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M cKenzie Ossman twirled a length of blond hair around her finger and took in the stars. Here, five miles beyond Kane Grove’s city lights, the sky was a frozen portrait of fireworks. She shivered against the chill and puffed out a condensation cloud, the cold already deep enough to penetrate her bones. By morning, frost would cover the landscape.
She accepted the bottle of Jack Daniels from Marshall and sipped. This was a terrible idea. As much as she wanted to get him away from the pressures of Kane Grove University and the constant attention he received from being a future NFL draft selection, she didn’t like it when he drank. Hazel-skinned, strong, body painted with tattoos, he was a Greek god when he was sober. But lately he’d taken to drinking too often. He changed after the alcohol hit his bloodstream, turning angry and short-fused, a bomb ready to blow.
Then there was the problem of getting back to campus on his motorcycle. She couldn’t trust him to drive buzzed. Sometimes he pushed the motorcycle past 80 in the dark, her arms wrapped around his waist, Marshall one wrong move from disaster.
Marshall Prisco was the proverbial diamond in the rough. Few small college football players attracted professional scouts, yet dozens attended Kane Grove football games for the chance to see him play. A senior wide receiver, he was unstoppable on the field, too fast and strong for the poor fools tasked with covering him.
McKenzie sipped from the bottle and winced when the alcohol burned her throat. Marshall held out his hand, and she wasn’t sure she should give the bottle back to him.
“Wouldn’t it be better if you sobered up before we rode into town?” she asked, pulling her jacket tight around her shoulders.
“Why are you always nagging? I drive better after a few drinks. Helps me relax.”
“Come on, Marshall. If the police catch you—”
“You worry too much. There aren’t any cops out this way, and even if there were, they wouldn’t bother us. Not with me around.”
He tipped the bottle, and to her horror he guzzled a quarter of the contents before passing it back. Suddenly she didn’t crave alcohol. If worse came to worst, she could drive the motorcycle with Marshall behind her. In the past, he’d let her cruise along the country roads, but that had been during the day, and she’d never gone fast enough to pass a kid on a bicycle.
Marshall patted the blanket and lay back with his fingers interlocked behind his head.
“You convinced me to come out here for the stars,” he said. “If I have to freeze to death, I might as well enjoy myself.”
She rested beside him. After the amount of Jack Daniels he’d consumed, she hoped he would doze off for an hour or two.
“Don’t drink anymore, okay?” McKenzie turned her head toward Marshall, imploring him with her eyes. “What will Coach Salandy say?”
He waved away her concern. “We’re off this week, remember? The next game isn’t for eight days, and we don’t practice until Monday afternoon. What Salandy doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”
She pressed the bottle to her lips but kept her mouth closed, pretending to sip. If she needed to drive Marshall back to campus at night, she had to stay alert. He put out his hand, and she set the bottle on the opposite side of her and twisted on the cap.
“Take a break, Marshall.”
“Buzz killer.”
“Yeah? Well, if you don’t sober up, I’ll have to drive, and you know how well I handle your motorcycle.”
“Damn straight.” He burst out laughing and belched, which made him laugh harder. After his chest stopped shaking, he blinked at the sky. “You were right about one thing: It’s amazing out here. The sky doesn’t look like this in the city.”
“Too many lights.”
“Suppose so.”
A calm fell over him. This was what she wanted. If luck remained on her side, he wouldn’t turn belligerent. Best-case scenario, he would snooze for an hour while she huddled against the cold.
Wanting to elevate his mood, she said, “Tell me about the NFL. What do the scouts say?”
He snorted. “That nobody can stop me and I’ll go in the first round.”
“First round? Good for you.”
Marshall Prisco had grown up on the mean streets of nearby Harmon, down the road from Wolf Lake. During high school, he’d shattered records for receiving yards and touchdowns, but the major universities ignored him because of his two arrests. Until his senior year, Marshall had run with a city gang, and a dirty rumor purported that he’d shot and killed a boy during a turf war. McKenzie refused to believe the story. Marshall was a solid student and the best player on the Kane Grove football team. He had turned his life around.
“Been checking out the draft projections,” he said, his eyes growing heavy. “Most have a team taking me in the middle of the first round. Probably end up on the Browns or Falcons.”
“Atlanta would be nice.”
“A helluva lot better than Cleveland. Who wants to play football in a blizzard?”
He slurred his words then turned quiet and closed his eyes. McKenzie issued a silent prayer that he’d fall asleep. Without disturbing him, she curled onto her side and pulled the blanket over her shoulder, nuzzling against him. Their combined body heat stopped her teeth from chattering. It had been a chilly September, cold for the Finger Lakes of New York. October was just around the corner, and if the weather turned chillier, snowflakes would fall from the sky.
Marshall’s chest rose and fell with each breath. Thank goodness. He was asleep. She closed her eyes, content to stay beside him until it was safe to return to school.
