusional, at least not anymore. She knew that girl wasn’t her daughter. They shared no other features but the tuft of red hair. But Jessica had watched Annie draw just like that at their own kitchen table. That same level of concentration and dedication to her work. And looking at that girl, Jessica had the single most important realization that she would ever make in her life.

She would find her daughter.

Because while she had been saying that since the beginning, and of course that had been her goal since her daughter was taken, she no longer saw it as a hope or a wish. She saw it as fact. And Jessica understood that conviction was important for what she was about to undertake. She was about to go into battle against evil. Real, pure, untamed, and unchecked evil.

“Jessica?” Mills said, standing in the doorway exit and holding it open with his box in his hands. “Are you coming?”

“Yes,” Jessica answered, glad to hear that strength was still there. “Let’s go.”


39
[image: ]


The moment that Jessica saw the lake off the dirt road of the first location they checked, she had the door open before Mills stopped the car.

A cloud of dust engulfed Jessica as she stepped out of the car, ignoring Mills’ request for her to stay put until he was positive that the scene was clear and safe. But Jessica knew there wasn’t time for such tactics. They needed to move quickly.

The trees were thick, and the moment that Jessica stepped off the road, her shoes became tangled in the overgrowth on the forest floor. She lifted her knees high to avoid tripping, but it slowed her pace. “Annie!” Her voice bellowed through the woods, pinging off the tree trunks until it evaporated into the air. “Annie!” She screamed again, this cry even more desperate than the one before it.

“Jessica!” Mills shouted in the hushed tones of a man who didn’t want to be heard, and snuck up from behind her and grabbed her arm, easily pulling her around to face him. “I know you want to find Annie, but the moment we start shouting at the top of our lungs, we’ll give away our position. Surprise is our best tactic.”

Jessica yanked her arm free, frustrated, but she knew that he was right. “Okay.”

The pair moved through the woods quickly, and the farther that they walked away from the car without seeing any sign of a cabin, Jessica’s worry worsened.

She paced around in a tight circle, the panic rising in her chest, her heart fluttering faster and faster until she flapped her arms at her sides, groaning in frustration. “This isn’t the place. We’re not in the right spot.” She pointed toward the lake nearby. “We would have found it by now.”

Mills glanced around, and Jessica noticed that he had his gun drawn. It was the first time that she’d seen it out of the holster, and the sight of him holding the weapon suddenly made his speech about getting her out alive and unharmed more impactful. “I think you’re right. The foliage is too thick here to build anything.”

Jessica led the charge back to the car, her pace even more frantic that it was before, and she tripped halfway to the car, hitting the ground hard.

“Let me help you up—”

“Stop!” Jessica batted Mills’ hand away and stood on her own. She whirled on him, unsure of why she was angry. “Just stop! I am not some goddamn damsel in distress, all right? I don’t need saving!”

Mills remained calm, keeping his hands up innocently in front and at his sides. “I’m not trying to save you. Just trying to help you up off the ground.”

Every breath that Jessica took was a sharp inhale, and she felt her eyes grow wide, her pupils dilated. She bared her teeth and then screamed, ridding herself of every ounce of hate and pain and vengeance that had been fueling her for the past six weeks until she thought that she was going to breathe fire.

All Jessica wanted to do was break something. To feel something fall apart by the brute force of her own two hands.

Because that’s what the rest of the world had done. The rest of the world had taken its strong hands and wrung her neck.

Bloodied, beaten, and bruised, Jessica had held onto the one single idea that after all of this was over, after she had escaped the cruel realities of the world, that she would get to be with her daughter again. She would be able to take Annie anywhere in the world. They could go out west, see the coast, and play in the waves. They could head to the mountains and enjoy the beautiful scenery and play in the snow during the winters. They could head to the big cities in the northeast and enjoy the fast-paced culture and marvel at the skyrises and big city life.

They could have gone anywhere. But now Jessica was stuck here in these woods, lost and unsure of where to go.

“Jessica.” Mills was suddenly closer, but he didn’t move quickly, and he didn’t try and touch her. Sorrow creased the lines around his mouth and along his forehead. His eyes were steady but slightly glassy. “We need to go.”

It was the calm strength of Mills’ words that Jessica latched onto, and then, she gratefully took his hand and he helped her out of the forest and back to the road. She sat down in the passenger seat of Mills’ car and stared straight ahead down the dirt road that cut through the rest of the woods as Mills climbed into the driver’s seat.

“I’ll lose my mind if I can’t find her, Gavin,” Jessica said before he had a chance to put the keys in the ignition. “I know I will.” She waited for him to say something, but when no words came, she finally turned and looked at him, frozen with his hand on the ignition, the keys hanging precariously from the ignition. “I. Can’t. Lose. Her.” The words were growled more than they were spoken, and her voice thundered with the foreboding rage that she had unleashed in the forest.

“Then I guess we better get moving.” Mills started the car and then performed a three-point turn to head out of the woods and back onto the highway, heading to their next destination.
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Annie cowered in the corner, unable to ignore the screaming coming from above. Every stomp and kick and punch triggered little bits of dust to drift down from the ceiling, though you couldn’t tell how much since the rest of the floor was so dirty. The candle had burned down to a nub.

The monster’s tantrum reminded her of the times when she had listened to her parents fighting. She pretended to sleep, but she still heard them.

A lot of what they said, Annie couldn’t understand. The words were too fast and too big for her to grasp, but she understood the tone.

They hated each other.

Annie had heard her mommy say that to her daddy, and then he said it to her. She knew what the word hate meant. She had used that word once before when she was mad at her mommy for taking away her favorite toy.

But her mommy explained that saying that word could hurt, and that she hurt Mommy’s feelings. Annie didn’t want to do that. She didn’t want to hurt her mother, she didn’t want to hurt anyone. And so she promised to never say that word again. At least never to her mother.

Because to hate something meant to never love something. And Annie loved her mommy. She loved her daddy too. And she just wished that they could live together in peace. That’s all she wanted. She just wanted to have her family back.

The monster shouted again, this time banging on the floor louder and harder than he had done so far, and the vibrations cast another cascade of dust down across the floor, over the mattress where Annie trembled. She leaned back against the wall and tucked herself into a tight ball, wrapping her arms around her knees, and squeezed her legs into her chest.

Annie shut her eyes and pretended that she was somewhere else. Somewhere bright and warm and sweet. She saw her mother, and her daddy, and grandma too. All three of them were together in the big field outside of Grandma’s trailer.

More hysterical screaming, more pounding, more dust covered Annie’s body, but she kept her eyes shut. The world that she had painted on the back of her eyelids was full of sunshine and love, and Annie knew that there wasn’t anything that could take it away.

Unless the monster decided to come back down the stairs again.
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The open spaces on either side of the highway were bathed in a golden hue from the setting sun behind them. The orange ball of fire neared the western horizon, and Jessica caught glimpses of the fiery devil in her side mirror as Mills stuck to the left lane, his foot on the gas pedal.

The landscape passed quickly, and while the vehicle rattled and shook from the dangerously high speeds, Jessica had grown calm and still. She had reached that place in her mind where rage and serenity met at the crossroads of her subconscious. Both understood their purpose and chose to bond in the unspoken agreement of a common objective. Finding Annie.

Mills turned off the highway and onto a northbound exit. “We should get there before dark.” He white-knuckled his grip on the steering wheel.

“Wouldn’t night be better for us?” Jessica asked. “Extra cover?”

“Night is tricky,” Mills said. “So long as everything happens quickly we should be all right, but if it drags out, then the darkness becomes the criminal’s advantage.”

Jessica checked the map since the GPS had cut out again, despite the few smacks that Mills gave it to try and wake it up.

“Damned thing never gets a signal the moment I leave Maples city limits,” Mills said through gritted teeth.

Jessica spread the map out in her lap, seeing that the road skimmed right past the lake in the area. “Looks like this one should be easier to find.” But that didn’t sit well with Jessica. She didn’t think that this kidnapper would have just picked a cabin by a main road off the highway where any passerby could walk right up and stop to ask for directions.

Sunlight reflected off the map, the orange hues striking Jessica directly in the eyes. She shut them, turning away from the harsh brightness, but the moment she did, another memory from her abduction appeared on the backside of her eyelids.

Similar orange hues pierced through darkness. The ground moved, her body shifting on the uneven floor. She heard tires against gravel, and she suddenly realized that she was in the back of a car.

It had an old mildew smell. The carpeting of the trunk was wet and slick and grimy against her bare arms, legs, and hands. But she stared out through the single crack of light, letting it feed the hope that she would see her family again.

But the longer she stared, the brightness of the golden sunset subsided, and she was able to see the landscape more clearly. She saw an open field that ran up against a thick forest, and she saw a fence that surrounded the woods as they passed through a gate.

Jessica opened her eyes, returning from the memory, which had been so vivid that she could still feel the wet grime on her fingers that she rubbed together in awe. She quickly checked the map again, searching for any field markers around the wooded areas that signified that it was fenced in, but saw nothing.

She then checked the third location, and she saw the outline of a barrier that circled the wooded area.

“We’re going the wrong way,” Jessica said.

“What? How do you know that?” Mill asked.

“There was a fence around the woods where I was taken,” Jessica answered. “But there’s no fence at the second location.”

“And the third?” Mills asked.

“It has one.”

Mills slammed on the brakes, and they skidded to a stop before he quickly jerked the wheel to the left and performed a jerky three-point turn. When he finally straightened the vehicle out, he pressed the accelerator to the floor.
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Ken heard the shouting from inside the cabin before he even stepped out of his car on the back road. The light was fading, but he could still see the old structure through the dense trees. It had been years since he’d been to this place. And while he had been a loyal servant to the Hughes family for decades, never questioning their needs or desires, it was the trips to this cabin that he hated most.

But after so many years of cleaning up shit, Ken had gotten used to the smell. He was numb to most everything now, and it was that harsh callous that had formed over his soul that had allowed him to continue his work. Because if he hadn’t, he knew that he would have killed himself long ago.

The cabin was in disarray. It had been for years. And while Ken had tried to convince Mr. Hughes to give the boy a proper home, somewhere else, his employer wouldn’t bend.

“The boy gets what he needs,” Hughes said. “Nothing more.”

But Ken had discovered that there was a lot of grey area when it came to “needs” in the eyes of Buckley Hughes. And the boy didn’t need much.

Ken pushed that word out of his head. Boy. He wasn’t a boy anymore. Hadn’t been for a long time. But he wasn’t necessarily a man either. He had become… something else. Not quite animal. Not quite human. Something that resembled and acted as both depending on the situation.

There were only two men that Ken Seethers feared. Buckley Hughes, and his bastard son.

Only a handful of people knew of the child’s true origins, and all but three of them had died. Ken was one of those three. And he suspected that if this wasn’t cleaned up quickly and properly, that truth would come out faster than Mr. Hughes could hire a team of attorneys to protect himself.

Something crashed inside the cabin, sounding like broken glass, and it caused Ken to stop before he stepped foot onto the small staircase to the cabin’s porch. He stared at the closed front door, the wood stained grey from time and weather. The brass knob was blemished.

Ken had seen these types of tantrums before, but he had been a younger man when he had dealt with them twenty years ago. The boy was conflicted, and Ken sympathized with the boy.

He too had a complicated relationship with his father, and those complications had led him down the dark path that he now walked. And when Ken stared at that door, he saw the end of the road that he walked. An end to a life that had been anything but kind.

That was the way of the world. Ken was nothing more than a cog in the machine that continued to chew people up and spit them back out. It was the mechanism that kept the world moving, the circle of life, and the finality of death. That’s all there was. That’s all there ever would be.

No matter how sophisticated society became, no matter how far humans evolved into a superior being, everything ended with the cold, dark embrace of death.

People could prolong meeting it, but they couldn’t evade it forever. Death was timeless. Death was relentless. Death was absolute.

Ken stepped onto the porch and then reached for the brass handle, turning it and then pushing the door open, exposing him to the fury of rage that stormed inside the wooden walls. Ken followed the raging screams to the living room, finding the place in disarray.

Chairs, couch, and the table were overturned on the floor. The rug that lay in front of the fireplace was crumpled up in the corner. Charred and crumbling logs filled the fireplace, the black ash underneath high enough to reach the remaining burnt wood.

