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      Summer heat rippled through the air, turning the road into a hazy wave as Margot Quade took off at a jog. The sun had barely risen above the trees, but the small town of Port Marie was under a heat advisory already. Her phone—clipped to her armband for running—showed a temperature of eighty degrees. It felt at least ten degrees hotter on the dark pavement, and it would only get worse as the day wore on. Her time in the Middle East had recalibrated what she found unbearable weather wise. Since then she considered this temperature balmy.

      She slowed to a brisk walk as she crested a hill on the outskirts of town, the forlorn outline of the Baptiste home shimmering in the distance. A ‘For Sale’ sign was perched high and visible at the edge of the property. She didn’t blame Conrad’s ex-wife for selling the place after he’d died. The town was only just getting back to normal following the revelation that Conrad had abducted and killed two boys and turned a third into his protégé.

      She prided her hometown on being resilient. Her small community had endured more tragedy since her time overseas than anyone should face in a lifetime.

      The chapter of the audiobook on her phone ended and she picked up the pace again, letting the downward momentum carry her toward the center of town. Just as the narrator started the next chapter, a loud noise—like a gunshot—drew Margot’s attention.

      She pulled the headphones from her ears and stopped, listening for a repeat. None came. She tried to gauge the direction it had come from while she stood on the road. It didn’t matter, because she picked up on the sound of breaking branches in the tree line to her right. She approached the edge of the road, waiting for whoever was about to emerge.

      The breaking of twigs and the crunch of underbrush grew louder, setting Margot’s nerves on alert. Every muscle in her body coiled in anticipation, preparing her to jump into action. Suddenly a woman burst through the foliage, eyes glassy and bleeding profusely from her left shoulder. The wound was only a few inches from hitting her heart.

      “Help me,” the woman rasped before collapsing to the ground.

      Margot’s training kicked in and she bent over the prone figure, scooping her into a bridal carry before taking off at a run. A memory of her time overseas threatened to overtake Margot’s focus, but she pushed it down. This woman needed her here now, in the present. Margot did her best to keep pressure on the woman’s wound by keeping the left side of her body pressed against her own chest. The woman’s shallow breaths signaled she was clinging to life as they closed the distance to the hospital, located not far from the police and fire stations.

      Given the early hour, Margot didn’t encounter anyone else on the road. This isn’t the Middle East, she reminded herself. She kept moving forward, her attention laser focused on the hospital. The woman’s light frame jostled in Margot’s grip. Why is she so frail? Who would shoot her? Margot’s legs pumped a steady pace as she turned at the back of the fire station and skidded to a halt outside the hospital’s emergency room entrance. She caught her breath and walked into the space.

      “I need some help here,” she announced loudly.

      The charge nurse at the station stuck her head around the corner. The ER was quiet—not that Margot suspected it would ever be considered bustling—and this was probably the first person the nurse had seen all morning.

      “What’s the matter?” the nurse asked, coming into full view.

      “I need a gurney. This woman’s been shot,” Margot said.

      Her words spurred the nurse to action. She slammed her fist onto a call button on the wall before going in search of a gurney. The woman in Margot’s arms moaned. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth. Her hair was matted to her head in thick tangles and her skin was pale—too pale for this time of year.

      Despite her frail appearance, she looked somehow familiar. Margot tried to place the woman’s face, but came up empty.

      The nurse returned with an orderly and doctor in tow, and Margot eased her charge onto the gurney. The woman refused to relinquish her grip on Margot’s wrist though.

      “The doctors are going to take good care of you,” Margot whispered, gently prying the woman’s fingers off her skin.

      Margot stood immobile for a moment, watching them disappear through a door marked ‘Authorized Personnel Only.’ The adrenaline rush subsided and she took stock of herself. Her clothing was stained bright red with blood, as were her hands. The police needed to be notified and her current state wouldn’t allow her to operate a phone. The wheels in her mind turned, still trying to place the woman in some sort of context or from a memory.

      Finally, her mind filled in the gap and she hoped it wasn’t wishful thinking. Could it really be her? She turned to the nurse. “You need to call the police. Ask for Officer Samantha Raymond. If she’s not on duty, tell them to call her anyway.”
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      Margot claimed a spot in one of the waiting room chairs, careful not to touch anything. She knew not to contaminate anything else and preserve the evidence. The nurse returned with the offer of sweats and as the blood dried on her skin, Margot longed to clean up. She knew better. The nurse disappeared again, leaving the clothing on a chair beside Margot. Time ticked by and Margot began to doubt whether the nurse had followed through with calling the police when Sam burst into the ER, looking frazzled. She wasn’t in uniform, which meant the dispatcher had called her at home. Sam spotted Margot and closed the distance between them in seconds.

      “What happened? Are you okay?” Sam asked, prodding at Margot’s chest and hands.

      “I’m fine. It’s not my blood,” Margot replied, looking at the rust-colored stains drying on her skin. “I’ll answer your questions, but maybe a change of clothes first?”

      “Sure. I need to get a tech out here to collect your clothes.” A look of relief washed over her face.

      The charge nurse reappeared and approached. “The doctor is operating on her right now. He’ll be out to speak with you when he’s done.”

      “Thanks,” Sam and Margot said in unison.

      “Wait here just a minute,” Sam said, dashing back out the way she’d come in.

      Margot waited, taking in the silence around her. After the flurry of her own entrance, the space had calmed down. The stillness was punctuated only by the periodic hiss of the air conditioning units trying to keep the place cool in the oppressive heat.

      Sam soon returned, followed by a short woman with a bob carrying what Margot assumed to be an evidence collection kit.

      Sam gestured for the tech to follow them into the bathroom. Margot knew the experience wasn’t going to be pleasant as soon as the technician pulled out a scraping tool to collect the dried blood on her hands. Next came her shirt and pants, leaving her clad only in her underwear. It wasn’t very dignified, but she dressed in the lightweight sweats quickly.

      “Let’s find somewhere quiet to talk,” Sam said once the technician gathered her kit and left.

      They settled into the hospital cafeteria after letting the nurse know where to find them. Margot downed a cup of lukewarm coffee.

      “So, tell me what happened,” Sam prompted.

      “I was out for a run when I heard what sounded like a gunshot. I had earbuds in, still it is a pretty distinctive sound. Maybe two minutes later, a woman came stumbling out of the brush. She had what appeared to be a bullet wound in her left shoulder. She asked for help and then collapsed.”

      “You didn’t think to call the police?”

      “There wasn’t time. I knew she needed medical attention. Getting her to the hospital sooner rather than later was the better move. I called once I knew she was being treated.”

      “Can you tell me where you found her?”

      “I can do better than that. I can show you.”

      Sam jotted a few notes down onto her notepad. “Okay.”

      Margot could sense Sam’s reluctance to leave the hospital without getting to question the victim, but neither of them knew how long the doctor would be in surgery or when the woman would be allowed visitors.

      “There’s something else,” Margot said softly.

      “Yeah?”

      “I didn’t recognize her at first. Not until I thought about it for a while. But, Sam, I could swear she’s Penelope … Penelope Van Ness.”

      Sam let out a snort of disbelief. “Margot, she went missing years ago.”

      “Believe me, I remember. She was my best friend. But I’m telling you, it’s her.”

      “How do you know it’s not Olivia? They’re identical twins.”

      “I just know.” She’d spent a lot of time with both of the Van Ness sisters growing up. She could tell them apart when most people had trouble. Both girls liked to wear their hair the same way, but Penelope’s always swirled to the right while Olivia’s swirled to the left. Olivia had dimples where Penelope had none. Although identical they weren’t mirror twins, but a lot of their quirks seemed to be opposites.

      Sam blew out a breath. “Show me where you found her. We can sort out who she is when she’s awake and talking.”
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      Returning to where she found the victim was faster by car. Even then, Margot was able to retrace her steps. “Stop here.”

      Sam pulled over to stop and they both climbed out. Margot bent over the small pool of blood that had congealed on the ground. “She definitely came from that direction. I’m not sure how far back.”

      “I’ll get someone out to secure the scene and we’ll set up a perimeter search,” Sam said, just as her cell phone blared. She answered it on the second ring. “Officer Raymond.”

      She waited a beat, listening. Margot strained her ears, but couldn’t hear the other voice.

      Then Sam responded, “I’ll be right there. Thank you for the call.”

      “News from the hospital?” Margot guessed.

      “The doctor is done with surgery and wants to talk to me.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “There won’t be much for you to do. She’s still out of it.”

      “I’ll sit with her until she wakes up then. I need to know if I’m right, Sam. Please?”

      “Okay.” Sam radioed for backup at the scene and requested the one K-9 unit on the Port Marie police force before they headed back to the hospital.

      The same nurse from before led them through the maze of first floor rooms to one at the very back of the hospital. The chart on the door read Jane Doe, but that could change soon.

      The doctor waited just inside the room. Margot moved to sit by the unconscious woman’s bedside and began to pray. She prayed for her to wake up and for Margot’s suspicions as to her identity to be correct. Penelope and her sister Olivia’s disappearance at sixteen had almost destroyed Margot’s world more than Thomas Baptiste’s disappearance. There’d been no trace found of either sister. From what Margot remembered, Penelope’s boyfriend at the time, Rider Arthur, had been questioned about her whereabouts, but that line of inquiry had gone nowhere.

      She paid just enough attention to Sam’s conversation with the doctor to get the gist of the woman’s condition.

      “She’s very lucky to be alive. A few inches to the right and she would be dead.”

      “She looks like she’s in pretty rough shape for just a gunshot wound,” Sam noted.

      “She’s suffering from vitamin D deficiency as well as malnutrition. Wherever she’s been, it hasn’t been good.”

      “When can I talk to her?” Sam asked.

      “She’s pretty heavily sedated. She’ll be out for at least an hour.”

      “Did you recover the bullet?”

      “No. It was a through and through. She got lucky with that, too.” He looked over at Margot. “You were smart to get here as quick as you did.”

      “I had to help her. I couldn’t turn down someone in need. If you don’t mind, I’d like to stay with her so she’s not alone when she wakes up.”

