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T ara Pearson paced the floor. It was getting dark outside and Erin still hadn’t returned from basketball practice. She should have arrived home an hour ago, and now there was a stillness to the night. Something wasn’t right.
Her mind sped up as she imagined the worst-case scenarios. She had heard about the kidnappings in Nightshade County, and her imagination jumped to the possibility that her daughter had become a victim.
Tara tried calling Erin's phone, but it went straight to voicemail. She took matters into her own hands and drove to the school where the team held basketball practice. It was only two blocks away, and Erin always jogged home from practice, claiming she needed extra training to increase her endurance.
Snow covered the landscape and glowed blue under the moon and stars. It was cold enough for Tara to see her breath inside the car, and each exhalation fogged up the windshield. With the new year behind them, the city had taken down the Christmas lights. All was barren and icy, as if the world carried an air of hopelessness.
The school was deserted. Erin wasn't there. She found the interior drab and sparsely decorated, with cold gray walls, fluorescent lights, and old tile floors. Rows of lockers lined the hallways, and there were classrooms with desks in neat rows. Whiteboards hung on the walls, and a bulletin board displayed announcements and artwork from students. Everything was orderly, a stark contrast to the energy of the students during school hours.
She pushed through the double doors and hurried down the steps, hoping she’d find her daughter working out in the weight room. She passed the athletic offices. Coach Simmons was still here. Maybe he knew where Erin was.
Tara found the coach in his office, grading papers at his desk. "Have you seen my daughter? She was supposed to come straight home after practice," she asked, her voice shaking.
He looked up from his paperwork, a puzzled expression on his face. "Erin? No, not since practice ended. Are you sure she didn’t catch a ride from one of the girls? It’s freezing tonight."
“That doesn’t sound right. She would have gotten home by now.”
“It’s possible they stopped for dinner. My suggestion is to call the parents and check. These kids don’t think when they decide to go somewhere, and everyone ends up worried for no reason.” He snapped his fingers. “You know, Erin was talking to Sara during practice, so much that I made them run laps. I bet they’re at Sara’s house. It seemed like they were planning something.”
Tara thanked him and left the office. She called Sara’s mother, but no one had seen Erin since the girls left the locker room. More calls brought the same result. She thought back to the missing girls in Nightshade County. If she didn’t slow down, she would have a panic attack.
She got back into her car, the engine whirring to life. She tried calling Erin's phone again. Nothing. She drove around the city, hoping to spot her daughter jogging home.
As she traveled down the deserted streets, she couldn't shake the feeling that her daughter was gone and she would never see Erin again. What if someone had taken her? What if she was hurt and stranded in the cold? She could feel the weight of worry and fear crushing her spirit.
She drove around the city, scanning the streets and alleys for any sign of her daughter. As the minutes passed, her hope dwindled, and the cold reality of the situation sank in. She pulled over to the side of the road and buried her face in her hands, trying to hold back the tears.
A loud knock on the car window startled her, and she looked up to see a man standing outside. He was wearing a thick coat and a beanie, and his face was rugged and unshaven. She wasn’t sure if she should lower the window.
"Are you okay, ma'am?" he asked.
Tara wiped her tears. "I'm looking for my daughter. She's missing."
The man's expression softened, and he leaned in closer. "I saw a girl running a few blocks back. Looked like she was in a hurry. Maybe that was her?"
“Which direction was she going?”
He pointed past the school and toward their house. That had to be Erin.
“How long ago did you see her?” she asked.
“Twenty minutes ago.”
Then Erin should have made it home by now.
“I don’t want to overstep my bounds,” the man said, “but if you’re worried, it might be a wise idea to call the sheriff’s department.”
She tried to stay positive but found it impossible. Panic crawled up her throat with jagged nails.
“Thank you, sir.”
“If I see her, I’ll tell her you’re searching for her.”
The man stepped away, and Tara left the curb. She had no choice but to contact the police. She drove to the house, praying Erin would be safe and at home when she arrived, but a sickening dread in her gut told her it was unlikely.
She turned into the driveway and found the downstairs lights shining, as she’d left them.
“Please be home, please be home,” she repeated as she hurried up the steps.
The key wouldn’t fit into the lock. She needed to calm down before she fainted.
Tara closed her eyes to steady her shaking hands. She tried the key again, and this time it slid into the lock. Pushing the door open, she called out to Erin, but the house was silent. The living room came into view. Everything was as she’d left it, but there was no sign of Erin. As she walked through the house, she checked the kitchen, the bathroom, and her daughter’s bedroom, but she couldn't find her anywhere. She felt like she was suffocating.
Tara stumbled to the living room and collapsed onto the couch, feeling like she was going to pass out. Trying to think of where else Erin could be, she took out the phone and called the police.
The dispatcher picked up on the third ring. Tara's voice was thick with emotion as she tried to explain the situation to them. The dispatcher took down her information and said that they would send someone over to investigate. She sat on the couch, staring at the wall, as she waited for the police to arrive.
But she knew they wouldn’t find Erin. Her daughter was gone.
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I n the corner of the psychiatrist’s office, the air purifier purred. Floor-to-ceiling drapes over long windows blocked out the light and lent a caramel tone to the interior.
Sheriff Thomas Shepherd didn’t wear his uniform today. He sat across from Dr. Ryka Mandal, who relaxed in a cushioned chair with a notepad resting on her lap.
Thomas fidgeted in his seat, his eyes fixed on the notepad, wondering what she’d written about him. He’d never been good at opening up, but Chelsey had insisted he see Mandal after the horrors of Laurel Mountain. It was a miracle Thomas and Chelsey were alive after getting lost in the wilderness during a blizzard and facing Victor Bacchus, an escaped psychopath.
Dr. Mandal looked up from her notes and met his gaze. “Thomas, can you tell me how you’ve been feeling?”
He swallowed hard, his throat dry. “Numb. I can’t shake this feeling of . . . despair?” He struggled to find the right word. “It’s like each day is a chore and I can’t find joy in my job or home life.”
“It’s understandable. Law enforcement officers encounter the unspeakable, and your condition exacerbates the trauma.”
She was talking about his Asperger’s syndrome. He’d never used it as an excuse, becoming an officer with the LAPD and rising to detective. After a gang member shot him in the back, he’d returned home to Wolf Lake in Upstate New York and won a deputy’s position with the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. It took less than a year for him to rise to sheriff.
He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “It’s not fair to my fiancée. To Chelsey, I mean. You know how she struggled with depression during her teenage years. I need to be strong for her.”
Dr. Mandal smiled and shook her head. “Thomas, strength isn’t about suppressing your emotions or hiding them from those you love. Strength is about acknowledging your vulnerabilities and asking for help.”
He thought about her words for a moment and knew she was right. “I don’t know how to do that.”
“That’s why you’re here, Thomas. To learn how to live, not just survive. With your Asperger’s, it’s important you always communicate with the people who care about you. Don’t allow yourself to become wooden. You’re full of beauty, creativity, and intelligence. That’s why you became sheriff. Tell me more about what happened during the snowstorm.”
Thomas scrubbed a hand down his face. He didn’t want to remember those nights: almost losing Chelsey when the road collapsed and she plunged into a gorge, both of them battling hypothermia, being lost in the woods and unable to locate civilization. Then Victor Bacchus lunging at them with the bloody ax he’d used to kill almost a dozen innocent people during the storm.
Dr. Mandal had a way of unraveling his thoughts and emotions, making him feel like he wasn't alone in his struggles. He began recounting the events of the blizzard, starting with the storm and ending with the confrontation with Bacchus.
As he spoke, he could feel the tension in his body ease. It was as if the words themselves were a release, a way to purge the trauma from his mind. Dr. Mandal listened, jotting down notes in her notepad. When Thomas finished, she leaned back in her chair and regarded him.
"Thomas, I can't imagine what you went through. You and Chelsey were lucky to survive." She paused, as if considering her words. "But you're carrying trauma, even now. It's important that you continue to talk about it, to process the emotions that come up."
His throat constricted with sadness. He'd been bottling up his feelings for too long, thinking that he could handle it on his own. But he needed help.
“I dream about what happened,” he said, looking away. “Every night.”
“Tell me about the dreams.”
"It's always the same," he said. "Chelsey and I are lost in the woods. We're cold, hungry, and exhausted. I can’t see in front of me, but I keep pushing forward. Then we hear something, and we try to run, but it's too late. Bacchus is there, with his ax. I wake up right before he kills us."
"That sounds like a typical anxiety dream, Thomas. It's your subconscious processing the trauma you experienced. But it's also a sign that you're not healed yet. You need to work through these feelings so they don't continue to affect you."
The idea of delving into his emotions was scary, since he wasn't used to expressing them. "How do I do that?"
"Through therapy," Dr. Mandal said. "We can work together to help you process your trauma and develop coping mechanisms so you can move forward."
Thomas felt a sense of relief wash over him. Maybe he didn't have to continue to suffer in silence. Maybe he could learn to live again, as she’d suggested.
“So I can continue working?”
Mandal tapped the pen on the notepad. “With restrictions.”
“What restrictions are we talking about?”
“I don’t see a problem with you working on day-to-day activities and low-profile investigations. But you need to recuse yourself from murder investigations, kidnappings, any case that triggers your trauma. We don't want to exacerbate your symptoms.”
He rolled a knot out of his shoulders. “What you’re asking me to do is impossible. I’m the sheriff of Nightshade County.”
“And you have the most dependable deputies of any sheriff in New York State. They’re a reflection of you, Thomas. Because of your leadership and the example you set, they’re more than capable of running investigations. Remember what I told you about delegating authority?”
He bit his lip. His father had been a control freak, but he prided himself on letting others breathe. Still, Nightshade County was his responsibility. People depended on him to keep them safe.
Mandal gave him a knowing look. She’d always been able to read his thoughts.
“Thomas, you need to prioritize your own wellbeing. You can still be a good sheriff and take care of yourself. It's not a weakness to ask for help.”
He had neglected himself for far too long and needed to take a step back and focus on his mental health. But how?
“I don’t know if I can do that,” he said. “You’re asking me to turn away from murder cases. If I can’t defend the people of my county, I’m unfit for the job.”
“Everyone deserves rest. Let’s say you injured your back weightlifting. If your doctor told you to avoid strenuous activity for a month, would you drive to the gym anyway?”
“I suppose not, but weightlifting isn’t a life or death situation.”
She held his eyes. “Rely on your deputies. This won’t last forever.”
His fingers clutched at his bluejeans. “How long?”
Dr. Mandal checked her watch and rose. “Let’s not put a time restriction on the healing process. I’ll know when you’re ready. Same time Friday?”
What she was asking him to do was impossible. Yes, he’d worn himself down in the past by always taking the lead during investigations, but murders and kidnappings were different. Surely she understood.
The decision was his call. He could handle a stressful investigation, and he would show Chelsey and Dr. Mandal that he wasn’t as fragile as they believed.
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C helsey Byrd faked left, dodged right, and lowered her shoulder, driving past a laughing Raven Hopkins. She clutched a squishy orange Nerf ball as she raced toward the hoop, which dangled off the wall beside the murder board.
“See ya,” she taunted her partner.
But as she jumped to dunk the ball through the basket, Raven caught her from behind and swatted the ball away. Out of breath, Chelsey leaned over with her hands on her knees. Raven waggled a finger in her face.
“Nuh-uh. This is my house.”
Once every hour, they set their work aside and spent five minutes doing something fun. Today it was basketball, thanks to the hoop and ball Scout Mourning had dug out of her closet and donated to Wolf Lake Consulting.
To Chelsey, times like these were the greatest perks of owning a private investigation business. She ran operations as she saw fit. Raven wasn’t her employee or partner. She was her best friend. Like a sister.
She couldn’t imagine sitting behind a desk all day and working for a stuffy boss who never let her relax. Even the building the investigation firm occupied spoke to her personality. They worked in a converted single-story house that still had two furnished bedrooms for the investigators to sleep in and a stocked kitchen. This was their home away from home.
As Chelsey straightened up, she noticed the murder board. It was covered with photos of missing teenage girls. She couldn't stop herself from studying their faces. She knew that each had a family desperate for answers. It was impossible to unravel the knot in her stomach as she thought of the parents who had to face every day without the knowledge of where their children were.
Raven stood beside her, an arm around Chelsey's shoulder. "It's tough," she said. "We'll find them. We have to keep our hopes up."
Chelsey nodded, grateful for the comfort of her friend. No one had hired Wolf Lake Consulting to investigate the missing girls. She performed this work on her own, hopeful of finding a clue that would lead her team to the truth.
At that moment, two interns, Scout Mourning and LeVar Hopkins, arrived. Their eyes were alight with anticipation as they stepped into the building and surveyed the scene.
“You’re here early,” Chelsey said to sixteen-year-old Scout. “No club activities after school?”
The brunette girl’s cheeks were flushed from wind exposure. “It was too cold. The principal canceled all after-school events and sent everyone home.”
She turned to LeVar. The twenty-year-old was Raven’s brother and a deputy with the sheriff’s department. “What about you? Didn’t feel like studying after class?”
“How many times do I gotta tell you? College is on winter break.”
“I wish high school breaks were as long as college breaks,” Scout said, setting her book bag on an open desk in the corner.
“I forgot college was still off,” said Chelsey. “My mind is stuck on the epic basketball game I had with your sister.”
“Who won?”
Raven grinned and swept the beaded hair off her shoulder. “Who do you think?”
“She got game, yo. I warned you, Chelsey. Raven takes no prisoners, even in Nerf sports.”
The energy was palpable as they discussed which of several potential investigations they should pursue.
Chelsey handed them each a sheet of paper. “We’ve got an unfaithful spouse to track, a doctor who is being investigated for malpractice, and a workers’ compensation claim that appears unjustified. What does everyone think?”
Scout and LeVar looked at each other, eager to get started. Raven’s attention was still on the missing girls.
“I know we’re here to investigate those other cases,” Raven said, “but what if we also looked into the missing girls? I mean, we’re all trained in surveillance and investigation. We could find leads on our own.”
“But we don’t have a client. And we’re not the police.”
“I know,” Raven said, her eyes shining with determination. “But we could at least try to find something. Anything that might help.”
LeVar nodded in agreement. “She’s right. We could start by talking to witnesses. Maybe find links between the girls that will lead us to the kidnapper.”
Chelsey hesitated. She hoped the perpetrator was a kidnapper and not a killer, but one girl had gone missing two months ago and never shown up. “Okay, but we have to pay the bills. Or at least I have to. The workers’ compensation claim carries the largest fee. I say we take that investigation and look into the missing girls on the side.”
They agreed, though no one seemed excited to investigate another compensation case. As sad as it was to admit, everyday cases kept her business afloat. She wasn’t saving the world by catching husbands cheating on wives and vice versa, but it earned her a living wage.
Chelsey tried to focus on the workers’ compensation case, but her mind kept wandering back to Raven’s words. There was something the police hadn’t found yet. She made a note to herself to do some digging on her own, knowing that Raven would work all night. Tomorrow they would compare notes.
No, that wasn’t enough. She sighed and turned to LeVar.
“I realize I sound like a broken record, but if I don’t make progress on the whereabouts of those girls, I won’t sleep tonight.”
“Are you sure?” he asked. “We’re not getting paid for our research.”
“Think of it as payment from the universe. We’re laboring on behalf of humanity.”
The other investigators all had tasks. Scout, the computer and internet expert, scoured social media and searched for incriminating photos of the worker with the supposed leg injury. Once, the teen had discovered pictures on Facebook of a woman who claimed she’d broken her ribs on the job playing Frisbee in the park with friends. LeVar agreed to look into the missing girls and keep Chelsey happy.
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L eVar canvassed the area and talked to locals. With his easy, outgoing manner, this job suited him best. He planned to start at the library and then move on to businesses near the location of the missing girls’ homes.
He suggested taking the information about the potential kidnappings to Thomas and the sheriff's department, but Raven wanted to present them with something concrete before involving law enforcement. She didn’t want their hard work going unnoticed or her efforts wasted if they couldn’t prove foul play was involved in their disappearances.
He agreed and used any leads he got from their independent investigation as a starting point for briefing the police.
Because the girls had vanished from all corners of Nightshade County, he spent the afternoon and most of the evening following up on sightings, talking to the girls’ friends, and reaching out to the local police departments. He wasn’t ready to visit the parents yet or present his findings to Thomas.
Besides, he didn’t want Thomas involved in another kidnapping or murder case. Aguilar had warned him that Thomas wasn’t in a good headspace and needed to recover from the near murder on Laurel Mountain. Still, he had to bring Thomas into the picture. He was the sheriff after all.
As LeVar walked the streets of Kane Grove, where he would attend college next year, he couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. It was as if the city, once so familiar to him, had changed. Maybe it was because of the missing girls, or maybe it was just him. Either way, he couldn't shake the feeling of dread that had settled in the pit of his stomach.
He stopped by the local diner for a quick bite, hoping to clear his mind. The place was empty except for a few regulars and the server, a plump woman with a mischievous smile. LeVar ordered a burger and fries and waited for his food, lost in thought. Over the last year, he’d learned to trust Chelsey’s intuition. If she thought something important was happening beneath the surface, he followed her lead.
It wasn't until he heard a crash that he snapped back to reality. A young couple had just walked in, arguing at the tops of their voices. The man was tall and muscular, with a scowl on his face. The woman was petite, with short blond hair and a black eye.
He tried to act nonchalant, pretending to read the menu, but he was seething. There was nothing worse than an abuser. He watched as the couple sat down in a booth near the window, the man still scowling. The server brought them a menu and took their order.
LeVar stared at the couple, his senses heightened by the sight of the woman's black eye. He knew what it was like to feel helpless, to be trapped in a situation that seemed hopeless. It had happened to the mother of his friend CJ, who had suffered at the hands of an abusive husband for years before gathering the courage to leave him.
As he ate his burger and fries, LeVar noticed the man getting more and more agitated. He slammed his fist on the table and leaned in close to the woman's face, his voice low and menacing. LeVar could see the fear in the woman's eyes, and it made his blood boil.
Without thinking, he got up from the booth and walked over to the couple's table. The man looked up, surprised, and LeVar could see the anger in his eyes. But he didn't falter. He stood tall.
"Is there a problem here?" he asked, looking at the man.
The man sneered at him. "Mind your own business, kid."
LeVar didn't back down. "You should treat women with respect. If you mistreat her, I'll have to bring you in."
The man laughed, but it was a cold, humorless sound. “Who the hell do you think you are?”
LeVar removed his sheriff’s deputy ID.
As he saw the badge, the man's face fell. He was in trouble. "I didn't know. I'm sorry," he stammered.
LeVar's eyes narrowed. "There's no excuse for treating anyone like that, let alone a woman."
She sat in silence, tears streaming down her face. LeVar could see the shame in her eyes, and it shredded his insides. There were too many victims of abuse in Kane Grove, a city that had fallen on hard times after the financial crisis.
It was then he noticed how young the girl appeared. While the man looked to be in his twenties, she hadn’t reached her sixteenth birthday.
“She’s a little young for you, don’t you think?” LeVar asked.
The man’s face blanched. “She’s my sister.” He sneered.
LeVar knew it was a lie from the girl’s reaction.
“I think I want to talk to the girl alone. Can you give us some privacy?”
Nonplussed, the abuser couldn’t believe LeVar was telling him to leave, but he threw up his hands and stomped away. The door slammed on his way out.
“Is he your boyfriend?” LeVar asked the girl.
She shook her head and spoke for the first time.
“No, but he thinks he is. I ran away from home last month. He took me in.”
“How old are you?”
The girl looked down at the table. “Fourteen. Look, Gerald put a roof over my head. I can’t complain, you know?”
LeVar had to contact the sheriff’s department and the Kane Grove PD. But not until he spoke to the girl and won her trust. He couldn’t let her run off. Regardless of her home life, her parents must be worried sick.
“Does he . . . hit you?”
“Only when I misbehave.”
LeVar held a hand over his mouth. He wished Gerald would return. The man deserved a taste of his own medicine.
“So you’ve been on the run for a month. Are you from Kane Grove?”
“Yes.” She eyed his dreadlocks. “Are you really a sheriff’s deputy? You don’t look like a cop.”
“I try not to. I’m LeVar Hopkins. What’s your name?”
“Amber.”
“Amber, do you go to Kane Grove High School?”
“Well, I did until I ran away.”
“Aight, perhaps you can help me locate someone. Do you know a girl named Erin Pearson?”
Her eyes widened. “Yeah, I know Erin. She’s a year younger than me and plays on the basketball team. What about her?”
“She’s missing.”
“Erin? No . . . no. That’s impossible. She has cool parents. She wouldn’t leave them, not for anything.”
“I’m afraid she didn’t leave on her own.”
The reality struck Amber, and she placed a hand on her chest.
“Kidnapped?”
“It looks that way. Her mother was at home. The girl never returned from basketball practice.”
“The parents didn’t call her?”
“She’s not answering her phone.”
Amber grew solemn, and fear clouded her eyes. “Poor Erin. Who would take her?”
When she began crying, LeVar clasped his hands together. All the while, he thought this had to be a horrible nightmare. So much tragedy had struck Kane Grove.
“I was hoping you could tell me. Did Erin have problems at school? A jealous ex-boyfriend?”
“No way.”
“So you can think of no reason someone would want to take her?”
“Well, she’s pretty and smart.” Amber sobbed. “There’s a rumor going around. Not that I believe it, but a lot of kids say all these missing girls are human sacrifices.”
“You mean devil worshipers are taking them?”
“I don’t know.”
A chill struck LeVar. “That’s a disturbing thought.”
“I know it sounds crazy, but if someone wanted one of us bad enough, we’re easy to take. Most of us are on our own, going to and from friends’ houses, and we’re too young to drive. If someone wants to snatch us, what’s stopping them?”
LeVar held Amber’s eyes. “I have to call the police and social services about you. You understand that, right?”
“If you have to.”
“I couldn’t live with myself if I let you go and something happened. At least you won’t have to deal with Gerald anymore.” LeVar dialed his contact at Kane Grove PD. After a minute, he pocketed the phone. “An officer is on her way. Amber, if your parents are mistreating you, social services will help.”
“Yeah, right.” She sniffled.
“I mean it.”
The police arrived faster than LeVar had expected. Officer Green was a tall, sturdy woman with a kind face. LeVar explained the situation, and she nodded, jotting in her notebook.
“Is there anyone you like to stay with when you’re not at home?” the officer asked.
“My aunt,” Amber said. “She lives on the east side of the city.”
“Why don’t I drive you to your aunt’s house, and we can talk there?”
“I guess so.”
After Officer Green placed Amber in the backseat of the cruiser, LeVar turned to her.
"Amber knew Erin Pearson."
Green raised an eyebrow. “You know, everyone thinks Erin killed herself.”
“I’ve heard that.”
“I don’t believe it,” Green said. “You think she was murdered?”
“Amber thinks devil worshipers are taking the girls.”
“She said that?”
“Sort of.”
“That’s a disturbing thought.”
“Is that possible?” asked LeVar.
She sighed. “We’ve found no evidence that these girls have been taken against their will. They just disappear. If you see evidence to the contrary, please bring it to me.”
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T homas’s eyes were red and his body heavy when he arrived at work the next morning. Victor Bacchus had filled his nightmares. He and Chelsey were always running for their lives through snow that refused to stop falling.
He walked into the office, and Deputy Veronica Aguilar was already there. She watched him, her eyes unwavering as she asked him, “How did it go yesterday?”
Thomas had never mentioned he was seeing his psychiatrist, but Aguilar seemed to sense the truth.
“I thought I would feel better after talking with Dr. Mandal, but it left me feeling worse than before.”
“I understand how you’re feeling. She told you to back off on the investigations, didn’t she?”
“How did you know?”
“Because that’s what she told me after I went through my trauma.”
Thomas looked down at the table. He was tired of profiling killers and virtual sleuthing for answers that weren't there. For once, he wished he could spend a month doing nothing but catching speeders and warning teens about the dangers of underage drinking.
Aguilar read his mind and said, “Come on. I'm going to make you a green smoothie, and we can talk about something else for a change.”
Thomas followed her down the hallway, walking in a haze. He tried to take it all in—the smell of brewing coffee, the laughter from coworkers greeting each other in the hallways, and Aguilar’s calm voice as she explained how she made her famous green smoothies with frozen mangoes, spinach leaves, coconut water, avocado slices, and honey.
She placed everything on the counter, including the measuring cups and blender, and asked him to cut up some fruit while she blended the ingredients. In no time, they had two tall glasses filled with a delicious emerald liquid. They talked about anything but work as they sipped their smoothies—books they were reading, movies they had seen—until Thomas felt his body relax and his worries slip away.
Aguilar smiled at him before they returned to their desks. Despite her steely exterior, she had a knack for peering inside a person and determining what they most needed.
In the office, they reviewed the night-shift notes. There had been a drunk driving arrest in Wolf Lake and a domestic dispute in Treman Mills. Aguilar read them both with an eagle eye, noting any discrepancies. All seemed in order until the phone rang. Maggie, the orange-haired administrative assistant, waved to him.
“Kane Grove PD on the line, Sheriff. An Officer Green wants to speak with you.”
“Thank you, Maggie. I’ll take the call in my office.”
Thomas walked to his office and waved for Aguilar to follow him. He clicked the speakerphone option, expecting a report about another domestic dispute or a theft.
“Good morning, Officer Green. This is Sheriff Shepherd. You’re on the line with Deputy Veronica Aguilar.”
Officer Green said, “I ran into your deputy yesterday. LeVar Hopkins. He helped us locate one missing girl. This one was a runaway named Amber Chadwick. According to Deputy Hopkins, Amber told him there’s a rumor among the teens that devil worshipers are behind the kidnappings. We don’t see beyond our borders very often. What can you tell me from the county’s perspective?”
“Not a lot. We’re as confused as you are.”
“I also spoke with Dr. Whitney over at the university. She talked about a devil worshiping cult in the forest outside the city. Do you think she might have been talking about the same group?”
Thomas frowned. Dr. Whitney was a respected woman.
Aguilar said, “I looked her up online. She’s a religious studies professor. They sometimes use the terms cult and devil worshipers interchangeably.”
“Have you questioned the Pearson family?” Thomas asked.
“Of course. This conversation is a courtesy. I wanted to inform you we’re making some local arrests—for drug dealing and adults placing minors at risk—but I don’t think these cases are related to the kidnappings.”
They talked for another five minutes before the desk sergeant called Green away.
Thomas said, “Thanks for the update. I’ll check with you as soon as we learn more. LeVar Hopkins will look into the rumor you heard from Amber Chadwick.”
He pressed the button to end the call and turned to Aguilar.
“Devil worshipers? That’s a new angle.”
“We don’t have any other leads.”
“This is your specialty.” Thomas grinned. “I remember the first time I saw you testify during a kidnapping case.”
“You had to remember that. Listen, Thomas: Deputy Lambert and I can take the lead on this investigation.”
“Why is that necessary?”
She looked uncomfortable. “Well, Dr. Mandal told you to back off the murder and abduction cases.”
“I’m fine, Aguilar.” He sipped from his smoothie and smiled over the rim, as if to prove his point. “Your smoothie concoctions always fill me with positive energy.”
“Be serious for a second, Thomas. Take care of yourself. This won’t last forever. Do what your doctor says and let Lambert and me handle the case. We’ll bring in LeVar. He could use the experience.”
“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate the concern, but it’s unwarranted.”
“Thomas—”
He held up a hand. “Really, Aguilar. I’m doing well. There’s nothing stopping me from working as normal.”
She pressed her lips together and shook her head. Without further argument, she exited the room and shut the door to give him privacy.
The blinds were closed, and he realized how dark it was in the office. Only the glow of the computer monitor lit the space.
He could handle this. Dreams weren’t real, and nightmares didn’t last forever.
Yet he found himself unable to shake off the memories of the day he killed Victor Bacchus. His mind drifted to the frigid winter day; the snow had covered everything in a white blanket. Disguised as a sheriff’s deputy, Bacchus had tried to murder Thomas, but Chelsey saw through the disguise and shot him in the arm. Bacchus kept coming, his face twisted with rage and hatred. Thomas was frozen in place for what seemed like an eternity before he reacted and ushered Chelsey inside the cabin.
The vividness of this memory terrified him; the wind was icy on his skin and the smell of gunpowder lingered in the air. He remembered how his body trembled as he realized what had happened—he had taken another human's life—and how it felt when all his adrenalin fled from his body, leaving him drained and exhausted. And relieved.
But he could act as sheriff of Nightshade County and defend his people. Nobody could tell him otherwise.
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T he radiator puffed soothing warmth across the floor inside Wolf Lake Consulting, shielding Chelsey and Raven from the January snow. With Scout in school and LeVar visiting Kane Grove University, they were alone in the office. Raven got off the phone with her boyfriend Darren, the ranger at Wolf Lake State Park, where they lived together in a cabin.
“It’s quiet without my brother yapping up a storm,” Raven said, resting her sneakers on the edge of the desk. “I can actually get some work done.”
“Now, now. LeVar brings a lot of energy to the office.”
“Energy is one way to put it. Mayhem is another.”
Chelsey snorted and sipped her coffee. “What do you think about LeVar’s report?”
“Devil worshipers? It sounds like area teens are watching too many horror movies.”
“It’s possible, though, right? A satanic group could set up shop in the woods. That forest runs for twenty miles.”
“I suppose.”
“If they’re out there, we’ll find them. I’ll talk to LeVar when he gets back.” Raven rubbed her hands together. “So, now that the kids are gone, what do you want to do?”
“I’m not sure. Is it too late to call in sick?”
“Oh, yes. Very, very late.” Raven slid her feet off the desk and made her way over to the kitchen. She opened the refrigerator and pulled out a carton of orange juice. She poured herself a glass, then offered it to Chelsey.
“I’m good.” Chelsey patted her stomach. “I ate a late breakfast.”
“You’re just stalling.”
Chelsey sighed. “I know.”
“Well, I won’t let you get away with it.”
“Keep your voice down.”
Raven smiled and took a sip from her juice. “We have time to work on the Kellerman case.”
“Ugh, the workers’ compensation claim. I’d rather have a root canal.”
“What about the missing teens?” Raven suggested. “LeVar got the ball rolling with his army of satanists roaming the wilderness. We could look into cold cases. Maybe we can find something the police missed.”
Chelsey paused for a moment, considering the suggestion.
“You know what? That sounds a lot better than trailing Kellerman all day.” She grabbed an apple from the kitchen table and followed her partner into the office. “I’ll start by researching unsolved cases that went cold, then we’ll narrow our list and look at each one. What do you say?”
“I’m game.”
She pulled up a list of missing teens and narrowed the list to three cases, eliminating investigations involving kids that were flight risks. A lot of these teens ran away from home or turned to the streets. One name stood out: thirteen-year-old Camille Wheatley, who had been missing for seven months. Her parents, Ross and Thalia, had reported her missing after she disappeared from school in May. The police conducted an extensive search of the area using dogs and drones but turned up no evidence of Camille's whereabouts. They interviewed dozens of students at her school and canvassed local businesses yet came up empty-handed. There were no signs of foul play; it appeared as if she’d vanished.
“Check out this case,” Chelsey said.
Raven rolled her chair over to Chelsey’s desk, noting details that seemed unusual or out of place. Chelsey felt a twinge of sadness every time she looked at Camille's photo. She was a happy-looking girl with bright eyes and long brown hair. The optimism in her smile spoke of a bright future.
She examined pictures of Camille from when she was first reported missing. On Raven’s suggestion, they compared Camille’s disappearance to Erin’s. The two cases had similarities, but also obvious differences. Erin's case was well known in the town and covered by the media. In comparison, Camille's story had remained obscure despite the months that it had been active. Perhaps because the public now saw a pattern and was more sensitive to news about abductions.
Chelsey researched both cases to see what other details she could glean. She scoured through newspaper archives to generate new leads or clues that might help crack either case. Unfortunately, all attempts came up short, leaving them empty-handed once again.
Feeling frustrated and helpless, Chelsey knew time was running out for both girls before their stories faded into oblivion. The details of Erin’s case were sparse, but the police investigation was in its infancy. The girl had disappeared walking home from basketball practice.
Raven clicked the mouse and brought up Erin’s photo. Chelsey stared at it for a moment, feeling an inexplicable connection to the girl in the picture. Something about her seemed familiar.
She shook off the feeling and typed into the search bar. She scoured for any information related to Erin Pearson’s disappearance, including news reports. After several minutes, they pieced together a clearer picture of who Erin was before she vanished.
“Popular and outgoing,” Raven said. “She’s athletic and plays three sports.”
“Erin’s social media is full of pictures of her hanging out with friends and competing in athletic events. Look at all the people who posted on her timeline, praying for her return.”
“As opposed to Camille. She hardly has a social media presence, and as far as I can tell, she wasn’t involved in sports or clubs. More of a loner type.”
Chelsey narrowed her eyes. “The girls couldn’t be more different. Hair color, facial features, even their popularity levels.”
“Not every kidnapper targets a certain type.”
“But most do.”
Raven and Chelsey continued to look into Camille's background. As they dug deeper into her life, they discovered that Camille attended Hanford Central School and was an honor roll student. The teen seemed to have a lot going for her; however, there were still gaps in her life that Chelsey didn’t understand. It appeared as if the teen was struggling with something that she never talked about. Chelsey knew the face of depression, and Camille displayed it in her pictures.
From interviews with students at Hanford Central School, they learned that while Camille had family who cared about her, she also felt like an outsider. Her peers never understood the girl or accepted her. This feeling of loneliness seemed to be mirrored in other areas of her life; many of Camille's teachers noted how focused she seemed on academics but not much else, as if she lacked direction.
Depressed teens sometimes ran away. God knows Chelsey had considered the option multiple times during high school. But she doubted Camille had run off.
Someone had taken her.
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I t might have been the smoothies Deputy Aguilar kept placing in front of Thomas, or maybe it was his stubborn refusal to back down from a challenging case, but he couldn’t explain the surge of energy and positivity he experienced as the morning wore on. He could accomplish anything he set his mind to. Before his next appointment, he’d kick the nightmares out of his head and prove to Chelsey and Dr. Mandal that he was fit to solve murder and kidnapping investigations.
Speaking of Chelsey, she had just called with her findings about Camille Wheatley, another girl who’d disappeared last spring.
“Aguilar,” Thomas said, “I understand you looked into Camille Wheatley. The Wolf Lake Consulting crew sent me the information they found on her. Is that case related to the Erin Pearson disappearance? What did you learn?”
Deputy Aguilar leaned back in her chair. “I discovered she was thirteen when she vanished. From interviews with students at Hanford Central School, Camille had a stable family life, but she didn’t fit in with her classmates. She focused on academics and made the honor roll every semester. I believe someone took her because there were no signs of her running away from home or any other indications that she had left voluntarily.”
Thomas nodded, trying to make sense of it all. He felt a deep sense of sadness for both girls. He wondered if the same person was responsible for their disappearances or if these were two separate cases.
In his mind, he pictured a dead teenage girl, her body tossed into a ditch. Blood crusted her skin. He blinked the horrific thought away, knowing he was letting his emotions get the better of him.
Thomas reminded himself that he was here to find Erin. He ran his hands through his hair and felt a renewed sense of determination. The report from Kane Grove PD included interviews with neighbors. But no one had seen anything suspicious in their area before Erin disappeared. This led him to believe Erin's kidnapper could have been someone who knew the girl and the route she took from the school to her house.
It was time to look into other sources of information. Starting with local law enforcement, Thomas called contacts across the county. When those efforts failed to deliver results, he contacted downtown Kane Grove businesses. Who had security cameras? Did anyone catch the girl on video?
After an hour of searching through video logs and interviewing witnesses, he found what he was looking for—CCTV footage from a convenience store two blocks away from Erin’s school showed her entering the store after basketball practice. She wore a long winter jacket with shorts underneath. The girl must have been freezing.
“I’m truly sorry,” the store manager said over the phone. “Had I known that girl came into my store and showed up on the cameras, I would have alerted the police right away. I hope it’s not too late.”
“Can you send me the footage?”
“My internet connection is acting flaky this morning, but you’re welcome to come in.”
Thomas thanked the manager and hung up, feeling a sense of satisfaction that he was making progress. He called Deputy Aguilar into his office.
“Good work,” Aguilar said. “Do you want me to meet you at the store?”
“No,” Thomas said. “I think it’s better if you focus on Camille Wheatley. Find what she had in common with Erin Pearson.”
He grabbed his coat and headed out the door, his mind racing with possibilities. The footage from the convenience store was the first lead law enforcement had found since the girl’s disappearance. If he could find out who Erin talked to in the store, he might identify her kidnapper.
As he drove to the store, he couldn’t shake the image of someone taking Scout and how he’d react. No, he couldn’t internalize the kidnapping. He wasn’t doing the missing girls any favors.
He wondered what Erin was going through, if she was still alive, if she was terrified. When he arrived at the store, he buttoned his coat before stepping into the cold. The manager remembered him from the phone call and led him to the security room in the back. They watched the footage together, and Thomas saw Erin walk inside and buy a granola bar and a cup of hot chocolate. She talked to the cashier, who appeared to be a woman in her seventies.
“Who’s working the counter?”
“That’s Gwenneth. She works three nights a week.”
“How old is she?”
“Seventy-two, I think. Do you want me to check her employment records?”
“That’s unnecessary.”
There was no way Gwenneth had taken Erin. The woman stood several inches shorter than the basketball player and possessed a frail body.
“Gwenneth is the sweetest thing you could ever meet. She wouldn’t hurt anyone.”
“I’m sure she wouldn’t. Was anyone else in the store?”
“Um, hold on.” The manager reversed the footage. “No, just Gwenneth and the girl.”
“I’ll need to copy the footage.”
Thomas used a thumb drive to save the recording.
He left the store feeling defeated. His mind raced with questions: Who could have taken Erin and why? At least he knew she’d made it as far as the convenience store before heading home. All these thoughts assailed him as he drove to the police station to share the recording.
Until a woman in the middle of the road snatched her child into her arms. Thomas jammed the brakes. The light was red. He wasn’t thinking. More to the point, he was thinking too much. The woman glared at him through the windshield until his cheeks reddened.
Head swimming, he mouthed, “I’m sorry.”
She marched away with the child tucked under her arm. He had to get a hold of himself. Thomas waited until the light changed, looked both ways, then eased off the brake. He passed through the darkened streets of Kane Grove, the houses shuttered against the night. Fear lurked in the shadows.
Ten minutes later, he pulled into the police station parking lot. He switched off the engine and stepped into the chill of late evening.
As he jogged to the entrance, he wondered if he would ever find Erin alive.
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O utside the windows of Wolf Lake Consulting, the sky darkened, and the wind howled, tossing snow and ice against the glass. Chelsey carried a hot mug of tea into the office while Raven pored over case notes. They’d made progress on the workers’ compensation case, which appeared to be fraudulent, yet spent more time looking into Erin Pearson and Camille Wheatley.
With Thomas working late and LeVar taking care of their pets, Chelsey saw no reason to rush home. She would continue investigating as long as Raven wished to stay.
The radiator worked double time to keep up with the chill. A gust shook the single-story house and rattled the windows. She set the mug on her desk and spread a map across the top. Raven rolled her chair over for a better look.
“What are you working on?” Raven asked.
“I thought I’d inspect the area around Buttermilk Forest where Camille Wheatley was last seen. It might be helpful to study a topographic map of the area.” She pointed to a spot on the map. “The police recovered her bike here, which means she had to have been in this vicinity when she went missing. We should also look into any nearby residences or businesses. Maybe someone saw something that can help us with the investigation.”
Raven leaned in closer, studying the terrain and roads. Chelsey followed suit, noting all the features of the landscape—the rise and fall of hills, forests, streams, and nearby neighborhoods—all of which might provide clues as to where Camille had gone before someone grabbed the teen. Her eyes traveled across every inch of land on the map, trying to make sense of it until she found what she was looking for—a small dirt road leading into Buttermilk Forest that hooked up with a trail a mile into the woods.
“What are you thinking?”
“That Camille took that road and headed toward the trail. Remember, she disappeared in May. The weather would have been nice for a ride through the forest.”
“If Darren and I ever have kids, I won’t let them bike through the woods by themselves.”
Chelsey cocked her brow. “Whoa, where did that come from? Ready to tie the knot?”
“I’m speaking theoretically.”
“Uh-huh.” Chelsey glanced at the black night lashing at the window. “Up for a road trip?”
“In this cold?”
“Why not? Better than staying inside all night. I need to stretch my legs.”
“You’re crazy. But if you think it will help, I’ll go along with the plan.”
They bundled into winter coats, gloves, hats, and boots. Chelsey knew she might need a bazooka to convince Raven to leave her vehicle and hike through the woods when the temperature was twenty degrees. Slipping and sliding across the parking lot, they made it to the SUV unscathed.
Raven’s teeth chattered as she turned the key in the ignition. “Aren’t there investigations in Aruba that we could look into?”
Chelsey grinned. “Maybe next time. Right now, we have two missing teenagers to find.”
They drove in silence, the quiet of the night broken only by the hum of the engine and the occasional rustle of the trees in the wind. Chelsey watched as Raven’s knuckles turned white on the steering wheel, her grip tight as she navigated the winding journey. They turned onto the dirt road, and the car bounced and jostled as they made their way through the forest.
The headlights shined on the trees, reflecting on the forest floor. Chelsey shivered from a creeping sense of unease. She glanced over at Raven, who focused on the road. “We must be close.”
Raven turned up the heat. “We should come upon the trail soon.”
They drove a little further until they saw a glow in the distance. As they got closer, Raven pointed at a lighted trail marker.
“That must be it,” Raven said, pulling onto the shoulder.
Raven got out of the car, and Chelsey wrapped her coat around her body. “It’s freezing out here.”
“Just remember I tried to talk you out of this.”
Chelsey chuckled as they descended the trail. The wind shrieked through the trees, making the branches creak and groan. The darkness seemed to swallow them. She glanced at Raven, who looked up at the trees as if expecting them to come to life.
They walked without talking until they heard a sound in the distance. Chelsey stopped in her tracks, listening. “Do you hear that?”
Raven nodded. “Sounds like voices.”
But when they followed the noises, they found only dense forest.
“Our minds are playing games on us,” Chelsey said.
The woods were thick and dark, making it difficult to see more than a few yards in any direction. The flashlight beams swept back and forth as they made their way through brambles and over rocks.
As they trudged onward, the trees seemed to close in on them, blocking out the starlight. Branches snagged at their clothes and hair, while roots tripped them. The cold seeped into Chelsey’s bones despite her winter gear, and her courage wavered with every step. Maybe Raven was right about this being a terrible idea.
The deeper they trudged into the forest, the more isolated they felt. Even when Raven sang a Rihanna song to break the tension, the night consumed her voice. The darkness was an oppressive force.
After several minutes, they came upon a clearing. In the center stood an old, gnarled tree. Had Camille come this way? The trail led through the clearing.
“Check this out,” Raven said, studying the tree.
Chelsey made her way off the trail, her boots skidding on the ice. Someone had carved an angular shape with sharp edges and interlocking patterns into the bark. Its lines appeared deep and precise, as if a careful hand had chiseled it against the tree. The symbol stood stark against the gray bark, almost glowing in the moonlight.
She stepped closer to examine the symbol. Running her fingers along its curves, she felt a strange tingling sensation in her fingertips that made her skin prickle with goosebumps. She glanced at Raven before turning back to take in every detail of this mysterious symbol.
“Ever see something like this before?” Chelsey asked.
“Never. Take a picture.”
Chelsey removed her phone and snapped a photograph. They continued, the air becoming colder with each passing minute. Soon they found themselves in the middle of a snow squall that turned their journey into an icy battle for survival. Tree branches whipped against their faces, and snow piled up, forcing them to backtrack.
“We have to get out of here before we lose our way to the Rogue,” Raven said.
Chelsey agreed. She remembered all too well being lost in the forest outside Laurel Mountain Township with Thomas. The wind whipped ice at her eyes, creating a deafening roar that made it difficult to think.
The cold was relentless, seeping through her clothes and making her shiver. They pushed forward, trudging through snow until Chelsey felt her boots slip on the ice. Raven caught her just before she hit the ground and lifted her.
“Careful. I can’t carry you back to the Rogue by myself.”
Chelsey gritted her teeth.
After the snow squall weakened, Chelsey located the trail, and they found their way back to Raven's Rogue. They were thankful to escape the cold. As she approached the SUV, a warm glow of the trail light beckoned them forward. The snow has settled on the vehicle in a soft blanket, and condensation clouds blew out of their mouths.
Raven unlocked the doors and ushered Chelsey inside. The warmth of the heater wrapped around them, and Chelsey couldn’t help but smile in relief as she pulled off her wet boots and heavy coat.
“Now can we go back to the office?” Raven asked.
“Lead the way.”
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A fter dawn broke, Thomas hustled into the sheriff’s department with a container of protein cookies Chelsey had baked two nights ago. He set them in the kitchen and passed Lambert’s desk.
“The big boss man is here,” Lambert said.
“Top of the morning to you, Lambert.”
“I’m not Irish.”
“Who cares? It’s a perfect morning.” His grin stretched from cheek to cheek as he slapped Aguilar on the shoulder. “Hey, Aguilar. How was the gym last night? Did you break your bench press record?”
She stared at him as if he’d grown a tail and floppy ears. “Uh, last night was leg night.”
“Well, you know what they say—no pain, no gain.”
“Are you all right, Thomas?”
“Never been better.” He noticed when she shared a look with Lambert before returning to work. “Protein cookies are in the kitchen. All organic ingredients. Help yourself.”
“That’s kind of you.”
“Hey, you made me three smoothies. It’s the least I can do. Besides, healthy food builds a healthy mind and body. Isn’t that what you always say?”
“Not in so many words, but sure.”
She scratched her head. Lambert lifted a shoulder in confusion.
Thomas slid into his chair and flicked on the computer. Maggie wouldn’t arrive for another hour, but when she did, he would surprise her with a bouquet. She deserved it. She’d given so much of her life to the sheriff’s department, serving even when he was a wide-eyed teenage intern with Asperger’s syndrome, who dreamed of becoming a law enforcement officer. She’d always believed in him.
As the monitor came alive, he felt a jolt of adrenaline shoot through his body. Today was the day he’d break the kidnapping cases wide open. Faith in himself was the first step on the pathway to success. Last night, he’d told himself he wouldn’t experience nightmares, and he only had one. This morning, he was taking the advice Dr. Mandal and Chelsey had given him about opening up, engaging others, and remembering to smile. Yes, he could overcome his anxiety about Victor Bacchus and move on with his life. With a hop in his step, he fixed the hat on his head.
“Where are you going, looking so chipper?” Aguilar asked.
“To interview Erin Pearson’s mother. Not that it’s anything to celebrate, but I believe I’m close to cracking these cases.”
Aguilar looked confused as he breezed past.
The drive to Kane Grove took him a half hour. Expecting his arrival, Tara Pearson waited in the doorway. She invited him inside and served coffee.
“Mrs. Pearson, can you tell me about your daughter? What are her favorite activities?”
Mrs. Pearson's face softened as she thought back to her daughter. "Erin is a bright young girl with a passion for art and music," she said. "She loves to draw and sing in her free time. She has a knack for creating pieces of art that are simply breathtaking." Mrs. Pearson's voice wavered as she continued, "But her first love is basketball. She’s an outstanding athlete and plays three sports. At first, we worried she would overwork herself, but she has so much energy."
Thomas nodded as Mrs. Pearson spoke, jotting notes on a pad of paper. He knew it was important to get an accurate picture of Erin before moving forward with the investigation. "What websites does she visit?" he asked, wanting to be sure he got all the details right.
"Well, she loved playing online video games like Fortnite and Minecraft," Mrs. Pearson said with a sad smile, as if remembering something about her daughter's pastime activities. "And she enjoys keeping up with the latest trends on social media. She follows fashion bloggers and influencers on Instagram and Pinterest."
Thomas made a mental note of everything Mrs. Pearson said. "Thank you for sharing that with me. Now, can you tell me if Erin had any recent conflicts or issues with anyone? Was there anyone who made her feel uncomfortable or threatened?"
She shook her head. "No, not that I know of. Erin is always open with me. If anything was bothering her, she would tell me right away."
"Okay, thank you. One last thing: Do you remember anything unusual or out of the ordinary happening around the time Erin went missing?"
Pearson gave his question some thought. “Not really. She’s not the only girl who walks home from basketball practice. Two more team members live three blocks from here.”
He interviewed Tara Pearson for almost an hour. Before he left, he placed an asterisk beside Coach Simmons’ name. There was no reason to believe the coach was involved in Erin’s disappearance, but it made sense to follow all leads.
As Thomas got into his car, his mind cataloged the information he’d gathered. He headed over to the school to speak to the basketball coach, just to see if he could uncover anything new.
When he arrived at the school, Thomas walked into the gymnasium where the team was practicing. He introduced himself to Coach Simmons and explained why he was there. Simmons didn't seem surprised to see him and was more than happy to answer his questions.
“Candice, run drills with the team while I talk to the sheriff.”
The other girls looked up at Candice, who organized the players into groups. Many of the girls glanced at Thomas with troubled faces. They worried about Erin and wondered if the same could happen to them.
"Coach, I was wondering if you could tell me about Erin. What kind of player was she?" Thomas asked, hoping to gain some insight into Erin's life.
Simmons frowned. "Erin was a skilled player, one of the best I've seen in a long time. She was fast, had great ball-handling skills, and was an excellent shooter. She was a real asset to the team."
Thomas nodded. "Did she ever give you any sign that something was bothering her? Anything that might have made her want to run away?"
Simmons shook his head. “No, not that I'm aware of. Erin was focused on her game. College was four years off, but there’s no doubt she would get an athletic scholarship if she kept practicing.”
“Any men you didn’t recognize hanging around practice or showing up for games? Anyone who took an interest in Erin?”
“No, but I don’t have time to search the stands during games, and we close the gym during practice. Parents distract their kids.”
“I understand.”
Thomas took Simmons’ number before departing. He considered himself an excellent judge of character, and the coach didn’t strike him as someone who would lie, let alone abduct a player.
But Thomas felt certain someone had watched Erin for a long time before striking.
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O n his way back from Kane Grove, Thomas stopped at Wolf Lake Consulting. The adrenaline high he’d enjoyed this morning was wearing off after he’d failed to uncover new information. Chelsey and Raven always lifted his spirit, and he couldn’t allow negativity to seep into his thoughts.
He entered the building to the sound of laughter. Raven had told Chelsey a joke, and now both were chuckling as they worked. Teary-eyed from laughing, Chelsey glanced up from her computer when he entered the office.
“Thomas, I wasn’t expecting you.”
“I just came back from Kane Grove after meeting with Tara Pearson.”
“Ah, Erin’s mother. Learn anything?”
“Besides finding out she followed fashion trends and played video games in her spare time, not really. I spoke to the coach as well. No luck.”
“You arrived at the right time. Raven and I were about to dive into the kidnapping cases. Pull up a chair and join us.”
Thomas did so. Raven joked about her brother while Chelsey retrieved a cup of green tea from the kitchen and set it before him.
As Raven pulled out her notebook, she asked Thomas, “What has the sheriff’s department learned so far?”
“Not much,” Thomas admitted, his mind still stuck on the image of Tara Pearson’s haunted, desperate eyes.
“Apparently, the local teens think devil worshippers are behind the kidnappings.”
“Yeah, LeVar filled me in. The area teens think it’s some kind of satanic ritual.”
“Well, we dug around Buttermilk Forest, where Camille Wheatley’s bike was found.” Raven tapped the pen against her notebook. “And I came across something interesting.”
Chelsey held her phone so he could see a picture of a strange symbol carved into a tree.
“What is that?” Thomas asked, leaning forward.
“We’re not sure,” Raven said. “But it seems to have some kind of significance. We’ll look into it.”
A sense of unease settled in Thomas’s stomach. “I’ve never seen that symbol before. Do you think it has something to do with devil worship?”
“Doubtful,” Chelsey said. “After we returned from the forest last evening, we searched online for similar marks and found nothing.”
Raven said, “It might be a coincidence, but both girls were thirteen. Is that significant?”
Thomas thought about the possibility for a moment.
“It could be a coincidence. There are plenty of other thirteen-year-olds in Nightshade County who haven’t been taken, but it’s something to consider.”
Agreeing, Chelsey and Raven set to work researching the symbol. He worked beside Chelsey, hoping that their combined efforts would lead them closer to the truth.
As they delved deeper into their research, dread crept up his spine. The symbol looked ominous, and he wondered if it was tied to the kidnappings.