The bird cages had been tipped over, the animals inside fluttering about in the same distress as their owner.

Ken stopped at the edge of the living room and overlooked all of the broken items, focusing on the massive hulk of a beast that faced the corner of the room. “Ronald.”

Ronald kept his back to Ken, his head down, massive shoulders rolled forward, giving his back a hunched look.

“Ronald, this needs to end,” Ken said. “It’s time.”

“No.” Ronald’s voice was muffled from the corner. “I’m not ready. She’s not ready.”

Ken sighed, shaking his head. “I thought you liked doing this kind of thing? It’s why you killed the last one—"

“It was an accident!” Ronald spun around, straightening out his frame to extend to his full six-foot, five-inch height. Boulder-sized fists were clenched at his sides, and his face was thick with a beard, his hair long and matted to his forehead.

From the look of him, Ken suspected that Ronald hadn’t bathed or slept since the girl was taken. But there was still a fire in the man’s eyes, and it was the eyes that caused Ken to step back.

Ken held up his hands, trying to calm Ronald down. “You’re right. That was an accident.”

Ronald relaxed slightly, but still panted heavy breaths. “I never wanted to hurt the birds.” A ripple of conflict crossed his face. “But they weren’t birds. Were they? They were never birds. None of them.”

“No,” Ken said, shaking his head and taking three steps closer to the big man. “They were never birds. They were just bad little kids. And you remember what happens to bad little kids, right?”

Ronald lifted his eyes, pain hidden behind the rage and that focus. “Yes. I do.”

“Of course you do,” Ken said, moving closer, careful not to trip on the broken furniture that littered the ground. “And sometimes bad kids need to be punished, don’t they?”

Ronald cast his eyes down to the floor, his posture resembling that of a six-year-old boy that had just been caught doing something wrong. He nodded.

“Okay,” Ken said, now standing in front of Ronald, looking up into the big man’s closed eyes. “Now, your father told you to do something.”

Ronald shuddered, then turned away. Buckley Hughes was the only man Ronald feared. Just the mention of Buckley’s name was enough to make Ronald stop. The man had done a number of terrible things to the boy, and he had done so at a very early and impressionable age.

Ken placed one hand on Ronald’s shoulder, and he felt the strong, hardened muscle beneath the old shirt. Ken knew that if it came down to a physical altercation between himself and Ronald, Ronald would win. Ken was too old to fight him off. But that’s what the pistol behind his waist was for. It was a last resort. Ken didn’t believe he would need it, and he didn’t want to use it.

Because as broken and twisted as Ronald was, Ken held a soft spot for the boy. He had been around for the child’s birth, and he was the one who took the mother and the baby to the school that Buckley had bought to raise the boy.

And it had been Ken who made sure that Ronald had food and clothes and enough to survive. But while Ronald didn’t recognize Ken as anyone but someone who worked for Buckley Hughes, Ken saw himself in that broken boy. Because he was broken too.

“If you don’t want to do it—”

“No.” Ronald raised his head, the motion fast, startling Ken and forcing him to take a step back.

It was moments like this, moments when Ronald spoke like a man, carried himself like a man, and looked like a man that frightened Ken. Because in those rare moments of lucidity, when that fog that seemed to always cloud Ronald’s mind and judgement cleared, it was then that Ken saw the resemblance to Buckley Hughes.

“I will do it.” Ronald placed his massive palm on Ken’s shoulder, speaking as if he were the adult and Ken was the child. “Stay up here. And don’t come down, no matter how much screaming you hear.”

A cold chill ran through Ken, and he trembled. It was involuntary, as if Ronald had caused the trembling himself. And Ken nodded. “Let me know when you’re finished.”

And then Ronald smiled. It was wide and exposed all of his teeth, which were eerily white, a stark contrast to the rest of him that was dirty and greasy. “You’re a good boy. Just like me.” He leaned closer, that smile widening a quarter inch. “And Daddy always rewards good boys.” He giggled, patting Ken on the shoulder, and then moved Ken aside as he stepped through the living room and to the hallway that led down to the basement.

Ken stood in the living room, shivering. He had no delusions of the type of man he was. He had been the right hand of the devil for too long to have any hope for redemption now. But the thought of taking another dead child, the thought of burying another small body, that was too much for him to fathom, and so he shut down, going to that cold dark place he visited whenever he had to do something so evil. While he told Ronald that this would be the last time, Ken knew that was a lie. Because men like Buckley Hughes didn’t have the capacity to control their impulses. And neither did Ronald.
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The sun had finally set, and the night sky was speckled with stars. It was a clear night, and a full moon provided an additional light to the headlights of Mills’ car as he navigated the dirt road. He looked to Jessica, who was still studying the map. “You’re sure about your hunch?”

Jessica didn’t look up from the map. “It wasn’t a hunch. It was a memory. This is the right place.”

Mills said nothing as he faced forward again. They had been on the dirt road for twenty minutes, and he had seen no forest and no fence. And while he knew that Jessica understood the importance of time in this situation, he knew that if they didn’t find the girl here, then she was mostly likely dead.

Because while the priest at the orphanage was helpful, Mills saw him on the phone after they left the building, and he had an idea of who he might be calling. Not that the priest understood what he was doing. He was probably only instructed to call the police if someone came snooping around those old files. And then the police would contact Buckley, and Buckley would contact one of his watchdogs, most likely Ken Seethers.

“There!” Jessica pointed ahead as the far edge of the cone of lights from the headlights highlighted a chain-link fence. She smacked her fists onto her thighs in triumph, and then looked to Mills. “This is it. This is the place.”

“Not sure I’m as excited as you are about this,” Mills said, slowing down to pass through the narrow entrance, the side mirrors skimming the metal poles they passed, and he sped up, finally seeing the forest ahead.

Jessica put the map away and was unable to sit still for the remainder of the trip. She leaned forward as far as the seatbelt would let her, hands pressed against the dash, her forehead almost touching the windshield. “I can’t see anything.”

Mills shut off the lights, and Jessica turned at him quickly.

“I said I can’t see anything,” Jessica said. “What the hell are you doing?”

Mills slowed down as the road’s rough condition worsened, knowing that his sedan wasn’t built for such terrain. “I told you that the element of surprise was our best bet at pulling Annie out of this alive, and I meant it.” He blinked a few times, letting his eyes adjust to the dark. “If it’s hard to see them, then it’s hard to see us. And we don’t want him to see us coming.”

Jessica opened her mouth, wanting to say something, but then thought better of it and closed it. It was a difficult situation any way she sliced it, but she had gotten far trusting the detective, and he had provided no reason to let her down now.

Both of them strained their eyes in the darkness, looking for any sign of light or man-made structure. The longer that they drove without seeing anything, the more Mills was worried that he might have missed a side road that would have led them down the path to the cabin. He twisted the steering wheel, the leather groaning beneath his fingers, and just when he thought that he was going to stop and turn around, Jessica pointed ahead.

“Is that it?”

Mills followed Jessica’s finger, easing his foot on the brake as he stared into a dark patch nestled in the woods ahead. He didn’t see it at first, but then the outline of a building took shape, and he slowly nodded to himself. “Yeah. Yeah, I do see it.” He stopped the car and then put it in park, shutting off the engine.

“What are you doing?” Jessica asked. “Don’t you want to get closer?”

Mills shook his head. “I don’t want anyone to hear the engine.” He unclipped his seat belt and then flicked off the automatic cabin light that turned on when the door was opened. He reached for the door and then Jessica did the same. “No.”

Jessica froze, the door already halfway open. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re staying here,” Mills answered.

“Like hell I am!”

Mills hushed Jessica, glancing back to the cabin. “I know you’re not afraid to go in there, and I know that you want to be the one who pulls your daughter out, but you don’t have the training for this.”

Jessica flared her nostrils, the lines of her face set in that stubborn quality of a woman who didn’t enjoy being told what she could and could not do. “I’m not staying behind—”

“I can’t keep both of you alive,” Mills said, blurting the words out. “If the man who took her is still in that cabin, then I don’t need two victims in that house.”

“I’m not a victim,” Jessica said, her voice cracking from grief. “I am a mother who wants her daughter back.”

Mills lowered his voice. “Jessica, I—"

“I don’t need you to protect me,” Jessica said. “I need you to protect my daughter. My life doesn’t matter. It hasn’t mattered since the moment I held Annie in my own arms. You are not going into that cabin without me. So you can either shoot me or wrestle me to the ground, but I will not sit by idly.”

Mills finally relented and reached over to the glove box and grabbed the .38 revolver that was inside. He opened the barrel and saw that it was fully loaded. “Since we’re going off script, you might as well be armed.” He extended the weapon to Jessica, and she stared at it a second before she finally wrapped her hand around the weapon’s grip. Before Mills let her hold it on her own, he looked at her in the eyes when he spoke next. “You do not use this unless your life is in danger, understand? You do not shoot unless it is absolutely necessary. I don’t even want you to shoot if my life is in danger, got it? Because if something goes wrong, then you’re going to be the one on the hook, and I think it would be a crying shame if you were to be put in jail after we get your daughter out of there. Because Annie is still going to need a mother after all of this is over.”

Jessica nodded. “All right. No shooting. Unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

Mills studied the mother’s face until he was certain that she would follow the one rule. He then let go of the weapon and then reached for the radio handle. “Dispatch, this is Detective Mills. I’m currently seven miles east of State Road 37 in a wooded area. I need backup to my location immediately.”

Mills dropped the receiver as the radio crackled static and Dispatch confirmed the location, and he opened his door.

“Aren’t you going to talk to them a little more?” Jessica asked.

“No. They can’t help us anymore now.” Mills opened his door, looking back over his shoulder to Jessica. “Stay low, stay quiet, and stay behind me.”

“Got it.”
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Jessica did exactly as she was told after she stepped from the car and moved toward the hood, following Mills down the dirt road and toward the cabin. Even though she was tired and exhausted from the past two days, her adrenaline had spiked, and she was suddenly wide awake.

Hyper-aware of her surrounding, Jessica winced at every small noise that she made, because after she followed Mills off the dirt road and through the foliage, the ground became one massive land mine for snapping twigs, crunching leaves, and kicking rocks.

The cabin was completely off grid, the windows dark. The place was falling apart, and the thought of her daughter being in a place like that all by herself… Jessica couldn’t stop shaking.

Mills paused at the edge of the cleared land where the cabin was built and dropped to a knee, Jessica doing the same right next to him. He struggled to keep his breaths quiet, and his voice was nothing but wheezy whispers.

“Okay,” Mills said. “I don’t see a car, which means they won’t be making a run for it. I want you to stay here and—”

“I’m not letting you go into that house alone,” Jessica said.

“Jessica, this isn’t the time,” Mills said. “I don’t trust you with that weapon. I gave it to you so you could protect yourself if someone was running at you, but you’re too nervous to keep a steady hand on the trigger. You could shoot me, or worse, you could shoot Annie.”

Jessica flinched.

“I’ll be able to infiltrate the cabin more effectively if I know that I don’t have to be worried about you,” Mills said.

Jessica knew that she had already pushed her luck, and it was Mills’ sincere worry that finally prompted her to stay. “Okay. But if—”

The scream broke the silence of the night, penetrating the walls of the cabin and rising high into the dark night. Both Jessica and Mills turned toward the cabin in the same motion, but Mills was three steps ahead before Jessica could even think of moving forward, because she recognized the scream. It was Annie.

Mills sprinted toward the cabin, faster than Jessica had seen anyone move before, and while she had agreed to stay put in the forest on the edge of the woods, she was drawn toward the cabin by her daughter’s cries.

The motion was involuntary, and that animal instinct kicked in, the one coded into her DNA, the DNA of every mother who brought life into this world.

Jessica was on the front porch steps when the first gunshot fired inside, the noise so shocking and so loud that she froze. And with her ears ringing, the next three shots were nothing but muted thuds in her ears, followed by the muffled shouts of men inside.

Still on the steps, Jessica jumped when the front door swung open and a massive figure burst from the cabin, rushing at her like a freight train. She didn’t even have time to raise the gun to fire before the figure rammed into her like a fullback on a football field, sending her flying off the steps and landing on her back, knocking the wind out of her lungs.

The pain ran the length of Jessica’s back, and she gasped for air, working her mouth like a fish out of water, her vision blurred as she stared up at the trees through the night sky.