A coughing, rumbling motor drew her attention. Headlights shot across the grass and turned the night into midday. Marshall grumbled in confusion and sat up. She grabbed his arm, hoping he wouldn’t confront the intruders. High beams blinded McKenzie. A truck door slammed, and when her vision cleared, she scowled at Chase Phillips and Nick Hanson, two of Marshall’s friends from the university. Chase and Nick had both played football last season. Chase quit after he lost interest, and Coach Salandy booted Nick from the team after the jerk started a drunken fight at a fraternity party. Nick was always getting into fights. Why Marshall wasted time with the pair boggled McKenzie’s mind. A better question was how they knew to find Marshall out in the middle of nowhere.
To McKenzie, Chase didn’t have the size to play football, but from what Marshall had told her, Chase was fast and more athletic than he appeared. Nick towered four inches over Marshall, who was not small.
“What the hell?” Marshall said, emerging from his catnap.
He scrambled to his feet, expecting trouble. When he recognized his friends, he grinned and forgot all about McKenzie, leaving her on the blanket like yesterday’s news.
“When you told me you wanted to check out the stars, I thought you were pulling my leg,” Chase said. “You a meteorologist or something now, Marshall?”
“Meteorologists study weather, not meteors, dick weed.” Marshall gave Chase a friendly shove, and Chase pushed him back. “Don’t you two have something better to do?”
“The university is lame tonight,” said Nick, chucking a rock into the dark. It smacked something metallic, most likely a road sign. “The dean suspended on-campus parties for two weeks after some idiot in the freshmen dorm got drunk and fell out of the window. Lucky he broke his hip and not his neck. Now we all have to pay the price.” Nick’s gaze landed on McKenzie, who sat huddled with the blanket wrapped around her shoulders. “Hey, sexy. You giving it up for the football star tonight?”
“That’s not funny,” she said.
“Uptight whore. I don’t know what you see in her, Marshall.”
The smile melted off Marshall’s face. “Yo, Nick, that’s my girl you’re talking about. Keep her name out of your mouth.”
Chase buried his hands in his pockets and kicked at the dirt. “Easy, bro. We’re just having some fun. Ain’t that right, Nick?”
The stench of beer reached McKenzie.
“You shouldn’t get behind the wheel,” she said. “Neither of you.”
“Who says we’re taking the truck back to the dorm?” Nick laughed. “I figure we’ll take the motorcycle.”
Nick stumbled to the bike, plopped down on the seat, and pretended to rev the engine. “Toss me the keys, pretty boy.”
Marshall took a dangerous step forward. “Get off my machine.”
“Or what? You gonna make me, tough guy?”
“Leave it be,” said Chase, touching Nick’s arm. The larger boy flicked Chase away like an annoying fly. “Come on. Marshall doesn’t want you on his ride.”
Nick staggered off the motorcycle and gave Marshall a bleary, red-eyed glare. “Doesn’t want me on his bike or his girl. Selfish little prick.”
“You’re drunk, Nick,” McKenzie said, shooting to her feet to prevent a fight. “Go home.”
“No,” Marshall said, standing between Nick and his bike. “Let him say what he wants to say.”
Nick balled his hand into a fist. For a terrifying moment, McKenzie felt certain they would end up at each other’s throats. Nick backed away with a grim smile that didn’t meet his eyes.
“Don’t cross me, Marshall,” Nick said. “You ain’t the guy you pretend to be. I know things about you.”
Marshall spat.
Chase threw himself in front of Nick. “He doesn’t mean it. Do you, Nick?”
“Guess not,” Nick said, wagging a finger at Marshall. “But this ain’t over.”
McKenzie exhaled when Nick allowed Chase to lead him to the truck. They might kill themselves driving home, but at least Nick wouldn’t attack Marshall. The truck thundered to life, and just as quickly as they’d arrived, the two boys vanished down the road.
McKenzie turned to Marshall. “What did he mean by knowing things about you?”
“What’s he gonna say that you don’t already know? That I used to run in a Harmon gang?”
She knew about his past with the infamous 315 Royals. But there seemed to be something else hidden in Nick’s threat.
“I guess we should head back to school,” McKenzie said, no longer interested in the night sky.
“Thought you wanted me to sober up first.” Marshall adjusted the mirror on his motorcycle and wandered back to the blanket. Finally he was showing responsibility. He pointed at the blanket, a signal for her to join him. “The night is still young.”
He snagged the Jack Daniels bottle. So much for responsibility. Unless she risked driving his motorcycle, they would be stuck here all night.
At least the blanket was thick. Cuddled beside him, she no longer felt the cold. She fixed her attention on the constellations, identifying Gemini, Pisces, and Aries.
“I could get used to this,” Marshall said, stretching his arms over his head and yawning.
“You don’t think Nick will start a fight the next time you run into him, do you?”
“He’s so drunk he won’t even remember arguing. Guess I should have taken his keys.”
“It’s not like he gave you a chance.” She nuzzled her head against his shoulder. “Tell me what you’ll do with your first NFL paycheck.”
He fell silent. She thought he’d fallen asleep before he wiped a hand across his lips.
“Buy a Porsche. Something that breaks the speed of light.”
She perceived a lack of conviction in his voice.
“No, really. What will you buy first?”
He coughed and closed his eyes. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
“You won’t jinx your career, Marshall. It’s best to plan ahead and—”
“I said I don’t want to talk about it.”