      “Sure. We don’t know who she is though.”

      “I think I might have an idea,” Margot said under her breath.

      “We’ll take her fingerprints and run them through the missing persons database,” Sam said.

      “Just out of curiosity, who do you think she is?” the doctor probed. He’d clearly heard Margot’s comment.

      Margot shot Sam a questioning look, as if asking for permission to share her theory. Sam nodded, so Margot said, “Penelope Van Ness.”

      The doctor let out a whistle through his teeth. “If that’s true, that would be the biggest mystery solved since the whole Conrad Baptiste thing.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Sam pulled out her phone and approached the bed. Margot raised an eyebrow as she brought up an app on her phone and pressed the woman’s fingers to the screen one at a time.

      “Welcome to the twenty-first century. It’s so much easier than fingerprint powder.”

      Margot was surprised the local police department had sprung for such high-tech gadgetry. The Chief of Police was old school from what she’d heard. Then again, crime had moved into the twenty-first century long ago. If they wanted to keep up, they needed to adapt.

      “We should know soon if your hunch is right,” Sam said.

      The doctor cleared his throat to draw their attention. “I’ll be back to check on her in a little while.”

      Sam leaned against the wall beside Margot’s chair. “Where do you think she’s been all this time?”

      “I don’t know.” She wrapped her hands around the unconscious woman in front of her. Where did you go, Pen? Have you been here the whole time? “If she’s alive, if it’s really her, what happened to Olivia? Where is she?” Margot added.

      “We weren’t far from the Baptiste property, right?” Sam said, drumming her fingers against the back of her phone.

      “Not far, no. But this feels different from what happened to Thomas and the other boys,” Margot answered.

      “Wait, I’m not saying it was him. We would have found other people in that house and I think Dustin would have mentioned a woman being kept prisoner, even in his delusional state.”

      Margot didn’t disagree. That still didn’t answer the question of where Penelope had been all this time. Did I leave you behind?

      “But who else lives around there?” Sam muttered.

      Margot ran through a mental list of the families who’d lived in the area when she was growing up. People didn’t move around within Port Marie. Newer generations moved away, but their parents stayed put. She was about to answer when Sam’s phone gave a prolonged beep. They both jumped at the noise and peered at the screen. The word ‘Match Found’ flashed in bright green text.

      “Moment of truth,” Sam whispered and tapped the screen.

      She nearly dropped the phone. Margot was grateful she was sitting down. It was not the answer they’d been expecting. The woman lying prone before them was not Penelope Van Ness, but her sister, Olivia.
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      Margot studied the woman before them. Had time dulled her ability to tell them apart? Besides the mirrored qualities the sisters possessed, Olivia bore a scar on her right forearm from when she broke it at summer camp. She’d been so proud of her cast upon their return to school. She’d flaunted having her sister carry all of her books. Margot stood and moved to the other side of the bed, lifting the woman’s arm up to the light until she found the scar in its rightful place.

      “It’s Olivia,” Margot confirmed, pointing to the scar. “I remember when she broke her arm and got this scar. She had pins put in.”

      “If this is Olivia, then where is Penelope?” Sam remarked.

      “If we can figure out where Olivia had ran from, maybe we’ll find out.”

      Between them, Olivia let out a groggy moan as she began to awake. They both looked down at her and waited for her eyes to open. They were the same clear blue, if a bit dulled by the anesthesia and from time spent out of the sun. She looked first to her left, her eyes sluggish as they focused on Sam leaning against the chair. Olivia’s gaze moved more quickly to the right and zeroed in on Margot’s face.

      “I know you,” she slurred.

      Hot tears pricked the back of Margot’s eyes as she watched recognition dawn on her friend’s face.

      “Margot,” she said softly.

      “Olivia, this is a miracle,” Margot said, grasping her friend’s hand tight between her own. She looked over at Sam and gave a small nod. The doctor needed to know that Olivia was awake.

      “Excuse me,” Sam said and left the room.

      “Was that Sam?” Olivia rasped. She winced as she tried to move in the bed.

      “Yeah. We’ve all grown up,” Margot replied. She had so many questions that needed answers, but she knew Olivia needed rest to recover from her injuries. She restrained herself from barraging her friend.

      Olivia lifted her hand that was grasped in Margot’s gesturing at the cross and dog tags hanging around her neck. “What’s that?”

      Margot brushed a finger across the cool metal. “After high school, I went into seminary. I joined the Army as a chaplain. I’ve been home a little while, nearly nine months now. A lot has happened.”

      “Tell me everything,” Olivia prompted, her eyes brightening a little.

      “There will be plenty of time for that,” Margot replied as the door to the room swung open and Sam returned with the doctor right behind her.

      At that moment, Olivia spotted the badge clipped to Sam’s belt. She shrank back into the bed.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” Margot said, feeling the woman’s hand go clammy. She looked at her cousin. “I think you’re making her nervous.”

      “I’m here to help,” Sam said, holding her hands out in front of her in a placating gesture. It didn’t seem to lessen Olivia’s anxiety.

      The doctor advanced past Sam. Olivia pressed as close to Margot as she could get without tangling herself in the monitor lines and IVs.

      “Uh … doc, I think you might be the one freaking her out,” Sam noted.

      The doctor stopped mid-step, understanding. “Why don’t I go get a nurse,” he mumbled and left the room.

      Olivia relaxed once he was no longer in the room. Sam pulled the chair up to the other side of the bed and sat down, pulling out her pen and notepad.

      “Olivia, I’m with the police now. Margot was the one who found you. We want to help you. Do you feel up to answering some questions?”

      “You didn’t tell him who I was, did you?” Olivia squeaked.

      Sam and Margot shared a confused look.

      “He thinks you might be Penelope,” Sam answered.

      “You can’t tell him. Please, just tell him I’m a Jane Doe.”

      “He knows we ran you fingerprints,” Sam replied.

      “Lie to him. Say they didn’t match anything. Please I’m begging you.”

      “I’ll keep it under wraps, but can you tell me why?”

      Tears trickled down Olivia’s cheeks. “If he knows, he’ll tell other people, and then it will get around that I’m still alive.”

      “That’s a good thing,” Margot countered.

      Olivia shook her head. “Please, don’t tell them.”

      “We won’t,” Sam answered. After a moment, she leaned forward and asked, “Can you tell us what happened to you and Penelope?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Do you know who shot you?”

      Olivia worried her lower lip. “I didn’t see. I was running and then …”

      “I think we should let her rest,” Margot interrupted more forcefully than she’d intended.

      “I know you’ve been through a lot, but if we’re going to help you, we need as much as information as you can give us,” Sam pressed.

      Olivia shook her head. “It’s all so fuzzy.”

      Sam sighed and stowed her notepad. Margot knew her cousin well enough to see the flicker of frustration in her gaze. She hated giving up. “I’m going to leave my card with my cell number on it. If you think of anything or want to talk, call me,” Sam said. She tucked the edge of her card under the hospital phone on the bedside table.

      Olivia settled back against the pillows. After a moment, she let Margot’s hand go. Margot paused and pulled the chain from around her neck. She pressed it into Olivia’s other hand.

      “This gave me comfort when I thought there would be no light again. I hope it brings you some comfort, too.”

      “Thank you,” Olivia whispered, tucking her arm beneath the blankets.

      Margot and Sam left the hospital room. The doctor was just returning with a nurse. He stopped them before they could get far.

      “Did she give you anything useful?”

      “I can’t discuss what she told me. Active investigation.”

      He frowned. “Can you at least tell me if my patient is a Jane Doe or not?”

      “Fingerprints weren’t a match. She’s still a Jane Doe for now. She doesn’t remember her name. Might be some memory problems or maybe the anesthesia.”

      “Well,” he said, “you might be interested to know we did a few quick x-rays to make sure that bullet wound was the only damage we were dealing with. The x-rays depict quite a few healed breaks. Some are old, possibly going back twenty years. Wherever this woman was, she was not treated well.”

      “Thanks for the information,” Sam said, and turned to make her way to the exit.

      Margot fell into step beside her. “I don’t like this at all,” she whispered.

      “I don’t either. She’s been somewhere in town for twenty years. Someone knows something. She escaped but she’s terrified whoever held her captive will find her and come for her.”

      “Can you put a uniformed officer at her door?”

      “She doesn’t seem to trust authority figures, or men. That said, I don’t think it’s a bad idea to keep her under a protective watch. I’ll see if I can get a female officer to sit with her.”

      “What do you think happened to Penelope?” Anger and guilt constricted her chest. Anger at whoever had hurt her friends and guilt for moving on with her life when at least one sister was still within reach.

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.”
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      Margot was grateful for Sam’s offer of a ride home. A shower and her own clean clothes called to her. The rest of the town was beginning to wake up, blissfully unaware that another mystery was in their midst, ready to be unraveled.

      “I’m going to find out what happened to the both of them,” Sam repeated as Margot climbed out of the passenger side.

      “I know you will,” Margot replied, already trying to devise a way she could help without getting in Sam’s way.

      They parted ways and Margot dashed into the relative coolness of her apartment. The air conditioning left a little to be desired. She set the shower to be as cold as she could stand it before disrobing and climbing in.

      The water washed away the physical evidence of Olivia’s assault, but it flooded Margot with recollections of Olivia’s and Penelope’s disappearance. Penelope and Rider had been on the outs, which wasn’t unusual. Of that much she was certain. Rider wasn’t one to take rejection well, which was one reason Penelope had often gone back to him. He’d make some excuse for why he deserved another chance claiming he loved her or that he was sorry he’d cheated. Both Olivia and Margot had urged Penelope to sever ties with him permanently. They’d insisted that he was too controlling. But after the twins’ disappearance, the police had questioned him and he’d been with friends at a party the night the sisters went missing.

      At the time, Margot believed his alibi, just like everyone else had. Was that because she didn’t want to believe someone her own age capable of murder? Or maybe it was because if he didn’t know what happened, she wasn’t alone in wondering about their fate.