Another scream spiked Jessica’s adrenaline, and she rolled to her left, looking in time to see the hulking figure disappear into the woods, the scream fading the farther the man ran.

“Annie,” Jessica said, coughing as she scrambled to her hands and knees. “Annie!” She pushed herself to her feet and then sprinted forward, chasing the figure into the woods, but not before more gunshots echoed to her right from inside the cabin, and she slowed for just a moment, remembering that Mills was inside.

But she wasn’t going to lose her daughter now, not when she was so close, and not when Annie was so clearly alive.
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The candle light inside the cabin had played tricks on Mills’ vision. The flickering light caused the shadows to move, making it difficult for Mills to see the ambush waiting for him.

The gunshot skimmed to Mills’ left, hitting the wall by the door, and Mills fired a retaliatory shot, which also missed before Mills maneuvered to the right and out of the kill zone by the door.

The gunfire had caused his ears to ring, but with his back pressed up against the wall, he was still able to hear the screams rising from beneath the house, along with the heavy footsteps that followed. Mills stuck his head around the corner just in time to watch a massive figure dart from an interior hallway of the house and then head out the front door, and while it was dark, Mills was able to catch the flash of red curls that was spilled over the man’s shoulder. The guy was carrying Annie.

It was the sight of the red curls that caused Mills to step from cover to pursue, but two more gunshots forced him back behind the wall, an explosion of wood erupting from around him as he leaned away from the bullets that were cutting through the old wood.

When the gunfire ended, the silence was heightened by the high-pitched din in his ears. This wasn’t the firing range, and he had no protective covers for his ears. He had forgotten how harsh the noise of gunfire was without the aid of protection.

Even though Mills wasn’t injured, he couldn’t stop wincing as he moved closer toward the corner. Deaf, and unable to hear the footsteps of anyone that might have been approaching, he lowered into a crouching position, paused, and then stepped around the corner just in time to watch the gunman sprint outside, and the candle light was bright enough by the door for Mills to see Ken Seethers’ face.

“Stop!” Mills shouted as he moved in pursuit toward the door, only to be stopped by three more gunshots that went through the thin, rotting walls of the cabin. Mills turned away, ducking, but when he faced the door again uninjured, Mills fired at Seethers’ backside just before he reached the cover of trees.

The gun recoiled harshly in Mills’ hand, and it spit hot, empty brass shells to the floor. Mills couldn’t see if he hit Seethers, but the gunshots were enough to make him stop running, and he was forced to hunker down behind a cluster of trees.

“Come on out, Seethers!” Mills said, moving deftly down the porch steps as he kept the gun aimed in the darkness where Seethers had disappeared. “It’s over!”

The ringing in Mills’ ears subsided a little bit, and as he moved closer to the woods, he heard laughter in the darkness.

“You’re a fool if you think that this is over,” Ken said, panting heavily between words.

Three quick muzzle flashes erupted from the darkness, and Mills ducked and moved swiftly toward the cover of the nearest tree. With his shoulder pressed against the rough bark, Mills knew the shots that Seethers fired were nothing but warning clips.

Maybe Mills did hit him, maybe he winged him a little bit. If that was the case, Seethers was a sitting duck.

Mills glanced around in the darkness for Jessica, but all of the trees looked the same. And then he remembered the flash of red curls over the shoulder of that man. Jessica had chased him.

“The girl won’t live, Detective,” Seethers shouted, again panting heavily between his words. “The damage has already been done.”

“The girl looked alive to me,” Mills said, starting to move closer toward Seethers’ position. “I’d say that there’s still a good chance that the good guys come out on top.”

Seethers spit laughter again. “Good guys. Bad guys. Everyone wants to label people. But that’s not how the real world works, Detective. We live in a world where everything is splashed with grey. There’s no darkness, no light, just people with power and people without power. The only thing that I’m guilty of is making sure that I’m on the winning side. Just like you.”

“I don’t consider myself lumped into the same category as you, Seethers,” Mills said, stepping over a rock, still following the sound of Ken’s voice. He thought he had pinpointed it behind three big tree trunks fifteen yards ahead.

“You’re a cop,” Seethers said. “Cops have power. And you seem like the kind of guy that enjoys that type of power.”

Mills padded his feet softly against the ground, not wanting to give away his position. “The only thing that I enjoy is bringing down people like you and your boss.” He waited for Seethers to respond, and when Mills heard nothing, he froze.

A twig snapped to the right of Mills, and he turned just in time to see the flash of the muzzle from Seethers’ weapon, but he was too slow to completely evade the bullet that winged his left arm. Mills hit the ground hard and fired three shots back out of instinct, but all of them missed, and then he heard the click of his firing pin

Seethers was out of ammunition too, and he rushed forward, spearing his body into Mills, landing a series of punches and kicks.

With his left arm going numb, Mills struggled to keep Seethers off of him, and when the man managed to wrap his hands around Mills’ throat, he knew that he was in trouble.

“Fucking prick!” Ken shouted, spit flying from between his teeth. “Fucking pig prick!” He clamped down hard on Mills’ throat.

With his brain feeling like it was going to pop out of his skull from the building pressure in his head, Mills struggled to bring his knees between himself and Ken, trying to get enough leverage to kick the man off of him.

Exhaustion and the lack of airflow made it difficult for Mills to remain conscious. Every second that ticked past was one more closer to death. But Mills didn’t give up, even with his vision fading, the night darkening to a pitch black that made it difficult to even see the ravenous features on Ken’s face.

Eyes bulging from his skull, Mills finally managed to wedge both knees between himself and Ken, and he pushed with all of his might. The pressure around Mills’ throat lessened, but Ken still had his fingers on Mills’ flesh.

Mills wiggled his hips back and forth on the ground, working his feet up to Ken’s chest and pushed hard, sending Ken backward.

He drew in a ragged breath, rolling to his right, and clutching a patch of dirt that cooled his hot hand. It was his training and instincts that pushed him up from the ground, and he turned around just in time to see Ken charge at him, head down and screaming.

But that one extra second of seeing Ken was all Mills needed, and he sidestepped and managed to grab the upper hand as he pinned Ken to the ground, the older man already panting from exhaustion.

Ken groaned, but the roar was all that the old man had left in him as Mills flipped him around to his stomach and pressed his knee into Ken’s spine.

“Enough!” Mills used his body weight to keep the man pinned down as he used his right hand to grab the cuffs out from his belt.

Ken continued to resist even after Mills had the cuffs on, but with his hands chained behind his back and the zip ties around Ken’s ankles, the man could do little more than roll from side to side as he shouted in frustration and pain.

“It’s not over!” Ken rocked back and forth, refusing to yield even after he was beaten. “It won’t ever be over, do you understand me? Never!”

“It is over,” Mills said, catching his breath as he glanced into the darkened woods. “Jessica!” He shouted as loud as he could, but Ken had worked his throat raw after nearly choking him to death, and all that came out was a raspy whisper.

“I already told you that the girl is dead,” Ken said. “She might still be alive, but I can guarantee that what happened to her cannot be undone. Because if you’re here, then that means you found the school. And if you found the school, then you found the tapes.”

Mills stared down at the back of Ken’s head. “You helped him back in the early nineties?”

“I just gave him the supplies he asked for,” Ken answered, the fight running out of him. “The kid was just doing what his father wanted him to do. Everybody does what Buckley Hughes tells them to.”

Mills snarled and then flipped Ken onto his back. “You think that he gets a pass for all of this? You think that he really gets to go through life without facing the consequences of his actions?”

Ken smiled, shaking his head. “The kid is the son of Buckley Hughes. And the Hughes family does whatever the hell they want. You think that you can stop them? The Hughes family is an institution. Sure, you can bring down one of them, but how many are just sitting in line, itching to take Buckley’s place?” He laughed. “You think that taking down Buckley is like chopping the head off the snake, but the Hughes aren’t a snake. They’re a hydra. You chop off Buckley’s head, and three more will take his place.”

Mills let Ken go and then straightened up. He knew there was truth to what Ken was saying. He knew that there were things in this world that he couldn’t change, that he couldn’t bring down, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try. “You might be right. But you’re forgetting about people like me.” He knelt by Ken’s side, staring directly into the man’s eyes as he spoke. “Because people like me don’t quit. We’re the answer to the Buckleys, the eternal checkmate, the people who make sure that they don’t get away with whatever they want. Because no one is above the law.”

Ken smiled. “And what about you, Detective?” He laughed. “Are you above the law? I read up a little bit on your history too.”

Mills flinched.

“Yeah, that’s right.” Ken nodded. “Buckley Hughes got the dirt on you too. Didn’t realize you California cops had such a happy trigger finger. I guess I should count myself lucky that you didn’t put one right through my forehead.” He smiled wider. “Does Jessica know?”

Mills was shaking now, trembling with a rage that he hadn’t felt in a long time. Not since he left Los Angeles and that old life of his behind him. He had convinced himself that he had moved on, that he had gotten better, but the truth was he only changed his address, and not himself.

“Gun’s over there,” Ken said, gesturing to the pistol in the dirt a few feet away. “I know you probably have another magazine in your belt. And you only need one bullet. Not like I can fight back.”

Mills glanced at the weapon in the dirt. His breathing quickened, and he inhaled short spurts through his nose.

“You know how many of those kids I could have saved?” Ken asked. “I knew about all of them. Every single one. And I did nothing. And that was just the work I did with Ronald. You have no idea what else I’ve done for Buckley Hughes.” He laughed, shaking his head. “It’s enough to earn me a one-way ticket into hell and burn for the rest of my life. Murder? Abduction? Beatings? I’ve done it all, Detective, so why don’t you go ahead and do what you do best, huh? Grab that gun, put a round in my head, and be done with it.”

The swirl of adrenaline and rage, mixed with Ken’s open confession, brought Mills back to his feet. He walked over to the pistol and then picked up the gun. He ejected the spent magazine and inserted a fresh new one, racking the slide back, which put a round in the chamber. He walked back over to Ken and aimed the gun at Ken’s head.

“Go on,” Ken said, egging Mills on. “Do it. It’s justice. It’s the right thing, even if it’s wrong. Because that’s what you do, isn’t it, Detective? You take the law into your own hands. You make sure that the bad guy gets the justice that they deserve after the rest of the justice system has failed. Because when you see something wrong, you make it right. No matter the cost. So make it right. I know you want to.”

Mills placed his finger on the trigger. The safety was off. All he had to do was squeeze. Standing there, lording over Ken the way that he was, Mills wondered how many other people that Ken had stood over just like this.

Innocent people whose only crime was going up against the Hughes family, who possessed more wealth and power than one man should have. Mills knew that Ken wouldn’t have hesitated in killing him, or Jessica, or Annie, or any other innocent soul that found themselves caught up in the Hughes family’s web of deceit and death.

Mills knew that Ken was right about him, right about why he left Los Angeles. He had convinced himself that he was doing all of those bad things because there was no other way. He had convinced himself that he knew what was right. But that wasn’t true.

Mills lowered the gun, aiming it at the ground, and then he holstered the weapon.

“What are you doing?” Ken asked. “You know that I’m right about everything that I said! You know that Buckley Hughes will just get me off! Kill me! Do it!”

Mills stared down at Ken and saw the pain on the man’s face. Pain and fear were the only things that Ken Seethers understood anymore. And he wanted Mills to end all of that suffering. But Mills wasn’t the judge, jury, and executioner. That wasn’t his job. His job was to serve and protect.

“You’re going to jail,” Mills said. “And if you end up getting back out again, then you can bet your ass that I won’t be far behind to put you right back to where you started. Because that’s what I do. That’s where my job stops.”

Mills turned away from Ken and started to jog deeper into the woods in search of Jessica while Ken screamed his protest from the dirt.

“You’ve made a mistake!” Ken shouted. “You won’t be able to stop him! You can’t stop any of them! They’re the monsters in the dark, Detective! You can’t win!”
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The man who had taken Annie deeper into the woods was too fast for Jessica to keep up with in the darkness, but she tried to anyway.

The thick brush slowed Jessica’s pace, and the rough, uneven terrain was even more difficult to navigate in the darkness. She tripped three times, each of them bringing her to the ground with a heavy thud that made it almost impossible for her to keep going.

But no matter how many bruises she received, no matter how difficult the path ahead became, Jessica wasn’t going to stop. She picked herself up off the ground and pressed forward.