The bass in his voice left no room for argument. She wiggled her body close to his. He didn’t want to discuss his future, and she knew better than to push him when he got into one of his moods. Better to lie back and enjoy their time together.
Before she realized it, she’d drifted asleep . . .
And awoke to a door closing somewhere down the road.
McKenzie sat up and reached over to shake Marshall awake. He was gone.
“Marshall?”
She stood with the blanket wrapped around her and peered into the darkness. A thicket grew out of the bordering meadow, and clouds had spread across the sky, snuffing out all remaining light.
Twisting around, she studied the road. She swore a vehicle door had woken her out of a dream. Had Nick and Chase returned to cause trouble? Marshall’s motorcycle leaned on its stand. The wind ruffled the blanket, and the hair rose on the back of her neck. Marshall was gone, but she wasn’t alone.
The crunch of shoe against gravel was the only warning McKenzie received before a hand closed over her mouth and prevented her from screaming. A fist rained down on the back of her neck and made her woozy. Fighting back, she bit the assailant’s hand and kicked him. He cursed and struck her head. With a gun, she thought. Her legs crumpled, and she pitched face-first to the ground.
She had just enough strength to mutter Marshall’s name before the lights went out.
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S heriff Thomas Shepherd rolled onto his side and propped his head up with his elbow on the bed. His Kindle rested on the nightstand. He considered reading before he woke for the day, but he only read novels at night, not in the morning. It wasn’t only because getting lost in a book tired him out. Habit dictated that he read at a predefined time. For the same reason, he counted his steps when climbing a staircase and preferred to end on an even number. An odd number seemed alien, as though he should repeat a step to even the count.
Thomas was a rarity in law enforcement. As a child, the family doctor had diagnosed him with Asperger’s syndrome, yet he’d risen to sheriff of the county where he’d grown up.
The floor-to-ceiling windows of the lakeside A-frame, a home his late uncle had built by hand, afforded a view of Wolf Lake. Predawn mist rolled over the water like silver gauze. Beside him, Chelsey Byrd slumbered with the pillow over her eyes. She’d had difficulty sleeping through the night since midsummer. As long as she rested, he didn’t wish to disturb her.
When he pushed back the covers, Jack’s head popped up. The enormous dog sprawled at the foot of the bed. According to Thomas, the lost pup he’d rescued from the state park last year was an unusual Siberian Husky variation. His veterinarian wasn’t so sure.
Jack padded to the window and Thomas followed, rubbing his arms to thwart the chill bleeding through the glass. Below the A-frame, at the rear of the property along the shoreline, stood the guest house. LeVar Hopkins, his junior deputy and a former gangster with the Harmon Kings, was asleep inside and wouldn’t wake for another few hours.
“Why are you up so early?” Chelsey asked, her eyelids half-closed as her head lay on the pillow. “Don’t you want to sleep in on your day off?”
Thomas did, but his body had other ideas. Or perhaps it was his mind that refused to stop working.
He sat on the edge of the mattress next to Chelsey. “How about you? Did you sleep all right?”
She yawned and nodded. From the way she’d thrashed and mumbled all night, tangling herself in the blankets, he doubted she was telling the truth. Only a few months had passed since a demented man abducted Chelsey and locked her in the basement of his home. He’d been a ghost from her past, a boy whose obsession with Chelsey had begun during their teenage years, when he’d tried to rape her before friends intervened. The incident later propelled a young Chelsey into a clinical depression.
“I should wake up and eat,” she said, “but I’d rather spend the morning in bed.”
“Why don’t you?”
“My backlog at the office keeps growing. If I take a day off, I’ll lose clients.”
“You’re accepting too many cases,” Thomas said, rubbing her shoulder. “Let another private investigation firm share the spotlight.”
She issued a wry laugh. “It took me three years to build Wolf Lake Consulting’s reputation. If I back off, competing firms will steal my business.”
He didn’t argue; there was no point. Once Chelsey Byrd made up her mind, nobody talked her out of it. She’d been this way since tenth grade, when they began dating at Wolf Lake High School. They’d remained inseparable until the end of senior year. Major depression struck Chelsey then, and she shut Thomas out of her life. Fifteen years passed before they reunited. Their latest relationship had lasted for over a year, and they supported each other through thick and thin. Chelsey had even moved into the A-frame and brought her tabby, Tigger, a stray cat she’d found pawing around for food scraps outside her old house.
“Can’t Raven handle the workload for a few hours while you catch up on sleep?”
Raven was LeVar’s older sister.
“No can do.” Chelsey threw back the covers. “By the way, don’t hold dinner for me this afternoon. I won’t leave the office until dark.”
“Chelsey, this is madness.”
“It’s only for a few more weeks. Once I catch up, we’ll spend more time together.”
Except that when she caught up, another load of cases would materialize, and she wouldn’t say no to any of them. As she stepped into a pair of sweatpants, his gaze drifted to the closet. A spring jacket hung inside amid his clothes, and tucked in the coat’s lining lay a diamond ring inside a black box. He’d been waiting for the right time to propose, but there was always something standing in the way. There was no time like the present.
He took a calming breath. “Chelsey, I—”
“Want me to fry you eggs? Or how about pancakes? I could go for naughty carbohydrates this morning.”