      Penelope and Olivia’s car had been found abandoned in the woods, but there’d been no trace of them. Margot had joined the search party, combing the woods to no avail. No trace of either girl had ever been found. Or at least that’s what the police had told the public and the girls’ terrified parents. Still, the police didn’t always share everything with the public. If there was more to unearth, Margot was going to find it.
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      After getting cleaned up, Margot headed out into the oppressive heat again. This time, she was shielded from the heat by the cool air blasting in her car as she navigated to the spot where Olivia and her sister had last been seen two decades earlier. She parked on the shoulder of the road and stood, hands on hips at the edge of the small forest that ran along the edge of town. The first step through the underbrush sent shivers down her spine, as if she were following ghosts onward into the unknown.

      In a manner of speaking, that was exactly what she was doing.

      She picked her way carefully through sharp, broken branches and brambles to a small clearing near a stream that fed into a lake just a few miles away. It was secluded, but it was where the search party for the Van Ness girls had ended up. She thought she remembered that the K-9 unit had tracked their scent here, but had then lost it.

      “Where did you go?” she murmured to the emptiness around her.

      No answer just silence, not that she expected a response. But she did catch a glimpse of a structure through the foliage across the stream. Her mind urged her to recall why it felt so familiar. Much like that morning when it took her longer than she wanted to remember Olivia and Penelope, it was too slow coming to her. She retrieved her phone from her pocket and turned on the map function. The tiny blinking dot appeared in the middle of the wooded area, orienting her.

      “Maybe,” she mumbled to herself, letting her mind wander—Rider and his family lived not far from here.

      She didn’t need to look up the address. The house number and street name had been cemented in her memory by the frequency she or Olivia had to go drag Penelope away for dinner or to pick her up after one of her and Rider’s fights. She plugged the address into the map function and plotted a walking course from her current location to their house.

      As she’d suspected, it was a pretty straight shot from where she stood to the structure in the distance. If she’d managed to figure that out now, surely the police had seen the connection back then. The word around town had been that Rider had been at a party all night with his brother. But memories were faulty, especially when drinking was involved. And whether their parents knew it or not, both Rider and his brother, Trent, had been heavy drinkers in high school. It was one of the many reasons Rider and Penelope had fought. He was not a nice person under the influence—a mean drunk.

      She could hear Sam’s voice in the back of her mind urging her to go to the police with what she now suspected. She needed something more concrete than a hunch though, so Margot found the shallow part of the stream and waded across. As she broke through the woods on the other side of the water, she wondered if the water had disturbed the scent trail for the dogs all those years ago.

      Two trucks sat in the driveway to the Arthur home. Neither looked like they were new and had likely not seen repair in years. In fact, she hadn’t heard anyone mention seeing either Mr. or Mrs. Arthur in some time, let alone their sons. The house was a two-story much like many of the homes in Port Marie. Dark brown siding made it blend into the surroundings like camouflage. It hadn’t changed since she’d been there last. Margot crossed to the weed-covered front walk and the tiny hairs on the nape of her neck stood on end. She did not have good memories of being at this house. She was halfway up the walk when the front door opened and a scruffy, unshaven man with a receding hairline appeared.

      “This is private property,” he barked.

      Margot stopped.

      “I’m sorry. I got a little turned around,” Margot said. She still wasn’t wholly comfortable with lying, but she couldn’t gauge how the man before her would react to seeing her again. She hadn’t seen him in nearly two decades, but she recognized Rider. His blue-gray eyes still carried a hint of distrust.

      “Road’s that way. Get gone before I call the police.”

      “You probably don’t remember me. Margot Quade. We went to school together. I was friends with Penelope and Olivia Van Ness,” Margot said, gambling on whether he’d continue talking to her.

      He squinted at her and then gave her a sneer. “Oh, I remember you all right. Heard you took off as soon as graduation was over.”

      “I joined the Army,” she said. He didn’t need to know she was a chaplain. With a man like him, displaying as much as power as possible was better. It told him that she could take care of herself.

      “Right. Well, this is still private property. If you don’t want me to call the cops, you’ll turn around and leave.”

      Margot held up her hands. “No need to do that.”

      She started to back up when she caught sight of someone peering out the picture window in the living room. She could swear it was a little girl.

      Had Rider married and had a child? Or perhaps his brother still lived there and the girl was his daughter? She mulled over the child’s identity as she retraced her steps back to her car.

      She settled behind the wheel and cranked the air, letting it clear her head. She hit speed dial three on her phone, waiting for Sam to answer.

      “You’ve reached Sam Raymond, leave a message.” Margot hung up without leaving a message. She had another avenue she could follow to at least identify the child before reaching out to her cousin again. She just hoped it would work.
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      She headed straight to the Port Marie Public Library. She could get what she needed on her own computer, but it felt somehow safer and more anonymous to do it on the library computer. That way, if someone noticed she was snooping, they couldn’t tie it back to her.

      The library was empty except for a sleepy librarian sitting at the reference desk, languidly flipping through a magazine. He didn’t even look up as Margot walked in and made a beeline for the computer terminals. She pulled up the town’s vital records from the town hall website and searched Rider Arthur for marriage records. None came up. She went back to the main search page and tried Trent Arthur. One match appeared.

      Eight years ago, Trent Arthur married one Darlene Cavanagh. The record indicated that Darlene had been 26 at the time of her marriage—young enough that Margot wouldn’t have recognized her from school.

      She’d barely caught a glimpse of the girl in the window, but Margot thought the dates lined up about right. Town birth records were harder to access than marriage licenses, because they weren’t kept the same way. There was one person she might be able to ask to get an idea.

      First, though, she needed to let Sam know what she’d discovered. The line rang five times and Margot held her breath, waiting for the message to click over again and send her to voicemail.

      “Hello?” Sam said.

      “Sam, hi. I tried to call before but it went to voicemail. Is this a bad time?”

      “No. The techs just came in from the field. They were able to track the trail to the middle of the woods, but then they lost it.”

      “I may have someone you should talk to.”

      “Really? I thought I told you I was handling this,” Sam said with only a hint of annoyance.

      From her tone, Margot guessed Sam wasn’t going to refuse help on this one. They’d both been invested in the Van Ness sisters’ disappearance. “I just tried to retrace their steps from twenty years ago.”

      “You know the police combed that area back when they first disappeared, right? They didn’t find anything then, either.”

      “There was a stream running near the spot where the dogs lost the scent. What if the water threw them off?”

      “Why do I get the feeling you crossed the stream?”

      “The spot abutted a piece of property. You want to guess who it belonged to?”

      “Please don’t say the Arthurs,” Sam said with an exasperated groan.

      “Right in one,” Margot said in a hushed tone, even though the librarian wasn’t paying attention.

      Sam sighed. “We’ve been over this. They weren’t involved.”

      “Because friends of theirs said they were at a party? Despite wanting to believe the best in people,” Margot said, “I know that people are flawed. They lie. You and I both know that Rider and Trent were anything but model citizens back then.”

      “Spare me the sermon, okay? Just tell me you didn’t go to the house.”

      When Margot didn’t answer right away, Sam let out another groan. “Margot, seriously. What were you thinking?”

      “I just walked by. I saw Rider. He wasn’t happy to have anyone—especially an old friend of his ex-girlfriend—on his property. And I saw a little girl there, too. Do you know if Trent still lives on the property?”

      “Look, I don’t like Rider or his brother, either. They were total jerks in high school and he wasn’t good for Penelope. But you need to stay away from them. Promise me.”

      “Okay. I won’t go near them, promise.”

      “Good. I’ve got to go,” Sam muttered, ending the call.

      Margot looked at her phone. She would stay away from Rider and Trent, but she had no intention of dropping her search for that little girl’s identity. She couldn’t shake the feeling that whoever the girl was, she wasn’t safe.

      She could ask Olivia, but given her friend’s reluctance to share any details about her captivity, Margot suspected Olivia would be just as tight-lipped about the child if she knew anything at all.

      Margot left the comfort and solitude of the library. She drove the block and a half to the elementary school. She had an old friend who might be able to shed some light on this mystery.

      The school year was still in session, which meant teachers—including her old friend, Wanda Lawrence—stayed late at the end of the day. Margot had known Wanda since kindergarten. She hadn’t been surprised to learn that Wanda had become a teacher and stayed close to home.

      Margot checked in at the front desk—the receptionist was one of her congregants who was there every Sunday like clockwork—and got directions to Wanda’s classroom. She wove around students eager to be free for the summer as they darted out of classrooms down the hall to the front of the school. She found Wanda saying goodbye to some of her fourth-grade students. Given that Margot had seen the child only a few short hours ago, she didn’t expect to find her here.

      “Margot!” Wanda exclaimed, pulling her into a tight hug. “This is a surprise.”

      “I felt bad about not getting to see you sooner,” Margot said. Yes, she had ulterior motives for seeing her old friend, but she did feel guilty for not having made an effort to track her down before now.

      “Let me just get these guys on the bus, and then we can chat.”

      “Of course.”

      Margot stepped into the classroom and waited while Wanda ushered the kids out to their bus to take them home. She admired the hand-drawn pictures and poems pinned on the wall.

      “They’re a good group,” Wanda said, appearing in the doorway.

      “You must be so proud of them.” Margot gestured at the walls.

      “I am. But, it’s even better when they can take pride in their own work.” Wanda came the rest of the way into the classroom and started straightening her desk. “So, how’ve you been?”

      “It’s been an adjustment. I’ve been back almost nine months now and some days I think I’m all settled into the flow of civilian life. Other days, I’ll hear a sound or see something out of the corner of my eye that reminds me of my time overseas.”

      “You were just a chaplain,” Wanda noted in a dismissive tone.

      “That doesn’t mean I didn’t witness my fair share of horrible things.” It took time to adjust, too. She thought of Derek Nesbit. He’d finally settled into his new life with his wife, Catalina. They would be welcoming a baby boy in a mere few months. Margot had found her new calling at the church, but sometimes she wasn’t sure she’d really settled into life back home.

      “Of course. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to trivialize what you went through.”

      “It’s okay. I have someone to talk to,” Margot assured her. Reverend Hawley had become something of a therapist to her since her return and she was grateful for his counsel.