And while the trip into the woods might have been silent, this sprint through the trees was plagued with the repercussive blasts of gunfire and the screams of her daughter.

After a few minutes in the darkness, she found herself lost. “Annie! Annie!” She belted out her daughter’s name, the blood-curdling cry rising high into the night before the vast openness of the sky sucked her plea into the darkness.

It was in the silence that followed that Jessica realized that the gunshots had ended behind her and her daughter’s cries had ended ahead of her. She was alone in the darkness, searching through the woods, looking for any flicker of hope.

“Annie!” Jessica hunched forward, her back arched from the despair that poured out of her down-turned mouth. She staggered left and right, spinning in a circle, unsure of where Ronald had taken her daughter.

“Mommy!”

Jessica froze. She only moved her eyes as she searched the darkness, trying to pinpoint the location of her daughter’s scream, and she was afraid that if she moved, it could cost Annie her life, and she would never find her again.

“Mommy!”

Jessica turned to her left, more confident that was the location of her daughter. But while she was able to locate the general direction of where her daughter was taken, Annie’s voice was fading with every scream.

Jessica bolted toward her daughter’s voice, chasing the faint cries with a reckless abandon, but she managed to keep her legs beneath her on the unsteady ground. “Annie! Annie, I’m coming!” Her voice cracked from the amount of screaming and the physical exertion that was plaguing her body. She had pushed herself beyond her limitations, and she knew that she was running on borrowed time.

Unsure of how much time she had left, Jessica hastened her pace, refusing to lose her daughter to something so quickly after she was so close.

But the longer she ran toward her daughter’s voice, the slower she moved. Her lungs were taxed, her muscles were gassed, and her legs gave out.

Jessica slid across the dirt and mud, scraping her arms, legs, and face. She pushed herself up with trembling arms, but she only made it halfway before her muscles gave out and she collapsed back into the dirt.

Unable to do anything but roll onto her back, Jessica let the pistol’s grip go limp in her palm. She shut her eyes, knowing that she was outmatched, knowing that she had failed, knowing that she was going to have to live with that failure for the rest of her life.

Jessica opened her eyes, and a red glow appeared in her left peripheral. She rolled her head in the same direction, and she saw two red lights in the darkness, highlighting the trunk of a car. It took a moment for Jessica’s brain to register what happened, but when it finally did, she bolted from her position on the ground, taking three steps before she realized that she didn’t have the gun.

Jessica spun around, grabbing the weapon off the ground along with clumps of dirt, and then sprinted back toward the car. “Annie!”

The car started up, the engine turning over twice before it finally caught, but just before the engine revved to life, Jessica heard the small voice coming from inside the vehicle.

“Mommy!” Annie screamed. “Mommy, help!”

The car jolted forward and Jessica hastened her pace. She had been so close to her daughter, less than thirty yards away, and she had fallen down. But there was still a chance for her to catch up, there was still hope that she could get her daughter back in her arms before everything came crashing down.

“Annie!” Jessica screamed, but her voice seemed to trigger the car to move faster. Still on the run, she looked at the weapon in her hand. She remembered what Mills had said about firing the weapon, but if there was ever an instance where a life was in danger, she knew that this was it.

Knowing that she lacked the skill to shoot on the run, Jessica skidded to a stop and then planted both feet in the dirt. She gripped the pistol with both hands, the muscles along her forearm tightening and forming thin, wiry lines beneath her skin. She aimed for the trunk and squeezed the trigger.

The gun kicked upward in her hands, and the she heard the bullet skip across a tree, but she couldn’t be sure how far off her target that she was. And for the briefest moment she closed her eyes, but when she opened them again, she could still see the glow of taillights.

Jessica adjusted her aim, this time making sure that she was braced for the weapon’s kickback, and then aimed for the back rear tire. She squeezed the trigger and shattered the left rear taillight. “No.”

Jessica aimed again and fired, this time hitting the trunk. She felt herself losing control as the vehicle sped away, and she squeezed the trigger again, and again, and again, the rest of her shots missing her target until she heard the empty click of the revolver’s barrel going round. She stood there and watched that single taillight fade into the night, and it wasn’t until Mills’ labored breaths were behind her that she finally turned.

“She’s gone,” Jessica said, her voice thick with phlegm.

Mills grabbed Jessica’s shoulders and gave her a look up and down. “Are you hurt? Are you all right?”

Jessica shook her head. “No. I’m not all right.” And then she noticed the bloodied wound on Mills’ arm. “Oh my God, you were shot.”

“It’s fine,” Mill said, glancing at the wound. “It only grazed me. Looks worse than it feels.” He looked past her toward the road that Ronald had disappeared with Annie. “He still has her.” He bowed his head. “I’m sorry, Jessica. I’m so sorry.”

But when Jessica turned to look back down the road, she remembered something from the tapes that she had listened to. “I think I know where he’s going.”

“What?” Mills asked.

“I think he’s going home,” Jessica answered, talking aloud more to herself. “A home his father always kept him away from.” She turned back to Mills, the realization of where he was going crystal clear. “He’s going to the Hughes estate.”
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With Mills’ arm wound, Jessica drove when they finally made it back to the car.

“Check to see where the second access road into the woods dumps off at,” Jessica said, speeding down the dirt road at a pace that would have made her mother fear for her safety. But she wasn’t slowing down. She knew that even though Annie was alive when she got into the truck, it didn’t mean she would still be alive after Ronald arrived at the estate.

With Mills relaying information to the entire police force about what happened at the cabin, Jessica was convinced that there was no way that Buckley Hughes was going to escape this time. They had too much evidence on him, and the smoking gun was driving right toward him.

“Looks like the second access road was a half mile on the west side of the cabin,” Mills said. “It was the only other road that cut through the woods like that, so that has to be the road he’s heading down.” He reached for the radio again. “All units be advised, the suspect is heading—”

“North,” Jessica said. “He’s heading north. He’s going to the estate.” She glanced to Mills, the intense glare in her eyes enough to make Mills pass on the last bit of information to the dispatcher.

“North on State Road 59,” Mills said. “I need air support to help track down the vehicle.”

“Copy that, Detective Mills,” Dispatch said. “We have officers en route.”

The dirt road finally ended, and Jessica veered onto the paved road, the car picking up speed once the tires gripped the familiar asphalt, and they rocketed down the highway. It had been a long time since Jessica drove this fast.

Mills reached over and flipped the lights, splashes of red and blue mixing with the headlights along the road. “So we don’t get pulled over.”

Jessica gripped the steering wheel tightly, her arms rigid. She watched the speedometer tick upward toward sixty, sixty-five, seventy, seventy-five miles per hour, and she didn’t ease off of the gas.

“Jessica, you need to slow down.” Mills had an edge to his voice, and he stiffened in his seat, pressing harder against his seat back.

“We need to get there before Ronald gets to Buckley,” Jessica said, the speedometer tipping over eighty-five now. “If they get together, then they’ll be able to wiggle their way out of this.”

“Jessica, if we don’t get there at all because you crash, then it’s not going to help anyone. You need to ease off.” Mills glanced at the speedometer. “Jessica, slow down!”

“NO!” Jessica slammed her hands against the steering wheel, and the dash shook from the force behind her palms. “I can’t lose her again! I can’t!”

“You haven’t lost her,” Mills said. “You still have her, but you need to keep a level head if you really want to hold her in your arms again. Because right now you’re exhausted, and you’re not making good decisions.”

The engine revved louder, the transmission already in its highest gear and like the car itself, Jessica knew that she was topping out. She couldn’t keep it going like this, and she eased off the accelerator, dropping the speedometer from ninety-five to eighty, where it leveled out.

Jessica took a deep breath. She knew that Mills was right. “What happens when we get to the estate?”

Mills weighed the different options. “I guess it depends on who gets there first. If Ronald arrives first, then we’ll most likely have a hostage situation on our hands, and that house has more places to hide than anything I’d ever seen. It’ll be harder to root him out.”

“And if we get there first?” Jessica asked.

“Then we’re the line in the sand between Annie and the devil,” Mills answered. “And I don’t have any intention of letting that man take her into the next world like that willingly. Do you?”

“No,” Jessica answered. “I do not.”

Growing up in the area afforded Jessica with the unique knowledge of the roads, and because she had been to the estate so many times before, she knew the quickest route without even having to look up navigation.

But the route took her off the highway, and while she maintained the high speeds, they had become more dangerous on the back roads that cut through neighborhoods and narrow one-lane roads. All it would take to wipe them out would be for an animal to run across the road, and they’d be arriving at the Hughes estate in a wrecker instead of Mills’ squad car.

The lights on the car had helped, and what little traffic that Jessica had run into parted for her on the highway. She raised her eyebrows and looked to Mills after the second incident. “I can see why police get to places so quickly.”

“Don’t let the power go to your head,” Mills said.

The radio crackled and then Dispatch blared through the speakers. “Unit one-nineteen, be advised that air support is inbound.”

“Copy that, Dispatch,” Mills said. “All units in pursuit of vehicle, suspect is a Ronald Smith. He should be considered armed and dangerous. He also has Annie Donovan. I say again, be advised that the suspect has a child in custody.”

“Copy that, Unit one-nineteen,” Dispatch said. “Relaying information to officers in pursuit.”

Mills put the radio down while Dispatch blared the information over all radio frequencies. He turned to Jessica. “How far until we make it to the estate?”

“Less than ten minutes,” Jessica answered. “We’re close.”

And the closer that Jessica moved toward the estate and toward the finality of this meeting, the worse her nerves became.

“Hey.” Mills touched the bare flesh of her arm, wrapping his strong fingers around her skin that was marred with cuts and bruises. “You can do this.”

Jessica didn’t look at him, keeping her eyes focused on the road ahead, where she was finally able to see the lights of the estate ahead. “I know.”

Mills let her go, and Jessica floored the accelerator once more, using the last final stretch of flat, straight asphalt to pick up as much ground as she could.

Jessica finally slowed down, the headlights and the blue and red lights that were splashing about the wreckage causing her jaw to drop and her heart to plummet to the pit of her stomach. “Oh my God, no.” Jessica slammed on the brakes, stopping the car abruptly, and then was out of the vehicle before Mills could reach her.

“Jessica, wait!” Slowed by the wound and the fight, Mills was half a step too slow to try and get out of the car before Jessica was already at the back of the wreck, and it was a mess.

The car had rammed into the closed iron gates, and while the vehicle had provided enough speed and force to jar the gates open, it came at the cost of the vehicle itself. The entire front hood was a crumpled accordion of metal, and the windshield had been smashed.

Jessica was the first to the open driver side door, and she peered inside, broken glass scattered across the seats. “Annie? Annie!” She checked the backseat but found it empty. She stepped out of the car and glanced down the driveway, which was illuminated by the car’s still-glowing headlights.

“Hey,” Mills said, catching up to her with a breathless pause. “She’s not there?”

Jessica shook her head, pointing ahead to the path up toward the house. The main house lights had been turned off, all but the top floor window of Buckley’s office.

But Jessica saw no silhouette staring down at her. The office was empty, and Buckley Hughes had most likely come down to meet with his estranged bastard to make a deal to keep them both alive.

“Backup will be here soon,” Mills said.

Jessica slowly turned back toward Mills, and the look in her eyes told him that she wasn’t waiting for backup.

Mills only nodded and unholstered his weapon. “You stay behind me.” He moved around her and then stepped through the cracked gates, Jessica slipping in behind him.

Jessica glanced over to the guard station, which was always manned, but found it empty. She was also guessing that the rest of the estate staff had been sent home in anticipation of this happening. It was rare for Buckley Hughes to be caught off guard like this, but that didn’t mean he was prepared for every single eventuality. He couldn’t be. He was only a man.

Eventually Jessica and Mills stepped out of the reach of the cone of light from the car and descended back into darkness. But this time there was no flickering light to guide them, only the sheer grit and determination in their veins.

The large stone of the house was even more intimidating in the darkness. Jessica never believed that she could be frightened by a house, but now she saw what the buildings really were. Nothing but cold stone and steel built by the whims of a man who was too weak to do it himself. There was never any love in these walls. Only fear.