Thomas pressed his lips together. “Eggs are fine.”
She pecked him on the cheek and hurried out of the room without remembering her slippers. He walked to the closet, sighed, and edged the door closed.
Jack followed him down the stairs, across the living room, and into the dining room, where Thomas opened the sliding glass door. The dog bounded outside. After running in a circle, Jack did his business while Thomas waited inside, not interested in braving the unseasonably cold morning. The furnace kicked on and blew pleasing warmth through the home. In the kitchen, Chelsey cracked eggs on a pan and tossed the shells into a collection bucket for compost. When the eggs hit the pan’s surface, they sizzled and popped.
“Toast?”
“Chelsey, you don’t have to cook me breakfast.”
She was already popping the bread into the toaster, and he could see that she wanted to stay busy. Her mind was on the abduction again, and the constant worry that the crippling depression from high school would return followed her like a specter. When Chelsey rushed from the refrigerator to the counter with a grapefruit, as if she could outrun her anxiety, Thomas set a hand on her back and kissed her. A few years ago, he hadn’t possessed the tools to show affection during stressful situations. Expressing his feelings was something he worked on every day.
“Slow down,” he said. “I’m getting dizzy just watching you.”
She nodded at the door. “Jack’s waiting to come inside.”
The dog sat on the deck, tongue lolling, a huge smile on his face. The cold didn’t seem to affect Jack, who might have stayed outside all morning if he hadn’t figured out Chelsey was cooking. The dog could smell a meal from the other side of the county.
Thomas let Jack in. Tigger wandered disinterestedly into the dining room, gave the dog a vexed look, then entered the kitchen and rubbed against Chelsey’s shins.
As Thomas poured food into the pets’ bowls, his cell rang. Work never called on an off day unless something important happened. Chelsey gave him a stare that said, you aren’t leaving until you eat breakfast.
He grabbed the phone off the dining room table. “Thomas here.”
“Hate to bother you at home, Sheriff.” It was Veronica Aguilar, his lead deputy. “We have a potential missing persons case, and two deputies phoned in sick today. I was about to call Lambert in early.”
“No, that’s unnecessary. I can be there in a half hour.” Chelsey gave Thomas a pointed look. “Better make that an hour.”
“Thanks, Sheriff. See you in a few.”
So much for a quiet day off.
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T he dashboard clock read 8:00 when Thomas drove his silver F-150 into the parking lot behind the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. Beyond the glass entrance, Maggie Tillery, the fifty-four-year-old administrative assistant, clicked several papers against the desk and stapled them together. She had a shock of orange hair that curled to her shoulders. Maggie had held the position for the better part of two decades, joining the department a few years before a teenage Thomas Shepherd entered the building to inquire about internships for high school students.
Remembering made Thomas think of his parents’ reactions—Mother had forbidden him from accepting the position, almost fainting when he told them he wanted to be an officer of the law, and Father had asked Thomas if he’d lost his mind. No son of the esteemed Shepherd family would ever work for the sheriff’s department. Thomas had never challenged his parents before that day. Refusing to back down, he convinced them to allow him to intern under Stewart Gray, the man Thomas eventually replaced as county sheriff.
“Good morning, Sheriff,” Maggie said, filing the papers.
“Morning, Maggie.”
“Deputy Aguilar is waiting for you outside the interview room.”
“Appreciate it.”
Deputy Veronica Aguilar barely stood five feet in her shoes, but Thomas wouldn’t have messed with his lead deputy on his best day. The diminutive woman rippled with muscles and wore her hair short, almost boy-like. At thirty-five, a year older than Thomas, Aguilar was a no-nonsense, loyal officer who put duty above her personal time. It had taken months for Thomas to break through the deputy’s stony exterior and convince her it was okay to laugh on the job. It took even longer before she agreed to call him Thomas and not Sheriff. These days, Aguilar occasionally surprised Thomas with a sarcastic barb.
In the interview room, which doubled as a conference room when the sheriff’s department hosted the media or other law enforcement agencies, a lean, strong-looking tattooed boy sat at the table, his eyes running across the walls.
“Who’s the guy?” Thomas asked, lifting his chin at the visitor.
“Marshall Prisco,” said Aguilar. “And before you ask, yes, he is the Marshall Prisco.” Thomas gave her a blank stare, and Aguilar’s jaw hit the floor. “You don’t know who he is, do you?”
“Should I?”
“I keep forgetting you don’t care about football. Prisco plays wide receiver at Kane Grove University. The NFL wants him.” When Thomas didn’t respond, Aguilar rolled her eyes. “The NFL is a professional football league. It’s only the most powerful sports league in the country.”
“I’ve heard of the NFL, Aguilar.”
“That’s good to know. Until he became a big shot star during his senior year of high school, Marshall Prisco was a member of the 315 Royals in Harmon.”
Thomas twisted his mouth. “Harmon PD is having a helluva time with the Royals. There’s a shooting every month. You sure Prisco walked away from gang life?”
“Some people do. LeVar, for instance.”
“When LeVar was in the Harmon Kings, they had a turf war with the 315 Royals. I’ll ask LeVar if he remembers Prisco.”
“LeVar should know him,” said Aguilar.