      “I keep meaning to go to church, but I just can’t seem to get myself moving Sunday mornings,” Wanda said, averting her gaze.

      “Finding time for faith can be hard. But also, it could be you don’t need to be in a spiritual space to feel close to God,” Margot said.

      “Maybe,” Wanda said. “So, have you been up to anything else recently?”

      Wanda had to know how involved Margot had been in the saving of Martin Fairbanks and solving that mystery. “Nothing really. I was looking through some old school things, reminiscing about when we were in high school. It got me thinking about Penelope and Olivia Van Ness.”

      Wanda’s face fell. “That was such a horrible time. I still can’t believe they never found out what happened to them.”

      “I know,” Margot said, biting her tongue. She’d promised to protect Olivia’s secret. “It also got me thinking about Rider Arthur. I guess with being gone, I missed his brother getting married?”

      “Oh, yeah. She was a bit younger than him at the time.”

      “They must have started a family by now,” Margot suggested.

      Wanda’s brow furrowed. “I don’t think so. At least not that I’ve heard of.”

      “What about Rider? I know he was broken up about their disappearance. Did he ever move on?”

      “You know, this is going to sound horrible and like I’m such a gossip, but their parents passed away before Trent got married. Word is they inherited the house and they both still live there. Rider sort of withdrew from town life after graduation.”

      He’d been aware enough to have known that Margot had left town. “That’s too bad.”

      “The town is better off, if you ask me.” Wanda leaned in closer. “I know both of them said they were at a party the night the girls vanished. But I was actually at the party they claimed to be attending. I was there all night … they weren’t there.”

      “I’m sure there was drinking going on,” Margot countered.

      “Oh yeah. A lot. But I was the designated driver.”

      “Did you tell the police that?” Margot probed.

      “Of course, I did but I guess they didn’t believe me.”

      “Do you think someone lied to the police for them?”

      Wanda arched a brow. “Teddy Nord was best friends with Rider. I know this sounds awful, but I heard a rumor that Rider paid him off to tell the police he was there.”

      Margot had long suspected the Arthur brothers weren’t present at the party that fateful night, but she didn’t think they would resort to paying someone off—or worse, engaging in blackmail—to secure an alibi.

      She needed to see Olivia again. Maybe now she would be more willing to talk, without the hovering medical staff and the police seeking answers.
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      The hospital was busier now that the afternoon shift was in full swing. Margot armed with a bouquet of flowers made her way back to the room where they’d put Olivia after her surgery. A nurse spotted Margot and moved to intercept her.

      “Visiting hours are almost over.”

      “That’s okay. I just came to drop these off for a patient,” Margot replied and inclined the vase toward the door to Olivia’s room.

      “The Jane Doe?”

      “I brought her in this morning. I thought the flowers might brighten things up and help her feel better.”

      “Just be quick.”

      “In and out,” Margot replied, and backed into the room.

      Afternoon sunlight filtered through the gauzy curtains, casting the room with bands of light. Olivia was propped up against a pillow. A tray of soup and Jell-O rested on a rolling table across the bed in front of her.

      “I thought you might like some company,” Margot said, setting the flowers on the bedside table.

      “I forgot how much I don’t like hospitals,” Olivia said, failing to suppress a shudder.

      Margot gave her a sympathetic look and sat down beside the bed. “I’m guessing you haven’t gotten much rest.”

      “They keep asking me if I remember who I am. I don’t know how much longer I can keep lying to them,” Olivia answered in a whisper.

      “I know you’re scared, and I can’t imagine what you’ve been through. I want to help you. Please, let me help.”

      “I don’t know what you want me to say,” Olivia said, looking away.

      “Tell me what happened that night.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Because you don’t want to, or because you can’t remember?” Margot pressed.

      “It hurts too much.”

      “But if you keep it to yourself then Penelope will never get the justice she deserves.”

      Olivia let out a bitter laugh. “Justice? You think she deserves justice?”

      “I do.”

      “So, I guess you don’t consider suicide a mortal sin?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Margot asked. The realization hit her too late. She sank back in the chair. “You’re saying she killed herself?”

      “That night, she and Rider had a huge fight. Like, their biggest ever. She said she was going to leave him for good this time. He knocked her around. She came home crying, but she wouldn’t tell me what was wrong. She snuck out before I realized she was gone.” Olivia took a deep, shuddering sigh. “That’s when I found the note. It wasn’t to our parents or anything. Just to me. I can still remember it word for word.”

      “I had no idea. Why didn’t she talk to someone?”

      “Because she was done talking,” Olivia said bitterly.

      “What did it say? The note?”

      “She was sorry she’d caused me so much pain but that it would be over soon because she was going to get him back for everything that he’d done to her.” Tears welled up in her eyes, but she fought to keep them from falling. “I knew they used to go to this place near his house when they wanted to be alone. I took a guess and I found her there. But so did he.”

      “Rider was there.”

      “Oh yeah. He got there just in time to see her shoot herself in the head. He grabbed the gun—God, I don’t even know where she got it—and said he’d shoot me if I didn’t help him cover it up.”

      Margot wanted so badly to pull her friend into a hug, but she needed to keep Olivia talking. She’d spent so long not knowing what had happened to her best friends. “So, you moved her and then what? Why wouldn’t you just go home or to the police?”

      “I wanted to go to the police, but by that point, Trent was in the picture. He had some twisted thought that I could replace Penelope. He got it in his brother’s head that it would be easier to make people believe we both just ran away. Everyone knew we were inseparable.”

      “You need to tell all of this to Sam,” Margot said, getting to her feet.

      “Why, so she can arrest me, too?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You were under duress and then they abducted you. You’re the victim here. She’ll see that.”

      “Margot, please, no police. I told you what happened. I’ve been carrying that weight around for a really long time. Please just keep it between us.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Isn’t there some sort of privilege between a priest and a parishioner?”

      “I think we both know that little girl is still in danger,” Margot said, ignoring her question.

      Olivia’s tears fell now, turning her cheeks glossy and red. Her lower lip trembled. She didn’t deny the girl’s existence. “You don’t understand what they’ll do,” she whimpered.

      “Then tell me. I swear I want to help you, Liv. I couldn’t save you both back then, but I can protect you now,” Margot begged, her voice strangled by years of pent-up frustration and sorrow.

      “I can’t,” Olivia said again.

      Margot took several deep breaths to calm herself. It wouldn’t do anyone any good if she let her anger overtake her. Instead, she reached over and took Olivia’s free hand. “I am going to do everything I can to help you.”

      Olivia’s whimpering turned silent as she lay back against the pillows. Margot knew their conversation was over. She also wasn’t sure how much longer she could get away with being in her room before the nurse shooed her away.

      Sam needed to know the whole story, no matter Olivia’s apprehension. When she stepped into the hallway, she found it devoid of people.

      She took quick steps to reach the parking lot. Once there, the tiny hairs on her arms and the nape of her neck stood on end. She looked around trying to find the source of her unease, but nothing jumped out at her. That should have been her first clue things were about to take a turn for the worse.
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      As soon as she was out of the hospital, Margot pulled out her cell phone and dialed Sam. She waited while Sam’s cell rang, drumming the fingers of her free hand on the steering wheel.

      “Please tell me you didn’t do anything else stupid,” Sam said in an exasperated tone.

      “I haven’t gone near the Arthurs, if that’s what you mean,” Margot replied.

      “Why do I get the feeling you aren’t just calling to say hi, though?”

      “I paid Olivia a visit,” Margot said. “I figured she could use the company. I need to tell you what she told me. I’ll meet you at the diner off Main Street.”

      “I’ll see if I can get away,” Sam said.

      Margot pulled out of the parking lot and onto the street. She put the phone on speaker and set it in the cupholder beside her seat. “You need to find a way to meet me, Sam. She told me about what happened all those years ago.”

      “Okay, I’ll be there.”

      Margot came to a stop at a crosswalk. The tiny hand blinked the end of a walk cycle, like the hand of a child waving. The image of the little girl in the window flashed before her eyes. “Have you been able to find anything else about who attacked her?”

      The line was quiet. Then, “We don’t really have much evidence to go on. No bullet means we can’t even match it to a type of gun. And with Olivia refusing to talk, we’re at a dead end.”

      Margot pressed on the gas, continuing on her trek to the diner. She was about to express her understanding for her cousin’s frustration when she noticed a pair of headlights in her rearview mirror. It was still light enough that headlights weren’t needed. They flashed, temporarily blinding her.

      She tried to blink the black spots out of her eyes. Her car swerved into the oncoming lane of traffic and she yanked hard on the steering wheel to right herself. A car sped past her in the opposite lane, horn blaring angrily. Margot’s heart beat faster in her chest as her vision resolved. Blowing out a breath, she settled back against her seat in time to feel the front bumper of the vehicle behind her slam into her back bumper, sending a resounding “crunch” through the rest of her car.

      “What was that?” Sam asked, still on the line.

      “Someone just hit me from behind,” Margot replied. She pressed down on the gas and her car shot forward. The vehicle behind her kept up though, inching closer and closer.

      “Sam, I think they’re trying to hit me on purpose,” Margot said before the car hit her again, sending her spinning out of control.

      Her head smacked into the window and everything went dark.
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      A prolonged blare roused Margot from her stupor. She blinked. Her vision was tinged with red. Her ears rang with the distant rat-tat-tat of gunfire. Through the haze she reached out, searching for her fellow soldiers. Derek Nesbit had been sitting beside her moments earlier, but her fingers grasped only empty air. Private Peter Abrams had been at the helm but he, too, had vanished.

      Margot blinked again, the present came flooding back to her.

      She was no longer trapped in the ambush that had cost a young man his life. She was in her car in Port Marie, trapped between her seat and the airbag that had deployed on impact. Her chest ached and her head throbbed. She tried to clear her head. The memory of being hit from behind came back to her. She wiped at her eyes, and her fingers came away red and sticky with blood. Groping for her phone, she could just make out that Sam was still on the line.

      “Sam,” Margot rasped.

      “I’m coming to you. Stay put,” Sam’s voice crackled over the line.

      “Not a problem,” Margot mumbled as the world started to fade at the edges.