Mills remained crouched low on their jog up the driveway, and Jessica made sure to mirror his movements. She still had the revolver, freshly reloaded by Mills after they reached the vehicle. He paused at the hedge that surrounded the circle drive and fountain at the house’s main entrance where guests passed through.

“You know this place better than me,” Mills said, struggling to catch his breath, making Jessica wonder if the bullet wound was worse than he let on. “Where would he go?”

Jessica gestured to the top floor where the light shone from Buckley’s office, this time a silhouette appearing. It was Buckley.

“Never mind,” Mills said.

“It’s what he wants,” Jessica said. “He must have Darren and Timothy waiting to ambush us inside.”

“Not to mention Ronald,” Mills said.

Jessica nodded and then stepped in front of Mills. “Looks like it’s your turn to follow me.” She glanced behind him, doing her best not to crack a smile. “Try not to shoot me.”

“You’re not funny,” Mills said.

Jessica headed toward the front door, keeping low on her approach. The heightened danger of the moment provided another adrenaline kick to Jessica’s system, and the fatigue that had plagued her only moments before had vanished into thin air. With the boost of chemicals came a heightened sense of awareness. Her vision was sharper, her hearing more acute as they approached the front doors.

But just before they stepped inside, Mills grabbed hold of Jessica’s shoulder, pulling her back. “I should go in first.”

“I know my way through the house better than you,” Jessica said.

“Well, I’ve been inside, and the hallways are the perfect setup for an ambush, so we need to make sure we clear the corners.” Mills stepped in front of Jessica, nearly crunching her toes. “And last time I checked, you didn’t have any SWAT training.”

Jessica pulled Mills’ shoulder back, catapulting herself in front of him. “And you don’t know where the hell you’re going.”

Mills grunted from exasperation. “Fine. But when you come up to a corner, you clear it fast.” He did a quick demonstration at the corner’s entrance. “You always want to move through it as fast as you can. No need to draw it out. Hesitation will kill you in a fight-or-flight situation. Move through with purpose, focus on the tip of your weapon, and then let your mind fill in the rest. Because if you try to look everywhere, then your mind won’t be able to focus, and you’ll let everything just fall to pieces, and then you’ll be dead.”

Jessica nodded and then positioned herself by the door. She trembled. The stakes had never been higher for her. If she failed, then Annie died.

“Hey,” Mills said. “Remember to breathe.”

Jessica exhaled a breath that she had been keeping pent up and then nodded. She raised the weapon and opened the door.

Having spent more time here than Jessica would have liked, she was able to navigate the house with a hastened speed, but she forced herself to slow down a half step when she approached the hallway corners.

“The main staircase is in the center of the house.” Jessica quickly glanced back behind her. “From there, we can go straight to the fifth floor.”

“Just keep your eyes up front,” Mills said.

The hallway was incredibly narrow, and the eyes of the portraits that they passed seemed to follow them in the darkness.

“We take a right at the next crossway,” Jessica said as they neared the turn. “From there, we’ll—”

Gunfire pushed Jessica back from the crossway, and she spun around, disoriented from the hot flash on the side of her face and the high-pitched ringing in her ears.

Mills turned Jessica’s face to him, shouting something, his mouth wide as he tried to enunciate his words. But Jessica only shook her head, unable to understand what he was trying to say.

Two more thumps echoed, and the vibrations were followed by more explosions of wood and plaster that rained down over her head. Her heart kicked in her chest, skipping a few beats. She hyperventilated, the ambush overwhelming her senses.

Jessica clenched her jaw and shut her eyes as she retook control of her breathing with one sharp inhale. When she opened her eyes, her hearing had also cleared up slightly, and she focused on the one image that appeared in her mind like a flash of lightning, striking at the core of her being and snapping her out of the daze. Her daughter.

“Jessica!” Mills was crouched down low, looking at her again the way that he had been before. “He’s down the hall where we need to turn. The path is blocked.”

Jessica nodded.

“It’s Darren’s brother!” Mills shouted. “He’s got a twelve-gauge. If we try and run, the spray pattern on those shells is wide enough to hit us. We have to go back!”

“We don’t have that kind of time.” Jessica moved closer to the end of the hallway. She pointed across the way, past the kill zone where Timothy was positioned, and craned her head around to try and get a bead on the shooter.

The moment her head poked around the corner, Jessica saw the shotgun’s barrel and half of the man who carried it. Not to mention the smile that curved up the left side of his face.

Jessica turned away and ducked, evading the buckshot that devastated the wall.

“Come on out, Jessica!” Timothy’s voice carried its familiar air of arrogance. “No use in trying to fight it now, little girl. You’re in the seventh circle of hell!” He laughed, the cackle sharp as the din that plagued Jessica’s ears. “You’re going to burn, girl! And that little bastard of yours is too!”

Jessica snarled at the mention of her daughter. She wasn’t going to be bullied by this man, she wasn’t going to be bullied by any man ever again. She moved back toward the crossway, making sure that she was still fully concealed, and then she looked over to Mills.

“I’m going to run. Cover me,” Jessica said.

Mills shook his head. “I told you—”

“They’ll kill her, Gavin,” Jessica said. “You know it, and so do I. If I’m not there to stop it, then there won’t be anyone there to stop it.” She swallowed the lump of fear in her throat and held Mills’ gaze so he understood her conviction.

Finally, Mills nodded. “I am the better shot, so I guess that makes sense.” He glanced past her toward where Timothy was positioned. “I’ll fire three shots, and then I want you to sprint as fast as you can. Once you’re clear from my line of fire, I’ll continue to shoot until you’ve made it across. I’ll keep him pinned down for as long as I can.”

Jessica nodded, taking a breath and then, realizing that she might not see this man again, she reached for Mills’ forearm. “I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done. But if I don’t make it—”

“You’ll make it,” Mills said. “Just don’t stop running.”

Jessica nodded, and she applied one little squeeze before she finally let go and focused on the other end of the hallway.

“Remember,” Mills said. “I’ll fire three shots, and then you run. Ready?”

Jessica took a breath and then nodded.

“I’ll shoot on three,” Mills said. “One. Two—”

Three quick blasts fired from Jessica’s right, and the moment they were done, she thrust herself from cover and sprinted. Gunshots thundered, but she didn’t stop until she crossed the kill zone in the hallway, safe from the gunfire. But with one threat behind her, Jessica kept her eyes focused ahead, because she knew that there was only going to be one way that this ended, and that was making sure that the Hughes men never bothered her family again.
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Mills held his breath on Jessica’s sprint, and he didn’t exhale until she crossed to safety. But the celebration was cut short when Timothy fired the retaliatory buckshot, which forced Mills farther back down the hallway from which he came.

Debris raining over his head, Mills reached for his spare magazine, ejected the empty one in his Glock, and then loaded the fresh cartridge into the pistol, quickly racking a bullet into the chamber. In the few seconds it took him to reload, Timothy had finally stopped shooting.

“Detective!” Timothy shouted, his voice very faint above the high-pitched ringing that followed the gunfight. “I’m surprised you made it this far! I would have thought Ken would have gotten the better of you. He’s starting to slip in his old age.”

Mills opened his mouth to respond but then thought better of it, and he quickly jumped to the other side of the hedge where Jessica had been and then waited to see if he could lure the man out thinking that he might have been shot.

“Don’t tell me that I killed you already!” Timothy laughed, unable to hide his malice.

Mills crept back toward the crossway in the hall, but then stopped himself when he felt something slick run down his arm. He glanced at the bullet wound and realized that the exertion had caused the clot to break.

The arm was going numb again, but this time Mills didn’t have the time to properly wrap it. All he needed was one good shot, and he knew that he still had good enough aim to hit his target even with the injury. He had been one of the best shooters on the force back in LA, and he refused to believe that he wasn’t as good as Mr. Silver Spoon In His Mouth across the way.

“You know, growing up, my brother and I used to love watching scary movies,” Timothy said, his voice growing closer, but farther behind Mills, echoing through the walls. “We used to stay up late after our parents had gone to sleep. Though I don’t think Dad ever slept. He just didn’t care what we did so long as we didn’t embarrass him.”

Mills followed Timothy’s voice. He was moving through the rooms.

“And the more we watched all of those scary movies, the more Darren and I realized that the bad guy, the monster, the villain, was never very frightening,” Timothy said. “Which was strange because every time that we talked to our friends about the films, they thought it was terrifying. And it took a long time for my brother and I to figure out why we could never be scared, and then one night we realized why.”

The pain in Mills’ arm had worsened, and he kept wiping away the sweat that rolled into his eyes, the salt stinging when it reached his eyeballs. The fatigue from the past forty-eight hours was starting to wear him down.

“It was during the middle of A Nightmare on Elm Street,” Timothy said. “And it was when the kids realized that Freddy attacked them only when they fell asleep. It was the second movie we watched that night, and since it was a school night, it was already pretty late. Darren had wanted to watch another one, and I was still young enough back then to want to do whatever he wanted. So we watched it. But then, at nearly 2 am, we heard heavy footsteps coming down our bedroom hallway. Now, both of us knew that all of the staff had gone to bed, and that none of them would have the gall to come down into our wing of the house and tell us to go to sleep. The only people that would have done that would have been our mother or our father. And the heavy footfalls that echoed down the hallway were too loud to be made by our mother, so Darren and I both knew that it had to be dear old dad.” He laughed. “I can’t tell you how fast we tried to shut off that tape and pretend that we were asleep. I was too scared to even move, and it was Darren who jumped out of bed and rushed to the television to turn it off. But when his finger pressed the button, the door swung open, smacking into the wall so hard that the doorknob put a hole through the plaster.” Timothy laughed again, but this time it faded quickly. “I can’t tell you how many times I thought that my dad was going to kill us in that damned place. But that night it almost happened.”

“I don’t think I’d ever seen my father so angry,” Timothy said, his voice still echoing, still moving, still drawing closer. “And at first I thought that it was just because of some movies, and I couldn’t believe that he would be so upset about something so silly, but he wasn’t upset about the movies. Darren had done something at school that day, something that our father didn’t approve of. Apparently, Darren had let another team win in gym class, and his teacher had called to tell our father to let him know what an upstanding student and friend Darren was, and how proud he should be of his son. Our father wasn’t that type of man. He grabbed Darren by his shirt collar and lifted him into the air with both arms, pinning him to the wall so hard that he put another hole in the plaster and gave Darren a concussion. Our father wanted to make it very clear to both of his sons that night that there should never be an instance where we show mercy, or where we let anyone beat us other than the simple fact that we got outplayed, outsmarted, or outworked. There was no greater sin in the eyes of Buckley Hughes than mercy. But I always thought that maybe it was because the man wasn’t capable of mercy himself. So if you’re wondering why we took that little girl, and if you have any doubts about what my father would do to her, then I think you should remember that he was ready to kill his oldest son in order to teach him a lesson. So I can’t even imagine what he might have planned for Jessica’s little bastard.”

Unsure of where his target was coming from, Mills stayed put. And then, waiting for movement, one of the doors across the hall opened and Timothy emerged, firing buckshot at Mills, who ducked out of the line of fire just in time.

Mills sprinted back down the hall, ducking into the first open room he could find, crashing to the floor. The impact knocked the breath out of him and prevented him from getting up, but the fall saved his life as the buckshot blew out over his head, followed by three more shots that tore the wall apart.

Mills rolled onto his stomach and crawled back toward the door, keeping low. He knew that Timothy was coming for him, and when he reached the doorway, his shotgun aimed over Mills’ head, Mills fired from the floor, putting a round in Timothy’s stomach that pushed him backward.

Timothy dropped the shotgun and then stumbled backward, knocking into the wall, sliding to the floor, smearing blood on the wallpaper behind him.

Timothy’s mouth hung open, and he glanced at Mills with the same look that Mills had seen so often during his time with the police in Los Angeles. The look of a man who knew he was about to die, and the knowledge that he would be unable to save himself from the impending doom, and the fate that he would soon fade into nothing.

Mills lowered the weapon and glanced around him, trying to remember which way he ran so he could retrace his steps.

“You won’t be able to stop him,” Timothy said, spitting a wad of blood on the floor, drawing a raspy breath. “He won’t negotiate with her. When Buckley Hughes gets something in his mind, he won’t stop obsessing about it until it’s done.”

Mills stared down at the dying man. “People like you think that you’re untouchable. But you’re wrong.”