“So what does Prisco have to do with our missing person?”
“The missing woman is McKenzie Ossman, Prisco’s girlfriend.”
Thomas reached for the door handle. “Let’s see what he can tell us.”
The boy glanced up when Thomas entered with Aguilar, but he didn’t rise. He slumped in his chair, as though he had a better place to be.
“Marshall Prisco,” Thomas said, taking a seat across the table. “I’m Sheriff Thomas Shepherd, and this is Deputy Veronica Aguilar.”
“We’ve met,” Prisco said, casting a glance at Aguilar.
“How long have you gone together with McKenzie Ossman?”
“About a year.”
“And you’re both students at Kane Grove University?”
“That’s right.”
“Why don’t you begin by telling us what happened? When was the last time you saw McKenzie?”
Prisco adjusted his back. “We rode out to the country last evening so McKenzie could look at the stars. Stopped along County Route 13 near the intersection with 26.”
“I’m familiar with the location. Go on.”
“We must have fallen asleep on the blanket, because I woke up after midnight and had to pee.”
“McKenzie was still with you?”
“Yeah, she was sleeping next to me.”
Thomas noted the time on a pad. “Then what happened?”
“I jogged into the meadow to do my thing behind a tree. Wasn’t gone for two minutes. When I returned, I couldn’t find McKenzie. I figured she had to go too and snuck into the meadow, but she didn’t answer when I called.”
“What about her belongings?”
“She only brought a backpack. That was gone too.”
“Nobody else was out there?”
“Nope.”
“Did you see a vehicle approach?”
“It was just the two of us. Well, Chase and Nick stopped by around nine to hang out.”
“Chase and Nick?” asked Aguilar.
“Chase Phillips and Nick Hanson. We’re . . . friends. They used to play on the football team with me.”
“You hesitated before you referred to them as friends. Are there problems?”
Prisco shrugged. “Nick was being an ass and hitting on McKenzie. He didn’t mean anything by it. They were both pretty wasted.”
“How long did they stay?”
“Five minutes.”
“You’re positive they didn’t come back after you fell asleep?”
“They drove to campus. That was the last I heard from them.”
Thomas set his forearms on the desk. “You said they were wasted. As in drunk?”
“Drunk, yeah.”
“And you let them drive to Kane Grove University? Who was behind the wheel?”
“Uh—Chase, I guess. I’m not really sure. They weren’t that drunk. I was exaggerating.”
“What about you and McKenzie? Did either of you drink last evening?”
“Just a few sips of Jack Daniels. I stayed sober.”
Thomas raised his brow. “Nick showed interest in McKenzie, and now she’s missing.”
“Look, Nick was fooling around. He wouldn’t hurt McKenzie.”
“Give me the addresses and phone numbers for Nick and Chase,” said Thomas, sliding a blank sheet of paper and a pen to Prisco.
The boy complied. “Anything else?”
“While you’re at it, give us the names of McKenzie’s friends. Anyone she spends time with.”
The boy thought for a moment, then scribbled several names.
“How about her parents?” asked Thomas. “You have their numbers?”
“Her parents died. Car crash two years ago.”
“Aunts? Uncles?”
“I’m sure she has them, but I haven’t met her family.”
“But you’ve gone together for a year.”
“Yeah. McKenzie stays in Kane Grove year-round, and no one from her family has visited that I know of.”
“You mentioned McKenzie’s backpack was missing,” said Aguilar. “Any chance she left on her own?”
“Why would she do that?”
“Maybe the two of you had a disagreement.”
“We didn’t.” Prisco drew himself up. “McKenzie wasn’t happy with the way Nick treated her, but she never blamed me.”
“Did you at least search for her?”
“Of course. It’s like she disappeared.”
“I understand you’re a member of the 315 Royals,” Thomas said, tapping his pen against the table.
“Was a member. I walked away from the Royals during high school.”
“That’s unusual, don’t you agree? People don’t walk away from a gang without trouble.”
“I did.”
“Still have contact with the Royals?”
“Nope.”
Thomas held Prisco’s eyes, but the kid didn’t blink. “Do you have a job, Mr. Prisco?”
“Sure do. I work at the gym at the student life center. Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays from noon until three. The team practices in the stadium behind the center, so it’s convenient. Lots of guys on the team have jobs at the center.”
Thomas and Aguilar questioned the football star for another five minutes before ending the interview. As the boy exited the building and walked toward the parking lot, Thomas noticed a hitch in his step.
“He’s limping,” Thomas said.
“It appears that way.” Aguilar watched the boy over Thomas’s shoulder. “Hope he’s okay for the next game.”
“What, do you have season tickets to Kane Grove football or something?”
“I just like to see local teams do well, and Kane Grove will never have a player like Marshall Prisco again.”
“What’s your impression of him? Think he told us the truth?”
“I bet they had a fight over Nick. That would explain McKenzie walking off.”
“But it’s a long walk to campus along country roads, and it was after midnight.”
“Could be she messaged a friend and had someone pick her up down the road,” Aguilar said. “Or she ordered an Uber.”
“All right. Let’s find out who McKenzie uses for mobile phone service and request records for the last twenty-four hours.”