      Stay awake. Must stay awake.

      She came to again as her body ached at being moved. She winced as a paramedic slid a collar around her neck and eased her onto a stretcher.

      Sam hovered over her, color drained from her face in fear.

      “I’m here,” she said and grabbed Margot’s hand.

      “Headlights,” Margot mumbled.

      “Just rest,” Sam said and kept a grip on her hand the whole way to the ambulance and during the drive to the hospital.

      As her wits came back to her in the ambulance, the aches in her body began to make sense. She realized the whiplash in her neck was from being rear-ended. The throb in her chest and ribs was probably from the impact of the airbag. At least it didn’t seem like anything was broken.

      “Do you know what day it is?” the paramedic asked her as he took her blood pressure.

      “Monday,” Margot replied.

      “Can you tell me your name?”

      “Margot Quade.”

      “Good.”

      They pulled up to the emergency entrance to the hospital, much like Margot had done earlier. She was patient as they rolled her out of the ambulance. Sam remained at her side the entire way, glaring at anyone who got in their way. The nurse Margot had seen earlier tentatively approached and gave Margot a raised eyebrow.

      “Do we have a problem?” Sam snapped, flashing her badge.

      “No, Officer. I just thought I saw her earlier.”

      “Maybe you did. Right now, she needs medical treatment.”

      The doctor treating Olivia ushered them into an empty bay in the ER.

      “I’m okay,” Margot said, but she winced as they pressed on her side and chest.

      “You might have some fractures from the airbag,” the doctor said. “We’re going to get you an x-ray and we’d like to keep you overnight to make sure there aren’t any signs of a concussion.”

      “Whatever you think is best,” Margot replied, her body was too sore to disagree.

      Once a nurse had bandaged the cut over Margot’s eye, the medical staff left her alone. Sam remained and sat down beside the bed.

      “You scared me.” Color had finally started to come back to her face.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to,” Margot said with a laugh that turned into a wince. Fractured ribs, she reminded herself.

      “What were you thinking?”

      “That I was going to meet my cousin for dinner,” she replied.

      “Did you get a look at the driver or the car?”

      Margot closed her eyes and tried to recall any details about the vehicle. The only thing she recalled clearly was the headlights flashing at her. “Just that they had their headlights on. They flashed them at me and they must have been high beams because they blinded me.”

      “Were they mounted on top of the car? Like a truck?”

      ‘They could have been. Honestly, I didn’t get a good look.”

      “I’m sure the techs can get something from your car.”

      Margot let out a groan. “How bad is the damage?”

      “You definitely have some dents that will need to be worked out, but I think they can probably fix it.”

      “Thank God.”

      “Do you have any idea who might have done this?”

      Margot had a very good idea, but Sam wasn’t going to like it. “It probably has something to do with our friend we brought in this morning.” She couldn’t be sure who was listening. The curtains around her bed in the ER only afforded so much privacy.

      Sam let out a long breath between her teeth. “I warned you.”

      “I know you did. And I swear to you, I didn’t go back there.”

      “But you did some digging.”

      “I saw a little girl while I was on their property. I checked marriage records and Trent got married about eight years ago. I couldn’t find anything about them having a child, so I asked a friend of mine if they knew anything.”

      “Which friend?”

      “Wanda Lawrence. She’s a fourth-grade teacher at the elementary school. She doesn’t think she’s ever seen a child with the last name Arthur come through the school.”

      “So, that made you suspicious,” Sam concluded.

      “I knew that Olivia had to know who the little girl was.”

      “Did she tell you?”

      “No. But, she did tell me what happened the night they disappeared. That’s what I was coming to tell you.”

      Sam leaned forward, propping her elbows on her thighs. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”

      “No. But, you need to know anyway.”

      “Okay. Let me hear it.”

      Margot shifted in the hospital bed, trying to find a comfortable position for her bruised body. “Penelope and Rider had gotten into a huge fight. She was leaving him for good, but she wasn’t happy. According to Olivia, Penelope slipped out of the house and left her sister a suicide note. Olivia understandably panicked and managed to track Penelope down to where the police lost the trail all those years ago. Rider found them, too. Right when Penelope took her own life.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Sam said and squeezed Margot’s hand.

      “She said that Trent showed up and threatened to kill Olivia if she didn’t help them hide Penelope’s body. Olivia didn’t go into detail after that, but I got the feeling they kept her hostage all this time to keep her quiet.”

      “You were right, then. They were involved.”

      “I don’t know if they pulled the trigger, but they definitely buried Penelope’s body and lied to the police. Wanda thinks Teddy Nord took a bribe to lie to the police and give the brothers an alibi for that night. She also said she didn’t see them at the party and told the police but they didn’t take her seriously.”

      “Would you be willing to swear on an affidavit to give us probable cause to search their property?”

      “Of course. But I still think Olivia is hiding something. Something to do with that little girl.”

      “If there’s a child in danger there, we’ll get her out safe. I just wish Olivia had given you more information so we knew what we were walking into,” Sam said, just as an orderly appeared to take Margot for x-rays.

      “Please try to leave her out of it,” Margot urged, careful not to say Olivia’s name.

      Sam knew who she was talking about. “I’ll do what I can, but at some point, she won’t be able to hide anymore.”
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      By the next morning, Margot was in less pain thanks to the medication. She hadn’t broken any bones by some miracle, but she would be bruised for a while. She could handle that. She would, however, need some help getting home now that she’d been discharged. She walked out of the hospital entrance and found not Sam, but Wanda waiting for her.

      “I heard you might need a ride,” Wanda said.

      Margot’s brow furrowed, pulling on the stitches above her eye. “You talked to Sam?”

      “She mentioned you’d had an accident,” Wanda answered.

      “Is that all she mentioned?” Margot sensed Wanda wanted to say more. Also she wasn’t sure what would have prompted Sam to tell Wanda about her car accident. Yes, she and Margot had been friends as children, but aside from the day before, they hadn’t spoken in years. You’re overthinking things.

      “Is there something else she should have told me?” Wanda tucked a few strands of dark hair behind her ear.

      “No. But you know family. Sometimes they say things they shouldn’t.”

      “Come on. Let’s get you settled at home.”

      Margot kept an eye on the side mirror for the entire trip to her apartment. She wasn’t prone to a lot of paranoia—she’d made great strides in leaving the hypervigilance of war behind her—but she couldn’t shake the idea that someone was watching her. Wanda got out of the car and walked with Margot, who hurried into the building and locked her apartment door as soon as they were both inside.

      “Excuse the mess,” Margot said realizing she’d left some dirty dishes in the sink.

      “Your definition of mess and mine are quite different,” Wanda said with a laugh.

      “You don’t have to stay. I can get settled on my own,” Margot said.

      “I’m under strict orders from Sam to keep you company until she can get over here.”

      “She has to work. And I’m sure you have a lot of end-of-the-year things to take care of. Report cards and such,” Margot said, trying to usher the other woman out of her space.

      “Nope. Come on, let’s get you settled on the couch. Do you have any extra pillows?”

      “In the bathroom closet,” Margot answered, resigned to let her old friend take care of her.

      She was used to taking care of herself. Yes, she was almost certain she’d been run off the road by one of the Arthur brothers. They had wanted to keep her quiet, but they hadn’t succeeded. Still would they try again?

      “Here you go,” Wanda said and slid the extra pillow around Margot until she was propped up by softness.

      “Thanks.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what happened?” Wanda probed.

      “I was hit from behind.”

      “Oh, really. Is the other driver okay?”

      “I don’t know.” She studied Wanda’s expression, clearly conveying worry. “I didn’t know that you and Sam still kept in touch.”

      “Um, I guess she heard that you had stopped by to see me, and she figured you could use a friendly face.”

      “Okay.”

      Something still felt off about Wanda’s presence. Wanda hovered in the space between the living room and the kitchen, watching Margot like a hawk. It seemed like she was afraid Margot would make a move and she’d miss it. No matter how much progress she’d made in tamping down on seeing danger around every corner, those instincts screamed at her. She couldn’t just ignore them even if she tried.

      “You know, I think I need to go to the bathroom,” Margot announced. She managed to get herself out of the nest of pillows before Wanda could cross the room.

      “Need any help?”

      “No, I’m okay. Thanks though.”

      Margot took the long way to the bathroom, stopping in the kitchen to pick up her phone. She darted into the bathroom as fast as her injuries would allow her. She would have locked the door behind her, but the lock was broken. She called Sam and waited. As the line rang, she made a show of letting the faucet drip, then she flushed the toilet. Her heart beat an uneven rhythm as she feared her cousin wouldn’t answer.

      Sam picked up immediately. “Hey, I just heard they discharged you. Need a ride home?”

      “I need to know one thing,” Margot whispered.

      “Are you okay? Why are you whispering?”

      Margot ignored Sam’s questions. “Did you call Wanda to pick me up? Yes or no.”

      “No. Why would I do that? Besides, I literally just asked if you needed a ride.”

      Cold sweat began to drip down the back of Margot’s neck. She’d been right to be suspicious of Wanda’s presence.

      “Hey, are you still there?” Sam’s voice came over the line.

      “Get to my place now. I think I’m in trouble.” She ended the call, tucked the phone in her pocket, and turned the water on higher. She ran her hands under the faucet just as the door to the bathroom opened and Wanda filled the space.

      “Who were you talking to?” Wanda’s lips were pursed into a tight line.

      “Sorry?” Margot played dumb.

      “You were talking to someone just now.”

      Margot shook her head. “I was talking to myself. Well, praying, really. My injuries could have been so much worse.”

      “But I heard another voice.”

      “It was just me. You know, do you think you could put some water on to make us some tea?”

      Margot shuffled back toward the living room, leaving Wanda to stare after her.

      “Of course,” Wanda finally said, recovering from whatever suspicions she’d had.

      Margot propped herself up on the pillows and said a real prayer that Sam would make it before Wanda did something that Margot couldn’t come back from.

      “Do you want anything in it?” Wanda called from the kitchen.

      “Just plain,” Margot answered. That way, she might have a chance of detecting anything that shouldn’t be in her tea.