He leaned closer to the monitor and scanned through the articles she had pulled up. Most of them were about pagan symbols and their meanings, but none seemed to match the strange carving.
Raven, who had been skimming through a website on ancient cults, spoke up. "I think I found something."
She pointed at her screen, showing them a page filled with various symbols.
"This one," she said, gesturing at a circular symbol with lines radiating from the center. "It’s like the one we found in the forest."
Chelsey walked over to inspect the picture. “Similar, but not identical.”
“This is the closest I could find.”
“Another idea,” Thomas said. “So far, we’ve limited our search to Nightshade County. Let’s expand the database to all of New York State and find cases of missing teenagers from the last year.”
They needed Thomas’s credentials to access the system. The team searched the NYS database and discovered two more thirteen-year-olds who’d vanished in the last nine months. One boy and one girl.
The missing teenagers had come from different towns across New York State. This was no coincidence—they were all connected by age. This was something bigger than it had first appeared.
Thomas considered the implications of their discovery. It seemed like someone was targeting new teenagers in particular—but why? Could it be that someone was luring children into joining a cult? It seemed farfetched. Erin Pearson didn’t seem like the type of girl to join a cult.
“Now that the weather is agreeable,” Chelsey said, “I wouldn’t mind returning to the forest to look around more.”
“Agreeable?” Raven stared at Chelsey as if she’d suggested cliff diving into Wolf Lake. “It’s like twenty degrees outside, and that wind is ferocious.”
“But it’s not snowing.”
“I thought you hated winter as much as me.”
“Yes, but I want to find out what happened to these girls.”
Raven couldn’t argue with that logic.
“What do you say, Sheriff?” Raven asked. “Are you game?”
“Not today. I’m due back at the office in . . .” He looked at the clock. “Uh, twenty minutes ago. Let me talk to Aguilar about the thirteen-year-old angle and see what she comes up with.”
Chelsey and Raven exchanged a look. It was obvious the investigators wouldn’t let the uncomfortable temperatures stand in their way. They had to take matters into their own hands.
"We’re going back to the forest," Chelsey said. "We need to see if we missed anything."
“I’ll grab my jacket,” Raven said. “Let’s figure out what's going on before any more kids go missing.”
Thomas bit his lip. He wished he could accompany them. Investigating Buttermilk Forest sounded a lot more exciting than staring at computer monitors and shivering because of the department’s faulty heating system.
“See you at home?” Chelsey said, kissing his cheek on the way out the door.
“I might run late.”
“Same here. If we both end up working into the evening, stop by. At least we can eat dinner together. I’ll have LeVar bring Jack and Tigger.”
“Sounds terrific.”
He kept a bounce in his step until he climbed into the cruiser and closed the door. The quietude knocked him back to reality.
The weight of the investigation pressed on him. Thinking of the missing teens and what could have happened to them, he felt a tinge of anxiety as he started up the cruiser and drove off, his mind unraveling puzzles that couldn’t be solved. Despite the light of midday, darkness welled inside him, swallowing any hope he had of finding the kids alive.
He braked hard, almost locking up his tires, and clenched the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. His foot pumped the brakes as he struggled to stop the cruiser along the curb. Sweat formed on his forehead. His breath quickened as his eyes darted left and right.
Thomas was trapped inside the cruiser. His dry mouth made it impossible to swallow. A woman in a hatchback looked at him as she passed.
He buried his face in his hands and waited for his pulse to slow. What was happening to him?
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“I  got caught up researching the kidnapping case,” Thomas said into his phone. “It might be another fifteen or twenty minutes before I make it back to the office.”
“No problem, Thomas,” Aguilar said. “Thanks for giving me a heads up.”
He ended the call and tried to stop his hands from shaking. It seemed he’d lost control of his body. This was a panic attack. He’d never had one before, but it explained how he felt: as though he was a prisoner under siege.
Thomas put the cruiser in drive and pulled away from the curb. As he drove, his thoughts returned to the strange symbol carved into the tree in Buttermilk Forest. It pulled him in, its details and pattern drawing him deeper. He couldn’t stop thinking about it. For his entire life, he’d been prone to obsession, but now it rose to a new level.
He drove until the sheriff's department came into sight. Then he stopped the cruiser behind a moving truck and pulled out his phone. He had to see it again. The symbol.
Thomas searched his phone for a match but couldn’t find one. He tried different terms with no luck. Frustrated, he focused on the phone. Raven had come close, but he needed to find the perfect match.
He clicked through photos and documents, searching for the symbol. He zoomed in and out of pictures, trying to match every detail from memory; its sharp edges, its symmetrical curves—all burned into his mind like an imprint.
But he couldn’t find a match. Frustrated, he wanted to throw the phone against the dashboard. When he discovered what the symbol meant, he would find those kids. He was sure of it.
Giving up, he returned to the office. Maggie said hello, and it took him several seconds before her words registered. By the time he replied, she was already deep into her work. He felt like a heel. This wasn’t the way to treat people.
“Are you all right, Thomas?” Aguilar asked when he passed her desk.
“Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”
She shifted her jaw and appeared to swallow a retort. “No reason.”
Thomas entered his office. Had he been short with Aguilar? What the hell?
He poked his head out. “Sorry for snapping at you. This investigation is getting to me, but that’s no excuse for mistreating my friends and coworkers.”
Taking a breath, he steadied himself.
“The offer stands, Thomas,” she said. “Lambert and I are happy to take over the investigation. Remember what Dr. Mandal said?”
He closed the door without replying.
Yet the symbol continued to haunt him. It was related to the missing teens. Fascinated by how perfect the detail of the symbol was, Thomas spent what seemed like hours staring at the picture Chelsey had forwarded to him, trying to understand its purpose and meaning. Maybe it was just a piece of art left by someone in the woods. Was he overreacting by assuming it had something to do with the missing teens?
Thomas inspected the symbol. He tried to recall how Scout had taught him to search for similar images on the internet. It took him a long time to remember.
“That’s right,” he said, dragging the image into a search engine.
A list of similar images appeared on the screen. No perfect matches. He began sketching it on paper, unsure why. The details in the picture were so precise that they almost seemed like someone had etched into stone with a chisel, not carved into wood with a knife.
He kept studying and drawing, studying and drawing until a knock on the door brought him out of his trance.
“Come in.”
The door opened, and Aguilar peeked inside.
“Sheriff, my shift finished, but I’m happy to work overtime if you need me.”
“That’s all right, Aguilar. Go home and enjoy your time off. We’ll get back to it tomorrow.”
Aguilar waited before bobbing her head, as if she wished he’d reconsider. Thomas watched her leave before turning back to the symbol. It wasn't just a random piece of art. He needed to find out more about it.
He grabbed his coat and exited the office. It was time to pay a visit to Dr. Mandal. She was a psychiatrist, but Thomas had a feeling she might shed some light on the symbol. The drive to Dr. Mandal's office was long, and Thomas's mind was occupied with thoughts of Camille and Erin.
“Dr. Mandal is with a patient,” the administrative assistant said when he walked into the office.
“I can hang out until she finishes.”
“Don’t you have an appointment tomorrow?”
“Yes, but I need to ask her something. It’s too important to wait.”
After fifteen minutes, Dr. Mandal looked out of her office. "Thomas, what brings you here?"
"I need your help," he replied, taking out his phone. He pulled up the picture of the symbol and handed it to Dr. Mandal. "Does this mean anything to you?"
Dr. Mandal studied the picture for a moment before shaking her head. "I'm afraid not. It's not something I've seen before. But," she added, “it looks like it could be a religious or spiritual symbol. Why is this so important to you?”
He opened his mouth and remembered she’d told him to avoid kidnapping and murder investigations until he recovered.
“It’s something I came across. I was hoping you could help since you’re into spirituality.”
“I’m not an expert on symbols. Thomas, you don’t look so good.”
“What do you mean?”
“Your color is off, like you’re sick.”
“No, I feel great.” Except he didn’t. His pulse was racing again. He needed to get away from Dr. Mandal and go some place quiet, like his cruiser. “I’m sorry to bother you with this.”
“Are you certain you’re okay? Maybe you should sit for a while.”
“No, I have to go.”
“You’ll be at your appointment tomorrow, right?”
“I’ll be here.”
“Bring the picture with you. I’ll have a second look, and if I can’t give you an answer, I’ll find someone who can.”
“Th-thank you, Dr. Mandal,” he stammered, his forehead wet with sweat. “See you then.”
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T he drive home was a blur; Thomas felt like he was in a dream. He arrived at the A-frame, exhausted, and went straight to bed. Chelsey was asleep, and he realized he’d forgotten to meet her at Wolf Lake Consulting for dinner. Actually he’d forgotten to eat dinner at all.
He tossed and turned all night as his mind raced with visions of Victor Bacchus stalking Chelsey and him with an ax. He saw Victor's pale face illuminated by the moonlight as he followed them through the forest. The trees grew dense, their branches reaching out like bony fingers to grab them. Thomas could hear the killer's labored breathing behind him, getting closer and closer with each step they took. He tried to run faster, but it seemed like time was slowing down around him.
A loud crash behind them meant that Victor had broken through the trees. Chelsey screamed as they ran toward a clearing, but it wasn't enough to block out the sound of Victor's menacing laughter ringing in his ears as he chased after them with an ax raised above his head.
The blade fell and struck the back of his skull. Blood erupted and poured down his face.
Until he awoke trembling, soaked in sweat. Chelsey was sound asleep beside him. He glanced at the clock—it was only 2:30 a.m.—but he knew there would be no more sleep for him tonight.
Thomas made his way downstairs and prepared a cup of tea. He was still shaken from the dream and worried that Dr. Mandal was right about him not being ready for murder and kidnapping investigations. But he knew he had to push himself or he wouldn’t serve Nightshade County as a proper sheriff.
He grabbed some bread from the pantry and popped it into the toaster before steeping his tea. As he waited, Thomas leaned against the counter, gazing at the night sky through the window. The stars were twinkling in all their glory, providing a comforting reminder that there was someone watching over him. He felt a little silly that his dream had put him on edge. Victor Bacchus was dead and buried.
The toast popped up and Thomas made his way to the living room to eat in front of the TV. The news channel was on, and the lead story caught his attention. It was about the Erin Pearson case. The reporter was interviewing a professor, and Thomas watched in horror as he suggested incompetent law enforcement was the reason kids kept disappearing.
Thomas' fist clenched and his face grew red with anger. He knew the police were doing their best to find the missing girls, but this reporter insinuated it wasn't enough—that they had failed. He thought about the people affected by these abductions—the families, friends, and loved ones who were left behind without a trace. How could he follow Dr. Mandal’s edict and turn his back on the community?
He threw on his uniform and grabbed his keys, determined to make a difference. Braving the cold, he drove straight to the sheriff’s office, hoping to relieve whoever was on duty for the midnight shift.
At the station, Thomas found a figure slumped over in a chair. It was Deputy Lambert, looking dead tired from the night shift.
“Go home, Lambert. I’ll take it from here.”
“Boss man, I still have three hours left on my shift.”
“Not tonight. Sleep well.”
He didn’t have to ask the deputy twice. Lambert grabbed his coat and hurried out the door before Thomas changed his mind.
That left him alone in the office. The only sound was the humming of the heating system and computers. With the place to himself, he sat in the kitchen and reviewed the investigations into the Erin Pearson and Camille Wheatley disappearances.
Now he had a few hours of quiet to focus on the reports and make sense of the notes. The first thing he noticed was a curious absence—no fingerprints or DNA evidence. The abductor must have used gloves when he tossed Camille’s bike into the forest.
He flipped through the first file, making notes as he read. Erin Pearson was thirteen, a middle school student by age, but already the leading scorer for the junior varsity basketball team. Camille Wheatley never failed to make the honor roll. The girls couldn’t have been more different, yet they had one thing in common: achievement.
They were dealing with a serial abductor. He had to act fast to prevent any other young girls from falling victim to this monster.
Or monsters.
Thomas sipped his coffee and rubbed his eyes, trying to shake off the exhaustion setting in. He needed to stay focused.
A second later, he jolted upright when the door opened and footsteps rang down the hallway. Except it wasn’t a second later. He eyed the clock in disbelief. Somehow, he’d slept for two hours. The day shift was here. He stood to greet Deputy Aguilar.
By the look on her face, she could tell that he hadn’t slept last night, and a wave of embarrassment washed over him. He tried to explain himself but stammered, giving her the briefing Lambert had passed on.
“What time did you get here, Thomas?” she asked.
“Uh, a few hours ago.”
There was no point in lying. Lambert had probably already messaged Aguilar, singing the sheriff’s praises for getting him out of the office.
She crossed her arms over her chest and gave him a stern, motherly look. “How much sleep did you get?”
“Enough.”
“Enough to function, or enough to live? You had the nightmare again, didn’t you?”
“I have it under control.”
Thomas tried to reassure her, but the look in Aguilar's eyes told him she wasn't buying it. He changed the subject.
"Any updates on the abductions?" he asked.
Aguilar shook her head. "No new leads yet. But we're doing everything we can to find these girls before it's too late."
Thomas’s frustration grew. He hated feeling helpless. Guzzling more coffee, he tried to shake off the exhaustion.
They worked on the details of the cases, then afternoon arrived and Thomas had to rush to his psychiatry appointment with Dr. Mandal. He thanked Aguilar for her help and made his way out the door, fearing what Mandal would say to him. He had a feeling this appointment would be a long one, and he needed all the mental strength he could get.
After driving to Mandal’s office, he sat in the waiting room, which was decorated with a few pieces of modern furniture and a muted color palette. The walls were a pale shade of blue, and the upholstered chairs were navy and cream. A low table sat in the center of the room, filled with magazines. A corner table held an assortment of teas and coffees.
No other patients were waiting to see the doctor. Classical music wafted through the air, creating a still atmosphere. The aquarium bubbled, and the receptionist, who was on the phone, laughed and gesticulated with her hands.
Dr. Mandal opened the door and invited Thomas inside.
“Tell me what you’re working on,” she said.
Thomas was tired of concealing the truth. He explained he was leading the investigation into the abductions of two teen girls but needed guidance in managing his own mental health while doing so.
“The nightmares won’t stop.”
“I warned you of this, Thomas. You’re not ready to leap into the deep end.”
She was right. He had been so focused on finding the missing girls that he had neglected his mental health. He slumped in his chair, feeling defeated. If he obeyed her orders, he would let down his people.
Dr. Mandal leaned forward, placing her hand on her knee. "But it's not too late to take a step back," she said, her voice soft and understanding.
“I just want to find those girls.”
“I know, but you also need to take care of yourself.”
“It’s too late for that. Now I just need to manage it the best I can.”
“Manage it? No, it’s not too late. The best thing you can do is remove outside stressors from your life and focus on yourself.”
Thomas had expected this conversation, but he couldn’t concentrate. As she spoke, his mind kept returning to the symbol carved into the tree.
“Now, tell me about this symbol you brought me yesterday,” she said. “I have to admit you took me by surprise.”
He couldn’t wait to talk about the carving. Pulling out his phone, he showed Dr. Mandal the same picture, hoping she could shed some light on its significance. She stared at it with a puzzled look on her face, shaking her head as she studied the symbol.
“Does it mean anything to you?”
"No," she said, “I've never encountered this symbol before.”
His shoulders drooped.
She leaned back in her chair and thought for a moment. “But I have an idea. How often do you make it over to Kane Grove University?”
“A few times a year.”
“They have a program that specializes in ancient cultures and their symbols. There's a professor there, Professor Roberta Franklin, who is an expert on these sorts of things. You should contact her and see what she can tell you."
Thomas nodded his head, thankful for the lead. “Thank you, Dr. Mandal. I appreciate it."
The doctor typed and called up Professor Franklin's number, then wrote it on a memo pad and handed him the sheet.
He stood to leave, and she motioned for him to sit.
“We still have fifty minutes left, Thomas.”
He squirmed. “Right.”
“Let’s talk about the nightmares.”
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W olf Lake Consulting always had a laid-back atmosphere, but not like this. LeVar drank in the tranquility as he worked beside Scout, trying to focus on the task at hand. Chelsey and Raven were out looking into the workers’ compensation fraud case; it gave him and Scout a chance to work together in peace.
Scout had her glasses on, her long brunette hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. Her screen name, Rokdab3lz, was written along the side of the laptop. She seemed so focused and determined, LeVar couldn't help but admire her.
Yet it was dangerous to work so close to her with no one around. What might people assume if they saw them together? They were just colleagues, but it was hard not to notice their connection.
He tried to keep his mind off the closeness by focusing on the work. Scout seemed comfortable around him, perhaps a little too comfortable. She was always confident and relaxed in his presence.
The door opened, and he pulled away from Scout as Raven and Chelsey walked into the room. He wanted to sigh in relief. Every time he was alone with her, he worried people would start unfounded rumors. He was twenty, and she was just sixteen.
As Raven and Chelsey approached their desks, Scout looked up and smiled at them. "Hey, how did it go?" she asked, taking off her glasses and stretching her arms above her head.
Chelsey grinned. "We got what we needed, and we even convinced the client to settle out of court."
Raven nodded in agreement. "It was a good day."
LeVar watched the three of them chat as he scrolled through emails. He had to admit he enjoyed working with these women. They were smart, capable, and always closed investigations.
“What are you two working on?” Chelsey asked.
“I’m just about to hack into Camille Wheatley’s social media account.”
“Trying to link her to Erin Pearson?”
“You bet. Or find a clue that will tell us who kidnapped her.”
“Why don’t the two of you combine forces on the Wheatley and Pearson investigations while Raven and I wrap up the paperwork on our case?”
LeVar rolled his chair over to Scout’s desk. She flicked the hair off her cheek, looking adorable in her glasses and ponytail. He wanted to kick himself for thinking that. She wasn’t an awkward teen anymore.
Scout typed away, and LeVar watched as she worked. He knew she was good at this sort of thing, and he didn’t possess her hacking skills. She was trying to teach him, but it was like watching Picasso paint and attempting to replicate the art.
LeVar scrolled through Camille Wheatley's social media account but couldn't find any connections to Erin Pearson or any missing teens in New York State. There were no pictures of Camille with Erin, nor did they have friends in common. It seemed they existed in two different worlds.
Scout sighed and leaned back in her chair. “I don’t think we’re going to find anything in Camille’s social media,” she said, disappointment clear in her voice.
“What next?”
“Now we’ll check Erin Pearson’s accounts. She’s on four social media platforms, so we’ll have our work cut out for us.”
LeVar watched as she pulled up Erin Pearson's Instagram account and scrolled through her posts. Most of them were the typical teenage selfies, but LeVar noticed something odd in the background of one photo.
"Wait, go back," he said, pointing to the screen. "What's that in the background?"
Scout squinted at the photo and zoomed in. "Looks like a street sign," she said, her fingers flying across the keyboard. "Let me see if I can enhance it and get a better look."
After zooming in, the sign became clearer and LeVar read the name of the street. "That's in Kane Grove, near the university," he said. “And she’s wearing a Kane Grove basketball jersey. I wonder if they were recruiting her.”
Scout worked her magic, her fingers moving across the keyboard with lightning speed. But they couldn’t find a link between Erin and Camille.
Raven and Chelsey finished their paperwork, and the four of them took a break. While Chelsey made food in the kitchen, Scout suggested she and LeVar go to the coffee shop. It was only a few blocks away, so they walked. The sun was shining, and despite the cold, the birds squawked in the trees.
As they huddled against the chill, they talked about the cases, sharing theories and ideas. When they arrived at the cafe, LeVar opened the door for her, releasing a gust of warm air scented with freshly brewed coffee. They settled into a corner booth near the window where they could continue their conversation uninterrupted. LeVar ordered an espresso while Scout asked for her usual latte with almond milk foam on top.
The barista handed them their drinks in ceramic mugs decorated with colorful designs, giving LeVar a wave as he left to help another customer. They watched people walk past outside on their way home from work or out to dinner with friends, enjoying this moment of respite in their busy day.
LeVar ran his hands through his dreadlocks. He looked at Scout and noticed the way her cheeks flushed when she met his eyes. They were the best of friends, and he wanted to keep it that way. Nothing more.
Everyone seemed to stare at them—people were gossiping about their relationship. LeVar tried not to let it bother him, but he felt uneasy in the presence of so many villagers judging them. He wanted to shout out that they were just friends, but he knew it wouldn’t do any good. Instead, LeVar changed the topic to something lighter.
"So, have you heard about the new art exhibit at the museum?"
Scout's eyes lit up. "No, tell me more."
LeVar grinned. "It's all about modern art and how it challenges traditional ideas and forms. I thought we could check it out this weekend."
Scout nodded, and they spent the rest of their time at the cafe discussing the various pieces they hoped to see. Who would have thought a gang banger would reform his life and appreciate fine art?
She took a sip of her latte.
“I applied to Kane Grove University,” she said after a few moments.
If accepted, she would arrive as a freshman when he was already a senior. She had been dreaming of attending a prestigious school ever since she fell in love with investigative work, and Kane Grove had a new and burgeoning program.
“That’s terrific.”
“I should get an answer by late spring.” She shrugged. “Who knows if it will work out?”
“Are you kidding? With your grades, you’ll get in. I’ll eat my hat if you don’t.”
“You’re not wearing a hat.”
“Then I’ll buy one and stick it between two pieces of bread.”
She snickered.
For a long time, they sipped their drinks in silence, content to enjoy the soft music emanating from the speakers. After they drained their mugs, LeVar carried them to the counter.
As they left, he held the door open for her again, and they stepped into the frosty evening air. The sun had set, and the streetlamps cast an orange glow on the sidewalks.
On the way back to the office, LeVar felt a twinge of something in his chest. He pushed it aside, telling himself it was the coffee.
But deep down, he knew it was something more. And that scared the hell out of him.
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G loaming overspread the sky as Thomas drove out of Wolf Lake. The early sunsets of January made for long and unforgiving nights, and the cruiser’s radiator struggled to remove the frost from the windshield. He’d just spoken to Professor Franklin, the woman Dr. Mandal had recommended. She taught afternoon classes and had office hours until seven. Now he raced to Kane Grove to get answers.
His car was slowing as the city emerged on the horizon. He knew Kane Grove well, having grown up thirty minutes away in Wolf Lake. He passed by the high school, barely recognizing it after all these years, and continued to the university campus.
He pulled into a visitor’s parking lot and got out of his car. Although he had been here many times before, Thomas felt a wave of nostalgia wash over him as he walked to Professor Franklin’s office. Snow blanketed the trees, and globes lit salted sidewalks.
The professor’s office sat on the top floor of a large stone building, and the hallway felt drafty with its tall windows. Thomas shivered as he knocked on the door. After a moment, it opened to reveal an older woman with graying hair who wore glasses perched on her nose. She smiled at Thomas and welcomed him inside her office, which had bookshelves lined with leather-bound volumes. Stacks of papers piled high on her desk.
“Dr. Ryka Mandal recommended you,” he said, getting comfortable in a chair.
“Ah, how is Dr. Mandal these days? I haven’t seen her since we crossed paths at a conference two years ago.”
“She’s well.”
Thomas wondered if the professor had figured out he was Mandal’s patient.
“How may I assist you, Sheriff?”
“I was wondering if you would look at a symbol my colleague found carved into a tree outside Kane Grove.”
She pushed the glasses up the bridge of her nose as he removed his phone.
The professor leaned in and studied the image with a keen eye.
“This is interesting,” she said, with a hint of surprise in her voice. “It’s called the Palella symbol. It’s associated with a cult in nineteenth-century Spain. Very few people recognize it nowadays, so I am surprised to see it here.”
She retrieved an old book from the shelf and paged through it as Thomas sat back and watched. After some time, she looked up, her face alive with excitement.
“Where did your colleague find this carving, Sheriff?”
“In Buttermilk Forest.”
“That’s close to here.”
“What’s the significance of the Palella symbol?”
Deep in thought, the professor tapped her finger on the book.
“The Palella followers believed the loss of innocence was inevitable and that society was a corrupting force,” she said. “They viewed the world as being full of deceit and treachery and believed that only through asceticism could one protect oneself from it. This symbol isn’t coincidental, but I can’t explain its modern use.”
He frowned. “Asceticism, Professor Franklin?”
“Asceticism is a way of life where one denies themselves worldly pleasures and lives in a state of self-discipline and self-denial. It was a fundamental belief of the Palella cult that asceticism was the path to salvation.”
Thomas sat back in his chair, taking in the information. He had a feeling this symbol was connected to something much bigger than he’d thought.
The professor mentioned associated symbols, and Thomas took both sets of symbols back to the sheriff's department to further investigate. He had a sense that this could be the key he needed.
But how? What did asceticism have to do with teenage girls vanishing?
Aguilar had gone home for the day by the time he arrived at the department, so Thomas inspected the images in his office. He spread the printings on his desk and studied them, trying to find any connections or patterns.
He remembered a case a few years back: A group of teenagers had gone missing in the nearby woods. The investigation had turned up nothing, and the case had gone cold. But now, Thomas realized Raven had come upon the Palella symbol carved into a tree near where the teenagers had disappeared.
Thomas searched the internet for more information on the Palella cult and their beliefs, discovering that they had a strong emphasis on asceticism and self-denial of pleasures. This included denying themselves relationships with members of the opposite sex, as they believed it distracted them from achieving salvation.
How were the kidnappings linked to the cult’s belief system? Had a new sect of cult followers developed and corrupted the original ideals?
He had too many questions and not enough answers. Needing more information, he knew where to get it.
Thomas left the deputies in charge of the station and drove to Wolf Lake Consulting. If anyone could help him make sense of this mystery, it was them.
When he arrived at the old house, he found the computers on in the office and Chelsey cooking with Raven in the kitchen. He realized it was dinnertime, and again he’d forgotten about food or sharing time with the love of his life.
He entered the kitchen and offered his apologies while explaining what he had found.
“I spoke to a professor at Kane Grove University. She recognized the symbol and said it belonged to the Palella cult.”
Chelsey and Raven listened as he shared his findings, but neither stopped what they were doing. What was wrong with them? The investigation took precedent over dinner.
He bit the inside of his cheek, knowing his inner thoughts were out of line. He was losing himself and forgetting what was important in his life.
“I’ve heard of them,” Raven said. “Must have been something I read about during college.”
Thomas explained the cult’s beliefs and their connection to asceticism, while Chelsey considered what it meant.
“At least that proves the symbol wasn’t a random piece of art,” Chelsey said. “Now to make out why someone who believes in asceticism would kidnap teens.” She placed an extra dish on the table. “Would you care to join us for dinner? I made enough for three.”
“No,” Thomas said. “I can’t stomach food with these girls missing.”
“You’re not doing yourself any favors by starving yourself. The brain requires nutrition to function. By the way, how did your appointment with Dr. Mandal go?”
Thomas felt guilty about neglecting his mental health. “It was fine. Just a routine discussion. But I don’t want to talk about me. We need to focus on finding those girls.”
“Well, if we’re going to find a connection, we need to know more about how this cult operates. Raven, can you look into it?”
“Sure thing,” Raven said, wiping her hands on a towel before plating the food.
His stomach rumbled, and he wished he could join them for dinner.
As Raven and Chelsey sat down to eat, Thomas excused himself and headed to the next room. He was so immersed in the investigation that he’d forgotten to take care of himself.
Thomas sat before the computer and studied their findings. Asceticism, kidnapping, and murder.
How were they related?
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D espite Chelsey’s insistence that he stay and eat, Thomas wouldn’t allow himself to. Instead, he returned to the sheriff’s department and sorted through the information he’d received on Camille Wheatley. Scanning the interview the police had conducted with the girl’s parents, Ross and Thalia, he believed it was time to pay them a visit.
He drove to the Wheatley’s modest two-story home on the outskirts of Treman Mills. Parking on the street, he walked up the cracked concrete path to the front door, then he rang the doorbell and waited, listening to the rustling inside.
The door creaked open, revealing a woman with tired eyes and a stooped posture. She was middle-aged, with silver hair pulled back into a messy bun.
“Can I help you?” she asked, her voice hoarse.
“I’m Sheriff Thomas Shepherd with the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. I’m investigating your daughter’s disappearance.” He displayed his badge. “May I come in?”
She moved aside without answering, and he shuffled into the entryway. The downstairs of the Wheatley home was a cozy space despite the absence of light, far different from its unassuming exterior. A plush green rug covered the floor, and antique furniture stood against the walls. Above the fireplace stood an ornate wooden shelf with items on display, including pictures of the family and trinkets. Shadows seemed to engulf the rooms, as if the bulbs burned at half power.
“I’m not sure what you expect to learn,” Thalia Wheatley said. “Our Camille vanished in May. It’s been six months.”
Thomas scanned the room and took in the odd decor. It was as if the family had crammed a century's worth of antiques into one small living room. He wondered if the clutter was a way for them to cope with their loss. But he didn't let the thought linger for long. Staying focused on the case would bring justice for Camille.
"I'm hoping to ask you a few questions," Thomas said. "I understand that it's been half a year since Camille went missing, but I came upon new information."
Ross Wheatley, Thalia's husband, emerged from the shadows of the hallway. He was a tall man with broad shoulders and a stern expression.
"What new information?" Ross asked, crossing his arms over his chest. “My wife and I have lived with enough disappointment. We don’t need more.”
Thomas could sense the anger and pain in Ross’s voice. He knew it couldn't be easy for them, but he had to do his job.
“I understand, sir, but please have a look at what I found.”
Ross exchanged a worried glance with Thalia. Thomas hesitated, unsure of how to explain the symbol Raven had discovered in Buttermilk Forest. He was certain the professor at Kane Grove University was right—the strange symbol belonged to the Palella cult. But he wasn't sure why it had anything to do with Camille’s disappearance.
"I came across a symbol," Thomas said. "It's an ancient symbol associated with the Palella cult."
He pulled out a photo of the symbol and handed it to Thalia and Ross. The two exchanged glances, their expressions bewildered as they studied the picture. It was clear they didn't recognize it or know what it meant. Had Camille known something about it before she vanished?
“What does this have to do with our daughter?”
“We discovered this carving in Buttermilk Forest, close to where the police found Camille’s bicycle. You’re aware another girl vanished in Kane Grove?”
“The Pearson girl,” Thalia said. “We saw it on the news. Is her disappearance related to Camille’s?”
Staying on subject, Thomas asked, “Is there any reason to believe Camille was interested in Palella ideology? Perhaps she came across the symbol and sketched it.”
Thalia and Ross shook their heads.
“No,” Ross said. “We raised our daughter with respect for all beliefs, but she wouldn’t join a cult. She was a good kid. We don't understand why anyone would take her.”
Thomas stood still, his mind running through the possibilities of what could have happened to the girl. He remained silent as Thalia and Ross stared at the symbol before putting it on the table.
Thalia said, “I wish we could help you, but I'm afraid we can't offer any insight into what this symbol means.”
“Did a stranger, or someone who made you uncomfortable, speak to your daughter in the weeks preceding her disappearance?”
“No,” Ross said. “We told the police all of this months ago.”
“What about sketch books or journals? Is there anything of Camille’s that I could look through?”
The pair exchanged glances, and Thalia nodded. “Yes, she kept a journal. We can show you photographs of her too. Maybe something in there will be of use.”
Ross disappeared into the hallway and returned with a stack of notebooks and several photo albums. Thomas took them from him, thanking him for his help as he opened the first album. He flipped through the pages, studying each photograph before setting it aside and turning to the journals.
The Wheatleys watched as Thomas scoured through their daughter's things. He could tell they were uncomfortable with him invading their daughter’s privacy, but both wanted to know what had happened to Camille.
Ross and Thalia sat hip to hip, motionless, their hands clasped in their laps. Their faces paled and their eyes filled with despair and confusion. They seemed in a state of shock, both wishing they could do more. The couple remained silent as Thomas worked.
At the back of Camille’s last journal, Thomas found a scribble that looked like the symbol he was searching for. He lifted it up to the light and peered at it. It wasn't the same as the carving. This symbol was different in design. Was it scratch art, or did it hold significance? He took a photo before returning the journal to its rightful place on the table.
“Is that the Palella symbol?” Thalia asked, swallowing.
“I don’t believe so, but I’ll study the artwork when I return to the station.”
He thanked Thalia and Ross for their hospitality before leaving their home, no closer to finding Camille.
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E rin Pearson awoke in a dirt-floor bedroom, with no windows and one door, which was locked. She couldn't remember how long she had been in the room, and without the ability to see the outside world she couldn’t tell day from night. The air was stale and musty, and the darkness felt oppressive. She reached into the void of her prison cell, feeling for something that could help her make sense of the situation. Her fingertips brushed against the damp walls, where she found an ancient symbol carved into the stone. Just looking at it made her shiver.
She felt around, as if this symbol might help her understand this imprisonment. Inching forward on all fours, she reached for what felt like a wooden board blocking her path. Peering closer, she noticed it was a door, one that her captors had bolted shut from outside.
Erin stood and pounded on the door until her knuckles were raw and bloody. But there was no response except for a scratching sound coming from deep within the walls of her prison cell, as if some small creature were trying to claw its way toward the same freedom she sought.
Day after day, this was her reality. She would scream for release and slam her fists on the door, but no one would come. So that she wouldn’t starve, hooded, robed figures brought her food and water. She never saw their faces, but she could tell it was someone different each time.
She felt like she was going insane, trapped in this never-ending cycle of darkness and silence. She wished she could just see the sky or feel the sun on her skin again.
Footsteps moved past her cell. She pressed her ear to the door, straining to hear beyond it. The door creaked open, and a figure entered the room. Erin couldn't see who it was in the dim light, but she could sense someone else.
"Who are you?" Erin asked, her voice hoarse from disuse.
The figure didn't answer, but placed a tray of food and water on the ground and left the room, shutting and locking the door. Erin rushed to the tray and ate, feeling like a wild animal that had been starved for too long. The stranger might have poisoned her, but she would take that chance.
Once Erin sated her hunger, she felt a sense of clarity. She looked around the room, squinting against the dim light, and saw no way to escape. In the corner was a bed. Across the way sat a dresser. But she wasn’t ready to give up—she had survived this long, and she still had hope that someone would find her. Wherever she was.
The smells reminded her of her uncle’s dirt-floor basement. Somewhere, water dripped.
A crash came from outside her room. Through the keyhole, faint light lit an earthen passageway as a figure strode by. Who was this person? Why had they locked her in this prison?
Erin backed away from the door, thinking of some way out of this mess.
More footsteps.
The figure reappeared, unlocked the door, and stepped inside. She backed away until her body pressed against the damp wall.
“Who are you?”
“I am your savior,” the man said in a baritone voice. “Do you wish to come to the light?”
Yes, light. After all this darkness, all she wanted was to see sunlight and a sky above.
“You’ll take me outside and let me go?”
The man lowered his head. “I cannot. It isn’t up to me to take you to the light. You must do that yourself.”
What was he talking about?
“Why did you lock me up? Where am I?”
“So many questions, young one. You’ll find the answers in due time. For now, I need you to follow me.”
He held out a hand. She hesitated at first, but then decided she would follow him. What difference did it make? If he’d intended to kill her, he would have already.
The strange man led Erin through winding corridors lit by torches and filled with strange symbols carved into every surface. They passed through caverns filled with secrets hidden in shadowed crevices while a chorus of whispers echoed around them. The air smelled musty but also sweet, like incense or herbs burned in forgotten rituals.
They reached a chamber where Erin saw candlelight flickering beyond a crack in the door. She wasn’t sure she wanted to see what lay beyond. But the man pushed the door open, revealing a sight that made her gasp.
Before her lay a miniature underground temple, its walls adorned with intricate carvings and paintings depicting scenes of great battles and supernatural beings. The air was thick with the scent of burning candles and smoldering incense, and the sound of chanting voices filled the room.
In the center of the chamber stood a massive stone altar, and upon it lay a figure draped in white robes. Erin couldn’t make out the face, but she could tell the girl was unconscious.
The man led Erin to the foot of the altar and gestured for her to kneel. She hesitated, but the man’s stern gaze made it clear that he expected obedience.
“What is this place?” Erin asked.
“This is the temple of the Palella followers,” the man replied, his voice echoing through the chamber. “And you, my dear, have been chosen.”
“I don’t understand. Why me?”
“Because we deemed you worthy,” the man said. “We’ve been watching you for a long time, Erin. You possess a unique energy.”
She tried to make sense of what was happening. She had never heard of the Palella followers before.
“What do you want from me?” Erin asked, her voice shaking.
“We want you to join us. To become one of us.”
A chill ran down Erin’s spine. She didn’t know what being a Palella follower entailed, but there was no way she wanted any part of this.
“I don’t know,” Erin said. “I’m not sure I want to be a part of something I don’t understand.”
The man’s expression hardened. “You don’t have a choice, Erin. The alternative path is sin and perpetual darkness. I don’t wish that for you.”
Her eyes returned to the girl.
“Who is she?”
The man followed Erin’s gaze to the girl on the altar. “She is Haven. Haven is much further along the path to salvation than you, but my hope is she will show you the way.”
“I’m sorry,” Erin said, standing up. “But I can’t do this. I need to go.”
The man’s eyes narrowed. “You can’t leave. The heavens demand you seek the path.”
Erin took a step back. She had to get out of there.
The girl on the altar stirred, her eyes fluttering open. Erin watched in horror as the girl sat up, revealing her face. She was pale, and her eyes appeared faded and half-blind. She looked like a monster.
“She’s possessed,” Erin whispered, backing away in terror.
The man grabbed her arm, his grip tight. “Not possessed. She’s the embodiment of all you can achieve if you apply yourself.”
Beyond the altar, a half-dozen robed figures watched her with hidden faces. She could feel their stares. They all wore the strange symbol of the Palella followers.
With a shout, she threw the man’s arm off her and ran. She didn’t get halfway down the corridor before he struck her from behind.
Erin pitched forward. She tasted blood and dirt.
She screamed as a dozen clawed hands clutched her limbs and dragged her to the prison.
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T he January day perished in reds and purples, leaving a bruised appearance in the sky. Icicles dangled off Wolf Lake Consulting like daggers, and the cold seeped around the old house, slipping through the windows.
Chelsey and Raven sat side by side in the office, their eyes trained on a stack of police reports from the County Sheriff’s Department. After Camille Wheatley went missing, the police had interviewed friends, teachers, and family members to gain leads. The two women cross-referenced these stories, hoping to find something tangible that would point them toward the truth.
As they compared notes, Chelsey turned to Raven.
“Thomas isn’t listening to Dr. Mandal.”
“Sounds like someone I know,” Raven said, giving her a wry smile.
It was true. For too long, Chelsey had tried to do everything on her own, whether that entailed running a business or battling her fears. But Thomas, Raven, and Dr. Mandal had set her straight. So why wouldn’t Thomas take his own advice?
“I worry he’ll never get past what happened on Laurel Mountain with Victor Bacchus.”
“The trauma you both experienced is unthinkable. You’re holding up, I take it?”
“For the most part. I’m not having nightmares like Thomas, but I increased my psychiatry visits to three times a week. If it wasn’t for therapy, I’d never hold it together.”
“How often does Thomas go?”
“Twice, which is enough. The problem is, he never takes her advice. She told him to avoid these types of investigations. He’s on shaky ground and needs to decompress.”
Chelsey returned her attention to the case. She opened a file and read.
“We have evidence that suggests Camille was abducted in Buttermilk Forest near Kane Grove University. We know two men were seen in the area on the day of her disappearance, and one of them had a suspicious meeting with a woman.”
Raven pulled out her notes and found the men Chelsey was referring to. She ran searches on everyone associated with the case, listing names, locations, and dates, but there was nothing concrete linking anyone to Camille’s kidnapping.
The man in question was young and appeared to be lying; he had been seen meeting with an unidentified woman near the lake on the same day as Camille’s disappearance. It was a start.
The police had pressured him for information, and he claimed he spotted Camille near the woods. But when the police returned, he changed his story and said he’d made a mistake, that it wasn’t Camille after all.
“That’s odd,” Raven said. “Why didn’t the police follow up on this guy? First, he claims he saw Camille, then he changes his story and acts like he’s never seen her before.”
“My gut tells me he knows something, but he’s not talking. The question is why.”
“Maybe we can convince him to talk,” Raven said, a sly grin spreading across her face.
Chelsey looked at her, raising an eyebrow. “And how do you propose we do that?”
Raven leaned in, her voice low. “You unleash me, and I turn into Angry Hulk and smack him around.”
“Uh, no.”
“Just kidding. But we should pressure him. He told a different tale when the police turned up the heat.”
Chelsey thought for a moment. “I’ll call my contact at Kane Grove PD and see if I can get information on this woman he was meeting with. Maybe she has something to do with Camille’s disappearance.”
She waited as the line rang. The dispatcher put her through to a detective’s desk.
“Bill, it’s Chelsey Byrd at Wolf Lake Consulting. I’m following up on an interview you conducted after Camille Wheatley went missing.”
“What do you need to know?”
“You mentioned a guy named Jim Canseco.”
“Right. He told us he saw a girl who looked like Camille, but he backtracked on his story.”
“Witnesses saw him by the park, talking to some woman. Any idea who she is?”
“A real weirdo. Last name is O’Sullivan, and she claims to be a mystic or a witch doctor. Strange. We picked her husband up for shoplifting a few years ago. They live in a trailer near the Buttermilk Forest.”
“Can you give me Canseco’s address? We’d like to speak to him.”
“Picking up the hunt, Ms. Byrd? That case went cold months ago.”
“If Camille is alive, we intend to find her.”
Bill gave her the address, and Chelsey thanked him and hung up. A mystic or a witch doctor? This investigation got stranger by the second.
After digging around on the internet, they found out that the woman's name was Mia O’Sullivan. Her husband was Kaleb, the deadbeat Bill had arrested for shoplifting. But Chelsey’s focus centered on Canseco. Why had he changed his story?
Chelsey dialed Thomas and put him on speakerphone.
“Thomas, we have a lead. Jim Canseco was seen meeting with a woman named Mia O’Sullivan near the lake on the day Camille went missing. Mia’s husband Kaleb is a shoplifter; they live in a trailer near Buttermilk Forest. I think we should investigate this further and see if there’s any connection between Canseco and Camille’s disappearance.”
“Let the sheriff’s department handle Canseco,” he said.
“Do you have the time? Raven and I are free to drive over there right now.”
“I’ll speak with my deputies. If Canseco had something to do with kidnapping or murder, he’s dangerous.”
Raven looked at Chelsey in disappointment. She wanted to follow up in the lead.
“Why won’t you let us help? We’ve dealt with people more dangerous than Canseco.”
"I understand your enthusiasm, but this is a matter for the sheriff’s department. I don't want you two going out there and putting yourselves in danger. I won't risk it." He paused and lowered his voice. "You have enough on your plate with the number of investigations you’ve taken on. I won't allow you to pursue Jim Canseco, and that's final."
He ended the call, and Chelsey massaged her temples. Thomas was looking out for their safety, but taking on too much responsibility. He had already been shouldering most of the workload since Erin Pearson went missing, and now he was trying to protect them.
Raven placed a hand on Chelsey's shoulder. "We'll find these girls, even if it means doing it on our own."
“I won't wait for the sheriff's department to solve this case. Thomas has to learn to delegate responsibility. Ever since our vacation, he’s been like this.”
“Because he left the department to fend for itself before a winter storm hit?”
“In fairness, it was the worst storm in decades, but we had no warning, and Thomas even admitted that Aguilar and Lambert saved the village.”
“He’s harboring guilt,” Raven said. “That’s my opinion.”
“And he’s dealing with the trauma of the Victor Bacchus murders.”
Chelsey just wished Thomas would let everyone help.
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I n the restroom, Thomas splashed water on his face and studied his reflection in the mirror. He’d snapped at Chelsey and Raven. Though he wanted to call them back and apologize, he knew he’d done the right thing. Why take chances with Jim Canseco?
When he entered the office area, he found LeVar reporting for duty on the evening shift. LeVar was taking on extra hours this week, while the community college was closed for vacation.
“Shep Dawg,” LeVar called to him. “What’s on tap for the evening shift? Shouldn’t you be at home by now?”
“We need to talk about Jim Canseco.”
“Yeah, my sister sent me a message about him. What’s the deal?”
“He may be involved in the Camille Wheatley disappearance. At the very least, he’s hiding something.”
“Raven said he changed his story about seeing Camille.”
“That’s right. Are you up for paying him a visit?”
LeVar nodded. “Give me five minutes to file yesterday’s reports.”
“Perfect. Let me know when you’re ready.”
As Thomas settled into his work, his phone buzzed. It was a call from Dr. Mandal.
“Thomas, can you come to my office? I need to speak with you.”
Thomas frowned. “I can’t right now. I’m heading out of the office to follow up on a lead.”
“About the missing girls?”
He blew the hair off his forehead. “Yes.”
“Thomas, your friends are worried about you.”
He bit back a reply. Had Chelsey or Aguilar phoned Mandal? The doctor calling him felt like a break in protocol. This was something to discuss at his next appointment.
“Did someone call you, Dr. Mandal?”
“I just had a patient cancel an appointment. That leaves the next hour free. I’d love for you to come in so we can talk. No charge.”
“Like I said, I have a lead to investigate.”
“Thomas, please.”
“We’ll talk about this the next time I come in.”
He hung up the phone and stared down the hall. Aguilar was at her computer. Had his lead deputy gone behind his back?
Grinding his teeth, he straightened his hat and strode past her desk without saying a word.
“LeVar, are you ready?” he asked.
LeVar hopped out of his chair.
The drive to Kane Grove gave Thomas too much time to wonder if his friends were overstepping their boundaries. Someone must have ratted him out to Mandal. That was the only explanation. As if LeVar sensed Thomas’s demeanor, he spoke little during the drive, keeping to business and not jabbing Thomas with jokes.
Jim Canseco’s apartment sat in a decrepit building on the edge of Kane Grove. Thomas stepped out of the car and into the evening air. A heavy sense of dread hung over the complex. LeVar seemed to share his unease as he followed Thomas up the stairs.
The derelict apartment building was in shambles beyond its years. Its walls were riddled with fissures and crumbling bricks, and dead ivy hung off the sides. The windows were sun-bleached, some with shattered glass, and the wood around the doors was decayed and fractured. The paint appeared dull and chipped, leaving the building looking exhausted and used.
Thomas knocked twice.
Canseco opened the door, showing a wary face. He was tall, with dark eyes and a scruffy beard. He wore a black sweatshirt and jeans, and his hands were buried in his pockets as if he were hiding something.
Thomas identified himself as an officer of law enforcement and asked if he could come in for an interview about Camille Wheatley’s disappearance. Canseco hesitated for a moment before stepping aside to let them in. The apartment was small but cluttered with books.
Thomas took a seat with LeVar at the table, and Canseco followed suit.
“I already talked to the police,” Canseco said.
“I know, and now you’re talking to us.”
Canseco scratched his arm.
“You told the officers you saw Camille Wheatley near the forest on the day she disappeared.”
“No, I said I saw a girl who looked like Camille.”
“Then you changed your mind.”
“The more I looked at her picture,” Canseco said, touching his nose, “the more I realized it wasn’t her.”
“Are you nervous, Mr. Canseco?”
“Why would I be?”
“You haven’t sat still since we entered the apartment.”
“I don’t enjoy talking to cops. Every time I do, it means I’m in some kind of trouble.”
“Witnesses say you were speaking to a woman on the day in question. Her name is Mia O’Sullivan.”
“Is th-that her name?” Canseco stammered. “I didn’t know.”
“What were you talking about?”
“I just saw her near the water, and she said hello. Nothing more to it.”
Thomas shared a look with LeVar. The deputy wasn’t buying Canseco’s story either.
Removing his phone, Thomas showed him the tree carving and observed as the young man’s expression changed from confusion to fear. His hands trembled, and his eyes darted around the room as if looking for an escape route.
Thomas leaned forward in his chair and pinned him with a stern gaze.
“You’ve seen this symbol before. What do you know about the Palella cult? Are you a member?”
Jim stuttered and stumbled over his words.
“No, I would never join a cult. Why do you ask?”
“Maybe this Mia O’Sullivan is part of the cult, and she recruited you to join.”
“No way.”
LeVar set his elbows on the table. “What does the Palella cult have to do with these teenagers disappearing?”
“How would I know?”
Thomas leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. "Because we know the cult is behind the kidnappings. And we also know you're lying to us. So why don't you cut the bullshit and tell us the truth?"
LeVar stared at Thomas in shock.
Canseco's eyes darted back and forth from one officer to the other, and for a long moment he said nothing.
Finally, he spoke. “I swear, I don’t know anything about the cult. I don’t even know what the symbol means. Please believe me.”
But Thomas wasn't convinced, and he continued to press him for information. Canseco persisted in his denials and insisted that he had nothing to do with the Palella cult or Camille's disappearance. The more questions they asked, the more agitated Canseco became.
“That’s it. I’m not talking to you without a lawyer. I know my rights.”
“Are you in trouble, Mr. Canseco?” LeVar asked. “Is anyone threatening you to keep quiet?”
“Get out. I won’t ask you again.”
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T homas and LeVar walked back to their cruiser in silence as starlight glittered against the icy walkways. He knew the Palella cult was behind the disappearances and Canseco was lying.
“Shep, is everything okay?” LeVar asked.
“People ask me that a lot these days.”
“Maybe because they’re worried. You lost it in there. That’s not like you.”
“Why? Because I cursed?” Thomas stopped and puffed out a breath. “Look, I became frustrated and lost my cool. It’s no big deal. Investigators curse at suspects all the time.”
“Not you.”
“There’s a first for everything.”
LeVar looked at Thomas with concern.
"You're right," he said. "But you can't let this case consume you. The police have been looking for Camille for half a year."
Thomas stared at the ground. "I know. It's just that every time I get close to finding something, someone lies to me."
"We'll find the girls, Shep. We just need to stay sharp."
As they got into the cruiser, LeVar noticed a figure standing in the shadows nearby. He squinted, trying to make out who it was, but the man disappeared before he could get a good look.
"Did you see that?" LeVar.
"The guy?"
"Someone was watching us. Over there." He pointed to the spot where the figure had been standing.
Thomas followed LeVar's finger. The man was gone now.
“Might be someone out for a stroll,” LeVar continued, “but it’s weird how he appeared after we spoke to Canseco.”
“Lots of people around here don’t trust the police. Let’s see if he’s still around.”
Thomas led LeVar around a building, but the sidewalk was empty.
LeVar bounced on his toes. “Cold out here.”
“We’ll head back to the station. I want to look into this Mia O’Sullivan woman.”
They rounded the corner and LeVar cleared his throat as if he had more to say. Thomas raised an eyebrow in question.
“Shep, if I tell you something, will you promise to keep it between us?”
“You can always trust me. Is it serious?”
LeVar scuffed his shoe against the snow and ice. He paused before continuing. “I think I might have feelings for Scout. It's been building up for a while now, and I’m afraid she feels the same way.”
Thomas patted the deputy on the shoulder. “You’re twenty, and she’s sixteen. What would her mother say?”
“I get it, and I never asked for any of this. It’s just that we’ve been spending so much time together, and she's mature for her age. I know it's wrong, but I can't help how I feel."
"Look, I won’t lecture you. Just be careful. If you care about her, you'll wait until you’re both older."
"We have so much in common. Scout and I both want to go into law enforcement, and now she's applying to Kane Grove University. Shep, she'll be a freshman when I'm a senior. I just don't know what to do."
“I’ll tell you what to do. Distance yourself from Scout. Don't visit her or talk to her alone. You’ll keep things professional.”
LeVar nodded, but Thomas could see the sadness in his eyes. “It’s tough, but it’s the right thing to do. Imagine how everyone will react.”
“I would never hurt Scout. Heck, I couldn’t even bring myself to kiss her if she asked. It’s wrong. But she doesn’t look like a sixteen-year-old anymore.”
“Careful, my friend. You don’t want to go down that path.”
“You’re telling me? Believe me, every day I try to convince myself that she’s just a friend. I’m not sure it’s working anymore.”
“Then try harder. It’s complicated, but you risk destroying your friendship forever if you take things too far.”
LeVar nodded again, but Thomas could tell he was struggling. As they approached the cruiser, he thought things were getting more complicated by the day. The case was still unsolved, and now there was this new wrinkle between LeVar and Scout. He needed to stay focused, but it was becoming difficult.
They drove in silence before he spoke again.
"This Canseco guy. He has something to do with the Palella cult. Did you see the way he panicked when I showed him the carving?”
“Yeah, I noticed that too. I think he’s involved.”
Thomas nodded. “We need to figure out who is in this cult. When we get back to the office, I want you to look into Kaleb O’Sullivan’s background. I’ll research Mia.”
“Sounds like a plan. And Shep?”
“Yeah?”
“Thanks for not judging me about Scout. I swear I won’t let things advance past the friendship stage. She doesn’t need to know how I feel.”
“I would never judge you, LeVar, anymore than I like it when people judge me.” Thomas put a hand on LeVar’s shoulder. “We’ll get through this together. Just remember to keep your distance from Scout. My advice is to focus on the investigation. Everything else will fall into place.”