“I’ll place the request. In the meantime, I’ll access her bank and credit card records.”
Thomas chewed the inside of his cheek. “This disappearance is giving me a bad vibe. I think we need a search dog. If she’s lost in the wilderness, she won’t survive too many chilly nights.”
“Call the state police. Fitzgerald has helped us more than a few times.”
Trooper Fitzgerald had been there when Deputy Aguilar shot and killed a corrupt police officer who’d murdered a woman. The state trooper also talked to Aguilar after she experienced guilt over the shooting.
“I’ll call them now,” Thomas said.
Aguilar sat at her desk and got to work, and Thomas turned toward his office. According to the boyfriend, McKenzie Ossman’s parents had died in a car accident. The tragedy must have adversely affected their daughter, and it wouldn’t be unusual for McKenzie to experience mood swings and depression. Yet he doubted she would walk off on her own.
He hoped his instincts were wrong about this investigation. Something told him McKenzie was in trouble. Had somebody abducted the girl?
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F rom behind a thin veil of clouds, milky morning sunlight shone through the windows of Wolf Lake Consulting. The private investigation firm operated out of a converted single-story house with a stocked kitchen, two bedrooms for the investigators, and a full bath. Business took place inside what used to be a dining and living room. After Chelsey purchased the house, which stood in the middle of the Wolf Lake shopping district, she paid a construction crew to knock out the dividing wall and turn the interior into the perfect operations area.
Each of the four desks contained a computer workstation, and a dry-erase board on the wall displayed the current caseload and their progress toward the completion of individual investigations.
Raven Hopkins hunched over her keyboard and typed at a frenzied pace. At twenty-six years of age, she was the best investigator Chelsey had ever come across, and the two had forged an undying friendship over the years they’d worked together. Her sculpted physique resulted from long hours in the gym, where she handled more weight than the muscle-head guys, who might have flirted with Raven had she not intimidated them with her intensity. Dark beaded hair dangled halfway down her back, and the beads clicked together whenever the African-American woman shifted her focus.
“I don’t see how I’ll complete all these reports by the end of the day,” Raven said, blowing the hair off her forehead.
“Scout works after school today,” Chelsey said. “She’ll help us catch up.”
Fifteen-year-old Scout Mourning, an inquisitive girl with a future in the FBI, lived next door to the A-frame. Spinal surgery during the summer had restored Scout’s ability to walk after a vehicle collision had left her paralyzed. Her mother, Naomi, ran day-to-day operations at Shepherd Systems, the project management and collaboration software company Thomas had inherited from his late father. Every day, Scout and Raven’s younger brother, LeVar, ran to the top of Wolf Lake State Park, a two-mile jog. Despite the age difference—LeVar was closing in on twenty—they remained the best of friends, and LeVar ensured Scout didn’t push her recovery before she was ready.
Raven narrowed her brow. “That’s not for another six hours. With LeVar at college and Scout in school, you need to pull back on the caseload, Chelsey. Two people can’t cover everything.”
An argument hung on the tip of Chelsey’s tongue. She swallowed it, unable to disagree. This morning Thomas had suggested she reduce the number of investigations.
“I know, and I promise we won’t accept any more cases until we’re halfway through the current list.”
“Halfway?”
“All right, three quarters. Better?”
“Better.” Raven swung her chair to face Chelsey. “But I’m holding you to that.”
“I’ve learned not to cross Raven Hopkins.”
“Wise move.” Raven lowered her voice in a mock superhero tenor. “Hulk crush, Hulk destroy.”
“Point taken, but I like you more as Bruce Banner.”
“What are we doing about lunch? Should we hit the deli, or would you prefer to eat here?”
Chelsey cleared her throat. “Well, we’re running behind on the Watkins case and need to run surveillance on the husband.”
“Chelsey, we can’t work nonstop.”
“It’s just for another few weeks. We’ll catch up, I swear.”
“We’re still eating lunch. A growing girl needs her protein.”
“Fine,” said Chelsey, checking her wallet. She only had a ten-dollar bill on her person, so they’d need to stop at the bank. “We’ll grab deli sandwiches and eat in the car.”
“And if we catch the husband with his secretary at the No-Tell Motel?”
“We’ll take pictures in between bites.”
“And remember, no new investigations until—”
“We’re three-quarters through our caseload. I won’t forget.”
As Chelsey turned back to her computer, a bell rang down the hall, signaling that someone had opened the front door. Most clients contacted the firm through the internet or over the phone. It was unusual to have visitors.
“Hello? Is anybody here?”
The woman’s voice called from down the hall.
“We’re in the office,” Raven yelled back before Chelsey could rise to greet the visitor. Raven really needed to take a course on customer relations. Maybe a semester’s worth.
A forty-something lady with burnt auburn curls clicked into the operations area on high heels. She wore a silk Prada skirt of midnight black, and the Monogram Louis Vuitton bag dangling off her shoulder had to be worth a few thousand dollars. She took in the office and wiggled her nose.
“What’s that smell? This is Wolf Lake Consulting, is it not?”
“Yes,” Chelsey said, offering her hand. “I’m Chelsey Byrd, and this is my partner, Raven Hopkins. My apologies. I burned coffee this morning.”