Timothy stared up at Mills, the whites of his eyes so bright in the darkness. “You don’t know people like me.” His eyelids fluttered and he slowly lowered his head. A few final gasps were drawn, and then Timothy was still.
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The gunshots from Mills and Timothy echoed through the house as Jessica sprinted up the staircase, but she still remembered to take it slow around the corners. She didn’t need any more surprises, because God knew what was waiting for her when she finally reached Annie.

It was hard to stay present in the moment, making sure that she stayed alive long enough to discover if there was any truth to the scenarios running through her imagination. Because while she still held out hope, even now, so close to bringing this nightmare to an end, she couldn’t completely rid herself of the horror of what she might find when all of this was finished.

Thinking about it now brought more butterflies to her stomach, and with every hurried step, her stomach lurched and she forced the threat of vomit and bile back down into her body.

Nearing the last turn on the top floor, Jessica forced herself to clear the corner the way that Mills showed her, because all she wanted to do was break out into the full sprint that would lead her down the hall and into Buckley’s office.

Jessica stepped around the corner and was greeted with a stiff right hook across her face that knocked her to the ground and dropped the pistol from her hand. She lay on the floor, the world spinning, and tasted blood.

“You need to let her go,” Ronald said. “She’s with Father now.”

Jessica looked up at the behemoth that blocked the hallway. He held the gun, but it was at his side, pointed at the floor.

“Fighting against it will only make it worse,” Ronald said.

The scream that erupted from Jessica’s lips came from deep within her, from the depths of her soul where she had buried all of her pain and rage. It was the type of scream that you heard from a wounded animal, some creature that was hurt or in terrible mourning, but still fighting to keep herself alive. It was primal.

Jessica sprinted toward Ronald, spearing her body into his, but he easily grabbed her by the back of the neck with one hand and flung her against a wall. She knocked into an end table, shattering a porcelain vase.

Jessica had landed hard on her side, the man throwing her like she was nothing more than a bag of trash that he was unloading into the dumpster. A sharp pain radiated through her hip, and stars filled her vision. She gasped for breath as she lay on her stomach.

“Father will decide what to do with you after he is finished with the girl,” Ronald said.

“That girl is my daughter!” Jessica lifted her head as she screamed the words, the anger in her voice made impotent by her position on the floor. But she eventually forced the leg up from beneath her and then stared at the man who had abducted her daughter. The same man that had taken her.

The hallway was dark, but Jessica could see his face. It was the eyes that she recognized the most. Black and soulless, they studied her the same way when she was locked in that cage in the cabin. She was finally staring into the face of evil.

But Ronald Smith had grown old. He was a stark contrast from the pictures of the teenager she saw back at the orphanage. His dark hair had thinned, and his skin was wrinkled and saggy. And while he was still the massive hulking figure that she remembered from when she was a little girl, he had grown fatter, the defined muscles of the monster from her nightmares smoothed and weakened by time. But he was still strong, stronger than she could ever hope to defeat in hand-to-hand combat.

But Jessica had listened to the tapes from the orphanage. She knew the mind behind those black, soulless eyes and the way that he thought. Seeing him now and knowing that he was the son of Buckley Hughes, she had such a better understanding of who he was, but more importantly, why he was.

“Do you remember me?” Jessica asked, pushing past the pain that had collected in her hip and forcing herself to her feet.

Ronald stared at her with a focused gaze. It was the same look that she had seen all of the Hughes men wear at one point or another. The cold indifference behind the calculated mind of a predator. It was the look of a cold-blooded killer.

With her right hand, Jessica rolled up her left sleeve, showing Ronald his handiwork.

Ronald’s eyes lit up. “My little bird.” He smiled. “You came home.”

Jessica nodded. “That’s right. Because I needed you to protect me. That’s what you do, right? You protect the little birds?” With her left hand on the floor, she slowly inched her fingers around one of the shattered pieces of the vase.

“Yes,” Ronald answered. “It’s because they don’t know how to protect themselves.”

Sweat covered Jess’s brow as she finally wrapped her fingers around a piece of the shattered vase with a sharp, dagger-like end. “Help me, Ronald. I’m hurt.”

Ronald nodded and moved toward Jessica with a calm protectiveness, and when he reached out his arm to pick her up, she slashed his forearm with the end of the vase.

Ronald screamed and stepped back, but Jessica remained close, and she repeatedly shoved the end of the porcelain into Ronald’s stomach.

Blood splashed back onto Jessica, coating her with a warm sticky goo, and just when she thought the big brute would die, he smacked her across the face, knocking her to the floor once more.

Exhausted, Jessica lay on the floor, listening to the wounded sounds of Ronald as he walked around the hallway, knocking into walls, struggling to stay on his feet.

Jessica rose to her hands and knees and glanced back at Ronald. He was hunched forward, one hand still gripping the pistol, the other covering the bloodied wounds on his stomach.

“I saw the shed, Ronald,” Jessica said. “I saw what you do to your precious little birds.”

“Stop it,” Ronald said, again taking one staggered step backward. “You’re not supposed to know about that. No one is supposed to know about that.”

“The secret is out, Ronald,” Jessica said.

“Stop,” Ronald said, his voice growing more frantic.

“You collected all those little birds,” Jessica said. “And then you clipped their wings and snapped their necks.”

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” Ronald said. “I was just trying to help the family. I was only trying to make Father happy.”

“Oh, I know all about your father,” Jessica said. “But that doesn’t make you any less of a monster.”

“No!” Ronald shouted, and then he finally raised the gun, aiming it at her.

“It was smart giving all the kids those brands,” Jessica said. “That trauma helped bury nearly everything that happened to me the week that I was locked up in your basement. Was that your idea or your father’s?”

Ronald kept the gun aimed at Jessica, but he was shaking more visibly now. “Father told me that there was nothing wrong with me! He told me that I was the one who was most important to him. He told me that I needed to prove myself, that if I wanted to become part of the family, that I would have to do these things, and so I did them!” He roared the last word, bending at the waist as he screamed at Jessica until his face went red.

Jessica forced herself to stand, pushing past the fatigue and the pain. She knew that if this was going to be her end, then she wouldn’t cower. She refused to let this man, who had unexpectedly altered her entire life, have the final say on how she died. No, she would face the monster that she had refused to look at for the past thirty years. The monster that she saw in the shadows, and in the closet, and under the bed. The monster that she always feared would come and steal her away again when she was alone, and so she surrounded herself with even more powerful monsters that she thought could protect her. But those monsters that she believed could keep her safe ended up being the very monsters that had terrified her as a young girl.

“You’re weak.” Jessica drew in ragged breaths, and her voice was tired, but she didn’t back down, and she didn’t look away. “Only weak men prey on those that are smaller than they are. And you preyed on the smallest, most vulnerable group of people that exist in this world.” She swallowed, the ball of spit dropping to her stomach like a clump of lead. “But I was wrong thinking that you were a monster. Because that’s not what you are. You’re nothing more than a pathetic, insignificant piece of shit that never should have been allowed to draw breath.”

Ronald listened, his breathing intensifying. “I am not weak.” He spoke calmly and then drew in a breath as he straightened up to his full height, puffing his chest out like an animal to display his dominance. Blood oozed from his stomach. “You’re weak.”

“No,” Jessica said. “I’m not. Not anymore.

A gunshot echoed behind Ronald, and the bullet sliced through the top half of his skull. The body remained standing for a moment then collapsed to the floor like a pile of meat.

Mills stood at the end of the hallway near the stairs, gun in hand. He was breathing heavy and he looked haggard and tired, but he was there. He hadn’t given up on her. He hadn’t quit.

He finally lowered his weapon and then walked to Jessica, who fell into his arms. “Are you all right?”

Jessica winced as she used Mills like a crutch. “My hip. I think it might be broken—GAH!” Another sharp pain shot through her leg, which forced her to stop.

“Hey, don’t push so hard, all right?” Mills kept a firm grip on her to make sure that she wouldn’t fall. In fact, he was the only reason that she hadn’t collapsed back to the floor. “We need to get you out of here.”

“No,” Jessica said, drawing in a sharp breath as she lifted her head. “Annie. Buckley’s office is just down the hall.”

“All right,” Mills said, nodding. “I’ll leave you here and—”

“I’m coming with you.” A brief surge of strength ran through Jessica and she separated herself a little from Mills, proving that she could go on. “I’m getting my daughter back.”

She thought that Mills would fight her on this. She thought that he would just take off and leave her to hobble around. But she saw the understanding in his eyes, the realization that Jessica had reached the point in her life where she wasn’t going to sit on the sidelines anymore. She was well into the shit, and she wasn’t going to stop.

“Where’s your gun?” Mills asked, again offering his arm, which Jessica took now that they were both on the same page.

“Over there,” Jessica gestured to the floor by Ronald’s body.

Mills retrieved the weapon and then handed it back to Jessica after a quick inspection of the bullets that were still inside. He then drew his own weapon, and they both stared down the hallway to where the light was spilling out from the room.

“Are you sure you want to see what’s down there?” Mills asked.

Jessica kept her eyes trained on the light, then nodded. “I need to finish this.”

“Okay then,” Mills said, nodding. “Let’s go.”

It was slow going down the hallway, but Jessica was again cleansed by the power of adrenaline, which helped numb the pain that was screaming at her to stop and rest.

As they neared the door, Mills slowed their pace, one arm helping to keep Jessica upright, the other holding his gun. “We clear the corner quick, yeah?”

Jessica nodded. “Yeah.”

Before either of them second-guessed themselves, they stepped through the doorway and entered Buckley’s office, finding Buckley crouched low behind his desk, only a small sliver of his shoulder and face in view, holding Annie close with the sharpened edge of a blade to her throat.

And to the left, just below the window and wrapped in plastic, was Darren.

“I never would have thought you had the stamina, Jessica,” Buckley said, repositioning himself so Annie blocked him entirely. “I’m impressed. But I suppose that was why Darren was drawn to you in the first place. He might have been an idiot, and a fool, but he was able to recognize power. Had you chosen not to cheat on my son and father this thing with another man, you would have made a fine addition to the family.”

Jessica kept her eyes trained on Annie, searching for any sign of harm that had befallen her. She was still dressed in her pajamas, the ones she had been wearing when she was taken, and the small fact that they hadn’t changed her was a victory in itself. But aside from the grime of not showering since she’d been captured and the dark circles that had formed under her little blue eyes, making her cheeks sag, Annie looked unharmed.

“It’s over, Buckley,” Mills said, his gun trained on Buckley just as Jessica’s was. “I’ve called for backup, and we have a chopper heading inbound. There isn’t a way for you to walk out of this one. Let the girl go, and you might be able to ease your conscience.”

Buckley laughed. “What makes you think I ever had a conscience, Detective? You think that I was able to build something like this with a conscience? A conscience is for the weak-minded fools who don’t have the resolve to make the hard choices. But I can make the hard choices. It’s how I built the empire that you see around you. It’s what I’ve always done, and it’ll always be what I do until the end of my days.”

“Those days are nearing the end all right,” Jessica said. “And that end is closer than you think.”

Buckley snickered, the blade still squared up against Annie’s tender throat. The flesh was so pale there, Jessica couldn’t help but imagine the red crimson blood that would pour out of that supple skin and stain the front of Annie’s shirt, staining Jessica’s mind along with it.

“And what do you think people will see when they come here?” Buckley asked. “They’ll see a deranged mother who was hell bent on revenge against the family that scorned her for adultery and fathering a child not by her husband.” He gestured to Darren’s body. “You think I killed my son without reason? I killed him to frame you!” Rage thickened Buckley’s voice, and then he set his sights on Mills. “They’ll see a cop with a checkered history and a happy trigger finger, a cop who decides to push through something too fast before they have all of the facts and they aren’t able to put the world back together again. You really think that I can’t manipulate this? You really think this is beyond my ability to twist to my advantage?” He shook his head. “Really. I thought that the two of you were smarter than this. But maybe you haven’t quite learned your lessons yet. So I’ll make this as clear as I possibly can.” He cleared his throat and took one step forward. “There is nothing, absolutely nothing that my money and power cannot do. One call to a senator, one quick conversation with the state attorney, and one text sent to our police chief, and I’m off the hook. I always have an escape plan.” He laughed. “Factories unionizing? I cut out the hearts of the fathers who challenged me. And when your father kept pushing I had him killed, making it look like an accident. I am the elite! I am a god! And a god requires the blood of a lamb to spill from time to time.”