LEVAR KNEW THOMAS WAS RIGHT, but it was hard to ignore the warmth he felt every time he was with Scout. She was beautiful and smart. And off limits. He didn't want to do anything to jeopardize their friendship.
As they pulled into the station, he wondered about what Thomas had said. Something about not liking it when people judged him. Had someone passed judgment on Thomas? He knew that Thomas had struggled since returning from Laurel Mountain. If there were any way he could turn back time and prevent Thomas and Chelsey from leaving, he would. It hurt him that his friends had almost died at the hands of a murderer or succumbed to the elements.
LeVar pushed aside his thoughts and focused on the investigation. He followed Thomas into the station and headed straight to his desk. There, he logged into his computer and searched for information on Kaleb O’Sullivan.
It didn't take long for him to come across some interesting information. Kaleb had a criminal record and had been involved in a few shady businesses in the past. He made a note to follow up on Kaleb's business practices. One person who kept popping up was a man named Ryan Applewhite. Did they work together?
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E ight o’clock. And Thomas still hadn’t returned from the sheriff’s department.
Chelsey set the food she’d cooked in the refrigerator. By the time Thomas arrived, it would be too late to eat. She worried about him. When he focused on an investigation, nothing got in his way. He lived the job twenty-four hours a day, and that wasn’t wise for someone who struggled to compartmentalize.
Dr. Mandal wanted him to avoid murder investigations until he was in a stronger mental state. Chelsey knew he wouldn’t obey, and it made her uneasy. She paced around the living room, too restless to sit down. The clock struck 8:30. When 9:00 rolled around, she picked up the phone and called Raven.
“Hey, I realize you’re sick of me after a full day of work, but I needed to hear your voice.”
She heard Darren in the background and worried she was interfering with their alone time.
“You can call me anytime, Chelsey. I never get sick of you.” She laughed. “Well, sometimes. But I won’t let it stand between us.”
Chelsey grinned; Raven always lightened the mood.
“I don’t know if you heard from LeVar today, but I remember he was going to Kane Grove with Thomas to talk to that Canseco guy. Thomas hasn’t come home yet, and I'm worried about them."
“No need to worry. My brother messaged me an hour ago. He said Canseco was very evasive and freaked out when Thomas showed him the carving. The guy also threw them out of the apartment.”
Chelsey narrowed her brow. What did Thomas say that forced Canseco to tell them to leave?
“Thomas likes to keep things close to the chest, but I wish he would involve us more in the investigation. I mean, we have the same goal—to find the missing girls and get justice for their families. Thomas listens to LeVar. Maybe you can talk to LeVar and see if he’ll pull Thomas aside?”
“I’ll do my best, but LeVar is upset about something. I don’t know what he’s going through, but it’s occupying his mind. Maybe he’s worried about transferring to a four-year school.”
A truck motor rumbled outside. Thomas must be home.
“Thomas just pulled in. I’ll talk to you in the morning, all right?”
“Let me know how it goes.”
Ignoring the cold, she met him on the porch. She saw the pain on his face as he stepped out of the truck, as though another long day of tracing two missing teens haunted him.
Chelsey hugged him, holding on for several seconds longer than she normally did. She needed to feel his body close to hers. Then she pulled back and looked into his eyes.
“I’m glad you’re home,” she said, not questioning why he was so late. Doing so would make him defensive. She already knew the reason: He wouldn’t sleep until he found those girls. “Dinner is in the fridge.”
“How did you know I didn’t eat?”
“I’m your better half. It’s my job to figure these things out.”
He touched her cheek and kissed her lips. This was the Thomas she loved.
“Let’s go inside before we freeze.”
Jack barked and rushed to greet Thomas. Even Tigger seemed excited. Well, the cat opened his eyes for a second and yawned. But that was a lot for him.
Inside, she watched him eat the dinner she had prepared. They shared their day while he forked food into his mouth.
“So Canseco didn’t react well to the symbol?” she asked.
“Not at all. LeVar and I think he was scared, but the guy wouldn’t open up. He threw us out of the apartment.”
Chelsey listened as Thomas spoke, asking questions here and there as she tried to gain insight into the investigation. She could tell that, despite being exhausted, he had a spark of hope burning inside—the spark that made him believe the girls were still alive. Even if they weren’t, finding their bodies and arresting the kidnapper would allow closure for the families.
Fatigue was etched into his handsome face. It broke her heart to see the toll the kidnappings were taking on him.
"Thomas," she said, reaching across the table to take his hand, "You need to rest. You can't keep going like this."
"I know," he said, looking up with tired eyes. "But I can't let their families suffer any more than they already have."
Chelsey understood his dedication to the case. She was just as guilty. When an investigation grabbed hold of her, she refused to pull away until she solved it.
She squeezed his hand. "But there's a difference between not giving up and killing yourself. Aguilar or Lambert can take the lead. Take a step back."
"I can’t do that.”
“Yes, you can. Dr. Mandal—”
He held her eyes. “Chelsey, did you call Dr. Mandal about me?”
“What? Why would you ask me that?”
“Because she called earlier and said everyone is worried about my decisions.”
She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms, perplexed. “Thomas, I would never go behind your back like that.”
“Then it must have been Aguilar.”
“Will you listen to yourself? Aguilar loves and respects you. She wouldn’t call Dr. Mandal.”
He set down his fork. “Somebody did.”
“Did you ever stop to consider Dr. Mandal figured it out on her own? You’re seeing her two times a week, and you won’t take her advice.”
“You think that’s all there is to it?”
She brushed the messy hair off his forehead. “I’m sure of it. Now eat your food.”
He smiled. “Okay, Mom.”
“I mean it. You need fuel to get through the day.”
Thomas chuckled, but there was still a hint of worry in his eyes. Chelsey knew he was grappling with something deeper than exhaustion from the case. She wanted to help him, but he refused to open up. Eventually he would. But when?
As he continued eating in silence, Chelsey's mind wandered back to Laurel Mountain. Then it struck her.
“Thomas, are you punishing yourself because I was the one who shot Victor Bacchus?”
“Of course not.”
“That’s it, isn’t it? You blame yourself for leaving Aguilar and Lambert to save the county from the blizzard, and you believed Bacchus was a sheriff’s deputy.”
He opened his mouth to reply and stopped. She touched his face.
“You don’t always have to be the hero. You understand that, right?”
“Sure.”
Except he didn’t. And that’s why he refused to cede control of the investigation to his senior deputies.
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T ara Pearson’s husband had already left for work when Thomas stopped his cruiser in the driveway. She was a flurry of nervous energy. Her movements seemed jerky, as if she were running out of energy yet unable to stop. Her face held the tension of anxiety and lost hope, her shoulders tight and her eyes focused on the tasks at hand. Her clothes hung in wrinkles, her hair disheveled and her hands trembling.
“I’m sorry to bother you so early,” Thomas said, sitting on the couch.
Though the downstairs appeared tidy, Tara kept arranging and rearranging items, dusting shelves and tables that gleamed.
“It’s all right,” Tara replied, her voice cracking. “I want to have everything ready when Erin comes home.”
He leaned forward and met her eyes. “I’ll do everything in my power to find Erin. Can you tell me anything else? Did she mention anything strange happening at school or with her friends?”
Tara shook her head. “No, nothing out of the ordinary. She was excited about the weekend. We were planning to go to the lake. She loves ice fishing with her dad.”
He nodded, taking notes on his notepad. “And has she ever mentioned the Palella cult?”
Tara’s eyes widened in surprise. “The what?”
“It’s a cult that operates somewhere in Kane Grove.”
“I’ve never heard of it. Are they dangerous?”
He didn’t want to reveal his suspicion. Cults held power over minds, and even intelligent people with stable lives fell for their lies.
“Perhaps she wrote a research paper for school on cults. Would she tell you if she had?”
“Erin never mentioned anything like that.”
“I need you to look at something. A colleague took this photograph in Buttermilk Forest.”
He pulled up the picture on his phone. She looked at it, puzzled, and shook her head.
“I’ve never seen this before. What is it?”
Thomas had hoped that she would recognize the symbol and provide insight. He stared out the window for a moment, trying to think of what he could do next. Then he thought of the people he considered suspects.
“That’s the Palella cult symbol. Do you know anyone by the names of Jim Canseco, Mia O'Sullivan, or Kaleb O'Sullivan?”
Tara looked up from the picture and shook her head.
“Should I?”
“Canseco and Mia O’Sullivan were seen near the forest on the day another girl disappeared.”
She covered her mouth. “Camille Wheatley.”
“I’m afraid so.”
“I had no idea a cult operated in Kane Grove. Erin mentioned nothing about them. I doubt she’s ever heard of the Palella cult.”
“I understand this is difficult, but I need to know everything so I can to find her. Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to harm Erin?”
Tara paused, her eyes darting around the room as if searching for an answer. “Well, there was one man who was always hanging around the basketball court. He seemed to take an interest in the girls. I didn’t like the way he looked at them, but I figured he was a parent.”
“Do you know his name?”
“Sorry, I don’t. I brought my concerns to Coach Simmons, but he didn’t know who the man was.”
“I’ll look into it. Do you have any pictures of Erin with her friends? A list of people she was associated with or anything that might help me find her?”
Tara hesitated before standing up and walking to the desk in the corner. She opened the top drawer and pulled out an envelope with a stack of photos inside.
“These days, everyone stores their pictures on a computer and never looks at them. I print them out. That makes me a relic, I suppose.”
“Not at all.”
She sat beside him and shuffled through the photographs.
“This is Erin playing basketball with her team, and this is Erin helping a teammate with their math homework. Here she is smiling after scoring the winning basket when the girls beat Treman Mills. That was a huge upset.”
Thomas noticed how happy Erin appeared in each photograph. But it wasn’t his job to reminisce with Erin’s mother. He was looking for someone who didn’t belong in the picture, someone who shouldn’t have been around teenage girls.
“Can you provide me with a list of her friends?”
“Anything I can do to help you find my daughter.”
“Also, the names and numbers of her coaches and teachers.”
Tara scribbled names and numbers, pausing every so often to add a detail about each person. He watched as she wrote, feeling a pang of sympathy for the mother.
As she finished jotting the last name, Thomas stood up from his seat.
“I’ll be in touch if I need anything else,” he said, tucking the list in his pocket.
“Please find her,” she said, her voice shaking.
“I will.”
Thomas left the house and made his way back to his car with a sense of unease. As he drove back to the station, he forced himself to maintain faith that the girls were alive. He knew it was a long shot, but optimism kept him going. The alternative path led to insanity.
As he traveled, he picked up the phone and dialed Deputy Aguilar’s number, asking her to meet him in his office when he arrived. He regretted thinking Aguilar or Chelsey had betrayed him. These were his friends.
When he arrived at the station, he found Deputy Aguilar already in the office and waiting.
“You said you had an idea?” she asked as he entered.
“I have a list of names we need to review. Erin Pearson’s friends, teachers, coaches. It’s possible someone close to Erin might have been involved in her disappearance. We need to cross-reference the names with Jim Canseco, Mia O’Sullivan, and her husband. Oh, and get me an address for the O’Sullivans. Once we dig into their backgrounds, we might link them to this Palella cult.”
“Right away, Sheriff.”
Aguilar always called him Thomas. The formality bothered him. Was he alienating his allies?
“Anything else?” she asked.
“No, that’s all.”
She nodded and left him alone. He pulled up a map of the area on his computer and started entering names. There was no way he could handle all these leads by himself, and he felt grateful for her help.
But finding Tara and Camille was his responsibility. He owed it to the parents.
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T he darkness of the subterranean prison swam around Erin. She blinked, struggling to make out the shapes in her room, but shadows blanketed all. An earthen scent met her nose.
Her head ached. The horror of the cult members grasping her limbs and dragging her through the underground tunnel returned to her. She would never escape.
Light emanated from outside the room. To her shock, the door squealed open. Someone entered. She drew her knees up to her chest and clutched the blanket over her body, picturing a cult member raping her.
She made out a figure standing in the depthless black. Not a man, but a girl.
Erin gasped. It was Haven, the girl she had seen on the altar.
The sharp scent of sulfur hit her nose as Haven struck a match, followed by the sweetness of burning paraffin. The girl set a candle in the corner. A yellow glow illuminated the room, flickering in the darkness.
Haven was pale, and her eyes were a murky gray, almost milky. The irises were unfocused and cloudy, as though she were looking at something far away. Her pupils seemed to flicker between black and an abyss-like void. The overall effect was jarring and disturbing, and if Erin stared, she might get lost in the gaze. The girl looked like a monster.
“Hello, Erin. I am here to help you understand what it means to be part of the Palella cult.”
The others had told Haven her name?
Haven stepped closer and held out her hand. “Come with me, and I will show you the path to salvation that awaits you if you follow our ways.”
Erin eyed the outstretched hand, unsure if she should trust the girl. But Haven meant to show her around. That would be a temporary release from this prison. And possibly escape.
She rose to her feet, keeping her eyes fixed on Haven's face. The girl's eyes glowed in the candlelight. She took Haven's hand.
“Very good. Follow me.”
Haven led her out of the prison cell and down a dim corridor. Erin followed. She didn’t know what to expect.
They passed the altar room where she had first encountered the strange girl. She shuddered at the memory of the chanting and the robed figures with hidden faces. But Haven was leading her away from that madness, down a long tunnel that spiraled deeper into the underground dungeon.
The air grew cold and damp as they walked. The flickering light of the candle spread eerie shadows over the walls, making it seem as if they were passing through a maze of twisted creatures.
When they reached the end of the passageway, Haven led her into a small chamber. In the center of the room was another stone pedestal, upon which rested a book bound in black leather.
“This is the Palella Tome,” said Haven. “The book contains the secrets of our cult, the knowledge passed down from generation to generation. It holds the key to our salvation.”
Erin approached the pedestal and ran her fingers over the black leather cover. The pages were thick and yellowed with age, and the writing on the cover was in a language she didn't recognize. Something about it drew her in, something that made her want to open the book and read its contents.
Haven watched her with a smile, as if she knew what Erin was feeling.
“The Palella Tome teaches us how to save ourselves. Here we are free from the corrupting influences of society. You don't have to be afraid. The Palella Tome will guide you. It will show you the way to true enlightenment.”
“Where do you come from?” Erin asked, trying not to look at the girl’s eyes.
“What do you mean?”
“Before they . . . captured you.”
“Captured? You’re mistaken. They saved me.”
“Who? Who saved you?”
“Ryan and the others,” Haven said.
“Who is Ryan?”
“He’s Mr. Applewhite, of course. The man who led you to the ceremony chamber.”
Erin looked into Haven's eyes and saw something familiar there. It was as if she were looking at a reflection of herself. She realized Haven was her, or at least the person she would become if she allowed the Palella cult to brainwash her.
She stepped back, her mind racing with questions. How could this have happened? How had Ryan Applewhite turned an ordinary teenager into a zombie? She couldn't let herself fall under the spell of the Palella cult. She had to find a way out of this place and expose the truth to the world. But how?
Haven seemed to read her mind. "You're thinking about leaving, aren't you?" she asked. "That's impossible, you know. The Palella cult has eyes and ears everywhere."
Erin's anxiety spiked as she realized the danger of her situation. But she refused to let fear paralyze her.
"Show me the way out of here, and I’ll take you with me.”
“But why? Why would I ever leave this place? Mr. Applewhite believes that you and I were chosen by fate to be part of his new family. He promised us eternal life if we follow his teachings and obey him without question.” Haven lost herself in thought. “Yes, I remember now. When he first brought me here, I fought and screamed. I now understand that was the evil fleeing my body. He said that if I followed him, I would become something greater—I would become immortal.”
“You weren’t evil, Haven. He brainwashed you. Don’t trust him.” She brushed the hair from the girl’s face. “You’ve been down here so long, you’re going blind.”
“That is where you’re wrong. It is you who is blind. I found the path, and I will lead you to your salvation. It is as Mr. Applewhite wishes.”
The door burst open. A monstrous robed figure loomed in the entrance, his face hidden in shadow, but she knew it was Applewhite. Two cult members flanked him.
“What is the meaning of this? She’s not ready to read the tome, Haven.”
Applewhite grabbed Erin’s arm, squeezing until she winced. Haven’s expression changed from spellbound to concerned.
“Don’t hurt her,” Haven said.
“She must be taught right from wrong.”
Erin pulled her arm free, taking a step back as she tried to catch her breath. "I know right from wrong, and what you're doing is wrong. Brainwashing these people, keeping them locked up like animals. It's sick."
Applewhite's grip tightened on her arm once more. "You do not understand the greater purpose we serve. You will learn, or you will suffer the consequences."
She gritted her teeth, refusing to show weakness in front of this madman. "I won't be a part of your twisted beliefs. And neither will Haven if I have anything to say about it."
Applewhite's eyes burned with hatred.
“Then you will die.”
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O utside LeVar’s window, sunshine glistened off the frozen surface of Wolf Lake. Inside, the guest house smelled of organic cleaning solution as he sprayed the glass surface and wiped it with a rag. He prided himself in caring for Thomas’s guesthouse, and he hosted so many private investigator meetings that he found it difficult to keep up with the cleaning.
LeVar heard a gentle knock at the door and set the rag aside. Through the curtain, he saw Scout standing outside, her hands cupping her elbows as she jogged in place to stay warm. He hesitated for a moment, then opened the door to let her inside.
“Hey,” she said as she stepped into the guesthouse. “I hope I’m not bothering you.”
LeVar shook his head and maintained a cool demeanor as he invited her in. He couldn't believe that he was alone with her. She noticed the cleaning solution smell and wrinkled her nose.
“Sorry about that,” he said. “I was just cleaning the windows.”
“That’s okay. Actually, I came to talk to you about something. Is that all right?”
“I guess so. Do you mind if I wash my hands first?”
“Go ahead.”
He locked the bathroom door and assessed the face in the mirror. Hadn’t he just promised Thomas he would steer clear of Scout? She lived next door. He couldn’t ignore her forever. Switching on the faucet, he scrubbed his hands clean. Then he splashed his face and toweled off. Any excuse to gather his thoughts before he left the bathroom. She was in the next room, waiting. He could sense her presence on the other side of the wall. What did she want to talk to him about?
Taking a deep breath, LeVar opened the bathroom door and found Scout seated on the couch, her hands folded in her lap. She looked up at him and gave him a wan smile. He noticed how beautiful she looked in the soft light of the guesthouse.
"What did you want to talk about?" he asked, taking a seat on the opposite end of the couch.
"I . . . I don't know how to say this," she began, twisting a strand of hair around her finger. "But I've been thinking about our relationship."
His stomach flopped as he heard those words. He had been trying so hard to keep his distance from her, but it seemed like fate had other plans.
"What do you mean?" he asked, trying to keep his voice steady.
"I mean that I've been thinking about you in a way that I shouldn't," she admitted, her cheeks flushing red. "I know that we're just neighbors and friends, but I can't help the way I feel."
He had long been attracted to Scout, but he’d never thought that she felt the same way. And yet, here she was, confessing her desires to him. He leaned closer.
“What do you mean?”
“It’s just that . . . well, you’re more than a friend or a big brother.”
“And?”
“You’re the father I need right now.”
His throat tightened. Were they having two different conversations?
“I’m not sure I get what you’re saying.”
“You know the way things are with Dad,” she said.
“Sure I do. He’s in a new relationship and doesn’t spend time with you. It’s wrong.”
“And you’re kinda like my father now.”
“Scout, I don’t think I’m—”
“Yes, you are.” She turned to him and held his eyes. “Who took me on my first college visit?”
“Well, that was to look around the Kane Grove campus.”
“Yeah, and who is teaching me to drive?”
He lowered his eyes, not believing what he was hearing. “I am.”
“And you even let me drive your Chrysler Limited. That car means so much to you.”
“But, Scout, you have a real father. I’m not him.”
“That’s why I feel so guilty. I shouldn't feel this way, but I do. I can't help it.”
LeVar's jaw dropped. He had hoped for something else.
Or had he?
Now he was off the hook. She was his best friend. He cared for her, and he would always be there whenever she needed him. But he couldn’t replace her father. Glen Mourning was many things, and he’d failed her as a parent, but he was still her dad.
He had been holding his breath since Scout had started talking. Sudden relief spread through his body. He no longer had to worry about how he acted around her. They were friends, and that had to be enough. Anything more broke every pact he’d made with himself to honor his loved ones.
"Scout, I understand you're going through a tough time with your dad, but I can't replace him. I can be here for you, listen to you, and support you, but I can't be your father.”
He didn't want to hurt her, but he also couldn't give her false hope.
Her face fell, and she looked away. "I know, I know. It's just that you've been there for me when he hasn't. And I’m not asking you to take his place. All I’m saying is I feel so bad because I don’t see him as a parent. What should I do?”
No longer afraid to touch her, he placed a hand on her shoulder.
"He wronged you. It's natural to feel the way you do. But I have to warn you: Don’t go down that road. After what Raven and I went through with Ma, I can tell you it’s not worth it. I’m sure your father loves you. He just needs to remember. With Ma, it was the drug use. Heroin. Your dad can’t get over the guilt he feels about the accident.”
“Even though it wasn’t his fault?”
“The human mind plays nasty tricks if we let our thoughts spiral out of control. My mother hid behind heroin. Your dad hides behind his new relationship. He’ll come around. I promise.”
Her father had been distant since the accident, and it was hard for her to accept that he was no longer the same person she looked up to. Maybe her father needed time.
"Thank you, LeVar. You always know what to say," Scout said, giving him a hug.
LeVar smiled, hugging her back. He felt a sudden warmth in his chest. This was what family felt like.
"Anytime, sister.”
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P ulling a chair in front of his computer at the sheriff’s department, Thomas yawned and checked his calendar. He had a session scheduled with Dr. Mandal later this morning, but that wouldn’t do; Aguilar would join him when he visited the O’Sullivan trailer outside Kane Grove.
He wondered what he should do. Canceling on short notice would displease the doctor. She might even charge him for the session. But the priority was finding Erin Pearson and Camille Wheatley, and he couldn’t be in two places at once. Maybe he could reschedule for tomorrow. No, that wouldn't work; he had a meeting with the mayor about the budget. He needed to cancel.
Thomas picked up the phone and dialed her number. After a few rings, the receptionist answered in her calming voice.
"Good morning, Thomas. How can I assist you this morning?"
"I'm sorry for the short notice, but I need to reschedule my session for another day. Something came up, and I won't be able to make it."
“Dr. Mandal doesn’t arrive at the office for another hour, but I’ll pass your call along.”
Thank goodness. If the doctor was in the office, she’d want to talk to him about his decision. The last thing he needed was to explain himself to her. He had more pressing matters to attend to. People depended on him.
He turned his attention back to his computer screen and started scrolling through the files. Witness statements, CCTV footage, phone records, and search reports—he had reviewed them multiple times. But there was still no solid lead. 
A knock on the door brought him out of his thoughts.
"Come in," he called out.
Aguilar entered.
“You never close your door,” the deputy said.
“I’m sorry. It’s just that I have so many things to deal with and need to concentrate.”
“When do you want to pay the O’Sullivans a visit?”
“Give me five minutes to rearrange my calendar. How’s that?”
“I’ll be ready.”
Thomas wished his mind would clear. He couldn't let stress cloud his judgment.
He walked to the window, staring out at the village. The sun was shining, reflecting off snow-covered trees, but he couldn't appreciate nature’s brilliant display. A kidnapper was still at large.
As he turned to leave his office, his eyes fell on the framed photo on his desk. It was a picture of him and Chelsey at Thanksgiving, surrounded by all their friends and family. He remembered posing for the photograph after setting the timer on his camera. So many loved ones.
He grabbed his coat and headed out of the door with Aguilar jogging to keep up. After one last glance at Wolf Lake, they hopped into Aguilar’s pickup truck and drove off.
The O’Sullivan trailer was a decrepit structure that seemed to be on the brink of collapse. Its roof sagged, the walls peeled, and the windows were cloudy with dust and grime. The wooden door appeared to be rotting away. Even from a distance, it was clear that the trailer had not been well-maintained in years. Thomas wrinkled his face at the stench. It was a mix of mildew, wet carpet, and rotting wood, mixed with cigarette smoke. There was also a faint smell of gasoline, as if someone had been working on a car in the yard and spilled half the tank.
Thomas and Aguilar got out of the cruiser and approached the door. He knocked, but no one answered. He waited a few moments before knocking again, this time harder. Finally, a scruffy man in his mid-twenties opened the door and looked out at them with surprise.
"Can I help you?" he asked.
“Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. Are you Kaleb O’Sullivan?”
“Yeah.”
“And your wife is Mia?”
“She is. What do you want with Mia?”
“We’d like to speak to her.”
“She’s not home right now,” Kaleb said. “Try back tomorrow.”
“Do you know a man named Jim Canseco?”
“Never heard of him. Who is he?”
“A witness saw your wife speaking to Canseco several months ago. He’s a person of interest in a kidnapping investigation.”
“I wouldn’t know anything about that.”
Thomas pulled out his phone and displayed the carving. “Do you know anything about this?”
Kaleb's face hardened, and his eyes narrowed as he looked at the picture. He shook his head.
“No, I don’t. I’ve never seen it before.”
His tone was icy and emotionless, but Thomas could tell he was agitated by the way he shifted from one foot to the other while clutching the doorknob. Kaleb's eyes darted, as if he were looking for a way out of the conversation. Thomas pressed further.
“Mind if we come in and look around?”
Kaleb hesitated before nodding and stepping aside to let them in. The inside of the house was just as Thomas had imagined: musty and cramped with piles of clutter scattered throughout the living room. He could see a few empty beer cans in the corner, and the stench of cigarette smoke was even stronger inside.
As they walked through the trailer, Thomas searched for cult symbols, books, anything that could link the O’Sullivans to the Palella followers.
A car ground to a halt outside and a woman exited the vehicle. She entered the trailer and eyed Thomas and Aguilar with suspicion. A Palella symbol hung from a chain around Mia’s neck.
He turned his attention back to Kaleb.
“I thought you said you’d never seen the symbol before.”
Kaleb stared at Mia, as if urging her to flee. She was wearing faded jeans and an old t-shirt, and dirt marred the knees of her pants, as if she’d been digging in a garden. But that was impossible, given the snow and ice.
“Get out of my home,” she said.
“We’d like to discuss what you were doing with Jim Canseco the day Camille Wheatley disappeared,” said Aguilar.
“You’re all fools. Don’t judge me or my family. Palella is about salvation, not harming others.”
“Tell us why you were with Canseco. Did you help him kidnap that girl?”
She pointed at the door. “Out!”
Mia refused to let Thomas get another word in. She ushered them to the door and slammed it in their faces, rocking the trailer.
“We’ll return with a warrant,” Aguilar said.
“They’re behind the kidnapping. I’m sure of it.”
Aguilar set her hands on her hips.
“But where are they hiding Camille and Erin?”
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I t was just like old times.
LeVar ran the vacuum cleaner while Scout made enchiladas at the stove. Hip-hop blasted through the USB speaker connected to his phone, and he found himself dancing and rapping along with Tupac as he worked.
After worrying so much about Scout's confession, it was good to return to the comfort of their routine. But as he moved to the beat, his mind kept replaying their conversation. The way she had looked at him when she said he was like a father to her had ignited something in him that he couldn't ignore. A need to protect her. No matter what.
As they sat down to eat, he glanced at her over the rim of his glass.
“You went extra spicy with the enchiladas, right?”
She rolled her eyes. “You asked me like a dozen times. Yeah, they’re freaking hot. Don’t blame me if you’re breathing fire for the rest of the day.”
“Bring it on.”
She chuckled and shook her head. He loved spicy food, even though it made his nose run and his eyes tear up. As they ate in comfortable silence, he knew something had shifted between them. They were free again.
One bite of enchilada had him reaching for the water. She laughed and waved a hand in front of her mouth.
“I said extra hot,” he winced. “What did you use, ghost peppers?”
“Habaneros,” she replied with a grin. “I wanted to test your limits.”
He chuckled, feeling contentment spreading through him. They had always been like this, able to joke and tease without awkwardness. After they finished eating, he washed the plates while she dried. His mouth was still steaming, and he felt more like a dragon than a junior deputy. With the dishes put away, he turned to her.
“Are you up for working?”
“On the kidnapping cases? Sure.”
She slid in front of the computer while he pulled a chair from the card table. Two messages awaited from Chelsey, who had forwarded the latest findings from Wolf Lake Consulting.
LeVar leaned over Scout’s shoulder, scanning the reports. The words blurred together, and he found himself distracted by her relationship with her father. He tried to focus on the case, but his thoughts kept returning to Glen and why he was blowing things with his daughter.
He cleared his throat. “So, what do you think?”
She turned to him, her eyes narrowed in concentration. “I think the sheriff’s department needs to link Jim Canseco to the O’Sullivan couple. Something's not adding up.”
“Agreed. Let's start digging.”
As they worked, she smiled at him. “Thanks for teaching me to drive.”
“No problem. You were a natural.”
“But you were worried I’d wreck the Chrysler.”
“Not really.” He paused. “Well yeah, I was, but I got over it.”
His phone rang. Thomas’s name appeared on the screen.
“Hold up,” he said. “Shep Dawg is on the line. Shep, you’re on speaker with Scout.”
Thomas fell silent for a moment, and LeVar realized he had promised to keep his distance from her.
The sheriff’s voice filled the room. “We visited the trailer and caught Mia O’Sullivan wearing a Palella symbol. She’s a believer in Palella and mentioned something about salvation. We need your help. I already have Chelsey and Raven searching for info, but I could use a second set of eyes.”
LeVar and Scout exchanged looks.
“We’ve got your back. Scout is the search expert. As soon as I get a hit, I’ll contact you.”
“Thanks, guys. If I don’t answer, I’m tied up with something. Share the information with Wolf Lake Consulting.”
He ended the call. She turned to him, her expression serious. “We need to find out more about Palella, and I don’t mean the typical internet synopsis.”
“What are you thinking?”
“Work on my laptop while I snoop around. They must have a way of communicating online. Even old-school cults need to modernize.”
LeVar nodded. “I’ll start with the usual sources. I want to look into Mia O’Sullivan’s background.”
Scout typed away, her focus intense. LeVar ran background searches on the O’Sullivan couple. He knew he could count on her to uncover hidden leads that would crack the case.
“Got something,” she said after five minutes.
He swung his chair around. “Give me the deets.”
“So I ran a boolean search for salvation and Palella. Now I understand the asceticism connection.”
“Tell me.”
“This version of the Palella cult seems far more extreme than its predecessors. My opinion? They believe the way to help teenage girls is to save them before society corrupts them.”
“And every teen who disappeared did so close to their thirteenth birthday. Someone needs to get with these Palella maniacs and let them know kids go off the rails a lot younger these days.”
Scout snickered. “True, but they’re set on capturing new teens. But that’s not all.”
“It never is with you,” he said. “What else did you find?”
“What if I told you I’d located their secret forum?”
His eyes widened. “How in the heck did you accomplish that?”
“Whoever formed the site knew enough to hide the results from search engines, but there are more ways to find websites if you know where to look.”
“And you obviously do.”
“Guilty as charged.” She pulled up the forum. “We need a username and password to log in.”
“That never stopped you before.”
“Ready to hack the Palella cult?”
“Do it.”
Scout cracked her knuckles before getting to work. She opened two windows. The smaller window had a black screen, and text scrolled from the bottom to the top. LeVar watched in awe as she worked her magic. Within minutes, Scout had bypassed the login screen and was scrolling through the forum.
“There’s a lot of creepy stuff here,” she said, her eyes scanning the monitor. “They seem to think they’re doing God’s work by saving these girls from the evil in the world.”
“What else?” LeVar leaned in closer.
“I found a thread about the latest girl they took. Her name is Erin. It looks like they’ve already started brainwashing her with some person named Haven.”
“Can you trace their location?”
“Not by hacking the login screen, but I’ll work at it.”
LeVar stood. “I’ll contact Thomas and the WLC team.”
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“T hat’s great work,” Thomas told LeVar over the phone. “Tell Scout thank you from me.”
He hung up and sat back in his chair. They had confirmation the Palella cult had captured Erin Pearson. Following the girl’s trail would lead him to Camille Wheatley as well.
Scout Mourning never ceased to amaze him. Not only had she located the hidden forum online, she’d hacked into the message section and found information about Erin. That told him the missing girl was alive. The Palella members would try to brainwash her.
And if they failed?
He didn’t want to consider what they did to girls who refused to comply. His cell rang. He answered and heard silence on the other end.
“Hello? Who’s there?”
“Sheriff?”
A man’s voice.
“This is Sheriff Shepherd. Who’s calling?”
A long pause.
“I need to tell you something about Mia and the Palella followers. She wasn’t truthful with you yesterday.”
“Kaleb O’Sullivan?”
“Yes, it’s me.”
“I know the cult is behind the kidnappings. Tell me what you know.”
A thud sounded in the background, then a car engine fired up.
“Not now. It’s not safe here.”
“Come to the sheriff’s department. I’ll protect you.”
A sob escaped O’Sullivan’s throat. “That’s what they’ll expect. Sheriff, they’re watching me twenty-four hours a day. I’m taking a substantial risk by calling you. They monitor everything I do, even my calls.”
“So they’re listening now?”
“I think so, yes. But it takes them a long time to play the recordings back. They might not hear our conversation for hours. I need to speak to you before that happens.”
“What about Mia?” Thomas asked.
“Mia O’Sullivan isn’t telling us the truth about Palella. She’s afraid too and wants out. They seemed trustworthy until we found out about the kidnappings. Now Mia refuses to talk to me. I think she may have information that can help you find those missing girls, but she is afraid the members will find out. If you’ll meet me at the entrance to Buttermilk Forest, I’ll show everything.”
This was the breakthrough they needed to find Erin and Camille and bring them home. But he didn’t trust O’Sullivan.
“I want to help you, Kaleb, but you have to give me more. How do I know I can trust you?”
He cried harder. “You have to. Those girls . . . they won’t be alive much longer.”
“So Camille Wheatley is with Erin Pearson?”
“Yes. Please, Sheriff. If you meet with me, I’ll tell you how to find the cult members. But you have to come alone. If a bunch of squad cars pull up outside the forest, they’ll know something is up and flee. Once they disappear, you’ll never find those teenagers.”