      Silence encompassed the small apartment and Margot waited. Tension started to tighten her neck muscles, which only made the rest of her body hurt more. She wanted more of the pain medication the doctor had given her, but she knew the pills would cloud her thoughts. She needed to remain sharp. She could hear Wanda puttering around in the other room. There was something she should remember about Wanda and her connection to the Van Ness sisters. What was it though?

      A loud knock on the door interrupted Margot’s train of thought. She started to get up, but heard Wanda’s footsteps move that way. She hoped it was Sam coming to her rescue.

      “Oh, what are you doing here?” Wanda asked the unknown visitor.

      “Well, Margot’s my family,” Sam’s voice answered.

      Margot let out a breath and forced herself to get to her feet.

      Sam continued, “Anyway, I’m here to check up on her. Make sure she’s following the doctor’s orders.”

      “Oh, she’s asleep,” Wanda lied.

      Margot rounded the short distance into the kitchen. “Thanks for coming, Sam.”

      As Wanda stood between them—it hit Margot—Wanda had been Trent’s on-again, off-again girlfriend during high school. Margot was beginning to suspect that Wanda’s story about Teddy wasn’t true. Maybe Wanda had been the one accepting a bribe.

      “You really don’t need to check up on her. It’s fine,” Wanda said, her voice squeaky with anxiety.

      “Actually, I do,” Sam said in a hard voice. “See, someone tried to hurt her yesterday. Someone who thinks she knows something about a woman who’s supposed to be missing, maybe even presumed dead.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Margot spoke up. “I know you and Trent Arthur were in a relationship back in high school. Sam didn’t call you to pick me up. So how did you know I was at the hospital? Did Trent call you? Was he the one who ran me off the road?”

      The questions just fell over themselves trying to get out of Margot’s mouth. Anger and fear were making her talk faster than usual.

      Wanda glanced between them, looking very much like a trapped animal. Finally, resigned to the situation her shoulders slumped. The tea kettle whistled and Margot pulled it off the burner before it could distract them.

      “He was a friend,” Wanda said. “He just wanted to know if you were okay.”

      “No, he didn’t,” Sam snapped.

      “Okay, he didn’t. He just called me because he knew I used to be friends with you,” she said. “He thought you’d trust me.”

      “What was he hoping you’d achieve?” Margot pressed.

      “I was just supposed to keep an eye on you so you wouldn’t bother him anymore.”

      “Bother him? He held a woman captive for two decades,” Margot said, her fear and irritation growing.

      “He never said anything about kidnapping anyone. I swear. He just didn’t want you on his property.”

      Margot looked to Sam. “Did you get that warrant yet?”

      Sam looked at her phone. “It just came through.”

      “I’m coming with you. I’m not going to let them think I’m afraid of them,” Margot said.

      “You can’t be involved. Besides, you’re in no shape to be knocking down doors,” Sam argued.

      “That child is going to need someone to look after her.”

      “What are you talking about?” Wanda wailed.

      Margot and Sam exchanged surprised looks. “You can’t tell me you don’t know about her,” Margot said.

      “I swear I don’t know anything about a child.” Wanda’s eyes widened and she looked to Margot. “Wait, that’s why you asked me if Trent and his wife ever had a child.”

      Margot could only nod.

      Sam blew out a breath and pulled a pair of handcuffs from her belt. “Wanda, I’m placing you under arrest for obstruction of justice.” Wanda didn’t resist as Sam tightened the cuffs around her wrists. To Margot, she said, “You can come along, but you’re staying in the car until we know what’s going on.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Riding in the passenger seat of the squad car, Margot put on a brave face as the pain in her body intensified. Wanda sat handcuffed in the backseat. Margot still couldn’t shake the worry that Olivia wasn’t safe in the hospital. Next to her, Sam balanced her phone on one leg as she sped through the intersection by the hospital, heading toward the Arthur property.

      “This is Officer Raymond, I have reason to believe a child’s life is in imminent danger. Send back-up to the Arthur property now, and I want uniforms sitting on the Jane Doe in the hospital.”

      “Shouldn’t you drop her off at the precinct?” Margot commented, gesturing toward Wanda in the backseat.

      “No time,” Sam answered, pulling the car into a sharp turn at the bottom of the Arthur’s driveway.

      One of the trucks was missing—which lent credence to Margot’s theory that one of the brothers had run her off the road. Clearly, they knew something was going on.

      Before Sam could even open the driver side door, a gunshot rang out.

      “Get down,” Sam ordered.

      Margot’s reflexes kicked in and she let instinct and training take over. She had to hold herself back, reminding herself that Sam was the one with the badge and authority, not her.

      “Port Marie Police. Hold your fire!” Sam called through the rolled down window of the squad car.

      Silence answered her order. Just as Sam eased her door open, another shot from the front of the house rang out, kicking up bits of dirt and gravel right in front of the car.

      “I can’t see who’s shooting,” Sam said with a huff.

      Margot craned her neck—regretting the movement immediately—and peeked out of her window. She could see a first-floor window open and the muzzle of a shotgun sticking out, but the shooter’s face wasn’t visible.

      “It’s coming from that window, two o’clock,” Margot said, and gestured toward the right side of the house.

      Sam trained her weapon on the window just as a siren wailed and a car screeched to a halt behind them. She scooped up her radio and said, “We’re taking fire from the right side of the house.”

      “Copy,” a voice said through the radio.

      Margot watched as two officers eased the doors to their vehicle open, training their weapons on the window. Another shot rang out, kicking up dirt between the two police cars. Sam ducked below the window of the driver-side door and crept around the back of car.

      “Why are they shooting?” Wanda whined from the backseat.

      “Obviously they don’t want us here,” Margot replied. She caught sight of Sam inching around the second car from the side mirror.

      “I swear, I didn’t know anything about a child,” Wanda said feeling guilty.

      “Did you know they’d locked up a woman against her will for two decades?” Margot’s tone was sharp, but she couldn’t stop the anger from bubbling over.

      She and Wanda had been friends. She’d known Penelope and Olivia. Their family had suffered so much loss and there was still so much more the Van Nesses didn’t know about their daughters’ fate. It made Margot question her faith just a little. Maybe now was the right time for righteous anger.

      “What woman?” Wanda asked. “What are you talking about?”

      Margot suspected this entire situation would be resolved soon and Olivia could be reunited with her family. At least they could get one daughter back. It wouldn’t hurt to share what Margot knew. “Trent and Rider held Olivia Van Ness captive for two decades.”

      “No, they didn’t. She and Penelope disappeared. They ran away.’

      “Is that what Trent told you when he asked you to convince Teddy to lie to the police about where they were that night?”

      Wanda’s mouth opened and closed several times. “He was really drunk that night. He didn’t remember much of anything so it was easy to get him to tell the police he saw them at the party.”

      “Have you been paying him off all this time?”

      “No. Trent made the payments. But … I accepted them, too.”

      “If you believed they ran away, why cover for Trent and Rider? If you didn’t think they did anything wrong, why would you lie?” The betrayal burned in Margot’s throat like acid.

      “You don’t understand. I loved Trent. I had wanted him to notice me. And for a while, he did. And he’s not been able to forget about me all this time. Even after he married that … that child,” Wanda answered, the last word coming out like poison.

      Margot did her best to turn around and face Wanda so she didn’t strain her bruised ribs or her neck. “You had to know Trent wasn’t a nice guy.”

      “We can’t help who we fall for. I swear, I had no idea they’d taken Olivia. I mean, that doesn’t even make sense. Rider was in love with Penelope.”

      “Penelope’s dead.” Margot tried to scan the property for any sign of a burial spot. She couldn’t see anything in the front yard. She did see Sam making a mad dash around the side of the house.

      The shooting ceased and Margot held her breath. Just because the shooter had retreated didn’t mean they weren’t still armed and hiding inside the house. And Sam had gone in without any protective gear.

      Suddenly, more shots rang out, short and controlled. If Margot was right, they did not come from the shotgun. Anxiety and her training were itching to take over and go to her cousin’s rescue. But she knew that Sam would be furious if Margot broke police protocol. She was here as a courtesy and because they were family. She only hoped the shots came from Sam and not from whoever had been shooting at the police.

      “Requesting additional back-up at the Arthur property,” a voice called over the radio sitting in the center console.

      That couldn’t be a good sign. At least it wasn’t a call for an ‘Officer Down.’ Margot caught signs of movement on the first floor of the house and started to heave a sigh of relief when a truck—one she hadn’t seen on her last visit to the property—sped past the two squad cars from the back of the property and zoomed off down the road. Margot caught just enough of a glimpse to see a male driver and a female passenger.

      Margot straightened, wincing in discomfort as Sam marched out the front door leading Rider Arthur handcuffed ahead of her. He was limping as she led him to the other squad car. Margot spotted blood on his pantleg realizing Sam had wounded him.

      That meant Trent was the one who’d been driving the other truck with his wife in the passenger seat.

      Margot’s stomach sank as she realized their likely destination.

      The other two officers darted out from behind the cover of their doors as more sirens wailed in the distance, signaling reinforcements. Margot eased herself out of the passenger seat and staggered towards her cousin.

      “Trent and his wife got away,” she said.

      Sam shoved Rider at one of the other officers. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes. I think they might be going to the hospital. What if they’re going to finish what they started?” Margot’s mouth went dry by the end of her statement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Before Margot knew what was happening, police swarmed the property. Two pairs of uniformed officers approached the house from opposite directions. She could hear them calling “clear” as they moved through the house.

      “You’re sure there’s a kid in there?” one of them asked of Sam as they reappeared empty-handed.

      Sam eyed Margot. “You’re absolutely certain of what you saw?”

      “Absolutely. Did you check the basement?’

      “We didn’t find a basement,” the officer answered.

      Anger darkened Sam’s usually pale features as she marched to where Rider was being treated by paramedics for his leg wound.

      “Tell me where that little girl is hiding,” Sam demanded.

      Rider looked like he wasn’t going to respond until his lower lip shook and tears began to well up in his eyes. “This was all Trent.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question,” Sam replied, stepping closer.