“Hmm, very well. I expected . . . I suppose I’m not sure what I expected. You’re the only two people who work here?”
And by that Chelsey assumed the woman meant she had expected a man to run the private investigation firm.
“The two of us, plus a few interns. Is there something I can help you with?”
“I should hope so.” The woman readjusted the bag on her shoulder. “My name is Amelia Jessen, and I represent the neighborhood watch organization at Poplar Hill Estates.”
Raven glanced at Chelsey. Thomas had grown up in Poplar Hill Estates, and his mother still lived in the same palatial contemporary home. Chelsey hadn’t visited since she dated Thomas during high school, but she never forgot the enormous foyer and its vaulted ceiling. The foyer alone had to be worth more than the A-frame.
“We’ve experienced an unfortunate rash of burglaries,” Jessen continued. “Jewels pilfered from bedrooms, priceless keepsakes stolen. Two weeks ago, my daughter cashed a five-hundred-dollar birthday check, and someone climbed through the bedroom window while we were away and took it right off her desk. It seems no one is safe.”
“I’m sorry to hear of your loss. Are you certain your daughter didn’t misplace the money? You know how kids are.”
“She didn’t misplace five hundred dollars. We’ll survive, Ms. Byrd. It’s only money. But the neighborhood demands an end to the thievery.”
Raven held Chelsey’s eyes, reminding her of the no-new-cases edict.
“Isn’t Poplar Estates a gated community with a security guard stationed out front?” asked Raven.
“It is, but little help our guard has been in nabbing the poachers. If I’m not mistaken, Oscar spends most of the night sleeping with a book folded across his lap.” Jessen sniffed. “I’m surprised the dullard can read. At any rate, thieves are like vermin. They squeeze through the tiniest of openings. We want them apprehended, and I’m willing to pay.”
Chelsey sensed the heat of Raven’s stare. “I sympathize with your dilemma, but this sounds like a case for the sheriff’s department.”
“Oh, the sheriff and his deputies have made their appearances, Ms. Byrd. To date, they haven’t recorded a shred of evidence. That’s why I’m appealing to you.”
“Please understand we don’t have a large enough staff of investigators to run surveillance on a development the size of Poplar Estates. I’d love to solve your problem, but—”
“Perhaps this will change your mind.” Jessen pulled a check from her bag and handed it over. “Consider this a bonus for taking on the investigation. From this point forward, the development will pay each of your staff members a hundred dollars per hour.”
Chelsey tried to prevent her jaw from unhinging. Was that really a check for two thousand dollars? And a hundred dollars per hour for each investigator? She swallowed and gave the check to Raven, who widened her eyes.
“I believe we’re at your service,” Raven said.
“Wonderful,” Jessen said, never smiling. “I expect you’ll begin right away.”
Chelsey dried her palms on her pants. “Of course. We’ll discuss how to get started and call you with a plan.”
“Make it a competent plan. We’re not paying you to sit on your hands and dawdle. Until next time.”
Jessen blew out of the office with a flourish.
Chelsey leaned back against the desk and pressed her hands against her cheeks. “Did that just happen?”
“Two thousand dollars is a lot of money, plus a hundred per hour to boot. I was going to ream you for accepting another case, but . . . wow.”
“We can’t do this alone. Let’s talk to Scout this afternoon, and I’ll text LeVar.”
“Darren will help.”
Darren Holt, Raven’s boyfriend and the ranger at Wolf Lake State Park, was a former Syracuse police officer. He often aided Wolf Lake Consulting, though he wasn’t an official investigator.
“Perfect. That gives us five people to run surveillance on Poplar Hills Estates.”
A tingle of anxiousness ran down Chelsey’s spine. Camping out in the dead of night wasn’t the best idea for someone who’d jumped at shadows since being kidnapped. But they needed the money. She would find a way to make it work.
But first, she needed to talk to Thomas.
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T homas set down the phone and crossed the last name off the list. Over the past hour, he’d run through the names Marshall Prisco had given him, but none of McKenzie Ossman’s friends had seen or heard from her since yesterday afternoon. The feeling that something terrible had happened continued to build, and he needed answers. His uneasiness over Prisco grew along with his trepidation. It made little sense that McKenzie would vanish under Prisco’s nose. Did the boyfriend have something to do with her disappearance? If so, why? As a high-profile sports figure with a fat check from the NFL waiting for him next spring, Prisco seemed on top of the world. Unless McKenzie knew something about the football star that would ruin his reputation. Steroids? Drugs? Perhaps Prisco hadn’t broken ties with the 315 Royals as he claimed.
Aguilar appeared in the doorway and rapped her knuckles against the jam.
Thomas leaned back in his chair. “Please tell me you learned something.”
Aguilar slid into the chair on the other side of the desk and shook her head.
“I contacted the credit card company. No charges since two nights ago, and that was for gas in Kane Grove. Also, I found two aunts and a cousin. None have heard from McKenzie in months.”
Thomas rubbed his eyes. “So we’re still at square one. What about her cell phone records?”
“I’m waiting for the provider to get back to me. They love to drag their feet, and since we haven’t acquired a warrant . . .”