Jessica analyzed the situation, realizing that there was no clean way out. She looked to Mills and waited for him to return her gaze. The pair locked eyes, and Jessica prayed that he could read what she was thinking.

Mills nodded and then returned his focus to Buckley and Annie, gun still raised, finger still on the trigger.

“I’ll need both of you to put your guns down now,” Buckley said.

“No,” Jessica said. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

“Stubborn bitch, aren’t you?” Buckley huffed, and then applied the slightest pressure to Annie’s throat, which triggered a thin trickle of blood. “I’m not going to ask twice.”

Jessica shook her head. “Neither am I.”

Mills squeezed the trigger, and the bullet struck the flesh just above Annie’s left collarbone, moving straight through and connecting with Buckley’s left pectoral, the bullet hitting him just above the heart.

Surprise and pain was etched over Buckley’s face, and in the same motion, he dropped both the knife from Annie’s throat and Annie from his arms.

Jessica and Mills both rushed forward, Mills making sure that Buckley was contained, Jessica rushing toward her daughter. “Annie!” She clamped her hand over the bloody wound and turned her daughter over in her arms so she would look up at her.

Annie’s face was a pale white, her blue eyes wide as full moons, and her mouth hung open as she lay completely still. At first Jessica was afraid that she was dead, but she wasn’t dead. She was only in shock. Jessica wasn’t sure how long things would stay that way if she didn’t stop the bleeding.

“Annie?” Jessica asked, her voice trembling, barely above a whisper. “Annie, are you all right, sweetheart? Everything is going to be okay. I’m going to get you some help. You’re safe now.”

Annie just stared up at her with those blank eyes, slowly moving her lips, but unable to produce any words, and then her eyes rolled back into her skull and she started to shake.

“Annie?” Jessica tightened her grip around her daughter. “Annie!”

Behind her, Buckley groaned, and Mills cuffed the man’s hands behind his back before he rushed to Jessica’s side. “She’s in shock.” He quickly removed his shirt and then placed it over Annie’s small body, tucking it around her body, particularly around the gunshot wound by her neck, and applied pressure. “We need to keep an eye on her vitals, make sure she’s breathing, and just keep her secure.”

Jessica had never been this scared before in her entire life. Not since she first gave birth to Annie over four years ago. It had been a difficult labor, one that had lasted more than eighteen hours before that tiny, pink, screaming life decided to join the rest of the world.

But Jessica remembered the relief and the joy that she felt when the doctor brought the baby to her arms and she held her little girl for the first time. She was exhausted and scared out of her fucking mind. At the same time, she felt a swell of pride and responsibility that she had never felt before. Because her life was no longer her own. For the first time in her life, she understood what it was like to love something more than herself. And it was true love, the purest form of connection that two people on this good green Earth could possess.

And now, like that day so many years ago, Jessica once again held her daughter in her arms. And again Jessica was frightened and exhausted, overwhelmed by the seriousness of the moment, and unsure of what she was supposed to do next, afraid that if she made the wrong move, her daughter would die in her arms and she would never forgive herself.

“We need to get downstairs,” Mills said, his voice breaking through the frenzied chaos of Jessica’s mind. “We need to be closer to the paramedics when they arrive.”

Jessica wasn’t sure how, but she managed to get up and then move toward the staircase, keeping Annie clutched tight to her chest, watching her little girl with the attentiveness that only a mother could provide.

“It’s not over,” Buckley said, his voice faint. “This isn’t a fight that you’ll win. I’m not something that can just be put away, Jessica. I’m the shadow in the corner of every room. Watching. Waiting. I’ll come for you again. You and your daughter.”

Jessica stopped and then turned, ignoring the pain that was pulsating from her right hip. She saw Buckley, bloodied and handcuffed and on his back. There was only anger on his face. Pure hatred toward Jessica and Mills and everyone that had ever tried to stand against him.

But now one of the country’s most powerful men was tied up in his own home, like so many of the children that he had instructed to be taken, and now he was the one that would be left behind to rot. And if there was any justice left in the world, he would be bound in a cage for the rest of his life, stared at as nothing more than a prison number as the rest of the world moved on.

“You will never touch us again,” Jessica said.

She watched the indignation spread over Buckley’s face, then turned around and walked away while Buckley continued to shout and curse and spit his threats. And she let him. Because she had her daughter back, and neither of them were dead yet.
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The paramedics had to peel Annie from Jessica’s arms, but she stayed close, watching everything that they did.

There wasn’t enough room for Mills to ride with Jessica in the ambulance, but just before the doors closed, he grabbed Jessica’s arm. “I’ll meet you at the hospital. I’ll be right behind you.”

Jessica nodded, and then Mills let go, the pair of back ambulance doors slammed shut, and the ambulance sped away, leaving the Hughes estate and all of its death behind her.

The medics stabilized Annie on the way to the hospital, and she finally stopped shaking. When they pulled up to the hospital and the entrance to the ER, both medics that were working on Annie on the ride over opened the back doors before they even came to a complete stop and then transferred Annie to the stretcher that the medical staff had brought out.

Jessica struggled to keep up and, noticing her limp and the pain etched on her face, one of the hospital staff asked if she was all right.

“I’m fine,” Jessica said. “I just need to—GAH!” The adrenaline had worn off and the moment she applied any weight to the rest of her leg, she started to fall.

The nurse caught her and kept Jessica from crashing to the floor. “I need a wheelchair out here now!” The nurse shouted through the opened automatic doors, catching the attention of another staff member, who ran to grab one.

The sliding glass doors eventually closed though, and Jessica could do nothing as she watched her baby girl disappear deeper into the hospital.

“My daughter,” Jessica said, clutching the strong arm of the nurse that had caught her. He was male, Asian, his hair buzzed short, and he wore a pair of glasses that concealed rich brown eyes. “They took my daughter inside, and I need to be with her.”

“We’ll figure out what’s happening with your daughter, but right now we need to figure out what’s happening with you,” the nurse said.

Seconds later, another hospital staff member brought a wheelchair out, and even as Jessica sat down, she felt the fire spread down the side of her leg again.

“We’re going to get some X-rays done on that leg and see what we can find.” The Asian nurse pushed her inside the hospital, taking her down the opposite hallway of where they took Annie.

Before Jessica could even stretch out her hand to try and point out that they were going the wrong way, the other hallway was gone, and the pain in Jessica’s leg overrode her ability to speak.
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Jessica lay on the bed, staring down at her leg, which had been numbed with anesthesia. She still had no word on what happened to her daughter, and the longer that she went without an answer or an update, the more her worry multiplied.

“Excuse me!” Jessica pointed at a nurse that walked past her open door. Then another, and another, none of them paying her any attention. “Excuse me, nurse, I—” The woman flew past her, and Jessica just couldn’t take it anymore. “I need a fucking doctor now!”

Jessica’s scream caused three staff members to stop outside of her door, all of them trading glances before one of them finally broke from the pack and stepped inside, doing her best to keep a pleasant smile on her face.

“Is everything all right, ma’am?” The nurse was a woman, and her voice had risen to that heightened customer service tone that most people used whenever they were dealing with someone who was upset.

“No,” Jessica said, struggling to catch her breath between finding the right words. “My daughter—Annie. Annie Donovan. She was shot, and she was taken away, and I haven’t heard anything about what happened to her, and I don’t know what’s going on, and—”

“Mrs. Donovan?” Another woman stepped inside, white coat flowing behind her as she smiled at the nurse. “It’s okay, Kady, I have this.”

The nurse smiled and then nodded, quickly removing herself from the hostile situation, leaving Jessica alone with the doctor.

“I’m Doctor Chu,” she said, then took a quick look at the file in her hands. “I have an update on your daughter.”

Jessica gripped the bed railing, swallowing the fear that had collected near the back of her mouth, and she took a sharp breath. “Is she all right?”

“We managed to stop the bleeding from the gunshot wound,” Dr. Chu said, still reading from the notes. “It’s nothing more than a flesh wound, but she required stitches and a small transfusion from the blood loss. I also heard from the police officers that showed up a little bit ago—”

“Detective Mills?” Jessica asked. “Is he here? Has he seen Annie?”

Dr. Chu finally looked up from the clipboard in her hands, and it could have been the look on Jessica’s face, but the doctor walked over to Jessica’s side and picked up her hand, holding it firmly. “I know that your daughter was abducted. And I can understand the worry that is probably running through your mind right now, but you should know that we did a full exam on Annie, and aside from the gunshot wound that grazed her trapezius, she sustained no other serious injury other than some dehydration and malnutrition.”

Jessica squeezed the doctor’s hand back, clinging to her like a lifeline.

“There were no signs of sexual trauma and no signs that there was anything wrong with her than the few scrapes and bruises that she picked up along the way,” Dr. Chu said, her voice calm and soothing as she went over the facts. “The bullet will leave a scar, but it didn’t break any bones, and there will be no permanent damage.”

Jessica shut her eyes, her mouth forming a single flat line as tears rolled down her cheeks. She bowed her head.

“I know that would be the first thing that I wanted to hear when I finally got my daughter back after such an ordeal,” Dr. Chu said. “As a mother, it’s so hard not to be able to help our children, but I can assure you, Ms. Donovan.” She squeezed Jessica’s hand, and Jessica opened her eyes, staring at Dr. Chu’s blurry figure. “Your daughter is safe now because of what you did.”

Jessica nodded. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

Dr. Chu smiled. “Of course. And I apologize that it took so long for someone to come and speak with you. As a mother, I wanted to deliver the results to you personally.” She released Jessica’s hand and then stood from her chair. “Now, we’ll need to finish up with you, and then we’ll take you over to Annie’s room and you can see her, all right?”

Jessica nodded, wiping the snot from her upper lip and the tears from her eyes. “Yes. Thank you. Thank you so much, Doctor.”

“I’ll be back in a minute.”

Jessica rested her head back against the pillow, the tension that she had been holding inside of her suddenly gone. And while she knew that her daughter might have emotional scars, ones that couldn’t be seen or examined by a medical professional, the fact that she hadn’t been seriously injured by either Ronald or Buckley was good news.

And Jessica would make sure that, unlike herself, Annie would receive any and all therapy needed to make sure that the cycle of those monsters didn’t continue. It all ended here.
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Once Mills got back behind the wheel of his car, he didn’t take his foot off the gas until he reached the hospital. He parked in the emergency drop off area, flashing his badge to the security guard that was about to walk up to him and tell him that he couldn’t leave his vehicle parked in that area, and then sprinted inside.

Because of the nature of the case and the number of bodies that were being wheeled into Maples’ only hospital, the place was already swarming with police, and Mills spotted his sergeant surrounded by a cluster of uniforms.

“Sergeant Vaughn!” Mills finally slowed to a stop, but he never stopped looking around for any sign of Jessica or Annie. “Do you know what—ow!”

Vaughn grabbed Mills’ arm, the one with the bloody wound, manhandling the injury before finally tossing Mills’ arm to the side and then shoving his fat finger right between Mills’ eyes. “Do you have any idea the trail of bodies that you left behind?”

“I left most of them alive,” Mills answered.

“Most of them?” Vaughn raised his voice, and the chatter that filled the hospital’s ER suddenly died down, but quickly picked back up again. “I am getting calls from the mayor, the police chief, and a senator to have you brought in on charges of insubordination and reckless endangerment! They want me to take your gun and your badge right now!”

Mills studied the sergeant and realized that while the man was saying all of these things, he wasn’t actually doing any of it. “And what do you think, Sergeant?”

Vaughn glanced around the rest of the hospital, then finally sighed when he returned his gaze to Mills. “I think that things are changing around here. And I’d be interested in learning what you might have to say on the matter.”

Mills smiled. “I think that California liberal attitude is rubbing off on you, Sergeant.”

“Don’t piss me off more than you already have,” Vaughn said, keeping his tone threatening, but the bark was cheapened by the smile that he tried to repress.

“The girls?” Mills asked, his tone more serious than before. “Are they all right?”

Vaughn’s expression softened, and he gestured down the hall. “Room 117.”

Mills counted the room numbers, finding the odd ones on the right, then skidded to a stop as he nearly passed room 117. He brought himself to the doorway, then stopped dead cold when he saw what was inside.