Thomas chewed the inside of his cheek. He might be walking into a trap. Then again, if O’Sullivan was telling the truth, he could rescue the girls before sunset.
“Give me the exact location. I drive a Ford F-150. Look for my truck.”
“Yes, don’t drive a cruiser.”
O’Sullivan described an area of forest that ran parallel to an open meadow across the road. Thomas knew the location well.
He hung up the phone and gathered his gear, making sure his gun was loaded and his radio functioned. He needed to move fast if he was going to beat the cult members to Kaleb O’Sullivan. And where was Mia?
Thomas grabbed his keys and called Aguilar into his office.
“Yes, Sheriff?”
Lord, he wished she would call him Thomas again. He seemed intent on driving everyone away.
“That was Kaleb O’Sullivan. He knows where the girls are, but he won’t tell me unless I come alone.”
“You can’t go. Why would you trust him?”
“Because he’s our best hope, Aguilar.”
She crossed her arms. “Where are you meeting him?”
“Outside Buttermilk Forest.”
“I’m following you.”
“If he sees you, he’ll take off. I have to go alone.”
“He won’t see me. I’ll take my Rav4 and stay a mile behind. Otherwise, I can’t let you do this.”
“Aguilar, I’m the sheriff. What I say goes.”
“If you walk out that door, I’ll follow you, no matter what you say.”
He blew out a breath. “Fine, but we’re leaving now.”
Thomas headed out to his truck, pausing to grab a map of Kane Grove and Buttermilk Forest. Aguilar’s Rav4 rode his bumper until they left Wolf Lake. Then she fell back until he couldn’t see her vehicle in the mirror. Was this the right decision? If he blew this opportunity with Kaleb O’Sullivan, he wouldn’t get a second chance.
As he drove, Thomas couldn't shake the feeling of unease that settled deep in his gut. The possibility he was walking into a trap kept him alert and paranoid, but he also knew that he had to do everything to save those girls. The thought of them in the hands of those cultists solidified his resolve.
His phone rang again. It was O’Sullivan.
“I’m on my way, Kaleb.”
“Hurry, Sheriff. They’re on to me. Someone followed me to the forest. I’m not sure who it is, but—”
Silence.
Thomas tapped the phone against his palm, hoping against hope that he’d lost service and someone hadn’t caught O’Sullivan. He pressed the gas to the floor, determined to reach his destination. As he neared the forest, he passed O’Sullivan’s trailer on the side of the road. He was close now. Another five minutes up the road before he arrived.
“I can’t see you, Sheriff,” Aguilar said. “Slow down.”
But this was the way he wanted it. If Aguilar could see his truck, then he would be able to see her Rav4. And so would O’Sullivan or the cultists who’d taken him.
“Hang on a little longer,” he whispered. “I’m almost there.”
Whether he was talking to O’Sullivan, the missing teenagers, or the fates, he wasn’t certain.
Then the forest came into view.
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T he printer inside Wolf Lake Consulting hummed to life and slid two pages into the holding tray. Chelsey grabbed the printouts and rejoined Raven at her desk. Ever since LeVar’s phone call, they’d dropped their official investigations to focus on the kidnappings.
“It’s as you expected,” Chelsey said, handing Raven both pages. “Three more missing girls: two from New York and one from nearby Pennsylvania.”
Raven scanned the reports. “And all three teens disappeared in the last year within one month of her thirteenth birthday. We’re dealing with some true believers.”
“True believers kill.”
Raven pressed her lips together. “Not if we find the girls first.”
“The question is, where do we start? We’ve been over every inch of Buttermilk Forest and found nothing.”
“Maybe we’re not looking hard enough,” Raven mused, tapping her pen against the desk. “We need to get creative.”
The two women searched the missing persons database for more cases but couldn't find any thirteen-year-old girls. There were a few missing teens from Vermont, but they were boys and the wrong ages.
Raven’s phone beeped, and she silenced it with a quick swipe. “Scout’s calling on FaceTime.”
She tapped the screen and greeted Scout, who sat beside LeVar.
“Hey, Scout,” Raven said. “Have you zeroed in on the Palella cult’s location?”
“Sorry, I haven’t. I’m scanning their message forum and hoping I find a clue about where they’re operating.”
“How did you find Jeremy Hyde?”
“EXIF data from posted images. The Palella members are intelligent enough not to upload pictures, but I’m cross-referencing the missing girls’ names with times and dates.”
“Scout, LeVar,” Chelsey said, leaning into the picture, “we discovered three more missing girls that fit the description. All three were thirteen.”
“Send me the names. By any chance, is one of them named Haven?”
Chelsey scrunched her brow. She didn’t recognize the name, but she double-checked the printouts.
“No girl on my list has the first or last name of Haven.”
“Hmm, that’s odd.”
“It might be a codename,” LeVar said, drawing a nod from Scout.
“Good thinking, LeVar,” said Chelsey. “Keep working. If you find anything else, call.” She looked at Raven. “Thomas knows Scout hacked the Palella forum, but I should tell him about these other cases.”
She dialed the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. A junior deputy answered.
“This is Chelsey Byrd at Wolf Lake Consulting. Is my future husband available?”
“Sorry, Ms. Byrd. The sheriff ran out the door a half hour ago. He’s meeting with a member of the Palella cult.” Papers shuffled in the background. “Kaleb O’Sullivan.”
So O’Sullivan was in the cult. That wasn’t a surprise.
“Who went with him?”
“Nobody. He wouldn’t allow Deputy Aguilar to accompany him.”
The blood rushed from her face. “Thomas just left to meet with a cult member? Alone? What?”
What was Thomas thinking?
“Aguilar refused to let him go unless she trailed him.”
“How close is she following?”
“A mile behind. I just heard from her. They’re almost at the meeting place.”
A mile wasn’t close enough. If Thomas walked into an ambush, the cultists would shoot him long before his lead deputy arrived.
“As soon as you hear from Thomas or Aguilar, I want you to call me.”
“Of course, Ms. Byrd.
Chelsey hung up and looked at Raven with panic in her eyes. “Thomas is meeting a cult member without backup. Is he insane?”
A thousand ideas flashed through her head. Driving to Buttermilk Forest wasn’t an option. They wouldn’t arrive in time to help.
“He knows what he’s doing,” Raven said, touching her arm.
“Then why hasn’t he acted like it over the last week?”
She understood he wanted to save Camille and Erin, but this wasn’t rational. He had to know the odds favored a trap.
“What do you want to do?”
“It’s too late to help him,” Chelsey said, burying her face in her hands. “But if he survives the day, he’ll have to deal with me later. Why would he trust Kaleb O’Sullivan? If he’s a Palella member, why would he contact Thomas and suggest a meeting? What’s in it for him?”
“Maybe Kaleb and Mia are in danger, and this is the way out of the cult.”
“I hope you’re right.”
Chelsey paced back and forth in the office. She couldn’t stand still. Perhaps this was karma. She’d worried Thomas and her friends so many times that she was due for a scare. But Thomas was her clearheaded partner. He kept her on the straight and narrow, not the other way around.
When the phone rang, she sprang at the desk. Raven was quicker and picked up the receiver.
“Wolf Lake Consulting. Raven Hopkins here.”
“Put it on speakerphone,” Chelsey said.
The junior deputy’s voice came through the speaker. “I just heard from Deputy Aguilar. Thomas stopped his truck outside Buttermilk Forest. There’s another vehicle onsite, but so far there’s no sign of anyone at the meeting place.”
“So Thomas is okay?”
“The sheriff is alive and well. Deputy Aguilar is watching from Ridgetop Road. If anything happens, she’ll be there to help.” Another phone rang in the background. “I have to take that. As soon as I learn more, I’ll call you back.”
“See?” Raven said. “Thomas is fine.”
“But where is Kaleb O’Sullivan? I still think it’s an ambush.”
“Stay positive. The best thing we can do is work on these missing persons cases. Whatever we learn, we’ll pass on to the sheriff’s department after the meeting finishes. And hey, there’s a chance O’Sullivan will lead Thomas to the girls.”
“You believe that?”
“Keep the faith.”
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T homas pulled his truck behind Kaleb O’Sullivan’s car and stepped out, his hand already on his gun.
He scanned the area, but no one appeared to be around. He approached the car and opened the driver's side door. The keys were still in the ignition, and the engine was running. Something was wrong.
He reached for his radio to call for backup when he heard a twig snap behind him. Was someone watching? He spun around, his gun at the ready, but all he saw was forest and deep shadows.
His senses were heightened and the grip on his gun tight as he crept toward the trees. He wasn’t alone. Someone lurked in the dark.
The bushes rustled as a squirrel darted through the underbrush. He loosened the grip on his gun, but the feeling of unease lingered.
Pressing on, his eyes darting back and forth, he scanned the trees for any sign of movement. The forest seemed to go on forever, an endless maze of trees and shadows. Did he dare call out to O’Sullivan?
A thought occurred to him. He found the number O’Sullivan had called him from and redialed. Listening, he thought he heard a ringing sound in the distance, but that could have been the wind fooling him.
He returned to the car and aimed his flashlight around the interior. Then he reached inside and killed the motor. The forest seemed louder now. Every creak and groan from the branches made him flick his eyes toward the darkness with wariness.
He’d failed. Kaleb O’Sullivan wasn’t here, and he felt certain someone had taken the cult member moments before he arrived. Defeated, he reached for his radio.
“Aguilar, come in.”
“I’m here, Sheriff.”
“I found O’Sullivan’s car, but there’s no one here.”
“I’m on my way.”
As Thomas waited for Aguilar, he wondered if the Palella cult had intercepted O’Sullivan’s call and stopped him from talking. Yet a quick scan of the ground showed no footprints, which seemed impossible given the snowpack.
When Aguilar arrived, she surveyed the scene.
“The car was running when I got here,” he said.
“So where is he?”
“It’s like the forest swallowed him.”
“He has to be nearby. No sense in continuing with the charade. This time you’re investigating with backup.”
Thomas and Aguilar made their way between the snow-covered trees, looking for any sign of O’Sullivan or whoever had taken him. They moved in silence, careful not to alert anyone of their presence.
The darkness seemed oppressive as they ventured deeper into the woods. The air was still and frosty, and all around them shadows shifted.
He shone his flashlight in search of tracks but found nothing—no footprints or broken branches. As they continued, he realized how close they were to the place where Raven had photographed the carving. He needed to see it, though he wasn’t sure why.
After what felt like hours of walking, they stumbled upon a clearing. The sun was low in the sky, shedding red light over the forest. And there, in the center of the clearing, was the tree.
Thomas recognized the symbol carved into the bark. This had to be the place where Raven had taken the photograph.
As they walked closer to the tree, a chill ran down his spine. There was something off about the clearing, as if it were charged with energy. Aguilar gasped beside him; she was feeling it too.
He scanned the forest. He was certain that what he sought lay ahead. The Palella cult was here. Their eyes burned holes in the back of his neck. Aguilar held her gun at the ready.
Near the tree, the energy in the clearing intensified. She stepped forward, her gun trained on the surrounding trees.
“You feel that?” she asked.
“They’re watching us.”
From where?
Without asking for Thomas’s permission, she reached for her radio and called for backup. A state police cruiser was five miles away. The troopers would lend help. She gave him a challenging look, but he didn’t argue. He wanted to find those girls, not play hero. It didn’t matter if he did it alone or backed by an army.
Two state troopers arrived soon after, and they spread out to search the area. Despite their efforts, they couldn’t find anyone.
Thomas wanted to scream. He sensed he was close. The Palella cult was here, yet the forest appeared vacant. He glanced at Aguilar and realized she was thinking the same thing.
An hour later, they abandoned the search. While Aguilar and the troopers searched O’Sullivan’s car, Thomas climbed into the truck and drove back to the trailer. The sensation that something was wrong grew.
He stopped the truck outside the trailer. There were no vehicles, but a series of footprints weaved through the snow, as if someone had gone back and forth between the home and a vehicle. The door was wide open. With no need for a search warrant, he approached it and raised his gun.
“Kaleb? Mia? It’s Sheriff Shepherd.”
No one replied.
He thumped up the step and aimed his flashlight into the gloomy interior. The trailer was empty. No bed, no chairs, no belongings. It was as if they’d never lived here.
His radio crackled.
“Sheriff, Aguilar here.”
“Go ahead, Aguilar.”
“We investigated the car. Nothing seems out of place, except the driver is nowhere to be found.”
“Funny you should mention that. The trailer is empty.”
“What do you mean by empty?”
“Gutted. They took everything and left.”
Or the Palella cult stole the O’Sullivans’ belongings.
“I’ll be right there,” she said.
He waited for her arrival, but there was nothing to see. As day turned to evening and evening turned to night, Thomas and Aguilar studied the trailer, discussing their next move. They had no leads, no suspects, and no evidence. Aguilar was flipping through files, hoping to find something that they had missed.
“They’re gone,” he said.
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F ull dark enveloped Wolf Lake as Thomas returned to the office in his truck. Aguilar drove behind him in her own vehicle, the headlights of the Rav4 reflecting in his mirrors.
He wanted to apologize for the way he’d acted but wasn’t sure how to begin the conversation. She’d stopped calling him Thomas yesterday, and he worried their work relationship would never be the same. Heads lowered against the chill, they rushed into the office. She set her keys on the desk without a word.
“Find anything you can on Kaleb and Mia O’Sullivan,” he said. “Family members, friends. Maybe they’re in hiding.”
“That doesn’t explain the running car.”
“I know, but I’m out of ideas.”
She typed on her computer, and he staggered into his office, feeling as if he hadn’t slept in weeks. While she worked, he called up a digital map of the forest. He tapped his pen on the desk, feeling like he was missing something obvious.
Aguilar’s chair groaned as she rose.
“I found something,” she said in the doorway.
“Relatives?”
“Not yet. The trailer the O’Sullivans lived in? I looked up records, and it doesn’t belong to anyone. No one has owned the property in seven years.”
“What in the hell? Were they squatters?”
“It seems that way. How did they live there all this time with no one noticing?”
“Who would think to look up land records for a trailer in the middle of nowhere?” he asked. “We need to go back there and poke around some more.”
“Tonight? We just returned.”
“Tomorrow when it’s light out. This is an important finding, Aguilar. I’m not sure why, but we’ll figure it out.”
“I’ll get back to work.”
Before she turned away, he said, “Aguilar, can I talk to you for a second?”
She didn’t look like she was in the mood for a conversation, but he didn’t give her a choice.
“Anytime. You’re the sheriff.”
“I’m not the . . . well, yeah, I am the sheriff, but that’s not important. Please close the door.”
She did as he asked before taking a seat across from his desk.
“Did I do something wrong?”
“It’s me who did something wrong. I’ve been short with you, Aguilar. This investigation has me at my wit’s end, and I’m taking it out on everyone I care about. I just wanted to say I’m sorry for being a pain.”
“Lambert and I offered to run the investigation.”
“That’s unnecessary. I can handle the case, but I need to do a better job of managing my emotions. All you’ve done is offer to help, and I’ve acted like a control freak. That’s wrong. I need your expertise. You’re my lead deputy.” He waited for a few beats to compose his thoughts. “And you’re my friend.”
The hint of a smile quirked her mouth. It was the first time she’d seemed happy in days.
“You have been rather difficult.”
“No argument there. And Aguilar?”
“Yes?”
“Would you do me a favor and call me Thomas again?”
“As you command, Sheriff.” She chuckled. “I mean Thomas.”
“That’s more like it.”
“You’re dragging,” she said. “Shall I make smoothies? It might be a long night.”
“I’d love that.”
He felt energized as he returned to the computer. The door to his office stood open, and he could hear his deputies working on various tasks. Five minutes later, the blender whirred. He joined Aguilar at her desk and clicked glasses with her before sipping the latest concoction.
“What are we toasting?” she asked.
“Bringing those kids home alive.” He took a sip. “Wow, this is good.”
“Did you expect anything less?”
“Never.”
She set her glass on the table. “Do you think Chelsey and Raven are still at Wolf Lake Consulting?”
“Most likely. They got a late start this morning. Why?”
“Nobody is better at uncovering hidden evidence than those two. I’ll send them the information about the trailer.”
She got to work, transferring the findings about Kaleb and Mia's trailer to Chelsey and Raven. He knew they could dig deeper into the records.
While they waited, Thomas and Aguilar noted on the map where they’d located Kaleb’s car and found the carving. Another several miles of forest ran beyond the clearing, but they wouldn’t need to search every inch. The Palella cult was close.
The phone rang, and Aguilar switched to speakerphone.
“Hey, Chelsey. You’re on with Thomas.”
“Found something that piqued my interest,” Chelsey said. “Officially, no one has owned the trailer for seven years. The last owner was some company called Kane Grove Prorealty.”
“Never heard of them,” Thomas said.
“Neither had we. It sounds like a fake name, so Raven snooped around.”
“Kane Grove Prorealty might be a shell,” Raven said, jumping into the conversation. “As far as I can tell, it’s not a true realty company. There are no home listings anywhere in the state under Kane Grove Prorealty.”
“Who owns it?” Thomas asked.
“A man named Ryan Applewhite.”
He looked at Aguilar. “Where do I know that name from?”
“Didn’t LeVar find Kaleb O’Sullivan was in business with Applewhite?” Aguilar asked.
“That’s right, he did.”
"What do you suppose is going on?" Chelsey asked.
Thomas shook his head in confusion. "I'm not sure," he replied. "This is strange." He paused for a moment before continuing. “Do you think it's possible that this company is connected to the Palella cult?"
“We’ll check the internet, but we’ve found nothing that suggests a connection exists. Here’s another weird fact: I found no address for Ryan Applewhite. This guy is a ghost. It doesn’t even appear he filed taxes in the last several years. Pretty odd for a supposed business owner.”
It seemed too much of a coincidence that Kaleb O’Sullivan, a member of the Palella cult, had been in business with Ryan Applewhite, who ran a fake realty company that owned the trailer where Mia and Kaleb stayed.
“Keep digging,” Thomas said. “We need to find everything we can about Applewhite and Kane Grove Prorealty.”
“I’ll call you if I learn more,” Chelsey said before ending the call.
Thomas and Aguilar continued to look at the map, trying to piece the evidence together. How could a cult hide themselves in plain sight?
“Do you think Kaleb and Mia are still alive?” Aguilar asked, breaking the silence.
Thomas hesitated before answering. “I hope so, but I have a sick feeling the other members found out about our meeting and intercepted them.”
“What’s our next move?”
“We need to investigate Ryan Applewhite and Kane Grove Prorealty,” Thomas said. “Chelsey and Raven will help, but we need to see if we can find where they operate from.”
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A mid the darkness of her prison cell, Erin lay on her back and stared up at the nothingness. Haven’s gentle breaths were the only sounds in the room.
Since the argument with Mr. Applewhite, Haven had been Erin’s roommate. The leader of the strange cult insisted Haven instruct her on the ways of Palella and make her understand. The only time Erin had peace of mind was when Haven drifted to sleep.
There had to be a way out of these tunnels. They were underground, but she didn’t know where. She assumed Applewhite must be a rich and powerful man to construct this subterranean labyrinth and keep it secret. And he’d built all this for mistaken beliefs about salvation and the afterlife.
What did they want from her?
Scratching within the earthen walls caused her to hold the blanket to her chin. She thought about rats and underground creatures, who would bite and claw her while she slept. This was hell. She had to find a way out.
She drew in a breath when she realized Haven was awake and sitting up. Even in the dark, she could see the greasy strands of hair hanging over the girl’s face.
For a day, while Haven struggled to teach her about Palella, Erin tried to break through to the brainwashed girl and make her remember her past. It was like talking to a wall. She knew Haven was becoming frustrated. Mr. Applewhite expected results, and he would blame the girl if Erin didn’t comply.
Haven's voice was soft, but it pierced through the silence of the cell.
"Erin, I know you're scared, but you have to listen to me. If you don't follow the teachings of Palella, we can’t save you. You'll spend eternity in agony."
Erin forced herself to keep her cool. "I don't believe in your cult's teachings. I believe in God."
Haven laughed, a low cackle that made Erin's skin crawl. "You think we don’t believe in God? Society doesn’t understand salvation, but we do. Your religion won't save you. You need to understand that."
Erin felt sick. Was she going to spend the rest of her life in this cell, trapped with Haven and her twisted beliefs? She thought of her family, her friends, and the life she’d lived before the hooded figure grabbed her off the street.
Footsteps echoed down the tunnel. The figure passed without entering.
"Haven, you have the power to break free. You don't have to be their puppet anymore. You can find yourself again."
"I was lost before they found me."
“But you had parents, friends.”
“They don’t matter anymore. Nothing that came before matters.”
Erin released a frustrated grunt. How could she get through to this girl?
“Okay, start with where you were born. You remember that, don’t you?”
“It doesn’t matter. That was my past life.”
"It does matter. Haven, look at me. You are a person. You have your own thoughts and feelings. Don't let them take that away from you."
Haven didn't answer. She stared at the wall, her eyes distant and unfocused.
“We can find a way out of this place. We just need to stick together.”
Haven’s face remained unreadable in the dark.
Erin reached out and grabbed Haven's hands. "You don't have to be afraid. There are people who love you, and they'll welcome you home when you return. You can make a new start."
Haven looked away, her grip on Erin tightening as tears welled up in her eyes. For a moment, it seemed like she was considering her words, but then she shook her head and pulled away.
"No," she said. "This is my fate now."
“Fate? This is madness.”
She knew Haven was afraid and confused, and she wanted to help.
“You don't have to be scared. Open up. Not just for your sake, but for all the teenage girls the cult will kidnap next. We’re not the last who will suffer.”
“But I’m not suffering, Erin. Why don’t you understand?”
Lowering her head into her hand, Erin considered how to approach the poor girl.
“Your name isn’t Haven, is it?”
“Haven has always been my name.”
“That’s not true. What did people call you before Mr. Applewhite took you away?”
For a moment, Haven looked like she was about to answer, but then she closed her mouth and shook her head. Erin could see the fear in her eyes. But was it the fear of betraying her faith, or the worry of what the cultists would do if she turned on them?
"It's okay," Erin said, taking Haven's hands in hers once more. "You can trust me. I won't let anything happen to you."
Haven looked at her, her eyes searching for any sign of deception. But Erin's gaze was steady and true, and for the first time since seeing Haven in the altar room, she felt she was getting through to the girl.
"My name," she whispered.
“Yes, go on.”
“Is Haven,” she said, her eyes filling with tears once more. “That’s who I’ve always been.”
“When you were young, you rode a bicycle and played in a neighborhood. Your parents took you out for ice cream, and on your birthday all your friends and family members gathered and sang to you while you blew out your candles. You’re not Haven. That’s the name they labeled you with. Please try to remember.”
Haven wrapped her arms around herself, shaking as though the truth were forcing its way from her body.
The girl rocked back and forth as tears streamed down her face. In that moment, all Erin wanted to do was take away Haven’s pain and tell her that everything would be okay, that they would get out of this place and make it home. But all she could do was sit beside the girl in silence.
Haven bounded to her feet, and for a second Erin was sure she’d remembered her past.
“My name is Haven,” she muttered through quivering lips. “Why won’t you accept who I am?”
Haven rushed out the door and disappeared into the black corridor.
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T homas arrived for work before the sun rose. Aguilar was already there, and he was happy she greeted him with a smile and a playful jab. He’d spent most of the night thinking about Kaleb and Mia O’Sullivan. Were they victims or conspirators?
As he settled into his chair and began sifting through the files on Ryan Applewhite and Kane Grove Prorealty, Thomas couldn't figure out how this man had hidden himself for so long. How did Applewhite know Kaleb and Mia? Was he a member of the cult?
It was time to take action. He placed a phone call to the state police, and Trooper Fitzgerald agreed to meet them at the trailer with his partner. The troopers would search the grounds while Thomas and Aguilar went through the trailer.
“I’m ready to go when you are,” Aguilar said, grabbing a thermos of green tea. She noticed him eyeing the thermos. “I’ll start the water boiling.”
“Thanks, Aguilar. I forgot to make coffee before I left.”
Her mouth twisted into a grimace. “Coffee. How many times have I told you green tea is better for you?”
“Enough that I should have figured it out by now.”
“Amen.”
When his own thermos contained enough tea to get him through the morning, he left the station with Aguilar, huddling against the cold. The sun was peeking above the horizon in flaxen tones, and a layer of frost and ice covered the windshield. He started the engine on the cruiser.
“Get inside and warm up,” he told her. “I’ll take care of the windshield.”
As he scraped the ice away, tension tightened his shoulders. For every second he wasted, those teenagers were trapped by psychopaths hiding behind their warped beliefs.
He finished clearing the windshield and hurried into the car. Aguilar had already turned the heat on full blast. They drove in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. As they approached the trailer park, Thomas noticed the state police cruiser parked outside.
“Looks like the cavalry arrived,” he said, pointing to the vehicle.
Aguilar nodded, her eyes fixed on the team. Or was she staring at Trooper Fitzgerald? Everyone suspected those two were becoming close. Her cheeks turned rosy.
“Are you blushing?” he asked.
“What? No. It’s the cold.”
“Right.”
“Let’s do this.”
They climbed out of the cruiser, and Trooper Fitzgerald greeted them. “Good morning, folks. What can you tell me about the situation?”
Thomas recounted their meeting with the O’Sullivan couple, then discovering the trailer gutted and the husband and wife gone.
Fitzgerald and his partner spread out and walked the grounds. Aguilar followed them with her eyes. She caught Thomas staring at her and shook her head.
“Just making sure they’re heading in the right direction,” she said.
“You’re very observant.”
The door flapped open in the wind. As before, he stepped inside and found nothing left. The trailer’s interior appeared as if no one had lived there in years.
“Where could they have gone?” Aguilar muttered under her breath.
Thomas shook his head. “I don’t know, but it’s obvious they didn’t leave willingly.”
The sound of Fitzgerald’s voice interrupted their thoughts. “We found something.”
They rushed to where Fitzgerald and his partner huddled around a shallow pit. Thomas’s stomach churned at the sight before them. In the pit lay the remains of several animals, their bodies mutilated and torn apart.
Thomas grimaced. “Looks like we’ve got ritualistic killers on our hands.”
Aguilar swallowed, her eyes wide with horror. Fitzgerald put a hand on her shoulder, trying to comfort her.
“We need to find Kaleb and Mia,” Thomas said. “I’ll bet anything they are behind this.”
The group split up to search the surrounding woods. Thomas led Aguilar deeper into the forest, their boots crunching on the fallen leaves. The air was thick with the stench of decay and rot, making it difficult to breathe. The closer they got to the source of the smell, the more Thomas’s gut twisted with dread.
Aguilar stopped in her tracks. “Do you hear that?” she whispered.
Thomas strained his ears, but all he could hear was the sound of his own heartbeat. “Hear what?”
“Shh, listen.”
A distant sound reached his ears. It was a clawing noise, as if some animal were trying to unearth a carcass. The creature bounded into the forest at their approach.
“Another trench,” he said, fearing what he’d find.
With a stick, Aguilar pushed away the soil and snow. Thomas dropped to his hands and knees. Another gravesite of murdered animals. Maggots crawled through the carcasses. He turned his head so he wouldn’t get sick.
Aguilar continued to poke around with the stick until she hit something solid. A pinging sound brought Thomas’s gaze back to the pit.
“There’s something beneath the animals,” she said.
Cringing, Thomas reached his arm into the pit, his hands sliding over the corrupted remains. He removed a metal box with a padlock attached.
Holding his nose, he said, “Run back to the cruiser and grab the bolt cutters.”
As Aguilar hurried away, Thomas wondered what grisly scene he’d discover inside the box. She returned after a minute and handed him the bolt cutters. With a grunt, he snapped the lock.
He opened the lid, not sure what to expect. She leaned over his shoulder.
“What is it?”
To his surprise, he found several photographs of teenage girls, an old map of the county with markings over Buttermilk Forest, and a book featuring Palella symbology.
Thomas removed the photographs and laid them out. Each picture depicted a different girl, all around the same age. Thirteen, if he had to guess. They were dressed in white gowns and held bouquets of flowers. The smiles on their faces were terrifying given the context. He flipped through each picture until he came across a familiar face: Camille Wheatley.
Aguilar gasped when she saw the pictures. “The Palella cult took all those girls.”
Thomas shook his head in disbelief as he examined the map.
“See this marking?”
“I see it.”
“That’s the clearing where Raven photographed the Palella symbol.”
“What’s in the clearing beside that carving, Thomas?”
He didn’t know, but he needed to find out.
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T he aroma of coffee filled Wolf Lake Consulting. LeVar worked at a desk with Scout, who had the day off from school, while Chelsey and Raven studied the murder board. Haunting photographs of long-forgotten teens hung from the board, along with notes on when the girls disappeared and where they lived. The latest addition was Erin Pearson. He wondered if the girl was still alive. The phone rang; Chelsey answered.
As LeVar sipped his coffee, she let out a low whistle. “Thomas and Aguilar found something big,” she said.
“Anything that will lead us to the girls?” he asked.
“Let’s hope so. They dug a metal box out of a hole that was covered with dead animals.”
He twisted his mouth. “This cult murders animals?”
“Apparently. Thomas broke the lock and found pictures of several missing girls inside, including Camille Wheatley.”
“That proves the cult is behind the kidnappings. Now I wonder if Kaleb O’Sullivan tried to set Thomas up, or if the other members found him before he could talk.”
“Aguilar is driving copies of the pictures to the office. We’ll check each photo against the missing persons’ database when she arrives.”
Scout looked up from her workstation. “What do you want me to work on?”
“I need you and LeVar to find everything you can on this Ryan Applewhite character and Kane Grove Prorealty. We established it’s a fake company, but there must be financial records.”
LeVar slid into the chair beside Scout. When they worked together, no criminal was safe. His body tingled with anticipation as he helped her track a ghost through the digital landscape. Three searches for Kane Grove Realty landed them at dead ends. The fourth held a pot of gold.
“Financial records,” he said, tapping the screen. “Click on the link and see where it takes us.”
They tapped into the account and traced a business filing back to a small-town bank in Treman Mills.
Scout looked up from her screen. “We need to talk to someone at the bank. Maybe they can tell us who owns the account and where the money is going.”
“Let’s get with Chelsey and see how she wants to handle this.”
Aguilar was looking over records of the missing girls with Chelsey and Raven, placing names to faces.
“We’ve got something,” LeVar said, drawing their attention. “Scout tracked a business filing by Kane Grove Prorealty to a bank in Treman Mills. Want us to drive over?”
“Give me a second,” Chelsey said. “We’ll all go.”
After Aguilar returned to the sheriff’s department, Raven and Chelsey grabbed their coats. LeVar and Scout walked out to his car first to warm up the engine. Five minutes later, they were on their way to Treman Mills.
As LeVar’s Chrysler Limited drifted into the rundown town, he felt uneasy. Houses with boarded-up windows, empty lots, and graffiti-covered walls filled the town. Abandoned buildings with crumbling infrastructure lined what used to be a thoroughfare. The few businesses that still operated had dusty windows. The only sign of life were a few people walking around, hunched against the cold.
“This place gives me the creeps,” Raven said with a shiver.
LeVar met his sister’s eyes in the mirror. “You and me both.”
Treman Mills First Bank and Trust stood at the corner of Main and Crandall Street. The building was a two-story red brick structure with white columns at the entrance. The bank's sign was faded and peeling, but it was still legible. LeVar parked the car in front of the building, and they got out and hustled to the entrance. The door creaked as they pushed it open, and a bell rang, announcing their arrival.
Inside, the bank bustled with activity, and the air smelled of desperate dreams. A few customers stood in line, waiting for the one teller working. Raven looked around, scanning the area, while Chelsey approached the nearest desk.
"Excuse me, miss," LeVar said, flashing his sheriff’s ID. "I’m Deputy Hopkins with the Nightshade County Sheriff's Department, and these are private investigators from Wolf Lake Consulting. We need to ask you a few questions."
The woman’s eyes widened. "This must be serious."
“Are you the manager?”
“No, that’s Gina Wannstedt, but she’s off today. I’m Rose Charmides, the assistant manager.”
“We're interested in the business account for Kane Grove Prorealty," Chelsey said. "Can you tell us who owns the account?”
Charmides appeared nervous as she typed. After a quick search, she scrunched her brow.
“That account hasn’t been active in five years.”
“What about a man named Ryan Applewhite?” Raven asked. “Is his name linked to the account?”
The assistant manager scanned the screen. “According to these records, he owns the business.”
LeVar stepped closer. “Any idea what Kane Grove Prorealty does? We’re certain they’re not a realty agency.”
“I would agree. There are five realty agencies that do business in Treman Mills and Kane Grove, and I’ve never heard of this one.” She clicked through various screens before turning back to them. “As far as I can tell, this company does nothing but move money back and forth.”
“And it’s been five years since the last transaction?”
“That’s correct. Mr. Applewhite closed the business five years ago.”
Chelsey asked, “Do you have an address for Ryan Applewhite?”
A few more clicks, and Charmides said, “No, but I found a forwarding address for Kane Grove Prorealty: 72 Canal Street in Kane Grove.”
Raven raised an eyebrow. “That’s strange. There’s no 72 Canal Street in Kane Grove.”
“Are you sure?” Chelsey asked.
“There are about a dozen houses on Canal Street.”
LeVar crossed his arms. “So there’s no way for us to find out what happened to Ryan Applewhite?”
Charmides shook her head. “Not from our records, no.”
He sighed, feeling frustrated. They had hit another dead end.
LeVar waited until the others climbed into the car before pulling away. Raven was still talking from the backseat.
“I’ve run two investigations on Canal Street,” she said, “and I can tell you with certainty the last house is number twelve. It’s an apartment complex.”
A possibility popped into LeVar’s head. It was slim, but at this point he needed to follow every lead.
“You’ve got that look on your face like a lightbulb just went on,” Chelsey said.
“A small bank like Treman Mills First Bank and Trust is behind the times and doesn’t use technology as much as banks in Wolf Lake do.”
“And?”
“What if Applewhite gave them a handwritten forwarding address of 12 Canal Street, and the accountant misread the address?”
“A 12 looks a lot like a 72,” Scout said, looking at him.
Chelsey grinned. “It looks like we’re heading to Kane Grove.”
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D eputy Aguilar returned to Buttermilk Forest, where Thomas and the two state troopers were searching for the Palella cult. She contacted the others by radio and announced her arrival. The troopers were a few miles deep into the forest while Thomas approached the clearing.
“Hang back until I get there,” she told him.
“The girls are close,” he said through the speaker. “I can sense it.”
She bit her tongue. Left to his own devices, Thomas would walk into an ambush. Once he set his mind on saving a young person in need, he never listened to reason. The horrors on Laurel Mountain had exacerbated his condition.
“Hold on until I get there,” she whispered to herself, hurrying to catch up.
Like Chelsey, Thomas could be stubborn. They were the perfect match.
Half a mile into the forest, she pulled up short when a branch snapped. She crouched low, her eyes darting around the woods with her gun in hand.
Snow and ice crackled as something moved toward her position. She lifted the radio to warn the others before the source of the noise revealed itself—a deer padding through the woods. She let out a breath, but something still felt off. Eyes were watching her.