      “There’s a hidden panel behind the stairs. She might be there.”

      Sam turned to Margot. “Come on.”

      They headed inside and Margot couldn’t help shivering at stepping into the place that Olivia had called her prison for so long. She spotted children’s toys strewn in the living room: partially-dressed dolls, blocks, and paper and crayons.

      They approached the staircase and at first glance, there appeared to be nothing unusual about it. Margot moved forward and ran her fingers along the wood paneling of the wall until she found a notch that didn’t seem to be part of the actual design.

      “I think I found it,” she said and gave it a push.

      The panel clicked and swung inward, revealing a set of dimly lit stairs descending into the darkness. Sam stepped in front of Margot and led the way down. The stairs whined loudly under their weight. If anyone was in fact down there, Sam and Margot’s arrival would not be a surprise.

      Sam stopped at the bottom of the stairs, groping along the wall until she found a light switch. She flipped it on to find a bed shoved in one corner. There were no windows. A rudimentary toilet and sewage system took up much of the rest of the space.

      A little girl lay curled up on the bed, a teddy bear clutched to her chest. She looked a lot like Olivia and Penelope with fair skin and bright green eyes. Her hair was a few shades lighter, but Margot suspected that came from the girl’s father. Her whole frame shook as they approached. Sam, who’d been holding her weapon at her side, holstered it and slowly approached, hands held up in front of her.

      “Hi, there. What’s your name?” Sam said in a soft tone.

      The girl curled closer to the wall and buried her face in the pillow. Margot stepped past her cousin and crouched down in front of the girl, doing her best to hide her pain that the simple movement caused.

      “I know you’re scared. You want your mom, don’t you, sweetie,” Margot whispered.

      “She went away,” the girl mumbled into the bear’s soft fur.

      “Can you tell us your name?”

      “Penny.”

      Breath caught in Margot’s throat. Of course, that was her name. How could Olivia not have wanted to find a way to honor her sister, even if Penelope’s end had been stained with tragedy. Even if Olivia felt guilt for not stopping Penelope from taking her own life.

      “My name is Margot and this is Sam. She’s a police officer. Do you know what a police officer is?”

      Penny nodded. “Mama says they help people.”

      “That’s right. We can take you to see your mama,” Margot said and extended her hand.

      Penny shook her head. “Mama D said my mama went away and isn’t coming back.”

      Margot sighed. “Well, I know for a fact that isn’t true. I saw your Mama earlier and she’s very worried about you. I think it would make her really happy to see you.”

      Penny considered Margot’s words for a long moment before uncurling from her position. She kept one arm tightened protectively around her bear as Sam led the way back up to the first floor and out into the afternoon light. She was beginning to regret forgoing that dose of pain medication as the aches in her body intensified yet again. Still, she had more pressing concerns. She needed to reunite this child with her mother. And perhaps more importantly, they needed to stop Trent and Darlene from hurting Olivia any more.

      “There’s a hidden basement room behind the stairs. Get techs down there to process it,” Sam said to the closest officer. The ambulance with Rider in it had already left. Penny clung tight to Margot’s hand, her eyes going wide at the number of people entering her house.

      “We should get another ambulance here. Let the paramedics check her out,” Margot suggested to Sam.

      “I know. But we can’t just leave her. And if you’re right about Trent and Darlene and where they’re heading …”

      “You should do this by the book,” Margot said, even though she wanted to climb into the squad car with her and speed off to the hospital.

      “This is Officer Raymond,” Sam said into her radio. “I’m going to need another ambulance sent to the Arthur property. I also need confirmation on the units that were sent to the hospital.”

      A voice on the radio responded, “Another ambulance is on its way. One unit arrived at the hospital.”

      “Send everyone you’ve got,” Sam said. “We have two perps on their way now and we think they may be going after the Jane Doe.”

      “All available units, proceed to the hospital,” the dispatcher confirmed.

      “I’ll wait with her,” Margot said, hoping Sam would take the hint and make the daring rescue.

      “Are you sure?” Sam’s forehead wrinkled in concern.

      “Please go. Protect Olivia.”

      Sam jogged around the hood of her squad car. Wanda remained in the backseat, looking shell-shocked about everything going on around her. Margot pulled Penny close as more cars peeled out of the yard following after Sam.

      “Penny, honey, can I ask you some questions while we wait for the ambulance?” Margot asked.

      “Okay.”

      “Can you tell me who your daddy is? Do you know his name?”

      Penny wrinkled her nose, let go of Margot’s hand and her fingers moved as if she were practicing her letters. “Rider,” she finally answered.

      “That’s really good. And you live with your Daddy and Mama?”

      “And Mama D and Daddy T.”

      “Oh?” The poor child had to be so confused.

      Penny nodded her head, her chin bobbing up and down. “They say I have to tell everyone they are my mama and daddy when we go outside. But we don’t go outside a lot.”

      “Were you hiding in the basement from all the loud noises?”

      Penny shook her head. “I missed Mama. She said she was going to come back and get me. But she didn’t.”

      “She got hurt when she was leaving. But I know she wants you to be safe. Does your mama stay down there all the time?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about you? Do you have your own room?”

      “I like to stay with Mama but it makes Mama D mad. She says that she is supposed to be my mama.”

      Margot now wondered whether it had been Trent that had chased after Margot the day before or if Darlene had been the one behind the wheel.

      The ambulance appeared, sirens blaring and lights flashing. Penny latched onto Margot’s hand again.

      “It’s okay. These nice people are going to look at you to make sure you aren’t hurt.”

      “I want to see Mama.”

      “They’re going to take us to where she is. I promise. You’re being so brave.”

      The lead paramedic climbed out of the passenger side of the ambulance and opened the back up. She approached slowly.

      “Hi there, sweetie. Can you do me a favor and climb up here so we can take a look at you? Your bear can come with you.”

      Penny squeezed Margot’s hand. “Can she come, too?”

      “Of course.”

      Penny let go of Margot’s hand long enough to crawl up into the ambulance and settle onto the gurney. Margot climbed in behind them and sat beside the child.

      “Penny, did your mama leave the house a lot?”

      “No. Daddy always keeps the secret door closed.”

      “So, do you know how she got out?”

      “I saw Mama D open it. Then I went down to see mama. I told her it was open and she said we had to run away, but she didn’t take me with her.”

      Margot made a mental note of everything Penny had told her. She had no doubt that Sam would need to interview the little girl. It would be useful to make sure her story didn’t change once she was in the presence of the adults in her life.

      The paramedic fastened a blood pressure cuff around Penny’s small arm and put a thermometer under her tongue. The rig’s engine revved to life and the wheels trundled over the gravel driveway back to the road.

      “I was one of the medics that brought you in earlier,” the medic said, eyeing Margot.

      “Mostly bumps and bruises,” Margot said, trying to brush off her own pain.

      “You’re brave going out after that accident.”

      “.I couldn’t say no. A friend needed my help”

      “I know you served before you became the minister. I didn’t realize you were so …” the paramedic trailed off, eyeing Penny.

      “I believe that whatever has been put in my path is for a reason. Sometimes God wants me to use my skills in other ways.”

      The ambulance stopped and the medic moved to open the door. A pair of police officers waited to escort them inside. Margot scanned the faces of the nurses and doctors, hoping to find a familiar face. She needed to know if Olivia was okay. Had Sam gotten to her in time? Did she stop whatever Trent and Darlene had planned?

      “Penny, this officer is going to stay with you,” Margot said. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to find your Mama.”

      “Promise?” Penny whispered.

      Margot squeezed the girl’s hand tight. “I promise.”

      She took off through the maze of hallways from the emergency room to the back of the hospital where Olivia had been placed. As she drew closer, she could hear raised voices. One of them belonged to her cousin.

      “I’m going to tell you one more time, put the gun down and step away from the bed.”

      Margot’s heart pounded in her chest as she moved closer until she could just barely peer into the room. Sam stood with her back to the hallway, blocking the only way in or out of the room. Olivia lay in bed with a gun pressed to her temple. Not by Trent, but by Darlene.

      As Margot now surmised, Darlene wanted Penny’s real mother out of the picture. She was willing to go to whatever lengths it took, even murder. Too bad the little girl was firmly attached to Olivia.

      “Stay out of this,” Darlene snapped.

      Trent stood by her side, looking unsurprised by the entire turn of events. He made no move to stop his wife. If Olivia’s tale was true, he’d orchestrated the plan to hide Penelope’s body and imprison Olivia. Had he convinced Darlene to do the dirty work for him now?

      “Darlene, look at me,” Sam said.

      “I said stay out of this,” she shouted.

      “I think we all know I can’t do that. I want to hear what’s going on from you. Can you at least tell me that much, so I understand how we got here?”

      “She wants to take my baby away from me!”

      “She’s not yours,” Olivia sobbed, thick teardrops sliding down her cheeks and dripping onto the blanket beneath her. Her right hand was concealed under the blanket.

      If Margot had to guess, Olivia was holding tight to Margot’s dog tags and cross.

      Margot wanted to help, but getting into the room and interrupting Sam’s negotiating would be a bad idea. Besides, Darlene didn’t need another target.

      “Penny is your daughter?” Sam said, acting as if Olivia hadn’t spoken.

      “Of course, she is.” Darlene looked to her husband. “You said she’s mine. You promised.”

      Trent remained silent, stoic. Sam used the momentary distraction to take another step into the room and move closer to Olivia.

      “Darlene, did you shoot Olivia?” Sam probed.

      “It wasn’t supposed to work out like this. And then that priest got involved. We had to get her out of the way.”

      Margot watched as Sam bristled, her shoulder muscles tightening. She clearly didn’t like the insinuation that Darlene and Trent had intended far worse consequences for Margot than a possible concussion and fractured ribs. Margot didn’t disagree. In fact, the realization that they’d intended to kill her sent chills down her spine.

      “You did what to Margot?” Olivia demanded, her tone growing stronger. She sat up, causing the gun to move even closer to her temple.