Jessica was next to Annie’s bed, the little girl asleep, with a large bandage over the gunshot wound. Jessica was running her fingers through her daughter’s red curls. She didn’t notice Mills in the doorway at first, but when she glanced up at him, she smiled with tears in her eyes. “Hey.”

Mills crossed the threshold and stepped into the room but kept his distance. While he had inexplicably become attached to them, he wasn’t sure if they felt the same way. Especially the little girl, who Mills wasn’t sure would ever forgive him.

“It’s okay,” Jessica said, her voice quiet and soft.

Mills nodded and then walked to Annie’s bedside, staring down at the child he had spent tireless hours trying to find. And here she was. “Did the doctors find anything?”

“No sexual abuse,” Jessica said. “Aside from some dehydration, malnutrition, a few bruises, and the gunshot from the bullet, she’s perfectly healthy. No permanent physical damage.”

Mills exhaled, collapsing forward, but catching himself on the bedside railing. He had been worried that he was too late because he knew how quickly most pedophiles worked once they finally had the child in their clutches. They didn’t hold back. But nothing about this case had followed normal protocol. “Good.” He nodded, still catching his breath. “That’s really good.”

“You need to get that looked at,” Jessica said, gesturing to his arm.

“I will,” Mills said. “I just wanted to check on both of you first.” And then realizing that he hadn’t said anything to Jessica, he winced. “How are you? Everything—”

“I’m fine,” Jessica said. “Hip is just a sprain. A bad one with bone bruising, but just a sprain. I didn’t even know a bone could bruise.”

“Anything can bruise,” Mills said.

“What’s going on out there?” Jessica asked, gesturing to the world beyond her small corner of it.

“It’s a circus,” Mills answered. “Buckley is still in surgery. I doubt I’ll get the chance to talk to him.”

Jessica shook her head. “Maybe you should have killed him.”

Mills nodded, conceding the point. “Maybe. But then I’d have to go through all of that paperwork. And I’ve never been a fan of paperwork.”

“Well,” Jessica said. “At least people will know we caught the real guy. And maybe now people can really have some closure.”

“Jessica,” Mills said. “You know that there was some truth to what Buckley said. He might be able to get off. As messed up as it is.”

“I know,” Jessica said, and then she glanced down at her daughter. “It doesn’t matter though.”

Mills frowned, worried that Jessica was living in some fantasy world. “Jessica, it does matter. You and Annie could still be in danger. God knows how many people this thing is going to affect. We’ve rocked the boat, and it’s not something that we can undo.”

Jessica nodded, eyes still on Annie. “Buckley, the police chief, those politicians, all of them thought that they were untouchable. They thought that they could get away with anything, because the last time they tried something like this, they did. Now they know that they can lose.” She looked to Mills. “And now it’s us that they should be afraid of. Because we’re the ones who made them bleed.”

It was the confidence in Jessica’s eyes that threw Mills off guard. He had known that the woman was strong. He had seen it in her even when she couldn’t see it herself. But now she knew how powerful she could be. And what was more, she knew how to use it.

“Sounds like you and I still have our work cut out for us,” Mills said.

“We do,” Jessica said, then she looked back down at her daughter. “And so do they.”
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THREE MONTHS LATER


Jessica sat in the waiting area with her hands folded in her lap and her right leg bouncing. Her hip had healed, but despite the several visits to this place, she was still nervous. At least she was sitting down. A month ago, she would have worn a hole through the carpet.

The door to the office opened, and Annie burst from the door, smiling with her arms wide open as she sprinted toward Jessica. “Mommy!”

Jessica smiled, scooping her daughter off the ground and into her arms, planting a very large and very wet kiss on her cheek. “Hey, sweetie.” She then looked to the child therapist who had been working with Annie over the past few months to help sort out what she went through. “How was it?”

“Very good,” Dr. Clarke answered. “We got to talk about a lot today, didn’t we?”

“Yup!” Annie smiled. “The monsters aren’t that scary anymore, Mommy.”

Jessica raised both eyebrows in surprise. “That’s great.” She looked to Dr. Clarke for further explanation.

“That’s right,” Dr. Clarke said. “We’ve learned how to deal with some of the scariest things in our lives, and that it’s okay to be scared, so long as we don’t let it control us.”

“It’s like how you told me about the light, Mommy,” Annie said. “About how it keeps the monsters away. When I saw the candles in the darkness, I knew you were right there with me.”

Jessica kissed Annie’s cheek, then set her daughter back on her own two legs. She kept hold of Annie’s hand and shook Dr. Clarke’s hand. “Thank you. So much.”

Dr. Clarke smiled warmly, her face wrinkled from all the years that she had helped children through dramatic events similar to what Annie had experienced. “She’s doing great. It’s good that she’s coming here to handle this now.”

Had Jessica been alone with Dr. Clarke when she told her that, Jessica would have burst into tears, but she had done more than her fair share of that over the past few months, and she had made a commitment to herself to not cry in front of her daughter. It was important to Jessica that Annie saw her as strong, because the girl needed strong women in her life, especially after the weakness that Annie had witnessed on behalf of the male species.

Because Annie wasn’t just dealing with her abduction, she was also grieving the death of her father. And while Jessica had been indifferent to Darren’s demise, she understood that Annie had a different perception of her father.

Of course, that would change as she grew older and learned the truth of who he was, what he did, and the family that he was a part of, but for now, both Jessica and Dr. Clarke agreed to let the girl keep what good memories that she had of her father before all of them were tainted by the rest of the world.

Before they left, Dr. Clarke confirmed their appointment for next week, and Annie received her customary lollipop after their session had ended. They said their goodbyes, and Jessica and Annie walked back out to the car.

“Are you ready to go and eat lunch?” Jessica asked.

“Mmhmm,” Annie answered, her lips wrapped around the lollipop, nodding her head up and down.

Jessica buckled Annie up in her seat, and then the pair drove west out of town and toward the diner where Mills had wanted to meet them. It was away from most of the city crowds, something that Jessica was still trying to avoid.

After the events that happened three months ago, Jessica noticed that the looks she received from her fellow townspeople were more sympathetic than they had been when she was going through the trial.

Jessica suspected that after the details of her abduction, and her daughter’s abduction, and the death of her father were all linked back to the Hughes family, the family that she had married into of her own free will, the public had decided that she had been through enough.

But Jessica didn’t have any plans on sticking around. She was taking Annie and her mother, and they were moving someplace far away from Maples. Once Annie was finished with her therapy in a few more weeks, they were gone. She had already put the house up for sale, and her mother had sold the property that her trailer rested on. They were almost ready to leave.

Jessica spotted the diner off of the long, isolated highway. It was the only structure alongside the road that could be spotted as far as the eye could see.

It had become a tradition for the three of them since Annie started her therapy. They would drive all the way out here, eat lunch with Mills, talk about how things were going, and then drive home. Jessica hadn’t admitted it aloud, but aside from having her daughter back safe, this was the second best thing that happened to her since the events from three months prior.

The diner wasn’t busy. It was never busy. Aside from the occasional trucker that stopped for a quick bite or a nap, Jessica suspected that she, Annie, and Mills were the only other customers that stopped to eat. She figured that their weekly patronage was the only thing keeping the diner in business, and she was just waiting for the day when she pulled up and saw Mills standing outside with a closed sign strung up behind him.

But the diner was open, just like it always was, and Jessica’s heart fluttered when she walked through the door with Annie, the little bell jingling, signaling their arrival, and saw Mills in the same corner booth in the very back of the diner, which had become their official spot.

“Gavin!” Annie sprinted away from Jessica at the sight of the detective, lifting both arms in the air, her right hand still gripping what remained of the crunched and licked lollipop that Dr. Clarke had given her.

Mills smiled and stepped out of the booth, welcoming Annie with open arms, and then scooped her off the ground and twirled her up and around in the air, eliciting a fit of giggles that neither Jessica or Mills tired of hearing.

When Mills finished spinning her around, he held her at his side with one arm, then pointed to the remaining candy. “Did you bring me one?”

“Nope.” Annie popped the candy into her mouth and shook her head, still smiling.

“You’d think that after all of this time I’d finally be able to get one, but nope!” Mills kissed the top of Annie’s head and then set her down in the booth as Jessica walked up.

Both of them hesitated before they finally hugged. The brief awkwardness that they held toward one another had become another tradition before they sat down for lunch.

After experiencing what they had experienced together, there was something of an unspoken bond between the two of them, and while Jessica was certain that feelings had sprouted, she was unsure of the exact nature of those feelings. And she didn’t think that Mills knew how to respond to them either.

Jessica slid into the booth next to Annie and Mills sat across from them, the awkward silence broken up by the waitress who came over with two extra waters for Jessica and Annie.

“Hey, ladies,” Tammy said, smiling.

“Hi, Tammy!” Annie waved and reached for her cup of water with both hands as she stood on the seat and sipped from the cup.

“You guys having the usual today, or are you going to switch it up?” Tammy asked, not even bothering to get out her pad.

“Stick with what works,” Mills answered, taking a sip from his own water.

“I’ll have the usual,” Jessica said, then turned to her daughter. “What about you, Annie?”

Annie pulled her mouth back from the lip of her cup. “Chicken nuggets please.”

“Chicken nuggets, meatloaf, and club sandwich,” Tammy said, pointing the rubber end of her pencil at each of them for their respective orders. “Shouldn’t be long. Kevin started the order the moment you guys walked in.”

“Thanks, Tammy.” Jessica smiled, and the waitress left them alone, the silence falling back into place until Mills broke up the monotony.

“So, are you guys ready for the big move?” Mills asked Annie, and then looked to Jessica. “And going back to school?”

With her future undecided for the first time since she was married, Jessica had decided to apply to some law schools. She was still waiting to hear back, but she was hopeful.

“Some more than others,” Jessica answered, looking down at Annie.

“I don’t really want to leave,” Annie said, keeping her head down, finishing off the rest of her lollipop.

Jessica placed her arm over Annie’s shoulders. “It’s been a hard conversation to have, but it’s going to be a lot of fun.”

Annie shrugged. “I guess.”

“Oh, come on,” Mills said, trying to grab Annie’s attention. “It’ll be an adventure.” He piled on the enthusiasm, which Jessica appreciated, but she knew that he had been less than thrilled that they were moving.

Jessica suspected that she and Annie were the closest things to friends that he had in this town. Because while he had been cleared of any wrongdoing and he still had his job, he had once again developed a reputation of being someone who worked outside the lines. She knew that was something he was trying to avoid. It had been the reason he moved all the way out here in the middle of nowhere.

While Jessica had been able to avoid the press and the pressures that came with it after what happened at the Hughes estate, Mills had become the poster boy for the downfall of one of the country’s most powerful and wealthy families.

“Just think, you can go anywhere you want.” Mills bent lower, placing himself into Annie’s line of sight. “If you could go anywhere, Annie, anywhere in the world, where would you go?”

Annie kept her head lowered for a little bit longer, but then finally raised her head, a little smirk forming up the left corner of her mouth. “The beach.”

Mills nodded. “That’s a good choice. And as somewhat of an expert on this subject, I can offer some very good beaches on the West Coast.” He straightened up in his seat. “Which in this Californian’s humble opinion is the best coast.”

Jessica rolled her eyes, but then mouthed thank you to Mills. It had been difficult to get Annie on board with the move, and not even Jessica’s mother had been able to convince Annie that it was a good idea to leave this place. But Mills had a way with her, despite what happened at the estate.

The food came, and it was good as usual, but what Jessica really came to the diner for was the feeling of wholeness that accompanied their meals together.

For most of Jessica’s life, at least from the time of her earliest memories, there had always been something missing. When she was a child, it was the absence of her father. When she married Darren, it was the absence of love. And after she had Annie, it was the absence of safety. Because the moment that she held that little girl in her arms, Jessica had never felt more vulnerable in her life.

But a lot of that insecurity had come from Darren and the rest of his family. She had always been an outsider to them, even to her own husband.

However, sitting here, with Annie and Mils, she wasn’t afraid. Jessica always knew that the concept of safety and security was just an illusion, a story that people told themselves to try and make themselves feel better about their circumstances.

But whenever she was here, in this diner, sitting across from the detective who had made a promise to her and fulfilled it, she did feel safe. And it was no illusion.

Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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