IN THE DEPTHS of the forest, where trees blocked out all light and the January air took his breath away, Thomas clutched his jacket together and trudged through the snow. He couldn’t hear the state troopers anymore; they were somewhere ahead of him, perhaps a mile away.
He paused, listening for any sounds that might indicate the location of the girls he was searching for. But the only noise was the creaking of the trees and the crunch of the snow under his boots.
Thomas stopped when he came across the tree with the symbol of the Palella cult carved into its trunk. He studied the design, his fingers tracing the outline. A sudden movement caught his eye, and he stepped back from the tree. Something was wrong.
A rope snagged his ankle. Before he could act, Thomas found himself dangling upside down in a trap, his foot caught in the noose. He fought against the rope, but it tightened. He cursed under his breath as he searched for something to cut him loose, but there was nothing within reach that could help him escape this predicament.
As Thomas swung back and forth, driven by the whims of the wind, he grabbed his gun. Whoever had set this trap didn’t want anyone snooping around in this part of the forest. The rope trap hadn’t been here during his previous trip, or it would have already caught him up. This was new. The cult members were active.
He was in danger. Worse yet, he was an idiot. How had he not spotted the rope? He was so focused on finding the cult and saving the girls; he wasn’t looking where he was going. If Aguilar found him here, she’d chide him for not listening to her. She’d wanted him to wait for backup, and he hadn’t listened. Again.
Crunching his abdominals, he tried to sit up and grab the noose, but he wasn’t strong enough. Yet another reason he should have heeded his lead deputy’s advice. She wanted him to go to the gym more often.
Determined to save himself before someone came along and caught him in this predicament, he swung his body toward the trunk, hoping to grab hold and find purchase. The rope had other ideas, and his momentum carried him away from the tree.
Should he put away his gun and concentrate on freeing himself? He didn’t dare. The Palella members might already know he was trapped. Radioing Aguilar or the troopers would bring humiliation.
Thomas’s head pounded as he struggled to free himself from the noose. If he didn't escape soon, he would be at the mercy of whoever had set the trap.
Footsteps crunched through the snow. He froze. But as the figure came into view, he breathed a sigh of relief. It was Aguilar, hurrying toward him with a determined look on her face.
"Thomas," she called out, raising her gun as she reached for him. "Are you okay?"
"No, I'm not okay," he grunted, wincing in pain as he struggled against the rope. "Can you cut me loose?"
She nodded, searching the forest for something to help. Finding nothing, she grabbed his shoulders and gave him a boost.
“Reach up and grab the rope,” Aguilar said.
“I’m trying.”
Thomas reached as high as he could, his fingers just brushing the rough fibers of the noose. He strained for a moment longer, then let out a deep breath.
“I can’t reach it,” he said.
Aguilar looked around again, her eyes scanning the ground. She spotted a sharp rock nearby. “Hold on,” she said, picking it up. “I'll cut you loose.”
“With a rock? Don’t you carry a knife?”
“I’m your lead deputy, not Rambo. What about your utility tool?”
“It’s in the cruiser.”
“Great.”
Thomas held his breath as she strained to reach the rope with the rock. The sharp edge dug into the fibers, and for five minutes she sawed against the rope.
“Be ready. I’ve almost cut through.”
He braced himself, knowing he would drop headfirst into the snow. There was no chance she would reach him in time to brace his fall. Without warning, the fibers unfurled, and the rope snapped.
Thomas fell to the snow-covered ground with a thud, his foot throbbing from the pressure of the trap.
He glanced up at Aguilar, who had a look of relief on her face. His face flushed with embarrassment.
“Thanks,” he said, trying to get up, but his foot wouldn’t let him.
“Don’t move, Thomas,” she said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Let me look at your ankle.”
She kneeled beside him, unzipping his boot and peeling away his sock. He winced as she probed his joint, checking the bones.
“It's swollen, but I don't think it’s broken,” she said.
Thomas breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God for minor miracles.”
She wore a concerned expression that had nothing to do with his injury.
Peering around, she said, “This trap wasn’t here last time.”
“Tell me about it.”
“I wonder how many others there are.” She lifted the radio to her lips and called the state troopers. “They’re on their way and will meet us at the cruiser.”
He wished she hadn’t told them he’d walked into an obvious trap. Aguilar stood and brushed the snow off her pants.
“But the missing teens . . .”
“You should go home, Thomas,” she said. “Let us handle the investigation. You need to follow Dr. Mandal’s orders.”
Thomas nodded, his face grimacing in pain as he tried to stand. She stepped forward and offered her arm for support.
“I just want to find those girls.”
“I know you do,” she said, helping him walk down the path toward the cruiser. “Come on.”
As they made their way through the trees, Aguilar glanced around, her eyes scanning the landscape for any more traps or signs of danger. Despite her brave facade, Thomas could see the fear in her gaze as she surveyed their surroundings.
Once they reached the cruiser, Aguilar helped Thomas inside before climbing in and starting up the engine. The heat felt wonderful. A minute later, the state troopers emerged from the forest, and Aguilar stepped outside to brief them on the situation. She would drive him back to the office, then return with another deputy to help the troopers search the wilderness. The traps might lead them to the cult.
She escorted him back to the village without speaking another word. Was she disappointed with him for running off on his own? After she stopped outside the office, she promised to contact him with an update as soon as they found something.
“Stay off your feet, Thomas. Ice the injury to keep the swelling down.”
Thomas watched Aguilar disappear around a corner before turning towards the door with sagging shoulders. She was right. It was time for him to leave this investigation to his deputies.
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L eVar scanned the house numbers as he coasted down the quiet, rundown street. Raven jabbed a forefinger against the window.
“That’s number 12,” she said.
He braked and shut off the engine, feeling a twinge of worry. They were about to enter an unoccupied apartment owned by Ryan Applewhite. Scout wasn’t trained for this task, but he couldn’t leave the teenager alone in the car. Not in this neighborhood. Besides, she would insist on following them.
Chelsey also looked concerned when she glanced at LeVar. He nodded at her, conveying that she should be prepared for anything.
Raven had already stepped out of the car and was marching towards the entrance. LeVar followed in front of Scout, with Chelsey bringing up the rear.
The apartment building was an old two-story structure with peeling paint and boarded-up windows. The walls were gray and stained with rust from the rain. The stairs creaked and groaned with every step, and the doors were flimsy and worn. Inside, the air was thick and stale, with a musty odor from years of neglect. There was also the smell of cigarette smoke, as if someone had been inside. Squatters? Ryan Applewhite?
They made their way up the stairs to the second floor, the site of Applewhite’s last known address. Raven picked the lock in no time, and they entered the apartment.
The interior held a few pieces of furniture and a scattering of personal effects. A small worn-out notebook lay on the table next to a pen. LeVar picked up the notebook and thumbed through it. Neat cursive handwriting filled the notepad, detailing business activities.
The last page was filled with an unfamiliar handwriting, but the symbol was clear as day. The Palella cult.
LeVar's mind raced as he looked at the symbol. He closed the notebook and motioned for Raven and Chelsey to join him.
"Applewhite is a Palella member," LeVar said in a low voice.
Scout heard and walked over.
"What does that mean?" she asked.
LeVar handed her the notebook. "It means we've found evidence that Applewhite is in the cult and had something to do with those missing girls."
“We’ll split up,” Chelsey said. “Raven and I will take the bedrooms. You and Scout look through the rest of the apartment. Call out if you find signs of someone living here.”
LeVar and Scout headed to the living room area, which was filled with empty beer bottles and cigarette butts. A pungent stench came from the ashtray. He opened his mouth to warn the others when footsteps echoed through the stairwell. He froze, listening as the footsteps grew close. It sounded like there was more than one person.
“That’s not Chelsey and Raven,” she whispered.
He shook his head.
LeVar's hand went to his holster, and Scout looked for a place to hide.
The footsteps grew louder until they stopped outside the apartment. There was a moment of silence, and then the sound of the lock being picked.
Two burly men entered the room and glanced around. The men were carrying weapons.
LeVar's eyes widened as he stared down the barrels of their guns. His pulse raced as he tried to think of a response that wouldn't get him or Scout killed.
"We're looking for our friend," he said, trying to keep his voice steady. "He was last seen here."
Where were Chelsey and Raven?
The men exchanged suspicious glances before one stepped forward.
“I don’t believe you,” the fair-haired man said. “Tell me what you’re doing in the apartment?”
The other man’s eyes landed on LeVar’s gun. “He’s a cop. Kill him.”
“I don’t want trouble,” LeVar said. “Just let us go, and we won’t bother you.”
“Put the gun down, and I’ll let you live.”
“Anything you say.” LeVar holstered the weapon, thinking of a way out of this situation.
“No, toss it on the floor. Better if we shoot you and the girl. No sense leaving loose ends.”
From the hallway, the floor groaned, causing a distraction as Chelsey and Raven approached. That was all LeVar needed. He lunged at the man with the gun while the other stared into the hallway. In one smooth movement, LeVar swept the first man’s legs out from under him. He screamed and went down.
The other man shoved LeVar off, and he hit the floor hard.
Scout leaped off the wall, shouting in warning as the partner removed a knife from his back pocket. The living room became a blur of motion as Chelsey and Raven entered the battle.
The man with the knife lunged to attack LeVar, but Chelsey landed a well-placed kick to his side. He stumbled with a grunt and fell back against the coffee table. One hand reached for his ribs as the other held the knife.
Chelsey grabbed his wrist as she landed on top of him, and she twisted his arm behind his head.
LeVar rammed his knee into the man’s side, causing him to groan in pain. His eyes rolled back into his head as he lost consciousness.
Raven kicked the knife away before it could inflict a serious injury.
The first man struggled to his feet, but he’d lost his gun during the scuffle. He swung at LeVar, but the deputy ducked the blow and countered with a punch to the gut. The man doubled over, gasping for air, and LeVar followed up with an uppercut that sent him crashing to the ground.
LeVar turned to Chelsey and Raven, who were both panting and bleeding from minor cuts. “Are you two okay?”
“We’re fine,” Raven said, wiping a trickle of blood from her forehead. “Thanks for taking him out.”
He nodded, still feeling the adrenaline coursing through his veins.
“You okay?” Chelsey asked Scout as she steadied herself. The teen nodded.
Raven brushed the hair out of her eyes before looking down at the unconscious man.
“I have to radio this in,” LeVar said.
“Who do you suppose they are?” Scout asked.
“Not choir boys. If I had to guess, I’d say they have something to do with Ryan Applewhite.”
A half hour later, two junior deputies from the sheriff’s department arrived. Raven and Chelsey kept the thugs pinned until the officers cuffed them.
LeVar paced the room, his brain filled with questions. Who were these men? How did they fit into the Palella cult’s plans? And where were they keeping the kidnapped girls?
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T he cruiser was halfway down the road when LeVar turned to the others.
“Now that we know Applewhite is involved, we need to dig deeper into his business practices.”
“I sense we’re still missing information,” Raven said. “Chelsey, your laptop is in the car, right?”
“Yeah,” Chelsey said. “What do you have in mind?”
“Let Scout search Applewhite’s records while we drive. She’ll find traces of his activity faster than any of us can.”
Though Scout blushed, she stood a little taller.
They climbed into LeVar’s Chrysler Limited. He turned the key in the ignition as Raven slid into the front passenger seat. Chelsey worked with Scout behind them.
LeVar watched them in the mirrors as he drove through the rundown town, unwilling to leave. He was close to uncovering proof of the teens’ whereabouts.
“Found something,” Scout said.
“Should I pull over?” he asked.
“Keep driving,” Chelsey said. “Head to the north side of Treman Mills.”
“What am I looking for?”
“Scout found payments made to a storage facility. It isn’t listed as property of Kane Grove Prorealty, but Applewhite had a financial interest.”
They drove to the facility and found it abandoned; an old rusty lock secured the entrance. Raven used her pick to break in and unlock the padlock, revealing a small room filled with dusty boxes and crates. Some carried the label “Kane Grove Prorealty”—Applewhite’s shell company—while others had strange symbols carved into them.
Scout stepped closer to one box, her curiosity piqued by its contents: a small statue of an owl with red gemstone eyes and copper wings, a book bound in leather with ancient runes scribbled across its cover, and another box containing various herbs and vials filled with an unknown liquid.
“What on earth is that about?” LeVar asked, leaning over her shoulder.
“Search some more,” Chelsey said.
The interior of the storage facility was dark, but the light from the open door cast a glow inside. Raven moved around the room, opening boxes and examining the contents. She came across a stack of old letters and leafed through them.
“These are from the late 1800s,” she said. “The writing is too faded to see who they’re addressed to.”
As she read through the letters, LeVar noticed a scratching sound coming from behind the back wall. He approached and pressed his ear against it, listening.
“Guys, there’s something behind here,” he said.
Raven walked over to him and placed her hand on the wall, feeling the vibrations. “We need to break through.”
Scout, engrossed in examining the strange objects in the boxes, froze. “Those sound like rats. A horde of them.”
“There’s a crack in the wall,” Chelsey said. “I think I can see through to the next room.”
LeVar and Raven rushed over and peered inside. It was too dark to see anything, but he made out a gray strip of wall on the far side.
“Someone walled off a hidden room,” Scout said. “The drywall isn’t old.”
“No, it’s not,” Chelsey said, rubbing her chin. “Raven, run back to LeVar’s car and grab a crowbar. We need to punch through the plaster.”
“I’ve got this,” he said, rearing back.
With one kick, his foot burst through the thin wall. Whatever hid on the other side squealed and scampered away.
The group stepped through the hole, their eyes adjusting to the sudden darkness.
“What’s so special about this place that someone walled it off?” Scout asked.
Raven kneeled. “Found something. It’s a trapdoor. Shine that flashlight over here.”
Chelsey clicked the button and aimed the beam. Raven yanked on the handle, and the door opened with a shriek.
A wide wooden staircase led down into an abyss of darkness. The group exchanged glances, their eyes full of worry. They had found something remarkable—a hidden staircase leading into a secret room underneath the main floor.
LeVar led the way and they descended the stairs, their footsteps echoing as they went deeper into the unknown.
When they reached the bottom of the staircase, what greeted them was a sight to behold: a chamber with walls covered in ancient symbols and paintings, lit by the glow spilling down the stairs. In addition to the symbols, there were dozens of bookshelves filled with old tomes and scrolls on arcane topics, such as alchemy and astrology. The room, which was more of a cavern, contained several tables laden with mysterious artifacts and strange contraptions scattered across its expanse like relics from some forgotten time.
The group marveled at this newfound discovery.
“What the heck is this place?” Chelsey mused, turning in a circle.
“That’s the symbol from the tree,” said Raven, pointing at a dusty book.
“The Palella cult,” Scout whispered.
LeVar stepped forward and grabbed the book. He flipped through its pages before two photographs tumbled out. His face grew pale.
“What is it?” Chelsey asked.
He pointed at the pictures.
“Teenage girls. Would you say they’re about thirteen?”
Scout leaned in for a closer look. “Without question.”
“I think we just found our link between two kidnapped teens and Ryan Applewhite.”
“We have to get these pictures to the sheriff’s department and compare the photographs against the missing persons’ database,” Chelsey said.
LeVar led the group out of the underground room, but when he emerged, they pulled to a stop. Someone was upstairs. A man’s hooded figure melted away in the shadows before they could get a good look at his face. But he knew one thing—the Palella cult had found them.
His face grave, LeVar turned to the group.
“We have to move. Now,” he said.
Chelsey nodded, her hand resting on her holstered gun. “Agreed. The last two members of the cult tried to kill us. Who knows what this guy intends?”
Raven moved to the front of the group, her eyes scanning the shadows for any sign of movement. Scout trailed behind Chelsey. They made their way out of the secret room and up the stairs, their footsteps light but quick.
As they reached the top of the staircase, LeVar’s foot slipped on a loose board. He stumbled forward, catching himself on the wall. The group froze, holding their breaths, listening for any sign that the man was waiting at the top of the landing.
Silence.
They made their way out of the dusty basement and into the storage facility. When LeVar reached the landing, the hooded figure was gone.
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T homas rested his foot on a chair inside the sheriff’s department. Aguilar entered, wearing a disappointed expression. She’d returned from Buttermilk Forest without locating the Palella cult. He limped around the office with ice on his swollen ankle.
“What did you find?” Thomas asked.
Aguilar slumped down in a chair and shook her head. He pulled off his boot, wincing as it rubbed against his swollen ankle.
“Nothing concrete. I marched around that forest for three hours and couldn’t find where they’re hiding. It was like they knew I was following them and vanished without a trace.”
Thomas frowned and leaned back in his chair, lost in thought. After a few moments, he spoke again.
“We have to keep looking; we have to find those girls—Camille Wheatley and Erin Pearson. If we don’t act, we may never bring them home. Let me know if you need any help from my end.”
“I’d rather you take Dr. Mandal’s advice and avoid the investigation. But you’re the sheriff, and if you want to run the search, there’s nothing I can say to dissuade you.”
Thomas nodded, deep in thought. He couldn't sit around and do nothing while two young girls were missing. He had to find them, no matter the cost.
"I'll take Dr. Mandal's advice into account, but I can't give up. Stress can be managed."
Aguilar narrowed her eyes. "Are you sure that's a good idea? You're injured and dealing with PTSD, and we don't know what we're dealing with here."
Thomas waved off her concern. "I'll manage."
Aguilar sighed. "All right, if you insist. But you need to stay off your feet until that ankle heals."
The door opened and LeVar entered with Chelsey, Raven, and Scout. LeVar held two photographs in his hand.
Thomas limped over to them, drawing a groan from Aguilar.
"What is this?"
“Found these pictures in an underground cavern beneath a storage facility in Treman Mills.”
Thomas blinked.
“I don’t understand.”
Raven said, “After those Palella thugs attacked us, Scout worked her magic and traced Ryan Applewhite’s financial records to the facility. LeVar located a hidden room, which led down to a cavern.” She raised her palms. “I know, I know. It sounds like some crazy Hardy Boys stuff, but there was a ton of Palella cult paraphernalia in the cavern. These two pictures fell out of the book.”
She handed them to Thomas, who studied them before passing them to Aguilar.
“I’ll check the missing persons’ database,” Aguilar said.
“You might want to go back several years,” said Chelsey. “The hairstyles on those girls look dated.”
The lead deputy returned to her desk. Thomas wasn’t sure what he wanted Aguilar to find. Proof the cult had murdered both girls? Why would they kill two innocent teens?
“I’ll send my deputies to this facility,” Thomas said. “Give me the details.”
LeVar recited the address, and Thomas lifted his chin at the two junior deputies who’d arrested the thugs for assault. They hurried out the door.
A few minutes later, Aguilar returned with a grave expression. “Thomas, those are two missing girls from Western New York. They disappeared eight years ago. They were both thirteen at the time of their disappearance.”
A chill ran down his spine as he looked at the pictures again. They were two young girls in the prime of life who’d vanished without a trace. Aguilar gave him their names, and he wanted to cry. He had to find out what happened and bring closure to the families.
“What about the two men you arrested?” Chelsey asked.
“They refuse to talk,” he said.
“They asked for a lawyer?”
“No, they literally won’t talk. Not a word. But don’t worry. I’ll get something out of them, now that we know about the storage facility.”
While LeVar worked with the Wolf Lake Consulting group at a free workstation, Thomas walked toward the holding cells.
“Wait a second, Thomas,” Aguilar said. “Let me go. Rest that ankle.”
“Stop babying me. The ankle isn’t that bad.”
“Thomas,” she said, raising her voice like a disgruntled parent.
“Fine, but take a deputy with you. We’ll interview them together and play them off each other.”
“Good idea.”
As Thomas limped into the conference room, his mind was stuck on the missing girls. He needed to talk to the two men they had in custody, but the fact that they refused to speak was frustrating.
Ten minutes later, Aguilar and another deputy escorted the two men into the conference room. Handcuffed, they stared at the wall. They didn't even acknowledge Thomas’s presence. He opened the case folder and clicked his pen.
"Look," he said, trying to keep his voice calm. "I know you guys aren't talking. But you need to understand that we're trying to help you. You’re in a lot of trouble. Attacking an off-duty sheriff’s deputy is serious business.”
No responses.
“We know about the storage facility, and we know about the girls.”
The men remained silent, but Thomas thought he saw a flicker of emotion in their eyes.
He continued, "We just want to know where the girls are."
One thug shared a glance with another, but neither responded.
Thomas leaned back in his chair. He knew he had to try a different approach. He held their eyes.
"I understand why you might be scared. Maybe you got mixed up in something you didn't mean to. Maybe you're afraid for your own safety. But please understand that these girls’ families are desperate for answers. They need to know what happened to their daughters."
One man shifted in his seat and mumbled something under his breath. Thomas leaned forward, trying to catch the words.
"What was that?" he asked.
The man looked up, his eyes cold and hard. "You don't know what you're dealing with," he said, his voice low and menacing.
"Enlighten me.”
The man leaned forward too, his face twisted into a sneer. "You don't want to know. Trust me."
Thomas looked at Aguilar, who was watching him with concern. He shook his head, signaling that he was okay. He turned back to the men.
“Try me.”
The thugs clamped their lips together.
Thomas rubbed his temple. He knew he had to take a tough stance if he wanted any information out of them.
“You attacked an off-duty deputy, and I need to know why you did it. What were you looking for? Where are the girls? You need to tell me, or you'll go to jail for a very long time.”
The men looked at each other, their expressions unreadable. Thomas watched them, weighing his options before deciding what he should do next.
“Why are you protecting Ryan Applewhite?”
Another flicker of emotion. This time it touched both thugs’ eyes. Was it fear?
“If you’re worried Applewhite and the Palella cult will go after your families, we can protect them. Just give me the information I need.”
The men locked eyes with Thomas; he read their determination. They wouldn’t talk. He realized they were at an impasse. He still couldn't get a word out of them. It was time to take the next step: locking them in their cells until they listened to reason. He would break them, but he was running out of time.
Thomas rose from his seat and motioned for the deputies to take the men away. As they left the room, one thug glanced back at him with a hint of respect in his eyes, as if to say, “You tried your best” before turning his gaze forward.
For a few moments, Thomas sat contemplating what he should do next. Then he turned to Aguilar, who still watched him with concern.
“What’s our next move?”
Aguilar considered her options before responding.
“We printed them. I’m still waiting for an answer in AFIS. The system was hanging last I checked.”
“If we figure out who they are, maybe we can get their families to talk.”
Aguilar folded her arms.
“Whoever this Ryan Applewhite is, they’re terrified of him.”
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T he room was pitch-black when the doorknob turned.
Erin Pearson jolted awake and drew the blanket around her shoulders. Someone was in the doorway, but it was too dark to see. She blinked, struggling to clear her vision.
"Who . . . who's there?" she asked, her voice trembling with fear.
A shape emerged from the darkness and strode toward her. The figure drew closer—but as it stepped into the light, she let out a sigh of relief.
"Haven," she said, her voice softening. "It's you."
Haven didn't respond, instead moving to sit beside Erin on the bed. The silence lingered between them for several moments before Haven spoke.
“It’s time you joined us, Erin.”
“Why are you saying this?”
“Because I overheard Mr. Applewhite talking. He’s naming you today.”
“Naming me? I don’t know what that means.”
Haven’s callused fingers stroked Erin’s cheek, making her shiver.
“On your naming day, you join our family or you go to hell.”
“That’s insane. Is that what they did to you? They changed your name? I’m sure your real name isn’t Haven.”
“I . . . I’m Haven.”
Her eyes darted around the room. The girl was struggling with something, but Erin didn't know how to help. She’d tried for days to reach her.
"I don't understand any of this," Erin said, breaking the silence. "I don't even know where we are. How did we get here?"
Haven's expression darkened. "I don't know. I remember little before this place."
Erin frowned. It made no sense. How could she not remember anything from before? What kind of place were they in?
The door creaked open, interrupting Erin's thoughts. Mr. Applewhite stood in the doorway, his eyes glinting in the dim light.
"Erin," he said, his voice gruff. "It's time for your naming ceremony. You will clean yourself." He set a bucket and a sponge on the ground. “You must be pure of body and soul on your naming day.”
The door closed, and Erin turned to Haven.
“There’s no more time. Tell me how to get out of here.”
“There is no reason to flee. You will be at peace. Come, Erin. He awaits.”
Before Haven stopped speaking, Erin slapped the girl across her face, spinning her head around. The earthen walls deadened the sound, but her ears rang from the loudness.
Clutching her hand, Erin searched Haven’s eyes. They watered, and the girl touched her cheek in shock and sadness.
“I’m sorry for hitting you,” Erin said, “but you need to remember. It’s the only way we’ll survive.”
“I am—”
“No, your name isn’t Haven. You had friends, a mother and father who loved you, a bedroom where the sun shone through the window and brought you awake every morning. Remember. You have to.”
As if a veil lifted, Haven’s eyes cleared. Her mouth opened, and she whispered a name.
Erin leaned forward.
“Please say it again. Loud enough that I can hear you.”
“Camille. Camille Wheatley.” The girl looked around the room and said, “I remember now. I was brought here to be named Haven, but my real name is Camille Wheatley. I remember my parents, my friends, my bedroom with the sun shining through the window every morning.”
Tears poured from Camille’s eyes. Her body quivered as if coming to grips with her reality.
Erin hugged her. “We can do this Camille; we can get out of here together.”
“There are no windows,” Camille said. “No windows here. No light or hope.”
“We’ll find a way out. I promise.”
Camille's face lit as she recalled something. She rushed to the door and pointed at the ceiling.
"There’s a hatch outside your room. That's how they come and go. People come and go through there, unnoticed."
Erin looked up at the hatch in disbelief. Was it really possible?
"Listen," Camille said, her voice shaking with urgency as she forced Erin to look at her. "You must not let them know I remembered my real name. Call me Haven."
Erin nodded, understanding the gravity of the situation. She knew this was their chance for escape, but it wouldn't happen if Applewhite caught them before they had a plan in place.
"We can do this," Erin said, squeezing Camille's arm for reassurance before letting go. "They’ll make a mistake, and we’ll escape together. Do you know where we are?"
Camille shook her head. “In a forest. That’s all I know.”
“Try to remember. Is that where they kidnapped you? In a forest?”
The blood drained from Camille’s face. “Yes. I was in a forest.”
“Which one?”
“On my bike. They came out of the trees and grabbed me before I could scream.” Her lips trembled. “Please, Erin. They’re everywhere. You don’t understand how dangerous they are.”
“You’re almost there. So you were riding through the forest when they caught you. What forest?”
“Buttermilk Forest.”
Erin couldn’t believe it. She wasn’t far from home.
“We can make it, Camille. I know it. We just need to stay focused and escape when they’re not looking.”
Camille shook her head so hard that her hair flew across her face.
“It’s not that easy. They lock the hatch, and I don’t have a key.”
“Who does?”
“The elders.”
Camille must mean the robed figures who stalked through the underground tunnels. Erin grabbed the girl’s hand and pulled her up from the bed.
“You’ll take me to the chamber now.”
“For your naming ceremony?”
“It’s like you said. We’ll play along.”
“This is dangerous, Erin.”
Ice formed in Erin’s chest. What if the cult brainwashed her during the ceremony, as they had Camille? No, she was stronger than that. She would make them think their plan had worked.
Then she’d steal the key.
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T homas was determined to get the answers he needed, with or without the help of the arrested men. He had already gotten nowhere searching for Applewhite's family members; it was as if the man hadn’t existed before forming Kane Grove Prorealty. His frustration was growing.
He took a different approach and dug through public records, searching for any clue that could help him find out more about Ryan Applewhite and hit another dead end. No matter what angle he tried, he made no progress.
Feeling defeated, Thomas closed his eyes and thought of any other leads he might have missed. As if sensing his despair, Aguilar approached him with slumped shoulders. He knew she didn’t have good news.
“What happened?” he asked.
“AFIS is back, but neither man is in the database.”
Thomas threw up his hands.
“Then we need another way to figure out who they are.”
“Torture?” she asked with a wry smile.
“Don’t tempt me.” He scrubbed a hand down his face. “Spread their pictures around. Maybe someone will recognize them.”
Aguilar nodded and left his office as LeVar and Scout entered the room.
“We found something,” they said in unison.
Yet there was no excitement in their voices. More bad news. LeVar and Scout exchanged a look before continuing.
“Twelve missing girls,” LeVar said. “All of them disappeared after their thirteenth birthdays from New York and northern Pennsylvania. They vanished in the last decade.”
“More victims,” Thomas said, running a hand through his messy hair. “And no bodies surfaced.”
Thomas stood as he processed this new information. How many girls had the Palella cult abducted?
He wouldn't let his frustration and anger get the better of him. Thomas knew he couldn't do this alone, and he needed Chelsey’s team and every deputy to locate the cult.
Outside, cars raced past. It seemed like a normal day in Wolf Lake, but he couldn't shake the feeling that he was being watched. He tried to brush it off as paranoia, but his gut told him otherwise.
Thomas pushed his instincts aside. “LeVar, get me everything you can find on the twelve girls. I need the locations where they were last seen, acquaintances, anything that might tell us where Applewhite took them.”
LeVar nodded, and he left with Scout to work with Chelsey and Raven. Hadn’t he advised LeVar to keep his distance from Scout? It seemed nobody listened to him these days.
As he waited for their answers, Thomas paced back and forth in his office. He felt responsible for the girls' disappearances. Erin Pearson and Camille Wheatley had disappeared on his watch.
A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. He opened it to find Aguilar waiting.
“Yes, Aguilar?”
She shook her head.
“You’re on your feet again. If you insist on being nervous, can’t you do it from your chair?”
“I can’t help it.”
Aguilar rolled her eyes before holding out a stack of papers. “Here’s what I found on the Palella cult. It’s just bits and pieces of online rumors and innuendo. Who knows how much is true?”
Thomas took the papers, scanning them. There wasn’t much he didn’t already know, but he was hoping for a new lead.
“Keep digging,” Thomas said, handing the papers back to Aguilar. “We must be missing something.”
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T homas shook his head, pushing aside his doubts. They were running out of time and options, and Scout’s investigative skills had saved him more than once. She might be their last hope.
"Scout," Thomas called. "Can you look at this phone with LeVar? We need to figure out who these guys are."
The girl looked up, her eyes bright with excitement. "Sure thing," she said, jumping up from her seat and rushing over.
LeVar handed her the phone, and Scout started tapping away at its screen. Thomas watched over her shoulder, trying to make sense of the codes and programs she was using.
As he watched, he felt a sense of relief. Maybe this was the break they needed. Perhaps she could find the missing link that led him to the girls.
Under LeVar’s supervision, she connected the phone to the computer and called up an application Thomas didn’t recognize. Better that he didn’t ask questions. Technology sometimes made his head hurt.
He returned to his office and left the door open, hoping Aguilar would return and tell him she’d found someone who recognized the arrested men. In the meantime, he studied a map of Buttermilk Forest near the rope trap. No caves in the area. Nowhere to hide.
From outside his door, Scout let out a whoop. "I found something."
Thomas hopped out of his chair. He crouched beside her, his eyes fixed on the phone's screen. Scout had opened a hidden folder of photographs.
"Look at her,” Scout said, pointing at the robed figure in the picture. "She looks about thirteen, doesn’t she?"
Thomas felt a surge of excitement. They had a lead.
“She does. Why is the picture so dark?”
“It appears someone took the photo in a dimly lit room and didn’t use the flash.”
He stared at the girl, trying to make out her face—then he recognized something in the photo’s background. It was the same symbol that was carved into the tree where he had stepped into the trap.
"Scout, can you trace the location to where this photo was taken?" Thomas asked, his voice trembling with excitement.
Scout called up a list of numbers on the computer. "I think I can. The EXIF data appears to be intact. Give me five minutes, and I should be able to increase the exposure and bring out the girl’s face.”
LeVar nudged Thomas with his elbow. “What did I tell you, Shep Dawg? She’s the real deal.”
As they waited, Thomas couldn't help but wonder what kind of sick and twisted people were behind the Palella cult. He had seen his fair share of horrors in his line of work, but stealing minors was the lowest level of depravity.
Scout let out a triumphant cry. "Got it." She tapped the screen to show them the area.
Thomas and LeVar leaned in to examine the map. The location was deep in the center of Buttermilk Forest. Thomas recognized the spot as a secluded clearing where he’d fallen victim to the trap.
“I don’t get it,” he said. “I scoured that area, and there are no structures or caves in the vicinity.”
“The EXIF data doesn’t lie,” LeVar said.
Thomas wanted to yank his hair out in clumps. “But Aguilar and the state trooper were just there.”
“Perhaps they changed locations.”
“Maybe,” Thomas said, doubting that was the answer.
Scout gave a gasp. Thomas shot her a glance and saw that she was pointing at the girl in the photograph. She’d performed some wizardry that brought out the girl’s facial features.
“We know her,” said Scout. “That's Camille Wheatley.”
Thomas stared at the picture. Yes, that was Camille. Yet the girl didn’t appear frightened or panicked. Nor did she smile at the camera. Her blank stare seemed lifeless. It sent a chill through Thomas’s body.
Something was off about the picture. He wondered what could have caused Camille to have such a lifeless expression. Brainwashing?
At that moment, Aguilar returned. Thomas stood, hoping she was bringing good news.
“Sorry, Thomas,” Aguilar said. “No one in Wolf Lake recognized either man.”
His shoulders drooped, but only for a second. “We might have another way to break our thugs. Scout found Camille Wheatley’s photo on the phone.”
“You’re kidding.”
“Bring them both out this time. Let’s turn up the heat.”
Ten minutes later, Thomas and Aguilar sat across the desk, facing the handcuffed men.
Thomas glared at the two thugs, a rage building up inside him. He couldn't believe they were capable of such heinous acts. Their faces were smug, as if they knew they had the upper hand. But Thomas was determined to break them, to find out where Camille was and save her.
"Let's cut to the chase," Thomas said, his voice low and dangerous. "We know you both are part of the Palella cult. We have evidence linking you to the kidnapping of Camille Wheatley. Now, where is she?"
The taller of the two men, the man with the phone, just grinned at him. "You got nothing on us, pig," he spat. “And I’ve never heard of Camille Wheatley.”
Thomas brought out the phone and tapped his finger against the screen.
“Then why were you carrying her picture?”
The cultists shared a look.
“Her name isn’t Camille. It’s Haven.”
“No, she’s Camille Wheatley. She disappeared from Kane Grove in May.”
“Like I said, I don’t know anyone by that name. The girl in the picture is Haven.”
“Then tell me where Haven is. Kidnapping is a serious offense. You’ll spend a long time in prison if you don’t help me.”
“Why should I tell you anything? Haven is unharmed and there of her own volition. She’s one of us.”
“One of who?”
He clamped his mouth shut.
“We’ll find out who you are,” Aguilar said. “You know that, right?”
“I answer to a higher power. The police mean nothing to me.”
“Is this higher power Ryan Applewhite? Because he’s not God.”
No response, though the men shifted in their seats.
Thomas locked eyes with the taller cultist. "The game you're playing is dangerous. Ryan Applewhite is a psychopath who's using people like you for his twisted agenda. You don't want to be associated with that kind of evil."
The cultist laughed, shaking his head. "You don’t know what you're talking about. Mr. Applewhite is a visionary. He's going to change the world."
His patience wearing thin, Thomas said, "Ryan Applewhite is a monster. He brainwashed you and turned you into a mindless drone. Do you even know what you're fighting for?"
The cultist's grin widened.
"Of course I do. I'm fighting for salvation. I'm fighting for our future."
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T homas racked his brain. A half hour of grilling the cultists had yielded nothing. Now they were back in their holding cell, and he had no more leverage on them. They weren’t afraid of spending the rest of their lives in jail.
“Don’t give up hope,” Aguilar said, sitting across from his desk. “I circulated their mugshots to every law enforcement agency in the state. Someone is bound to recognize them.”
“They kept calling Camille Haven. What sick game are they playing?”
Thomas rubbed his aching head, trying to make sense of everything. He had been so close to finding the Palella cult and getting answers, but now he was stuck with more questions. He needed to clear his mind and come up with a new plan of action.
Aguilar’s phone rang. She answered and nodded her head as she listened. Her eyes widened with surprise as she hung up.
“You won’t believe it. That was the Kane Grove PD. They recognize one of our men as Phil Dagata. He ran a clothing store downtown until two years ago and disappeared off the face of the earth. They said he has a clean record.”
“Phil Dagata. Now we have something to work with. Good job.”
“Don’t thank me. All I did was send his picture out to the world.”
“So we’ll bring them out for another talk and slam them with the truth. Phil Dagata. We know the taller guy’s name. That’s sure to crack their confidence.”
Aguilar reached behind and closed the door. Thomas raised an eyebrow in question.
“Thomas, did it occur to you that the arrested men look similar?”
“Yeah, they’re both paler than ghosts. I doubt either has stepped into the sunlight in years. They must spend all their time indoors, worshiping their false leader.”
“I’m not talking about their complexions. The facial features. Yes, Phil Dagata is taller than the other, and they have different hair colors. But the eyes. The faces. Thomas, I think they’re related.”
“Brothers?”
“Could be.”
“Okay. Let’s get with the WLC crew and have them research Phil Dagata. While they work, we’ll plan our next interrogation.”
Chelsey, Raven, LeVar, and Scout started investigating. It didn’t take them long to find answers.
“Get this,” Chelsey said, propping one ankle on her knee. “Phil Dagata has a shady past, and it’s downright spooky. He went underground two years ago, but before that, he funneled profits from his clothing shop to Kane Grove Prorealty. I’m talking seven figures. Whatever Ryan Applewhite needed that money for, it was something big.”
Thomas rubbed his chin in contemplation. "So, we have a missing man with a history of shady dealings funneling money to the same company that Applewhite owns. And now we have two men with similar features, possibly related, caught with a kidnapped girl’s picture on a phone.”
Raven nodded in agreement. "It's all starting to connect."
LeVar spoke up. "I found another connection. That other guy? He’s Brian Dagata, Phil’s brother. Brian did time for molesting his niece fifteen years ago."
Scout shuddered. "That's dark."
Chelsey added, "And it seems Applewhite has been using the funds to build his following."
Thomas folded his arms. “You know what? Let’s interview Brian alone this time. We have more on him than we do Phil. I bet he’ll break under the pressure.”
“Want me to bring him out?” Aguilar asked.
“Do it.”
Before Aguilar rose from her seat, a shout broke the quiet. A junior deputy rushed into the office, his face drained of blood.
“Sheriff, come quick.”
Thomas stood. “What’s wrong?”
“I can’t explain it. I was watching them the entire time and only stepped out for five minutes to use the bathroom. And then . . .”
The deputy gulped and looked like he wanted to vomit.
“Show me.”
With Aguilar in tow, Thomas followed the junior deputy to the holding cells. Scout and the others tried to join them, but LeVar kept them back.
Thomas raced down the corridor. He wondered what he would find. Were the arrested men gone?
When they reached the cell, Thomas saw a man’s shoes, the legs swaying above the floor.
“No!” Thomas shouted.
Brian Dagata had hanged himself with a bed sheet.
The sight made Thomas sick to his stomach. Brian’s eyes were wide and bulging, his skin pallid, his lips blue. It was a horrid sight, one that Thomas would never forget.
He shook his head in disbelief. “How could this have happened?”
Aguilar motioned to the cot, where Phil Dagata was curled into a ball on the mattress, snickering. “It looks like he helped his brother hang himself.”
“Why?”
“Phil Dagata,” Aguilar called as she unlocked the door. Hearing his name stopped the arrested man from laughing. “Did you hang your brother?”
“He did it himself. He sacrificed everything for the cause. Don’t cry for him. He’s with God now.”
“I know little about religion, but I doubt heaven opens its doors to child molesters.”
Dagata started laughing again. It was a sickening sound, like vermin skittering across a kitchen floor at midnight.
Thomas tried to push the image of the cultist’s lifeless body from his mind as they cuffed Dagata. He couldn't imagine the pain and desperation that had led the brother to take his own life. It was a reminder of how much the cult had infiltrated their minds. He’d killed himself so the authorities couldn’t force him to talk.
While Aguilar devised a plan to keep Dagata from killing himself as well, Thomas made his way back to his office.
He sat at his desk and leaned back in his chair, trying to wrap his head around the events.
If he couldn’t get Dagata to talk, how could he find Camille and Erin?
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P ulling himself out of bed proved difficult for Thomas the next morning. He remembered little of his dreams. Something about infinite darkness and two girls bound to a table, screaming for help that would never come.
The notepad beside the bed held the coordinates from the EXIF data Scout had found connected to Camille Wheatley’s picture. The lost girl’s face haunted him again. She didn’t appear human in the photo.
Why were the coordinates wrong? He’d stood in the exact spot Scout had directed him to. Had a structure once existed on that location, he would have found signs, even with the snowpack covering the ground.
Thomas closed his eyes and tried to focus. He had to be alert today; there was no way around it. He heard Jack and Tigger stir; he would need to feed them before leaving for work. Chelsey had already driven off.
He stepped out of the bedroom and made his way to the kitchen, while Jack and Tigger followed him, awaiting their breakfast. Thomas filled two shallow dishes with kibble and refilled the water bowls before heading out into the cold winter morning with Jack. After Jack relieved himself, Thomas showered and dressed.
The sun hadn’t yet risen above the trees as he drove along a snow-covered back road towards Wolf Lake Consulting. With each passing minute, the sky shifted from black to pink until it exploded in an array of oranges, blues, and purples, as if someone had spilled paint across the horizon. The air was crisp, but Thomas felt energized by this new day—full of possibilities and solutions they hadn't thought of yet, like unlocking the coordinates Scout had found.
As Thomas walked into the office, he was greeted by the familiar smell of coffee and the low hum of computers.
“You were up late,” Chelsey said with a hint of disapproval.
“I know, but I needed an early start.”
“Still can’t get Phil Dagata to talk?”
“Not at all.”
Raven greeted him as she strode to her desk. LeVar worked on an infidelity case at his workstation.
Thomas poured himself a cup of green tea—he intended to start the day on the right foot by listening to Aguilar’s suggestions—and pulled a chair beside LeVar.
“Long day yesterday, Shep,” LeVar said without looking away from his work.
“The longest. I can’t believe a prisoner committed suicide on my watch.”
“Not on your watch. Not on anyone’s. We can’t monitor prisoners every second of the day.”
“I should have known they were suicide risks. What are you working on?”
LeVar turned his computer screen toward Thomas. "It's a cheating spouse case," he said with a sigh. "The client suspects his wife is seeing someone and wants us to gather evidence."
Thomas glanced at the screen, seeing a series of photos of a woman with a man who wasn't her husband. He felt a pang of sympathy for the client. Infidelity cases were always tough to handle. "Have you found anything?"
"Not yet. But I'll keep digging."
Thomas nodded, taking a sip of his tea. He knew the feeling all too well. Sometimes it felt like you were digging and digging, but the answers just wouldn't come. "Keep at it," he said, patting LeVar's shoulder.
As Thomas rose, LeVar called him back. “If you want to find the Palella cult, I know a way.”
“You have my attention.”
“This will sound crazy to you, and you’ll have to break a few laws to make it happen. Ah, maybe I should let it go and come up with another plan.”
Thomas turned the chair to face LeVar. “Don’t backtrack now. You already got my hopes up. What’s all this about breaking laws?”
“Well, not breaking them. Bending them is more like it. You’re the sheriff. It’s not like anyone can stop you.”
“LeVar, you aren’t making sense.”
“Here’s the deal,” LeVar said, blowing the hair off his forehead. “Whenever a new gang set up shop in Harmon, we’d wait until we caught a member in our territory.”
“Don’t tell me you tortured them.”
LeVar laughed without mirth. “No, but that was Rev’s plan. I was the smart one in the group. And CJ.”
“Okay, I can buy that. What did you do?”
“Let him go.”
Thomas scratched behind his ear. “Why would you let him go?”
“Because he always returned to his boys. Then we had the whole gang in sight.”
“You’re not suggesting I release Phil Dagata, are you?”
“Why not?”
“That’s insane.”
“Told you it was. Then again, the Palella cult is holding two thirteen-year-old girls. That is, if they’re still alive.”
“They’re alive, LeVar. They have to be.”
“So what’s crazier: letting Dagata walk, or allowing those girls to die?”
Thomas sat back. He couldn’t release a kidnapper who’d tried to murder a deputy.
Or could he?
“Just because Dagata had Camille’s picture doesn’t mean he harmed her,” LeVar said, winking. “Where’s your proof?”
“Come on. We both know he’s guilty.”
The off-duty deputy didn’t speak. He held a knowing expression as he went back to work. “What do I know? I’m just an unpaid PI investigating a cheating spouse.”
Across the room, pictures of Camille Wheatley and Erin Pearson hung from the murder board. The murder board. It was as if the girls were already dead.
The sheriff was desperate enough to try anything. Even a crazy idea suggested by the most feared gangster in Harmon’s history.
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“Y ou should reconsider,” Aguilar told Thomas as he stared out his office window.
Outside, a snowplow drove past, shoving fresh white powder against the curb. Everyone in the village went about their activities, as if two girls’ lives didn’t hang in the balance.
“I have to try something new,” he said.
“But releasing Phil Dagata? This is the sort of thing that might get back to the governor.”
“If . . . I mean, when we save Camille and Erin, no one will question my methods.”
“Thomas, please.”
“Don’t try to talk me out of it, Aguilar. I made my mind up.”
“And if he commits suicide like his brother did?”
“That’s a risk I’m willing to take. But I doubt he will. Nobody can make him reveal secrets about Palella if we let him go.”
He could see the doubt swimming in her eyes.
Thomas left Aguilar alone and made his way to the holding cell where Phil Dagata was being kept. He could hear the man’s heavy breathing before he even reached the door.
“Sheriff,” Dagata said, his voice hoarse. “I thought I told you I won’t talk.”
“I’m here to release you.”
Dagata laughed, the sound echoing off the walls. “You’re joking, right?”
“There’s no proof you kidnapped Camille Wheatley, so I have no grounds to hold you.”
The arrested man gave Thomas a distrustful glare, but that didn’t stop him from licking his lips when the key entered the lock on the cell door.
“You’re serious.”
“I wish I wasn’t, but I don’t have a choice. Phil Dagata, you’re free to leave.”
As Dagata stepped out of the cell, unease gripped Thomas. He knew that releasing the man was a gamble, but it was worthwhile if he found the cult.
Dagata wiped his hands on his pants and looked up at the sheriff. "You're making a mistake," he said. "The Palella cult isn’t involved in illegal activity. We’re peaceful, godfearing people."
"You expect me to believe that?"
"I don't care what you believe. I'm just glad to be out of that hellhole."
Thomas couldn't force the truth out of him. After completing paperwork, he escorted the man to the door and watched him step into the daylight. The sheriff sighed and rubbed his temples. This had to work.
“We have eyes on Dagata,” Chelsey said through his radio.
Chelsey, Raven, and LeVar were following the cultist in the Chrysler Limited while two deputies in an unmarked cruiser surveilled the man from down the street.
“This is a helluva risk you’re taking,” Aguilar said behind him.
Thomas turned to her. “As if I have a choice.”
“So now what?”
“We wait and see where he leads us.”
Aguilar climbed into another unmarked cruiser with Thomas. Dagata left on foot, making him easy to trail. He walked for almost an hour before hailing a cab. The taxi dropped him off in the village center, where he entered a rental car agency and requested a midsize SUV.
Thomas was relieved to see that Dagata wasn't trying to make a break for it. The team followed his vehicle for an hour, driving down winding roads and passing through small towns. He seemed to lead them in circles. Dagata suspected someone was behind him, and he was trying to lead the investigators astray. He drove towards Treman Mills. The sheriff settled in for the ride, his eyes trained on the suspect's vehicle as it made its way toward its destination.
When they arrived at Treman Mills, Thomas ordered Chelsey, Raven and LeVar to remain down the road while he and Aguilar followed the suspect.
“He’s taking us to Ryan Applewhite’s apartment complex,” Chelsey said through the speaker.
“Do we move in?” Aguilar asked.
“Negative; we wait,” Thomas said, watching as Dagata got out of the car and walked towards the house.
As they waited, the sun began to set. Dagata paused at the entrance and shot another suspicious stare down the road. Thomas and Aguilar watched through binoculars from an alleyway. Chelsey’s team parked along the curb, while the second set of deputies waited at the end of the road in case Dagata gave them the slip.
“This is it,” Thomas said with a sense of satisfaction. “He’ll contact the Palella cult members and meet with them. Then we’ll nail Applewhite and save those girls.”
Time ticked like a failing heart. After night fell, Dagata left the apartment. They followed the man’s SUV as it wound through country roads. Thomas knew where he was leading them.
The cultist entered Buttermilk Forest, a vast expanse of trees with an almost mythical aura. The darkness of the forest spread like a shroud before the team, and they drove in silence, their only company the chilling January wind.
They waited for Dagata to enter the forest before climbing out of their vehicles and following.
“Move out,” Thomas ordered the others.
Chelsey’s team would sweep through the east side of the forest, while the two deputies took the west, hemming in the suspect. Thomas and Aguilar followed his trail, staying a few hundred yards behind.
The trees seemed to close in as they marched deep into the forest. After what felt like an eternity, they emerged from the woods into a clearing bathed in moonlight.
Through the binoculars, Thomas watched Dagata turn and look back at them, as if sensing their presence. Aguilar and Thomas crouched behind a tree and waited for the cultist to move.
They reached another clearing. This was where Raven had found the tree carving. A full moon illuminated the area with a soft silvery light, casting long shadows across the ground. The trees were ancient and tall, their branches reaching up like gnarled fingers.
The air was heavy with the smell of fresh snow and pine needles. A stiff breeze blew through the clearing, rustling the branches.
Dagata had stopped at a large boulder that stood near one side of the clearing. He seemed to be searching for something. Then he rose and slipped between two trees.
Thomas focused the binoculars and cursed when the man didn’t emerge from hiding. Where was he?
“Give it a minute,” Aguilar said, sensing his anxiousness.
“I can’t wait.”
Before Aguilar grabbed his arm, Thomas stepped through the clearing and ran to where he’d last seen Dagata. He was gone. Vanished. Did he slip away without them knowing?
Thomas’s pulse raced as he spoke into the radio.
“I lost eyes on Dagata. Repeat, I lost eyes on Dagata.”
He could hear the two teams rushing through the forest. The cultist would find no escape, yet when Chelsey’s team and the two deputies arrived, no one had spotted the man.
“Impossible,” Thomas said, pointing between the trees. “He was right here.”
Aguilar turned in a circle, while LeVar looked up, as if Dagata had climbed a tall pine and hidden among the boughs. There was no explanation for the disappearance.
Thomas turned to the others.
“This is my fault. I failed.”
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T homas kneeled on the ground and held his head. They were all looking at him, judging him for releasing a kidnapping suspect from jail and letting him escape. He would never regain their trust.
Without another option, he contacted the state police barracks and spoke to Trooper Fitzgerald.
“I need search dogs to track the suspect. We lost him in Buttermilk Forest.”
“He escaped from jail?” Fitzgerald asked.
“I released him.”
There was a pause on the line before the trooper spoke again. “I’m sure you had your reasons. Give me an hour to reach your location.”
“That’s not fast enough.”
“It’s the best I can do.”
The only hope of finding Dagata lay with the two patrol units circling the woods in case he emerged. By the time Fitzgerald arrived with the dogs, Thomas and Aguilar had scoured the forest for an hour without luck.
When the dogs reached them, Thomas gave them a hat he’d kept after the arrest. The dogs sniffed around the area and picked up a trail leading into the woods. Yet the dogs kept circling back to the clearing, which made no sense. It was as if the man had grown wings and flown off. Another hour of searching brought no results.
With no other leads, Thomas had to return to the sheriff's department and figure out how Dagata had vanished while the dogs tracked the cultist.
In the meantime, he could do nothing but regret his decision and worry about what would happen if they didn't find the cultist. Would someone else get hurt because of his terrible decision to release a kidnapper? He had a feeling that this wasn't over yet. There would be more tragedy. It weighed on his shoulders.
When they reached the office, Thomas hurried to his computer, ignoring Aguilar’s warning about his ankle. As she stood behind him, he punched up a digital map of the clearing and marked every location the dogs had searched. It was impossible. The team had surrounded the woods. How had he escaped?
“There’s a well on this side of the forest,” Aguilar said, tapping the screen a half mile from the clearing.
“He didn’t fall into a well. And anyway, how did he get past our teams?”
“I’m trying to help.”
Thomas pinched the bridge of his nose. “I know, Aguilar, and I’m sorry, but this is insane. People don’t disappear.”
They studied the map, marking caverns, but the hiding spots were too far from the clearing. Dagata couldn’t have reached them without passing through the team members.
To make matters worse, the radio crackled with Trooper Fitzgerald’s voice.
“We’re calling it a night, Thomas. The suspect isn’t in Buttermilk Forest anymore, and there’s no scent beyond the clearing. He must have circled back to the trail.”
“And passed us? No chance.”
“Don’t shoot the messenger. The dogs don’t lie.”
Thomas groaned. “Thanks, Fitzgerald. We’ll figure this out.”
Aguilar set a hand on his shoulder. “Thomas, you’ve been here for fourteen hours. It’s time to go home.”
“But he—”
“We lost him. Depriving yourself of sleep won’t change anything.”
Thomas knew she was right, but he couldn't leave it alone, not when there were so many unanswered questions. He needed to clear his head, and maybe a warm meal would do him some good.
As he drove down the dark, empty lake road, his mind wandered back to the clearing. He remembered feeling someone watching, as if the cult members lurked in the shadows.
The A-frame came into view, and he could see Chelsey through the window. She must have just arrived home because she was removing her jacket and hanging it inside the closet. Jack ran back and forth with a ball in his mouth.
Home. Thomas needed his loved ones.
She was boiling water on the stove when he entered the house. Jack rushed over to greet him, and he petted the dog on the head, feeling empty and impotent. Chelsey set aside the spatula and walked over to him.
"Thomas," she said, taking his hand in hers. "It's not your fault."
Thomas shook his head and looked away. "I never should have let him go."
"This is on all of us," she said. "You can't blame yourself. We were all there, and Dagata slipped past us."
But though she tried her best to comfort him, Thomas was still wallowing in guilt and shame.
Chelsey sighed and pulled back from him. "Come on," she said with a smile, holding out a hand for him to take. "Let's go outside for some fresh air. Jack’s bladder is bursting by now."
He followed her out into the night, clutching her hand as they walked to the edge of the lake together in silence. The stars twinkled above them like diamonds scattered across velvet cloth. The dog crouched and did his business.
Thomas didn’t feel the cold. His entire body had gone numb since Dagata disappeared.
Chelsey turned towards him with eyes that held compassion and understanding. She reached up and cupped his face between her hands before drawing closer and pressing a gentle kiss against his forehead.
“You’ll figure this out,” she said. “And you’ll save those girls. You always do.”
“Nobody will listen to me again, not after this screwup.”
“Thomas, everyone respects you. We all make mistakes, and not everything goes as planned.”
“Aguilar must think I’m an idiot.”
“She doesn’t. Aguilar thinks the world of you. Listen to yourself. How many times have you come to a friend’s aid and filled them with confidence? Let others do the same for you.”
He wanted to believe her. Yet he’d lost Dagata and his last chance of finding the girls.
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T here had to be a catch. The sheriff’s department wouldn’t let him go without an ulterior motive.
Phil Dagata dug through a thin layer of snow and located the hatch. A noise in the forest made him snap his head around and pause. Was someone following him?
He held his breath and waited before he slipped the key into the hatch and unlocked the door. Mr. Applewhite hid keys inside the Treman Mills apartment for emergencies, and this qualified. With one last look to ensure no one was watching, he lowered himself through the opening and closed the hatch, bathing in darkness.
The air was thick with the musty scent of old books and damp earth. He felt his way down the ladder, his fingers trailing over the rungs. When his feet hit the ground, he took a moment to let his eyes adjust before he pulled out his flashlight. The beam cut through the darkness, revealing the familiar rows of books and shelves.
He made his way to the back of the library, where a small wooden door hid behind a bookcase. The door creaked open, and he stepped into the cavern. In the center of the room was a table covered in papers and books, and sitting behind the table was a man with piercing green eyes.
“Phil,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
Mr. Applewhite.
“Where’s your brother?” Applewhite asked.
“We ran into trouble.”
Applewhite rose from his chair and stalked closer.
“The police?”
“The sheriff’s department. They were at the safe house.”
“Did they arrest you?”
Dagata swallowed. “Yes.”
“What did you tell them?”
“Nothing, I swear. Brian even hung himself in the cell so the sheriff couldn’t twist his mind.”
Now Applewhite loomed over Dagata like a wraith.
“And how is it you are here if the sheriff arrested you?”
“He released me.”
“Fool. They trailed you here.”
“No, I was certain no one followed me to the forest.”
Applewhite raised an eyebrow, his green eyes glinting with suspicion. “Are you sure about that?”
Dagata hesitated. He had been so focused on finding the hatch that he’d paid little attention to his surroundings. “Yes, I’m sure.”
“Very well.” Applewhite’s expression softened. “But you must be more careful. The authorities mean to destroy everything we’ve worked for.”
“I know that.” Dagata rubbed his throbbing jaw where the off-duty deputy had struck him. “But I’m safe now.”
Applewhite sat and steepled his fingers. “And you’re certain Brian didn’t talk?”
“No, he didn’t say a word.”
“I hope so for your sake and ours. Because if I find out you’ve lied to me, there will be severe consequences. Do you understand?”
With the weight of Applewhite’s distrust pressing down on him like a heavy stone, Dagata nodded. He had been loyal to Applewhite and the cult for years, but it seemed even that wasn't enough to earn the man's trust.
“What now?”
“You will lead me up to the forest and ensure no one followed.”
“But I’m positive no one saw.”
“Do not question me.”
Dagata realized he had no choice but to obey. He led the Palella leader past the secret opening and to the ladder. With a twist of his wrist, he unlocked the hatch, and the frigid night air poured down on his head.
The moon was high in the sky, drawing shadows across the forest floor. Dagata led the way, his senses on high alert for any sign of danger. Applewhite followed, his hand on the hilt of a long knife sheathed at his waist.
As they walked deeper into the forest, his nerves frayed. Did Applewhite mean to turn on him?
“This knife is for the sheriff and his deputies,” Applewhite said, holding his eyes.
Dagata wiped a nervous hand across his mouth. What if the authorities had followed him without his knowledge? What if they were lying in wait, ready to ambush him and Applewhite? He tried to push the thoughts aside, but the fear gnawed at him like a hungry beast.
When they exited the clearing, he turned in a circle.
“See, I told you.”
Applewhite paused and listened. “Perhaps you are correct, but you made a grievous judgment error by risking our discovery.”
“I will atone for my sins. Anything you say, I’ll do. Please forgive me, Mr. Applewhite.”
“Our god forgives everyone who comes to the light. But his purpose is more important than our mortality.”
There was no time to react. Applewhite flashed the blade and plunged it into his chest.
Blood gushed from the wound, soaking through his shirt and pooling in the snow.
Applewhite kneeled to face him, the knife still in his hand, his eyes gleaming with intensity.
"You should not have risked our discovery," the leader said, his voice menacing.
Blood spurted from Dagata’s mouth when he tried to talk. The forest grew dark as his vision failed.
The icy blade slid from his chest, and Applewhite laid a palm on his head.
“May you find peace in the arms of our god,” he said.
Dagata’s body trembled before he went still.