      “Olivia, Margot is fine,” Sam said, trying to regain control of the conversation. “Look, Darlene, we already know that your husband paid off Wanda Lawrence to lie to the police years ago about Penelope and Olivia’s disappearance. He’s going away for a long time. And, based on what you’re saying right now, it sounds like you might be joining him, too. Unless you help me out here.”

      “Wanda didn’t do anything she didn’t want to do,” Trent scoffed, finally joining the conversation.

      “So, you’re admitting you paid her to lie?” Sam prompted.

      Trent shrugged. “I did what I had to do. Just like my Darlene, here.”

      “Your brother is already cooperating with us. So, whatever you think you’re going to get out of this, I can assure you it won’t happen,” Sam replied.

      Margot had no way of knowing if that was true. Given Rider’s expression of remorse after being arrested, it was definitely a possibility. Yes, he’d been horrible to Penelope, but perhaps his behavior had been more influenced by his older brother than any of them had realized.

      “Darlene, I don’t want to have to shoot you,” Sam said. “And I’m sure you think that you can pull the trigger faster than me, but you’re wrong. I won’t miss either.”

      Olivia didn’t give Darlene time to respond to Sam’s words. She pulled her uninjured arm from beneath the blankets and slammed her fist—wrapped in the chain and cross— into Darlene’s jaw.

      The unexpected blow sent the woman staggering backward and in her haste to assess her injured face, she let the gun slip from her fingers.

      Trent moved for the gun, but Sam moved faster than any human should be able to and scooped up the gun before Trent could lay a finger on it.

      Margot then stepped into the room. She grabbed a handful of tissues sitting on a nearby tray and held out her hand to Sam. Sam deposited the gun carefully, making sure that Margot didn’t contaminate it with her prints.

      Margot darted from the room and passed it off to one of the officers who had come looking for them.

      When Margot returned to the room, Darlene was already in handcuffs and Trent had his hands raised. It was not the outcome they’d been expecting, but it was the right one. Olivia and Penny could be reunited. Now Olivia could live her own life free from the horrors that had been inflicted upon her. And the Arthurs would serve justice.

      Margot waited while the officers escorted Darlene and Trent from the room before going in. Olivia, now out of adrenaline slumped against the pillows. The single blow had worn her out. She held her hand out, shaking the chain from around her fingers.

      “You were right, this did come in handy,” Olivia said with a weak smile.

      Margot took the tags and cross back from her slipping them over her head. “You’re going to get tired of hearing this, but I need to say it. I am so sorry for everything you’ve gone through. I’m a pretty good listener if you need someone to talk to. It doesn’t have to be now or even soon, but when you’re ready, I’ll be here.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Penny is getting checked out by doctors right now. If you want, I can let them know you’re ready to see her. I know she’s going to be happy to see you.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about her from the beginning. I was just so scared that they would hurt her.”

      Margot patted Olivia’s hand. “You were protecting your daughter.”

      “She couldn’t have children … Darlene, I mean. They tried for a while before the doctor said she wasn’t able to get pregnant.”

      “So, they decided to make you carry a child.”

      “She knew one of the midwives here who made house calls. They paid her to keep quiet.” Margot knew Sam would make sure the midwife was held accountable for her role in all of this.

      “Oh my, that explains why you were so jumpy about the doctor earlier.”

      “Yes.”

      “Is Rider the father?”

      “Reluctantly.”

      “He raped you?”

      “Uh, yes … He didn’t want to do it, either.”

      “It was all really Trent’s idea, wasn’t it? Hiding Penelope’s remains, keeping you locked up?”

      “Yes. Rider went along with it because he was grieving over losing Penelope. But as time went by, he came to accept the idea that just because Penelope and I were twins didn’t really mean we were the same. I was never going to love him, no matter how much Trent tried to push him. Trent threatened to pin everything on Rider if he didn’t father a child with me.”

      Margot wanted to take Olivia at her word, but the way she spoke about Rider reminded her of Stockholm syndrome. She had read accounts of victims released from prolonged captivity, who had suffered the same. It was much like what Dustin Grady had succumbed to from Conrad Baptiste’s delusions over the years.

      “He still participated in keeping you captive, even if he wasn’t a willing participant in the end. You know that, right?”

      “I know. I’m not saying I forgive him for what he did to me and my sister. I want him to face justice for the things he did. I also know he idolized his brother. So much of what he did was because Trent goaded him into it. The drinking, the abuse, all came from wanting to prove himself to his brother. Their sibling bond is stronger than a lot of people realize.”

      “We’re going to make sure they are held accountable for everything.”

      Their conversation was cut short by a child’s chattering coming from the hallway. Penny stuck her head around the corner and peered into the room. Immediately, the little girl’s face brightened and Olivia’s did, too.

      “Baby,” she cooed.

      “Mama! Margot said you wanted to come back and get me but you got hurt,” Penny said as she raced to her mother’s bedside.

      “I would never leave you, sweetheart.”

      Margot knew Olivia now faced a difficult situation. How did she explain to a child that her father, aunt, and uncle—whom she viewed as pseudo parents—were going to prison for a very long time? How long would it take for them to find a new normal?
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      Reverend Hawley had been kind enough to step up and lead services while Margot recuperated. All of the exertion in rescuing Penny and reuniting her with her mother Olivia, had taken a toll on Margot’s body. In truth, one that she hadn’t expected. She was sitting on her couch and enjoying a glass of fresh-squeezed lemonade when her cell phone buzzed with an incoming text message.

      It was from Sam, letting Margot know she’d arrived with dinner.

      “The door is open,” Margot called. It had been over a week since her accident. She was just now getting comfortable with not bolting the door the moment she entered the apartment.

      The front door opened and closed. Margot listened to her cousin moving around in the kitchen. The crinkle of a delivery bag betrayed their meal before the smell of Chinese food wafted through the apartment.

      “How are you feeling?” Sam asked and strode into the living room wearing a tank top and shorts. She was definitely off duty.

      “Better. I should be good to go back to work tomorrow. Just in time to welcome Olivia and Penny back into the community.”

      “How has their transition been?” Sam set take out containers on the table in front of the couch.

      “Rough. Olivia told me that Penny cried the first few nights they were in the hotel after they got out of the hospital. But Olivia’s parents were thrilled to have her back.”

      Sam retreated into the kitchen to grab plates and utensils. From the other room, she called, “How did they take the news that their other daughter had been dead all this time?”

      “It was hard for them. I know Olivia tries to hide it, but I think she’s suffering from survivor’s guilt.” Margot understood that feeling too well herself. “Thankfully I don’t think her parents blame her for what happened.”

      Setting plates down, Sam settled on the couch beside Margot. “I honestly couldn’t imagine dealing with everything she went through and still be able to see the good in people. Not to mention experience the joy of her own little girl.”

      “She was always a strong person. She didn’t let her ordeal beat her down,” Margot answered and scooped fried rice from one of the containers onto a plate.

      “I’m still trying to wrap my head around the fact she was literally in town this whole time and no one noticed anything … for twenty years.”

      “When you had people willing to cover things up for money, sadly it isn’t that hard to believe,” Margot commented, disappointment coloring her tone.

      “That’s another thing. How could all of those people do that? They had to know something bad was going on.”

      “Everybody sins. It’s part of the human condition. But in the end, enough people came forward and admitted what they had done, and you were able to stop two people from committing horrible crimes. And everyone involved will face the consequences of their actions.”

      Sam arched an eyebrow. “You’re telling me you weren’t judging these people for their actions? Even you aren’t a saint.”

      “I’m not perfect, no. And I’ll admit I did judge them, especially Wanda. I thought I knew her and her character. It turned out I was wrong. But I’m glad we were able to reunite Olivia and Penny, a happy ending after everything.”

      “Rider gave a full confession, too. He implicated Trent and Darlene for their parts in what had happened. He even showed us where they’d buried Penelope’s body. The tests haven’t come back yet, but I can’t imagine they would have a random woman’s body buried in their backyard.”

      “He cut a deal?’

      “It’s not that unheard of for co-conspirators to turn on each other for the possibility of less jail time. He’s agreed to testify against his brother.”

      “After all the loyalty he paid Trent over the years?” Margot said in surprise.

      Sam nodded. “I wasn’t expecting it, either. I guess under all of his bravado, he still had a conscience.” After a moment of silence, Sam said, “I guess Olivia was right and he got fed up with what Trent was having him to do.”

      Repentance could be a strong motivator. If Rider did believe in God or any higher being, absolving himself of his crimes—or at least admitting to his sins—was a step in the right direction. He might see his child before she turned eighteen. Although Margot doubted Olivia would be comfortable allowing her daughter to know the man who’d forced her to bear his child.

      “It has been one heck of a year since you got back, hasn’t it?” Sam said and piled Kung Pao Chicken onto her plate.

      Margot took the container from Sam, considering her cousin’s words. Much of the year had been painful and filled with heartache. But it also provided the town a chance to heal some old wounds. Not only that, Margot had been able to put some of her own ghosts to rest.

      “Yes, it has. But it hasn’t been all bad. You and I reconnected, I found my next calling on my journey of faith, we saved some lives, and reunited families who thought they would be forever broken. Not bad for a police officer and a minister.”

      “Who would have thought all those years ago when we were little girls, we’d end up sitting here having solved three murders and given an entire town closure,” Sam marveled.

      “We make a good team,” Margot agreed.

      “I mean, it wasn’t always by the book, but I don’t think I could have done it without you.”

      “You are more than capable, Sam. Don’t sell yourself short.”

      “But you see things in a different way, with a certain perspective. I wouldn’t have come up with that on my own. Or if I had, I wouldn’t have been fast enough. You have a way with people. You get them to trust you and open up to you in a way I can’t.”

      “Then there was clearly a reason it was you who answered that 9-1-1 call when Warren Nesbit died,” Margot said. “We were both put on this path for a reason. We’ve both grown as people and together as family.”

      Margot held up her glass and waited for Sam to do the same.

      “To us,” Margot said.

      They clinked glasses.

      Sam added, “Just promise me, we won’t be solving any murders for at least a little while.”

      “It’s a deal.” Besides, Margot couldn’t believe the town had any more secrets left to unearth. What they had endured over the last nine months was more than enough to last them a lifetime.
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