APPLEWHITE WATCHED Dagata twitch before the life fled his body. The forest was quiet except for the wind.
“God be with you, my friend,” he whispered.
He grabbed the body under the arms and dragged it through the snow and toward the hatch. The next snowfall would cover the blood, and no one would know what happened here.
He slid the hatch open just enough to let him squeeze through, then lowered the dead man into the hole and dropped the body down to the corridor.
Applewhite’s lantern wavered as he lowered it over the face of Dagata.
“I pray for your soul,” he said as he closed the hatch and locked it.
A few knew of the hidden room behind the bookcase. He mustn’t tell the others of Dagata’s murder. Not yet. Haven was up to something, and he needed to find out what she was planning.
If she turned on him, he would kill her.
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“I  appreciate you talking to me, Aguilar,” Chelsey said, sitting on the edge of the couch and keeping quiet so Thomas wouldn’t hear. He was asleep upstairs.
“No need to thank me. I’m just as worried as you. Thomas is more than my boss. He’s a friend, and I’ve noticed how fixated he is on finding Camille Wheatley and Erin Pearson.”
“I can’t get through to him. I’ve tried and tried, but he won’t back down, no matter what Dr. Mandal says.” The floor groaned overhead. Thomas was awake. “I need to go. If Thomas acts strangely at work tomorrow, please call.”
“Will do, Chelsey. And thank you for reaching out.”
The toilet flushed upstairs, and footsteps crossed the floor, heading back to the bedroom. Chelsey chewed her lip. She loved Thomas and wasn’t proud that she was talking to others about the way he was acting, but she needed help.
After he fell asleep again, she checked the clock. It was midnight, and she had to wake up early for work. With a moan, she pushed herself out of the couch and padded upstairs. Jack lay next to Thomas, occupying half the mattress. Tigger curled at the foot of the bed, purring as he slept.
She slipped under the covers and touched Thomas’s shoulder. He didn’t stir. She yawned and lay back on the pillow, practicing deep breathing to calm her nerves. Thomas wasn’t himself, and she was terrified he would do something rash.


DARKNESS SHROUDED HIS DREAM. In his nightmare, Thomas squeezed through a hole in the ground. Somewhere in all that blackness, Aguilar called to him, as did a young boy. They were trapped in subterranean prisons, held captive by serial killer Justice Thorin.
He removed his gun from its holster. Aguilar was crying out and gagging as the madman strangled her. Thomas had to get to her in time. If Thorin killed Aguilar and the boy before he arrived, he could never live with himself.
“Come to me, Sheriff,” a low voice crooned. “Come and die like the others.”
He dropped to the surface and stood in an earthen tunnel. A light glowed ahead. The screams for help had ceased. He was too late.
Searching for the killer, he found the man blocking the path ahead of the cells. Except it wasn’t Thorin, but a robed figure with glowing eyes. The eyes of the devil.


THOMAS AWOKE WITH A GASP. Sweat soaked his body and matted the hair against his forehead. Beside him, Chelsey snored and rolled onto her side. Jack didn’t lift his head as Thomas wiped the perspiration away. The clock read two. Full icy darkness lurked outside the window.
The nightmare had given him the answer he sought. That was how Dagata had disappeared—he didn’t vanish, he went beneath the ground. The Palella cult must be operating underground, which explained why the EXIF data pointed to the clearing, yet there was nothing when Thomas searched the area.
He swung his legs off the bed and rubbed his eyes in thought. What to do? Aguilar and Lambert were sound asleep. One deputy had called in with the flu, and a junior deputy was working by himself overnight.
No one was available to help Thomas, and he wasn’t about to call Darren, Raven, or LeVar and bother them at this ungodly hour.
He knew he had to handle this on his own, so he dressed, put his gun in its holster, and left the house without waking Chelsey. The air was frigid, and a thin layer of snow and ice covered the ground. Turning the key in the ignition, he was sure Chelsey would hear the engine and appear in the window. She didn’t.
He drove for twenty minutes until he passed Kane Grove and reached the edge of Buttermilk Forest. A familiar tension clenched his gut. Thomas had been in enough dangerous situations to know when his life was on the line. But he also knew he had to keep his head straight and focus on finding the cult's underground lair.
It took a half hour to reach the clearing. His body shivered. He walked slowly, scanning the ground for any sign of a hidden entrance. The moon was full and bright. He heard his own footsteps crunching the snow as he moved deeper into the woods.
Then he saw it. A disturbance on the ground where someone had brushed the snow away. He ran forward and kneeled, locating a trapdoor covered with ice in the ground. It was almost invisible, but Thomas had found the cult.
He brushed away the debris, revealing the metal handle of the hatch. Lifting his radio, he contacted the junior deputy at the office.
“Guido, come in.”
No answer. He pushed the call button and determined the radio was working. Guido must be away from his desk.
It didn’t matter. Thomas would save those girls on his own.
He yanked the handle. Locked. It refused to budge.
Footsteps made him turn his head. They were coming from four directions and closing in.
Four robed figures with guns stepped out of the forest. They surrounded him, nobody saying a word as he stood.
Three cultists seemed to defer to one figure, a tall man who approached Thomas as if the sheriff wasn’t holding a gun and prepared to fire.
“Who are you?” the man asked.
“Sheriff Thomas Shepherd with the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. Lower your weapons.”
The tall figure chuckled.
“You’re outnumbered, Sheriff. We hold the advantage.”
“Ryan Applewhite?”
The man paused, then continued his approach.
“Good. You know my name.”
“You’re holding two kidnapped girls,” Thomas said, holding his gun steady. “Release them, and I’ll tell the judge you cooperated.”
Applewhite laughed again. “You think you can come here and take my followers and me down? You’re quite bold, Sheriff.”
“Release them, or I won’t hesitate to shoot,” Thomas said, keeping his eyes on the four cultists in front of him.
“You won’t have the chance,” Ryan said, signaling to the other cultists. “Take him down.”
Before Thomas could react, he felt a sharp blow to the back of his head. Someone had sneaked up on him from behind. The world spun around him, and he stumbled forward. He took a few steps before they tackled him to the ground. The cultists held him down as his consciousness faded.
Applewhite towered over him, a sinister grin on his face.
“You will not stand in the way of my mission, Sheriff,” Applewhite said, his voice laced with malice. “I’m ensuring salvation for the girls.”
Thomas struggled against the cultists restraining him, but they were too strong. He felt a sharp pain in his shoulder when one of them twisted his arm behind his back. He gritted his teeth, refusing to give in to the pain.
The leader chuckled, raising a hand to his followers. “Take him underground.”
Another blow to the head made Thomas’s eyes roll back. The last thing he remembered was a feeling of weightlessness while the Palella cult carried him down the hatch.
Then nothing.
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C helsey’s eyes blinked open to an empty bed with the pets curled beside her, seeking her body heat. The clock read five minutes before six. It was still dark outside. The sun wouldn’t rise for more than an hour.
Where was Thomas? She listened for the cupboards opening and closing but heard nothing. No scent of breakfast cooking. Was he gone already?
She blew out a breath and wiped her eyes. After working fourteen hours yesterday, Thomas had woken up early and gone to the office. At this rate, he would drive himself into the ground.
“It looks like it’s just the three of us,” she said as Jack lifted his head.
The dog and cat followed her downstairs. Bundled in a robe, she took Jack outside and bounced on her toes to thwart the chill. The lights were off inside the guesthouse; LeVar was still asleep.
After Jack followed her through the door, she filled the bowls with kibble and layered spoonfuls of Greek yogurt on their food. Tigger glared with derision. She checked her phone for a message from Thomas and found nothing. It wasn’t like him to blow out of the house so early and not text her. Then again, nothing about Thomas seemed familiar since they’d returned from Laurel Mountain.
She went about preparing breakfast, cracking eggs over a hot pan and placing bread in the toaster. Ten minutes later, she finished eating and washed the dishes. Still no word from Thomas.
This was crazy. If he didn’t contact her, she’d call him.
But he didn’t answer when she called his office. Instead, Aguilar picked up.
“Hey, Chelsey,” Aguilar said.
“I’m trying to reach Thomas. He left the house without saying goodbye. How is he acting this morning?”
A hesitation. “Thomas never showed up for work.”
“What do you mean? He left early and went to the office. I’ve been awake for almost an hour.”
“He didn’t show up at all. We’ve been trying to reach him, but his phone goes straight to voicemail.”
Chelsey’s mind raced. Where could he be? Was something wrong? She pictured his truck in a ditch. No doubt the roads were iced over this morning.
“All right, Aguilar. I’ll follow his route to work and look for him.”
“Don’t worry. We have that covered. Lambert just arrived and is searching for him.”
“If he shows up, let me know, okay?”
“Of course.”
The call ended, and she grabbed a chair to keep the room from spinning. Something was wrong. Was Thomas in danger? If he wasn’t, he would be after she got her hands on him.
Buttermilk Forest. Thomas was obsessed with locating the Palella cult; he believed they operated near the clearing where Raven had found the carving. But what would make him drive to the forest without telling her?
She shot Aguilar a text.
The forest. I’m going after him.
The deputy didn’t respond.
Chelsey donned black tactical gear and took her gun. The drive to Kane Grove made her more nervous than ever. What was wrong with Thomas? He never should have placed himself at risk by going after the cult by himself.
He’d found something that convinced him the Palella members were near. What that was, she could only guess. The moon was almost over the horizon when she parked her car beside the trail. Tire tracks told her someone had been here this morning, but there was no sign of Thomas’s truck.
Her boots crunching on snow and fallen branches sounded like gunshots in the deafening silence. So much for being quiet. If the cult was nearby, they knew she was coming.
A light wind swayed the limbs. She stopped every few moments to listen, but all she heard was the occasional owl’s hoot from high in a nearby tree.
As Chelsey made her way deeper into the Buttermilk Forest, something seemed off. It was as if the forest were watching her, waiting for her to stumble into its jaws.
A rustling sound came from her right. She aimed her gun and scanned the area, but couldn't see anything in the darkness. Beads of sweat formed on her back.
"Thomas?" she called out, hoping he was nearby.
There was no response. Just the sound of the wind and the occasional snap of a twig under her boots. She continued forward, following the trail toward the clearing. The trees grew thicker, and she could barely make out the path in front of her.
As she rounded a bend in the trail, someone approached. Her heart skipped a beat until she saw Raven, LeVar, Aguilar, and Lambert. Aguilar was in the lead, her gun drawn and ready. She spotted Chelsey and stopped.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
Chelsey couldn’t believe they were here.
Aguilar placed a hand on her shoulder. “We need to work together if we’re going to find Thomas. We don’t know what we’re dealing with, so it’s important that we stay focused and calm.”
A lump formed in Chelsey’s throat. In times of need, she could always depend on her friends.
After a few moments of discussion, they all agreed that Raven would take the east side of the clearing while LeVar took the west side. Aguilar and Chelsey would cover the north end, and Lambert would handle the south end.
They split up into their assigned areas and searched the ground. Only a minute passed before Lambert called them over.
“Tracks,” he said, pointing at the snow. “They came from four directions and converged at this spot.”
Chelsey tried not to think about four cult members sneaking up on Thomas. Signs of a scuffle made her clench her jaw.
“They took him,” she said.
“But where?” Raven asked. “The tracks just disappear.”
“Just like they did with Phil Dagata,” said Aguilar.
LeVar shook his head. “We have to find Shep. He never let us down, so it’s high time we pulled him out of the frying pan.”
Everyone agreed. But could they find Thomas in time?
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T homas awoke in total darkness and disorientation. He groaned and clutched the back of his head where his attackers had struck him. Where was he?
Then he remembered the hatch. The cult had taken him underground.
Moving made a clinking sound, and he realized chains hung from his wrists and were attached to an earthen wall.
A moan made him turn his head; he wasn’t alone. Chains held a girl to the wall, like him. As his eyes adjusted, he recognized her. Erin Pearson, one of the two girls he was searching for. He’d failed her, just as he’d failed his team. Now they were both under lock and key. What kind of sheriff was he?
Bound and gagged, the girl lay next to him. They were locked in a small cell, the walls made of damp earth. The smell of dirt and rot filled the air, and rats skittered in the darkness as they searched for food. A chill in the air pierced through his clothes like a knife stabbing his skin. He had struggled against his bindings, but there was no give; the chains cut into his wrists.
He struggled to his feet, trying to get a better sense of their surroundings, but it had been too dark to see anything beyond a few feet from his face.
“Erin Pearson,” he said.
The girl didn’t move. He was afraid she was dead until he saw her chest rising and falling. Thank goodness. He still had a chance to get them out of this bind and redeem himself.
The walls were damp to the touch, and not a trace of light was visible. He had to find a way out of this room before the cult members returned. He ran his fingertips along the walls, searching for anything that could provide an escape route.
Something cold and metallic met his touch. He traced it upwards until he felt a handle, hoping this could be the salvation they needed. He tugged at the handle, but it wouldn’t give. Frigid air pouring down told him it was an air duct covered by a grate. Was the duct wide enough for them to crawl through?
The chains allowed him to walk forward. In frustration, he beat his fists against the door. A glow seeped beneath the bottom, proof that there was light somewhere in these caverns.
Thomas stopped and listened. A sound came from the other side of the door. It was a man's voice, low and gruff.
He had to get Erin out of here, but he couldn't do it alone. He turned his attention to the teenager and shook her shoulder. “Wake up,” he said.
Erin groaned, and her eyelids fluttered open. She looked around, confused, and then her eyes widened in alarm.
“It’s okay,” Thomas said. “I’m Sheriff Shepherd. Do you know if they have the other girl?”
Erin shook her head, and fear clouded her eyes.
Thomas detected movement outside and fell silent. The door creaked open, and a man stepped inside, carrying a candle. He looked at Erin with disdain and turned his attention to Thomas.
“Well, Sheriff Thomas Shepherd,” he said, “I assumed we would cross paths eventually, but I never believed you would find the hatch. Well done. Tell me how you located us?”
“Let the girl go. She’s nothing to you.”
“On the contrary, she is why we’re here. Corruption is an insidious disease, and society’s sins are to blame. Here she’s safe from the devil’s influence.”
Thomas gritted his teeth. These cultists were insane. He glanced at Erin, who was shivering, and then back at the man. “You’re sick,” he said. “Let her go. Now.”
The man chuckled. “You’re in no position to make demands, Sheriff. But I’ll tell you what. I’ll let the girl live if you join us. Embrace the Palella. You’ll be free from society’s chains.”
Thomas didn’t hesitate. “No chance in hell.”
The man shrugged. “Well, suit yourself.” He raised his hand, and two burly men entered the room, hoods shrouding their faces. They grabbed Erin and dragged her towards the door. She screamed and thrashed, but they were too strong for her.
“Stop!” Thomas yelled, struggling against his chains. “Don’t hurt her.”
The man holding the candle smiled. “Don’t worry, Sheriff. She’s in good hands.”
As they dragged Erin from the room, Thomas was left alone with the hooded men. He couldn't believe this was happening. He struggled against the chains binding him, but they only dug deeper into his skin. The thugs circled around him like vultures eyeing their prey.
“Now what?” Thomas spat. “You can’t intimidate me.”
The men laughed in unison. He knew he was in trouble.
“You’re Ryan Applewhite, right?”
The leader grinned. “Yes, and you’re Sheriff Thomas Shepherd, the hero who overcame Asperger’s syndrome and murdered serial killer Jeremy Hyde. I’ve read all about you, my friend. You’re perfect for Palella. There is good inside you, but I fear you’ll never bring it out surrounded by evil. Stay with us. Learn to achieve your true potential.”
“You’re crazy.”
Applewhite’s expression turned serious. “You know, Sheriff, it’s not too late. We can help you. We can show you the way and make you one of us.”
Thomas shook his head. “I’m not interested.”
The leader stepped closer, his hood covering his face. “Suit yourself,” he said before gesturing to the other hooded men. “Teach him respect.”
Thomas struggled against the chains, but the hooded men grabbed his arms. They tossed him to the ground. Booted feet stomped on his shoulders and kicked his ribs.
The air left his lungs as the men continued to beat him. Pain coursed through his body, and his strength was fading. He couldn't let them break him.
“You will join us, or I will kill you and the girls.”
The girls. They were both alive.
The men stomped and punched him, but he no longer felt pain. All that mattered was biding his time until he could save the girls.
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C helsey followed Aguilar toward the end of the clearing. The dense forest and the silence that surrounded them added to her unease. The sun was coming up, but its rays couldn’t reach past the trees. Chelsey's mind wandered to Thomas. She felt guilty for not realizing that he would do something crazy. If only she had paid more attention to the warning signs.
“We need more boots on the ground,” Aguilar said with her hands on her hips. She surveyed the forest, the light forcing its way between the trees. “I’ll call in the state police.”
“How do we even know he’s here?” Lambert asked. “Where’s his truck?”
“They took it,” LeVar said.
“The Palella cult?”
“Who else?”
“Then where are they?”
Even if they spread out, the team couldn’t cover the entire forest. They needed Trooper Fitzgerald and his crew. Maybe Fitzgerald could bring the search dogs again. For the next thirty minutes, they scoured the forest, yelling out.
“Thomas,” Chelsey called.
No reply came.
A rustling from the thick underbrush interrupted her thoughts. Aguilar and Lambert turned toward the noise, but Chelsey put a hand on Aguilar’s arm. She could tell by the sound that it was the dogs.
Trooper Fitzgerald appeared with his three partners. Two held dogs on leashes.
“Hey, boy,” Chelsey said, scratching behind a German shepherd’s ears. “Thanks for helping. And you guys too.”
“Anything for the sheriff,” Fitzgerald said. “Are you certain he came this way?”
“I’m positive.”
“Then we’ll find Thomas and bring him home.”
The dogs led the search party through the thick underbrush of the forest. Chelsey held her breath as they followed, hoping the unit would catch Thomas’s scent. If only she had taken Thomas's obsession with the Palella cult more seriously, she could have foreseen this.
The sound of barking brought Chelsey back to the present. The dogs had caught something. They stopped at the foot of a large oak tree and were barking at it. A rope swung in the breeze.
“Another trap,” Aguilar said. “Like the one Thomas fell victim to.”
“That’s the fifth one I’ve seen,” said Raven, turning in a circle. “Someone doesn’t want us here.”
Thomas might be caught in a trap. The dogs were still barking at the foot of the tree, and Chelsey's gut feeling told her he was close. All at once, the dogs turned and dragged the troopers back toward the clearing.
“They’re taking us in a circle,” Fitzgerald said. “That’s not like them.”
“The dogs are confused,” another trooper said. “They’re catching his scent everywhere.”
“How does that make sense? He isn’t here.”
Thomas could be anywhere in the forest. The Palella cult had left the traps, and they seemed to be one step ahead of them. She couldn't bear the thought of losing Thomas.
“Spread out,” Fitzgerald told the troopers. “Take the dogs until they catch another scent. They must have taken him deeper into the forest.”
The troopers nodded and dispersed in different directions, the dogs leading the way. Chelsey followed one German shepherd, hoping it would lead her to Thomas. The shepherd sniffed the ground and ran ahead, with Chelsey following.
As they passed by a thick cluster of bushes, the dog stopped. Chelsey approached the bushes, her hand on her gun. The dog reversed course.
“What in the hell?” the trooper asked. “He’s pulling me back to the clearing.”
Though the officer fought to redirect the dog into the woods, it kept turning back. Chelsey had a feeling that the German shepherd was right, as impossible as that seemed. The dog was trained to follow scents, and it was clear it had found Thomas. She shrugged and followed the dog's lead back to the clearing.
When they arrived at the clearing, they saw the other trooper. The German shepherds had returned to this location, but there was nothing here but snow and ice.
She had been so sure that they were onto something when the dogs led them back to the clearing. She looked around, trying to find any clue that might help them locate Thomas. That's when she noticed a line of footprints in the snow.
"Over there!" she shouted, pointing at the footprints. "Thomas must have left these. Follow me!"
The troopers caught up with her. The snow was getting deeper, and it was becoming harder to see the footprints.
“This is the same thing that happened when we followed Phil Dagata,” Aguilar said. “He vanished into thin air.”
“There’s a logical explanation,” Raven said. “We just need to figure it out.”
But there was no sign of Thomas anywhere.
“Aguilar,” Fitzgerald said, “scour the area. I’ll take my team into the forest. Hopefully the dogs will catch another scent.”
Chelsey took one last look at the footprints before following Aguilar and Lambert. The trees grew taller and closer together beyond the clearing. Their branches bent and groaned under the weight of the snow, and the wind howled in anger.
She could hear the dogs in the distance as they grew further away. Tears filled her eyes. Raven put an arm around her shoulder.
“We’ll find him, Chelsey,” she said.
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T homas’s eyes blinked open. He groaned and rolled onto his side, wincing when his shoulder and ribcage pressed against the rutted earth. How long had he lain here after Applewhite and the cult members beat him?
He tried to sit up, but a fresh wave of pain washed over him and he collapsed to the ground. His head throbbed, and his mouth tasted like metal. He remembered being caught in one of the cult's traps in the forest. The rope had yanked him upside down, and he'd struggled to free himself. Aguilar had saved him that day. If she hadn’t, the cult members would have taken him. They watched everyone who ventured into the forest.
Thomas tried to move, but his body refused to cooperate. He wondered how long he’d been unconscious. The last thing he remembered was the hooded figures beating him. He could hear water dripping nearby. As he lay there, he noticed other sounds too: whispers and shuffling footsteps outside the door. He tried to listen, but his head throbbed with every movement.
What had become of Erin? He felt like a failure for not recognizing the truth sooner and saving the girls. No wonder he had lost Phil Dagata. The man hadn’t disappeared; he’d climbed down the hatch, which was almost impossible to spot within the snowpack.
Worse yet, he’d refused to take Dr. Mandal’s advice about turning the case over to Aguilar and Lambert. He was in no condition to lead an investigation after the trauma of Laurel Mountain. Aguilar and Chelsey had tried to talk sense into him, yet he’d ignored them too. What had his stubbornness gotten him? He hadn’t saved the teens. Now he was in the same predicament as them.
He cursed himself. After the Justice Thorin investigation, he should have recognized the signs that the Palella operated underground. He could have brought his team and saved Erin and Camille.
Overwhelmed with guilt and regret, he lay in the darkness. Would he ever see his friends and family again? His mind drifted to memories of his loved ones. Chelsey’s smile, LeVar’s laughter. He longed for them more than ever before. A scraping sound came from the walls. More rats or some other creature that dug through the earth.
He knew he had to find a way out of the prison. He was determined to protect Erin and Camille at all costs, even if it meant sacrificing his own life.
Thomas closed his eyes and thought of a plan. He would need help from someone on the outside, but he wasn't sure who or how to reach them.
Then he remembered how he’d figured out where the cult was.
“Remember the Thorin case,” he whispered, willing the universe to carry his words to Aguilar, LeVar, and Chelsey.
They would get him out of this mess. He just needed to stay alive and protect the girls until the team arrived.
Footsteps approached his cell, and he knew that his time was running out. He tugged the chains as the door creaked open. A figure stepped inside. It was Applewhite again.
“Have you come to your senses, Sheriff? You’re a man of duty, and I’m certain you’ll give your life for the girls. But will you give your mind?”
Thomas glared at Applewhite. He knew what giving in to the man’s demands meant. But he also needed to buy time until his team could rescue him and the girls.
“What do you want me to do?” he asked, his voice hoarse from lack of water.
Applewhite's lips curled into a sinister smile. “I want you to join us, Sheriff. The Palella could use a man like you.”
Thomas shook his head. “I’ll never join a cult,” he spat.
“Then you leave me no choice,” Applewhite said, his smile turning into a scowl. “I’ll kill the girls, and the blood will be on your hands.”
“Is this what your demented god wants? Blood and murder?”
“Our god, who is your god as well, wants a world free of sin and corruption. And sometimes, sacrifices must be made to achieve that goal.”
“Fine,” he said through clenched teeth. “If you let the girls live, I’ll do anything you say.”
Applewhite’s grin returned, and he stepped forward to unlock the chains. As he reached for Thomas’s foot, the sheriff kicked out with all his strength, catching Applewhite in the chest and knocking him back.
He scrambled to his feet and lunged for the door, but another figure appeared in the doorway. It was one of the Palella’s enforcers, an imposing figure with a shaved head and a scar running down his cheek.
Before Thomas could react, the man grabbed him by the neck and slammed him against the wall. The room spun as he fought to stay conscious. The man’s grip was like iron, cutting off his air supply.
The world went dark as a sharp pain exploded in his temple. At Applewhite’s command, the thug hauled Thomas to his feet.
The last thing he heard was the sound of footsteps echoing down the corridor as they carried him away.
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T he state troopers and deputies had spread out to search the darkest depths of the forest, and Chelsey was alone with her team. Upon hearing of the potential abduction, Darren had left the state park and picked up Scout, whose cheeks were red with dried tears. Everyone was on pins and needles, worried about Thomas.
But none more so than Chelsey. He was her future husband, her soulmate. She paced back and forth in the makeshift command center. Raven had driven her Nissan Rogue down the trail, somehow cutting through the snow and ice, and parked a quarter mile from the clearing. A portable generator powered two laptops and a space heater that sat inside a tent. It was the best they could do to avoid the January cold.
She couldn't sit still, couldn't focus on anything except the thought of Thomas out there, trapped and in danger. They had to find him soon. The longer he was missing, the greater the chance that something terrible would happen.
As she paced, Chelsey caught sight of Darren's concerned eyes. She knew what he was thinking—that they needed to focus on the task at hand.
But she couldn't help it. She was consumed with worry for Thomas, the man she loved more than anything.
LeVar sat on the bumper of Raven’s SUV with his head lowered and his hands clasped between his legs. The junior deputy was taking Thomas’s disappearance hard. He saw the sheriff as a father figure. But there was determination behind the worry in his eyes.
Scout released a sob, and he wrapped an arm around her shoulder to comfort the girl.
“I can see the wheels turning in your head, LeVar,” Chelsey said, praying he would come up with an idea they hadn’t considered.
“Bet,” he said. “Ain’t no way anything will happen to Shep Dawg on my watch. Give me a second to gather my thoughts.”
Darren held Raven close, and Chelsey burned a trail through the snow with all her pacing.
Finally, LeVar spoke up. “We need to do something more than just walking in circles,” he said. “Let’s get eyes on the ground without being seen.”
Chelsey stopped pacing and looked at him with new hope. “What did you have in mind?”
“The drone. That’s what we used during the Justice Thorin investigation.”
“You think the Palella cult is watching us?” Darren asked.
“No doubt. That’s why we can’t find them. They’ll stay hidden until we leave. If we fly the drone over the forest, we can see them without attracting attention.”
Everyone agreed it was worth a try.
Chelsey could feel her determination growing stronger now that they had a plan of action. She turned to Darren and Raven, who had been watching her.
"All right," she said, "we know what we have to do." She looked each of them in the eye and gave them an encouraging smile. “How many times has Thomas saved us? It’s time we rescued him.”
“Where’s the drone now?” Raven asked.
“In the guesthouse,” LeVar said. “It’s inside the entryway closet. Want me to drive back?”
“The sooner the better.”
With Scout at his side, LeVar jogged down to his Chrysler Limited, which he had parked along the road.
Chelsey hoped they would hurry. She kept checking the radio, praying Aguilar, Lambert, and the troopers would pick up Thomas’s trail, but there was nothing to report. How could a cult hide in plain sight while holding kidnapping victims?
“This has to work,” she said.
“The plan makes sense,” said Raven. “LeVar is right. They saw us near the tree carving and went into hiding. Once they emerge, we’ll catch them on camera.”
It took forty minutes for LeVar and Scout to return with the drone.
Darren and Raven spread out the map of the forest on the hood of her SUV. The investigators took turns with binoculars while Scout plugged in the drone’s rechargeable batteries.
Once they were ready, the teenager took the transmitter in hand and piloted the drone over the forest. The investigators and deputies followed its progress from a safe distance with their binoculars, hoping to catch any signs of movement or activity in the forest.
The sky was turning golden orange as night fell, but Chelsey refused to be discouraged. They would find Thomas; with every passing minute, she grew more determined to rescue him.
She glanced at LeVar and saw that he felt the same way—the fortitude in his eyes was unmistakable. He had taken charge of this mission like an experienced soldier because he loved Thomas as much as he loved his own mother.
It didn’t take long before they lost sight of the drone and could only follow its progress by using the video feed. They stared over Scout’s shoulder. She was the best at directing the drone. Darren had tried once and almost flown it through a cabin window.
But the longer the drone skimmed the treetops, the more Chelsey’s nerves unraveled. There was no movement in the forest. No sign of Thomas or the cult.
Scout glanced over her shoulder at the others.
“Keep the drone in the air,” Chelsey said. “Thomas can’t be far.”
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I t felt like a dream.
Thomas felt he was being carried through a maze of dark tunnels, then dropped upon a stone altar. Chanting surrounded him, like whispers from forgotten memories.
He tried to move his arms and legs, but they were bound tight. The cult members were dressed in dark robes with hoods that obscured their faces. The only visible things were the embroidered Palella symbols.
The chanting stopped, and a figure emerged from the shadows. It was Mia O'Sullivan, Kaleb’s wife. As he looked up at her, she seemed tall and imposing, with long black hair and piercing blue eyes. She wore a crown made of thorns, and her face was covered in ritualistic markings.
"Welcome, Thomas Shepherd," Mia said in a commanding voice. "We meet again. Mr. Applewhite tells me you’re ready to convert."
Thomas struggled against his bindings, but his efforts were futile. He needed to play along to stay alive.
"Yes, I'm ready for salvation," Thomas said, trying to keep his voice steady despite the fear pulsing through his veins.
Mia nodded, her expression unreadable.
"Good. But first, you need to pass our test," she said.
“Test . . . What test?”
His eyes drooped. Had they drugged him?
Mia gestured to the cult members who moved around him, their faces still hidden in the shadows of their hoods.
"You must identify the traitor among us," Mia said, her voice echoing in the dark chamber.
Thomas furrowed his brow. What traitor? He didn't know any of these people, let alone who could be a traitor.
Applewhite stepped forward and said, “One of the girls means to betray us. Is it Haven?” That was a name Thomas didn’t recognize. “Or Erin?”
Even in his semiconscious state, he knew he had to protect the girls. He wondered if Camille was Haven.
“They believe in the cause and would never turn their back on you.”
Applewhite shared a glance with Mia and growled. “Liar. You must learn to speak the truth.”
Their hands ripped him from the altar and slung him to the ground. They beat and stomped him, chanting with bloodlust. The attack seemed to continue for hours until two thugs dragged him to a subterranean room and tossed him inside. The door locked behind him.
As he struggled to hands and knees, a trail of blood poured from his mouth and puddled in the dirt.
“Are you okay, Sheriff?”
He recognized Erin’s trembling voice before the girl placed her hands on him.
“Yeah, I’m okay,” he said, his voice hoarse.
“You’re hurt.”
The light from her candle must have revealed the bruises on his face and the blood dripping from his mouth.
“Don’t worry about me.”
It was then he realized someone else was in the room. A girl sat against the earthen wall with fear in her eyes.
“Camille Wheatley?” he winced.
She nodded.
“But you mustn’t call her Camille,” Erin said. “They renamed her Haven and believe she is still brainwashed, but she remembers her past now.”
“Thank the heavens you’re alive. The police have been searching for you since May.”
A startled look came over Camille’s face. “What month is it?”
Thomas wiped his mouth. “January.”
Tears welled in Camille’s eyes. “Six months of my life gone. My parents must think I’m dead.”
“Nobody gave up on you. I’ll get us out of here, I promise.” He pushed himself up to a standing position. “There’s a hatch that lends access to the tunnels. Is it close to us?”
Camille nodded. “I know where it is. But it’s locked from the inside and out. You need a key to enter.”
“Where is this key?”
“All the elders have one. They don’t trust me. But I can steal it for you if I ever get out of here.”
“They think you betrayed them.”
Camille looked from Thomas to Erin. “I did.”
Erin took the girl’s hand. “But they don’t know that, and I won’t tell them.”
“Camille, do you know where they keep their weapons and supplies?” Thomas asked.
“Yes, I do,” Camille replied, her voice shaking.
“Good. Can you tell me where?”
“If you follow this tunnel to the end and turn right, there’s a locked door on the left. Again, you need a key.”
Thomas nodded. “I’ll find a way to get that key. And once we have it, we’ll get out of here. You’ll see your families again.”
Camille wiped away her tears. “I’ll help any way I can.”
But their room was locked from the outside, and he had learned that no amount of pushing and pulling would open these doors. Once Applewhite locked someone up, he meant to keep them forever.
He lay on the ground and peered under the door. Water dripped on his face from congealed moisture on the dirt ceiling. Above his head, roots dangled like the legs of sleeping spiders. A dim light trailed down the corridor as a cultist walked past.
Thomas explored the room, searching for a way to escape, and found nothing. He slammed his shoulder against the door, but it refused to budge.
“It’s no use,” Erin said. “You should rest your injuries.”
He turned to face the girl. “We can’t give up.”
“I’m not giving up. I’m trying to save you the trouble of banging on the door until your hands bleed.”
It seemed everyone was trying to talk him out of his stubbornness, even a kidnapped thirteen-year-old.
Thomas sat beside them. “Have you ever heard of the story of David and Goliath?”
“Yes. What does that have to do with the Palella?”
“David told the Philistine general to hand over the armor. When Goliath refused, David took the head off his own spear and went after him.”
“I know the story,” she said. “That’s when he picked up a stone and hurled it at Goliath.”
“You only heard half the story.” Thomas stood, wincing at the pain in his shoulder.
“What else happened?” Camille asked.
“Goliath was a giant. He had a sword and a spear and a dagger, and he wore heavy armor. But David just had a sling. And he won.”
“If you’re trying to make a point, I already see it,” Erin said. “We have some disadvantages.”
Thomas paced the room, rubbing his chin. “The Palella have the advantage in these tunnels. They know every path and cranny. They’re the ones who dug these corridors, which tells me they’re heavily financed.”
“And they have weapons in case of a siege,” Camille said, leaning forward.
“Like Goliath, they’re overconfident. They won’t expect us to fight back.”
More robed figures shuffled past the door. Thomas eyed the girls.
He would give his life to save them.





52

D usk spread over Buttermilk Forest. Even inside the heated tent, Chelsey shivered. There was no stopping the cold from seeping in.
Scout sat cross-legged with the laptop before her and the drone controls in her hand. She appeared to be playing a video game with the tip of her tongue protruding between her lips. Raven tugged at her beaded locks in anxiousness, and LeVar clutched his back and rose after leaning over the girl’s shoulder for so long.
“You’re aging, old man,” Raven said.
LeVar snickered, but he didn’t fire back with barbs of his own. They were all too troubled to joke.
When Scout looked back in question, Chelsey said, “Circle the forest again and concentrate on the clearing. I’m certain that’s where they are.”
Nobody needed to tell Chelsey that there were no cabins, caves, or hidden shelters in the area. But the Palella cult had to be near.
“Maybe we should purchase a second drone,” Scout said. “We would cover more ground.”
“No argument there, but that doesn’t help us now.” She cupped her elbows with her hands. “It’s sure freezing out there.”
The space heater fought an unwinnable battle to keep up. Now and then, the brush rustled outside the tent as an animal sought shelter from the cold.
"Tell me about your classes next semester, LeVar," Chelsey said.
LeVar perked up at the change of topic. "Next semester I'm taking a course on contemporary American literature, which will be an opportunity to explore how authors tackle current social and political issues through their writing."
“Sounds like you just recited the course description.”
“I kinda did.”
Chelsey nodded, trying to focus on the conversation, but her mind kept wandering back to the task at hand.
The tent flaps opened, making everyone leap in surprise. Darren came inside with a pistol in hand.
“Nobody is out there,” he said.
“You scared the hell out of me,” Raven said.
“Like you asked, I stayed away from the clearing and moved in silence. I may be retired, but nobody hears Darren Holt unless I damn well want them to.”
Raven rolled her eyes at Chelsey. “He likes to brag too.”
Scout's voice cut through the silence. "I've got something. There's movement near the clearing."
Everyone jumped up, their eyes glued to the screen as they watched the footage. They could see shadows moving in the darkness, but it was impossible to make out any details.
"Can you zoom in?" Chelsey asked.
Scout adjusted the controls, and the screen went blurry before focusing on a glow in the ground where there should be none. The thickening darkness brought out the light even more. It appeared as if the ground were on fire.
“What the hell is that?” Raven asked, kneeling for a better look.
At that moment, a robed figure struggled out of the ground and set an automatic weapon in the snow. With a heave, he pushed himself up and peered around the clearing in suspicion.
“They’re underground,” Chelsey gasped.
LeVar slapped his forehead. “Just like Justice Thorin. I should have thought of it sooner.”
“None of us did,” Darren said. “And even if we had, we wouldn’t know where to find the opening.”
Chelsey observed as the figure scanned the clearing.
“He’s armed,” Darren continued. “We have guns, but this guy looks prepared for war.”
"Scout, can we get a closer look at the ground where that figure emerged?" Chelsey asked, her eyes still fixed on the screen.
Scout nodded and again adjusted the controls, zooming in on the spot. As the image came into focus, Chelsey could see that the ground was covered in a layer of snow, except for a small circle where the figure had pushed himself up.
"There's something there," she said, pointing to the circle. "Can you enhance the image?"
The girl adjusted the settings, and the image on the screen sharpened. Chelsey saw a metal hatch in the ground, barely visible amid the snow.
"That's it," Chelsey said. "That's the entrance.”
“It has a lock on it,” Darren added, squinting. “And that dude doesn’t look like he’s in the mood to lend us the key.”
“I’ve got this,” LeVar said.
Chelsey’s mouth fell open. “No, you can’t. He’ll kill you.”
The junior deputy waved a hand through the air. “I faced scarier dudes in the 315 Royals. These guys hide behind toy guns.”
“It’s an automatic weapon, LeVar,” Raven said, annunciating each syllable as she drove home her point. Her brother was as good as dead if he went after the man.
“I’m calling Aguilar and the state police,” said Chelsey.
LeVar lifted his chin. “They won’t make it back in time. If you want the key, I have to take him out. Now.”
Before they could argue, LeVar rushed through the tent flaps and entered the night. Raven looked at Darren.
“You don’t have to ask,” he said. “I’ll go after him.”
“Keep my brother alive, Darren.”
Scout swallowed, and Chelsey could tell how scared she was for LeVar as she concentrated on keeping the drone aloft.
As Darren crossed the opening, Raven grabbed his shoulder.
“I’m coming too,” she said.
“Why?”
“To keep you alive while you save my idiotic brother.”
“And who will watch your back?”
“This,” Raven said, cocking her gun.
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T homas pushed a hand through his hair. This plan had to work. If it did, he could get the girls out of the room and into the tunnels.
But then what? Without a key, he couldn’t open the hatch.
“Are you ready?” he asked.
The girls nodded in unison, and Camille got down on her hands and knees and retched. Beside her, Erin brushed the hair from the girl’s face and said soothing words.
Hoping the ruse would work, Thomas pounded on the door.
“Help us. Haven is sick. She won’t stop throwing up.”
Several seconds later, the lock snapped.
The door creaked open, revealing a tall, muscular man with a shaggy beard and a patch over his left eye. Thomas took a step back.
“What’s all the shouting about?” the man growled.
“She’s vomiting. When was the last time you fed Erin or gave her water? You’ll kill her.”
“You’re exaggerating.”
When the man kneeled for a closer look, Erin’s hands shot up and flung dirt into his eyes. He yelped and stumbled backward. Thomas grabbed him from behind and placed him in a sleeper hold. The man's body went limp in his arms, and Thomas laid him on the ground and took the key from his pocket. He opened the door, checked the corridor, and motioned for the girls to come out. They emerged, their eyes filled with fear and uncertainty.
"We have to go," Thomas whispered.
The group made their way down the tunnel, trying to remain as silent as possible. Camille led the way. She knew where the escape hatch was.
As they approached the ladder, he spared a look over his shoulder. They were close now.
A group of hooded figures piled into the corridor and blocked their path. Some held automatic weapons. The cultists cut off their escape. Thomas backed up, pulling the girls behind him. The hooded figures advanced, their weapons trained on the group. Thomas noticed one figure was taller than the rest. Applewhite.
"Don’t shoot," Thomas said. "There’s no reason to kill the girls."
Applewhite stepped forward, his eyes cold and unyielding. "I'm afraid that's impossible, Sheriff. You know too much. We can't have you going back to the surface and telling everyone about our operation."
Thomas shoved Camille and Erin down a turn, placing an earthen wall between them and the advancing army. Shots rang out. Dirt exploded and rained down from the ceiling.
“Is there another path out of here?” Thomas asked.
“No,” Camille said as they ran.
They turned into a second corridor just as the army emerged at the end of the tunnel and opened fire again.
Thomas and the girls ran blindly. Gunshots echoed through the narrow tunnel, bouncing off the walls and reverberating in their ears. They could hear the cultists coming closer, their heavy footsteps pounding against the ground.
"We have to find a way out of here," Thomas said, his voice strained with panic. "There has to be another path."
Camille shook her head. "There’s no other exit. This is the only escape hatch in the entire tunnel system."
Erin's eyes widened. "What are we going to do?"
Thomas didn't answer. He was too busy scanning their surroundings, looking for a way out.


LEVAR HID behind a tree and watched the armed cultist direct his automatic weapon across the forest. The man must have heard LeVar coming. If the psycho saw LeVar, one squeeze of the trigger would fill his body with bullets.
Movement in the forest caught his attention. Two shapes slipped behind the cultist. Darren and Raven. They held guns but were no match for the killer’s firepower.
He couldn’t risk waving a hand over his head to get their attention. That would alert the cultist to his location. To his shock, Darren and Raven split up. Darren walked toward the clearing while Raven circled to the right. What was he doing?
“Hello, friend,” Darren said, approaching from behind. The cultist swung around and aimed the automatic weapon. “Whoa, whoa. Don’t shoot me, dude.”
“Who the hell are you?” the man asked.
“Darren. Do you know where we are? I got lost hiking in Buttermilk Forest and can’t find my way out.”
The man didn’t reply. He just licked his lips and stared at Darren through the scope. While Darren raised his hands and took a step forward, LeVar crept out of hiding, sneaking up on the cultist.
Darren moved closer, distracting the man as LeVar dove and tackled him to the ground.
LeVar wrestled with the cultist, overpowering him and taking his gun. A quick punch to the face made the cultist’s eyes roll like marbles, and he fell unconscious.
“Grab his gun,” LeVar said.
Raven rushed into the clearing, snatched the automatic weapon, and glared down at the unmoving figure. They now knew where the escape hatch was and how to open it.
“I’ll take his legs,” Darren said, looking at Raven. “Grab his arms.”
Together they carried the robed figure into the forest and tossed him aside.
LeVar grabbed his walkie-talkie and contacted Aguilar, Lambert, and Trooper Fitzgerald, telling them they’d figured out the Palella cult’s location. He explained how the cultists were using a secret escape hatch to get in and out of their hideout without being detected.
The others agreed to meet LeVar and the team at the tent. Then they would strike.
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T homas didn’t know how long he’d run. He was out of breath, and the girls struggled to keep up. With every step he took, the cult members closed in. Everything looked the same. He recognized doors and turns.
Seeing the confusion on his face, Camille said, “You’re taking them in circles. The tunnels are a maze.”
“So we’re back to the beginning?”
“Almost.”
He couldn’t continue like this for much longer. Ignoring his fatigue, he willed himself to continue, determined to save the girls.
When they rounded another corner, he came face to face with familiar territory. A long earthen corridor ended at a ladder, which led to the hatch. Escape was so close, except several figures with automatic weapons blocked their path.
“Arms in the air,” one man yelled.
Thomas complied. They were trapped. Footsteps in the distance told him a few more cultists were coming at them from behind.
He couldn't go back, and he couldn't move forward. The girls huddled behind him, afraid and uncertain of what was to come.
Suddenly, the sound of gunfire echoed through the tunnel. Thomas watched as the enemies in front of him fell to the ground, their weapons clattering against the ground. Behind them, Aguilar, LeVar, Lambert, and two state troopers emerged from the darkness, their weapons raised and ready to fire.
"Come on, let's go," Fitzgerald said, motioning for them to follow.
Thomas didn't hesitate. He grabbed the girls and ran towards the ladder.
Too late. More cult members turned the corner and started shooting. The officers dove to the ground beside Thomas and the girls as soil fell on their heads.
He raised his gun, aimed, and squeezed the trigger. A shooter dropped in his tracks.
Fitzgerald motioned for them to follow, and the group made a mad dash toward the ladder. Thomas could hear the cultists’ footsteps closing in on them. As they reached the ladder, Thomas let the girls climb first before following them. Aguilar and the others opened suppressing fire.
The hatch opened with a creak, and they emerged into the bright moonlight. Thomas took a moment to catch his breath, looking around at their surroundings. They were in the clearing, surrounded by trees and brush. The sound of gunfire echoed in the distance, and Thomas knew the cultists were still armed and dangerous. He had to help the officers.
Raven, Darren, Chelsey, and Scout were here. He had never felt happier to see his friends. But the priority was saving the law enforcement officers.
He handed the girls to Raven and Darren, who were already waiting in the clearing, and rushed back down the ladder. He heard the officers’ voices as he descended, strategizing a way out of this mess.
Thomas emerged from the tunnel with a renewed sense of purpose. Now that he was here, he could help his friends escape and bring justice to these cultists. He grabbed Aguilar’s arm and said, “Ryan Applewhite is their leader. Kill him, and the others will fall like dominoes.”
But where was the leader of the Palella cult? Another round of gunfire drove Thomas to the ground. As he crawled behind a wall for cover, Thomas noticed movement in the distance. A figure in a dark robe emerged from the darkness, holding a staff. He recognized the Palella symbol on the staff and knew this was their leader, Ryan Applewhite.
Without thinking, Thomas raised his weapon and fired. The shot whistled over Applewhite’s head, making him stumble back.
"Take out the others!" Aguilar shouted, motioning for the officers to follow.
Thomas and Aguilar led the charge, running at the shooters. The cultists attempted to stop them, but the officers' gunfire kept them at bay.
Thomas tackled one cult member to the ground and twisted his arm behind his back, forcing him to drop the weapon. Another man fell as Lambert fired in rapid succession.
The numbers were in the officers’ favor now. As Thomas crawled through the bodies, he recognized Mia O’Sullivan’s dead-eyed stare. She lay on her back with blood trickling from her chest.
Gunfire took down two more cult members until the aggressors dropped their weapons and raised their arms in the air. Officers rushed forward to cuff the cultists and place them under arrest.
But Thomas hadn’t yet cut the head off the snake.
He would find Applewhite.
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R yan Applewhite’s breaths came in gasps as he stood behind the bookcase and listened. One after the other, his followers surrendered. Non-believers. They would burn in hell for turning from the cause. Didn’t they realize their god would protect them against the police?
Only a few of his trusted followers knew of the hidden rooms behind the bookcase and the escape hatch. The police didn’t know about it. When it was safe, he would rebuild Palella. With God on his side, nothing would stand in his way.
He opened the door, careful so it didn’t squeak and give him away. Then he entered the vacant corridor and ran. Not far to go. Another five minutes to reach the secret hatch.
As Applewhite hurried, his thoughts returned to the firefight. How had this happened? How had the police found them? He had always been so careful and made sure no one knew the location of the cult's lair. And yet here he was, surrounded by cops.
He approached another hidden door, knowing he needed to move fast. The longer he stayed, the greater the chance the police would figure out the bookcase opened to a new system of tunnels.
He pushed the door open and slipped inside, closing it behind him. The darkness enveloped him, but he was used to it. He knew this place like the back of his hand.
Applewhite moved through the secret passage, his footsteps silent. The scent of fresh air tickled his nostrils before he saw the hatch. With one leap, he grasped the rungs and ascended the ladder.
He was free.


THOMAS COULDN’T UNDERSTAND how Applewhite had gotten away. The officers had checked every room and tunnel in this endless maze of darkness. No Applewhite, no cult members hiding. It was impossible.
Yet as he climbed through the hatch and into the frigid moonlight, Raven confirmed his fears.
“No one has exited the tunnels since the officers took the cultists out,” she said.
Chelsey wrapped her arms around him. “You scared me. Why did you run off without telling me first?”
Thomas rested his head on her shoulder. “I should have. All I wanted was to save Camille and Erin.”
“And you did. Next time, take us with you.”
He set his hands on his hips and turned to Darren and Scout as his deputies conferred with the state troopers near the tent.
“There has to be another way out of the tunnels,” Thomas said.
Darren nodded. “We’ll keep searching. But for now, let’s regroup and figure out our next move.”
Thomas agreed and followed the group to the tent. The investigators settled around the laptop.
“We detained all the cult members we could find, but we still haven’t located Applewhite,” Lambert said. “It’s possible he escaped before we arrived.”
“Impossible. He was in the tunnels.”
Lambert raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”
Thomas nodded. “I saw him holding a staff with the Palella symbol on it. I tried to shoot him, but I missed.”
“He hid behind his followers,” Aguilar said. “Typical coward.”
Raven leaned forward. “Could he have escaped through another exit?”
“No,” Thomas said. “We searched the tunnels. There’s no other way out.”
“There has to be.”
“If there is,” Scout said, “I know how to find it.” She called up the feed from the drone. “This is how we found the first hatch.”
“Scout, can you send multiple drone feeds to the other laptops?” Thomas asked.
Scout grinned. “Sure can.”
“Aight,” LeVar said. “You heard the girl.”
“I want everybody’s eyes on a screen,” said Thomas. “If you spot anything, speak up. Look for a glow amid the snowpack. The moonlight is on our side tonight.”
The group crowded around the laptops. Aguilar and Lambert scoured the video feed for any signs of an exit. After a few minutes, they found one.
“There’s a hatch a half mile west of our location,” Aguilar said.
Thomas smiled. “Let’s go get him.”
Everyone grabbed their gear and piled out of the tent, except for Darren, who would watch over Scout while she flew the drone. If Applewhite emerged, they would contact the officers by radio.
The group split into pairs and crawled through the trees and brush. They converged on the hatch from multiple directions, in case Applewhite had already escaped.
Thomas and Chelsey arrived near the edge of the forest. Scout kept them informed over the radio. No sign of Applewhite yet.
As Thomas lifted his radio to contact Aguilar, the hatch opened.


AUTOMATIC GUNFIRE DROVE Chelsey and Thomas backward and into the woods. Applewhite crawled out of the hatch with the devil’s leer on his face. He aimed and squeezed the trigger again, blowing limbs off trees as chaos erupted on the radio. The others were coming, but Applewhite had superior firepower.
Thomas and Chelsey took cover behind a fallen tree, exchanging fire with the psycho. But Applewhite had the upper hand, and he kept them pinned down. Thomas could hear Chelsey’s ragged breaths in the darkness as they tried to pick their shots.
A barrage of bullets flew from all directions when Aguilar and Lambert arrived on scene with LeVar. The fight continued until all sides were exhausted. It seemed like no one was left standing.
Chelsey squeezed the trigger, but Applewhite’s automatic weapon forced her to cover her head behind the log. When she lifted her eyes, her breath caught in her throat. Thomas was gone.
She scanned the forest and saw him darting from one tree to another, closing the distance on Applewhite. The cult leader’s bullets would tear Thomas apart.
“Cover the sheriff!” Aguilar yelled over the radio, and the others used suppressing fire to keep Applewhite at bay.
Thomas was closer now. Chelsey held her breath. If the killer saw him . . .
Another blast missed Applewhite’s head by inches. Bark exploded from a nearby tree. Chelsey turned and saw LeVar aiming to shoot again.
But the cult leader turned and disappeared into the forest, with Thomas running after him.
“No!” Chelsey yelled.
Somewhere in the forest, the automatic weapon burst in continuous thunder. Branches tumbled off trees. Snow exploded into the air as the officers struggled forward amid the confusion.
Then all fell silent.
“Sheriff?” Aguilar called.
Thomas didn’t reply. Chelsey screamed.
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C helsey couldn’t rush forward with Aguilar gripping her arm.
“We have to find Thomas,” she cried, but the lead deputy refused to let go.
No sound came from the forest. Moonlight painted a blue glow on the snow.
They fanned out and approached the darkness where the gunfire had erupted, but the sheriff was nowhere to be found.
“What happened?” Chelsey demanded.
Aguilar shook her head. “I don’t know. You saw it.”
“I saw nothing!” Chelsey cried. “He’s not dead. He can’t be.”
Aguilar was about to reply when a rustling sound came from the trees. Everyone raised their weapons and aimed at the shadows.
Then Thomas strode out with a grin on his face. “What, were you all worried about me?”
Chelsey fell to her knees and sobbed. Thomas clomped through the snow with Applewhite cuffed and by his side.
“Look what I found,” Thomas said, and the others rushed forward.
In seconds, LeVar had Applewhite pinned face first in the snow. Chelsey hugged Thomas, refusing to let go.
“I thought you were dead,” she said.
“Not by a long shot.”
LeVar controlled the cult leader as Lambert spoke through the radio.
“I found a man’s body,” said Lambert. “No ID.”
“What?” Chelsey asked. “Where?”
Aguilar paused. “Applewhite killed him.”
“The cult leader killed him?” Chelsey asked.
“I recognized his face. It’s Kaleb O’Sullivan. Applewhite left the body near the hatch and covered him in brush.”
“So Kaleb meant to warn me about Mia and Applewhite,” Thomas said.
Applewhite screamed and struggled against LeVar’s grip, his eyes wild with fear.
“We have to save them,” Applewhite said. “They are innocent and need our help. We must hurry before it is too late.”
The officers looked at each other, trying to comprehend the true extent of Applewhite's evil.
“Thanks to us, the girls are safe now,” said Thomas.
“Salvation. You’re robbing them of their salvation.”
“We’ll take that chance.”
Applewhite howled in anguish as they hauled him to his feet.
LeVar grabbed him by the arm and said, “This will all make sense when you get to the station.”
Chelsey wrapped her arm around Thomas and squeezed. “I guess the good guys won.”
“The girls,” Thomas said. “How are they?”
“Two state troopers brought them to the barracks and are attempting to contact their parents. They’re shaken up but are healthy and safe.”
“Thank goodness.”
“Thanks to you.”
“I never would have gotten them out of the tunnels without your help.”
Chelsey grabbed his chin and made him look into her eyes.
“And never forget it.”


THOMAS AND CHELSEY stared out the window of the state troopers’ barracks. Rows of car headlights shone through the falling snow. The glow from the streetlamps reflected in the crystal flakes, creating a vernal aura that wrapped the world in a sparkling blanket. Winter wouldn’t last forever. Spring would come again.
He held an icepack against his head as Chelsey fussed over him.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Chelsey asked, her eyes lingering on the cut above his eyebrow.
“I’m fine. Just a little sore.”
He winced as she dabbed antiseptic on the wound.
“You know, I never would have found the cult without you,” Thomas said, breaking the silence.
Chelsey smiled. “Don’t give me all the credit. It was a team effort.”
“But you were the one who followed me into the forest.”
She shrugged. “I just followed my gut.”
“Well, your gut is pretty damn impressive.”
“Are you saying I’m fat?”
“Uh, no.”
They laughed, the tension of the past few days melting away.
“I’m just glad it’s over,” Chelsey said, leaning against him.
“Me too.”
He wrapped his arm around her, pulling her closer. She rested her head on his shoulder, and they watched the snow fall in silence.
“Do you ever wonder what’s next?” Chelsey asked.
“Next?”
“For the girls and their families. They went through hell.”
Thomas sighed, his gaze still fixed on the snow outside. “Yeah, I do. I wish I could do more for them.”
“They’re on their way, right? The parents?”
“Yes. It took a while for Fitzgerald to reach everyone. At this time of night, everyone was sound asleep.” He rose and stretched his back. “Which reminds me. I need to interview Camille now that the troopers are finished taking her statement.”
When Thomas arrived in the interview room, he found Camille sobbing into her hands. Her eyes were red-rimmed from crying, and she had dark circles under them from lack of sleep. Thomas sat down beside her.
“Your parents are coming to see you,” he said, but she didn’t react.
He waited until she looked up at him.
“I failed,” she said. “I should have never listened to Applewhite and the others. I should have done more to save those girls.”
Thomas shook his head. “No, you didn’t fail them. You helped Erin and me escape, and that was a brave thing to do. You’re a hero.”
Camille sniffled, but Thomas could tell she felt better after hearing his words of encouragement.
He hated doing this, yet he needed answers about the missing girls who’d vanished before Camille and Erin. Knowing the cult had changed their names, he placed pictures before her.
“Do you recognize them?”
She bit her lip and turned away.
“Applewhite and the other cult members executed the girls in cold blood because they refused to convert. I should have held out against Applewhite.”
“You’d be dead now.”
“Better than giving up my free will.”
Thomas turned his chair to face her. “Do you know what he did with the bodies?”
“The Palella cult buried the victims in the woods, but I don’t know where. That’s not something they would tell me.”
He pressed his lips together. This morning, Camille and Erin would reunite with families who loved them. There would be no such happiness for the families of the girls who’d died resisting Applewhite.
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T he sheriff’s department started an investigation into the cult's activities and contacted the families of the missing girls. Over the next few days, after interviews with the arrested cult members, they uncovered horror stories about brutal psychological torture and ritualistic ceremonies in the woods. Many of these ceremonies involved human sacrifice and the gruesome mutilation of innocent victims. The authorities also discovered an underground bunker where Applewhite had been stockpiling weapons for a potential uprising against society.
When confronted with this evidence, several former members of the Palella cult broke their silence and confessed to crimes, including kidnapping, murder, and other felonies. As news spread about the atrocities, public outcry was swift and severe. The local government launched an inquiry into Applewhite's past to uncover even more disturbing details about his cult's activities.
Another tip from a senior member of the Palella cult revealed a system of rooms and tunnels behind a bookcase. That explained how Applewhite had vanished during the firefight and escaped through the second hatch.
The rest of the week would bring nothing but horror and tears when they found the girls’ bodies.
“The Palella members are playing dumb,” Aguilar said. “They won’t admit where Applewhite buried the victims.”
“We’ll find the bodies,” he said. “The parents need closure and proper burials.”
Thomas requested additional resources from nearby counties, as well as federal agents, to join them on-site. He felt guilty for not doing more for the families, but he took solace in knowing that they could have closure and move on with their lives. He also made sure that Applewhite faced justice for his crimes.
The sheriff worked tirelessly, pouring himself into the investigation until he was exhausted. He barely had enough energy to make it back to his house, where he collapsed on his bed and fell into a deep sleep. Dreams of the woods and the Palella symbol haunted him throughout the night, and he woke up feeling even more drained than before.
But there was no time to rest. He had a job to do, and he couldn't let the horrors he had witnessed in the forest get the better of him. He drove back to the station, where he found Aguilar waiting.
"We've got a lead," Aguilar said, handing him a file. "One of the cult members broke down and told us where Applewhite spent time in Buttermilk Forest. It's a remote location in the woods, but we're heading out there now."
Thomas nodded, his thoughts heavy with dread. He knew what awaited him in those woods: the mutilated bodies of innocent girls, victims of a deranged cult leader. He steeled himself for the task ahead and joined Aguilar in the cruiser.
As they drove down the winding roads that led to Buttermilk Forest, Thomas felt a sense of foreboding. The sun was rising, bathing the woods in an orange glow. The trees towered over them.
They arrived at the edge of the forest and parked the car. Thomas stepped out and took a deep breath, trying to steady his nerves. He knew that the next few hours would be some of the toughest of his career.
The lead deputy led the way, her flashlight cutting through the gloom. Thomas followed, their footsteps crunching through the snow. They weren’t alone in their search. FBI agents swarmed over acres of land, searching for buried remains and evidence that could link the cult's activities to other victims.
Aguilar called for reinforcements, who arrived within the hour to help with the search, but the gravesites remained hidden from their eyes. As the clock passed nine in the morning, four additional agents arrived on scene, led by Agent Neil Gardy of the Behavioral Analysis Unit. He would study Applewhite in the coming days, but for now all that mattered was finding the dead girls.
“I wish we could get together under less trying circumstances,” Gardy said, offering his hand to Thomas and Aguilar. “I understand you spent time in captivity.”
“Less than a day,” Thomas said. “Nothing like what the girls experienced.”
“You’re hurt,” Gardy said with concern in his eyes. “They beat you?”
Thomas waved his hand in the air. “Don’t fret over me. I survived. What can you do to help us find the victims?”
“We brought specialized thermal cameras that detect disturbances in the ground.” He pointed to the horizon, where a team of drones hovered over the forest. “The drones are equipped with thermal imaging, but they may not be enough. I suggest we use a more specialized type of thermal camera that can pick up smaller temperature fluctuations and detect whether there’s anything hidden beneath the surface. It might take some time, but if we work together and cover enough terrain, we should be able to find what we’re looking for.”
Thomas looked at Aguilar and saw her nodding in agreement. “Let’s do it,” he said. “We owe it to those families to bring their girls home.”
The group split up, fanning out over the terrain. They worked throughout the day, trudging through dense brush and snow, undeterred by the elements. A chilling wind blew into their faces.
As they continued their search, Thomas's mind kept returning to Applewhite. Thomas pictured the cult leader standing before him, eyes cold and calculating as he spoke of his warped beliefs. Pushing away these thoughts, the sheriff focused on finding clues that could lead them to Applewhite’s victims.
The agents excavated bodies from the earth. They donned gloves and masks as each person took a position around the burial spots. The agents covered the scene with a tent to preserve potential links or evidence that might provide clues. Agent Gardy moved among his team, offering words of encouragement as they went about their task of uncovering the dead.
The agents removed each body from its resting place before laying them on a tarp for inspection. Every detail was documented—clothing, jewelry, hair color, height—anything that could help identify the victims.
As the hours passed, Thomas felt overwhelmed by the tragedy of it all. He looked at each girl's remains and imagined who she had been in life, and what her family must be going through now that she was gone.
When night fell, the bodies were identified and the evidence bagged and tagged for transport back to the lab. The team retreated to their temporary base camp to rest and recover.
Thomas sat alone in his tent, staring at the canvas wall, lost in thought. How many more girls were out there, buried beneath the snow and dirt?
When the sun set, they had collected enough evidence to exhume the remains of six girls. Thomas watched in silence as he and his team loaded the bodies into a van to be taken back to the morgue. They drove away, and a deep sadness settled over him. These girls had been robbed of their futures, their lives cut short by an evil man’s obsession.
It was a challenge to find the good in the world.
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T he night after the girls were exhumed, Thomas found himself in Dr. Ryka Mandal's office for a therapy session. She had asked him to stay away from such investigations while he was recovering from his PTSD. However, here he was again, embroiled in another murder mystery.
“I needed to help the girls find justice and closure for their families,” he said, staring at the clasped hands on his lap.
Dr. Mandal nodded. “I understand your need to help these victims, but you must also think about your own wellbeing. You’re still healing from your experiences on Laurel Mountain, and taking on too much too soon may exacerbate your symptoms.”
Thomas felt ashamed that he had let his passion for justice cloud his judgment. Dr. Mandal smiled and offered him a cup of tea. They sat in silence for a few moments, sipping the warm liquid, before Thomas spoke again.
“Do you think I'll ever fully recover from my PTSD?” he asked, his voice betraying his vulnerability.
Dr. Mandal set her tea aside. “It's a process, Thomas. Healing takes time, but with the right tools and support, you’ll get there.”
Thomas sighed and leaned back in his seat, staring at the ceiling. He knew she was right, but he couldn’t imagine a life free from constant anxiety and flashbacks.
“It’s important to acknowledge your feelings,” she said. “Allow yourself to feel these emotions before you can let them go and move on with life.”
Thomas took in her words. He had to confront his demons head-on if he wanted to heal.
And for the last few weeks, he’d been his own worst demon.
“I’ll get through this.”
“There are a variety of self-care techniques that will help you recover faster, such as journaling, meditation, physical exercise, and other activities that will keep your mind off Laurel Mountain.”
“Can I keep working?”
“Not on kidnapping and murder investigations.” An argument formed on his lips as she continued. “Trust your deputies to run the department while you focus on healing.”
Thomas was about to protest when Dr. Mandal looked him in the eye. “Two weeks, Thomas. That’s all I’m asking. Take the time to focus on your recovery. Your team needs a leader who can be present, not one weighed down by his problems.”
“But I’m the sheriff of Nightshade County. People depend on me to serve and keep them safe.”
“And they will continue to be safe. You’ve built a competent team, Thomas. Trust them to do their jobs while you take care of yourself.”
He needed to prioritize his own health before he could serve his community. He finished his tea and stood up, grateful for the conversation.
“Thank you, Dr. Mandal. I’ll take your advice.”
She raised an eyebrow.
“No, I mean it this time,” he said, making her laugh.
His resolve weakened as he looked into her kind eyes. For the first time in a long while, he was beginning to believe he could get better—that there was a way out of this mess and back into the light.
“Okay, two weeks it is,” he said as he shrugged into his jacket. “Then back to normal?”
“Two weeks until we reassess. It may take longer, Thomas. Prepare yourself and the department for the possibility.”
He left her office, ready to take the next step in his recovery.
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T he wind blew horizontal sheets of snow past the window as it howled over the roof, but nothing could take away the warmth inside the A-frame.
Thomas had invited LeVar, Raven, Darren, and Scout over for dinner. The fire was crackling in the hearth, and Chelsey had set the table with hot mugs of steaming spiced cider.
“This looks amazing,” said Raven, surveying the spread of roasted chicken and root vegetables. “Where did you learn how to cook like this?”
Thomas smiled, remembering his mother's cooking lessons from childhood. “Mother taught me when I was a kid. She used to say a warm meal is one of life's great pleasures.” He turned to LeVar. “But it’s only a pleasure if you slow down enough to taste the flavors.”
“I’m famished, Shep Dawg,” said LeVar, drawing an eye roll from his sister. “What’s wrong with eating for speed? It’s a learned skill.”
Raven patted his stomach. “And you get plenty of practice.”
Everyone settled around the table. Thomas was happy to be surrounded by friends who looked out for him.
“I’m so ready for the snow to be over,” Chelsey said. “It’s been a long winter this year. But spring is just two months away.”
LeVar and Scout nodded in agreement as they filled their plates with food.
“It won't be much longer, Chelsey,” LeVar said between bites of potatoes. “And when it comes, it'll bring beauty with it—the colors of nature coming alive after a long slumber.”
“What are you, a poet?” Raven asked.
“Hey, I love spring as much as anyone.”
Scout smiled at his words. "The birds will come back too," she added. "The way they fill the air with their songs is like a symphony."
Raven rubbed her eyes. “Another poet. Stop listening to my brother, Scout.”
Darren scooped up a chicken thigh and placed it on his dish. “I won’t turn into Emily Dickinson on you, but I’m ready for spring too. There’s so much cleanup I need to get to after the snow melts. That December storm caused so much damage. I don’t know how I’ll get to it all.”
“As long as it’s sixty degrees out, I’ll work night and day,” Chelsey said.
Raven raised her mug. “Here, here.”
Thomas savored each bite of his meal and looked at his friends with contentment. “It feels good to be together after all I’ve put you through," he said in between mouthfuls. "I'm so grateful for all of you."
“We forgive and forget,” LeVar said. “Just keep the food coming.”
Everyone laughed, and Thomas smiled. He was thankful for his friends and their help in solving the case—even if it had taken a toll on him.
“It wasn’t easy," he said. "And I couldn't have done it without you."
Raven nudged his arm. “And we wouldn't have gotten so far without your tenacity, Thomas. You never gave up on finding the truth . . . even if Chelsey and I were ready to lay the smack down on your candy ass."
Thomas snickered. "Thanks," he said. “I think.”
LeVar cleared his throat and raised his mug of cider into the air. “To Shep Dawg.”
The rest of them followed suit, clinking their glasses together with a cheer of agreement.
“To Shep Dawg!”
As the group finished their meal, Thomas sensed closure. The case was solved, and Applewhite wouldn’t get out of jail for decades.
But closure didn't mean peace for Thomas. The case had taken a harder toll on him than he thought, and he found himself agitated that night. He couldn't shake off the images of the crime scene, the bodies, and the black depths of Applewhite's eyes.
He took the nightmares as a lesson. Had he listened to Dr. Mandal, Chelsey, and Aguilar, he wouldn’t be in this mess.
When the alarm went off the next morning, he swung his legs off the bed, set his feet on the floor, and repeated an affirmation he’d written for himself.
“Smile. Life is wonderful.”
He’d even set his phone to alert him with the message every hour during the day.
Chelsey was already at Wolf Lake Consulting, getting a head start on the cases she’d allowed to slide while she helped with the Palella investigation. As he cared for the pets and ate breakfast, he realized what he needed to do.
He arrived at the sheriff’s department at seven o’clock. Lambert and Aguilar were here, hard at work on their computers.
Thomas cleared his throat and stepped forward. “Aguilar and Lambert, I want to apologize for trying to do everything myself. I know you were both critical in solving this case, and without your help, it would have taken us much longer. Thank you for your hard work and dedication. I'm sorry for not trusting you more; I should have let you do what you do best. You are both important members of the Sheriff's department, and I can't express my gratitude enough for the hours of effort that went into bringing justice to Palella."
Aguilar’s mouth fell open. “I don’t know what to say.”
“I do,” Lambert said. “You could have invited us to dinner. LeVar told me about the chicken. Come on, boss man, a growing boy needs to eat.”
“Then come tonight,” Thomas said. “Chelsey is making tuna noodle casserole.”
“With breadcrumbs on top?”
“If that’s the way you want it.”
“All crispy and yummy? Okay, boss man. You convinced me.”
Thomas looked at Aguilar. “What about you? Will you forgive me for the way I acted?”
To his surprise, Aguilar stood and wrapped him in a bearhug. “It’s all good. I can’t imagine what you and Chelsey went through with Victor Bacchus.”
“Thanks, my friends. I owe you.”
“You sure do.”
He had been so consumed by the Palella case that he’d forgotten the importance of his team. It was good to have them by his side.
At that moment, his phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen, expecting a message from Chelsey, but it was a reminder.
Yes, there was a reason to smile.
Life was wonderful.


The Thomas Shepherd Mystery and Thriller series continues!
Read book six “The Carver”, available on Amazon now.





GET A FREE BOOK!
I’m a pretty nice guy once you look past the grisly images in my head. Most of all, I love connecting with awesome readers like you.
Join my VIP Reader Group and get a FREE serial killer thriller for your Kindle.
Get My Free Book
www.danpadavona.com/thriller-readers-vip-group/





SUPPORT YOUR FAVORITE AUTHORS
Did you enjoy this book? If so, please let other thriller fans know by leaving a short review. Positive reviews help spread the word about independent authors and their novels. Thank you.



Copyright Information
Published by Dan Padavona
Visit my website at www.danpadavona.com
Copyright © 2023 by Dan Padavona
Artwork copyright © 2023 by Dan Padavona
Cover Design by Caroline Teagle Johnson
All Rights Reserved
Although some of the locations in
this book are actual places, the characters and setting are wholly of the author's imagination. Any resemblance between the people in this book and people in the real world is purely coincidental and unintended.

Created with Vellum





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
No writer journeys alone. Special thanks are in order to my editor, C.B. Moore, for providing invaluable feedback, catching errors, and making my story shine. I also wish to thank my brilliant cover designer, Caroline Teagle Johnson. Your artwork never ceases to amaze me. I owe so much of my success to your hard work. Shout outs to my advance reader Marcia Campbell, Donna Puschek, and Mary Arnold for catching those final pesky typos and plot holes. Most of all, thank you to my readers for your loyalty and support. You changed my life, and I am forever grateful.





ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Dan Padavona is the author of The Wolf Lake series, The Thomas Shepherd series, The Logan and Scarlett series, The Darkwater Cove series, The Scarlett Bell thriller series, Her Shallow Grave, and The Dark Vanishings series. He lives in upstate New York with his beautiful wife, Terri, and their children, Joe, and Julia. Dan is a meteorologist with NOAA’s National Weather Service. Besides writing, he enjoys visiting amusement parks, beach vacations, Renaissance fairs, gardening, playing with the family dogs, and eating too much ice cream.
Visit Dan at: www.danpadavona.com



Table of Contents
Title Page
Contents
Get a FREE Book!
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Chapter 39
Chapter 40
Chapter 41
Chapter 42
Chapter 43
Chapter 44
Chapter 45
Chapter 46
Chapter 47
Chapter 48
Chapter 49
Chapter 50
Chapter 51
Chapter 52
Chapter 53
Chapter 54
Chapter 55
Chapter 56
Chapter 57
Chapter 58
Chapter 59
Get a FREE Book!
Support Your Favorite Authors
Copyright
Acknowledgments
About the Author



Table of Contents
Title Page
Contents
Get a FREE Book!
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Chapter 39
Chapter 40
Chapter 41
Chapter 42
Chapter 43
Chapter 44
Chapter 45
Chapter 46
Chapter 47
Chapter 48
Chapter 49
Chapter 50
Chapter 51
Chapter 52
Chapter 53
Chapter 54
Chapter 55
Chapter 56
Chapter 57
Chapter 58
Chapter 59
Get a FREE Book!
Support Your Favorite Authors
Copyright
Acknowledgments
About the Author


cover1.jpeg





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





images/00005.jpg