Aguilar let the statement hang, and Thomas scratched the two-day-old scruff on his cheeks. Chelsey wanted him to grow a beard, but the stubble made his face itch. Just knowing it was there felt alien to him, and he had to stop himself from obsessing over the tiny whiskers.
Down the hallway, Deputy Lambert arrived for work and set his hat on his desk.
“Lambert is here,” Thomas said. “Brief him on the investigation and get him up to speed.”
“Anything from the state police?”
“Fitzgerald got us two search dogs, but they’re coming from Buffalo and won’t arrive until mid-afternoon. In the meantime, let’s gather an item of clothing from McKenzie’s roommates, something the dogs can use to track her in the wilderness.”
“Good plan.”
“I’ll phone the roommates again and see what they can donate.”
Lambert towered more than a foot over Aguilar and still wore his hair military-short. As the deputies spoke, Thomas’s gaze fell to the list of people, as though he’d missed a name. He was about to pick up the office phone when his cell rang. Chelsey’s name flashed on the screen. He rose from the chair and closed the door, then pressed the speaker icon.
“Hey, Chelsey. How’s your morning?”
“We just had an interesting visitor. Does the name Amelia Jessen mean anything to you?”
It sure did. Jessen once chewed out Thomas for crossing her backyard on his way home. His parents grounded him for a week.
“Jessen lives five houses down from my mother. What does she want with Wolf Lake Consulting?”
Chelsey recounted the rash of burglaries in Poplar Hill Estates. When she told him how much Jessen’s group was paying, Thomas whistled.
“It’s not just my mother’s neighborhood. Several lakeside homes got hit over the last month, and there was a break-in at Francine’s Clothing Shop in the village center.”
“Think it’s the same person?”
“Makes sense, right? The burglaries all started around the same time. Whoever the thief is, he’s smart and knows enough to avoid the doorbell cameras.”
“Has your mother mentioned the break-ins to you?”
Thomas hesitated. “After the first incident, I called to check on her and make sure she was all right. But you know the way she is. Mother can care for herself.”
“I should visit your mother, Thomas.”
“Chelsey, I really don’t think that’s the best idea.”
“Why?”
Why? Good question. He didn’t want to admit his mother had never liked Chelsey and wouldn’t welcome her with open arms.
“She’s a private person. Best if you let me speak to her.”
Chelsey huffed. “Okay. What can you tell me about Jessen?”
“Amelia Jessen is a busybody. Since I was a kid, she was the queen of neighborhood gossip. It got worse after her husband passed. That must have been twenty years ago. But Chelsey, the sheriff’s department is already looking into the burglaries. This doesn’t seem like a job for Wolf Lake Consulting.”
“I told her, but she was insistent. Is there any insight you can provide on the case?”
Thomas could hear Lambert’s booming voice in the hallway. “Deputy Lambert took the lead on the investigation. I’ll get with him and call you back as soon as I can. We’re up against it this morning.”
“Oh?”
“Missing persons case. A girl from Kane Grove University rode out to Route 13 with her boyfriend last night to stargaze. The boyfriend claims he left to relieve himself and she was gone when he came back.”
“That doesn’t add up. Is he involved?”
“The possibility crossed my mind.”
“The husband or boyfriend is usually to blame in cases like this.”
Thomas switched the phone to his other ear. “Still don’t want me to hold dinner for you this afternoon?”
“No reason to,” she said, sounding tired and defeated. “I need to complete a ton of paperwork and create a plan for the Poplar Hill Estates investigation. You’ll get back to me after you speak with Lambert?”
Outside Thomas’s window, a tractor trailer rumbled to a stop and caused a traffic jam at the corner.
“Let me ask him about the robberies and take care of a few things. I’ll call you within the hour.”
“Thanks, Thomas. When I get a chance, I’ll swing past the house and let Jack outside.”
“Appreciate it, hon.”
Along the curb, a throng of drivers stepped out of their vehicles and threw their hands in the air, a few yelling obscenities at the tractor-trailer driver. Great. If the truck refused to start, Thomas would need to close the road until a tow truck arrived. Now that he thought of it, could any of the village tow trucks drag an eighteen-wheeler?
Pushing the traffic jam out of his mind, he phoned McKenzie’s roommates again. He told them Lambert would stop by before lunch and pick up clothing for the search dogs. When he opened the door, a junior deputy rushed outside to deal with the traffic jam. Aguilar had vanished into the break room to blend a protein smoothie. If Thomas’s guess was correct, she would try to push half of the concoction on him. For the past month, she’d egged him on about accompanying her to the gym. In Aguilar’s words, she wanted to make a man out of him. Which made Thomas blush, considering the alternate connotation.
“Boss man,” Lambert said, hunched over his keyboard when Thomas approached. His legs barely fit beneath the desk.
“Question for you, Lambert. Amelia Jessen from Poplar Hill Estates hired Chelsey’s team to investigate the recent burglaries in the neighborhood. What can you tell me?”
Lambert blanched and stared at his shoes. “They gave up on us already? I was this close to solving the investigation.” The deputy pinched his thumb and forefinger together. “This is a job for law enforcement, don’t you agree?”
“I do, but there’s nothing wrong with a private investigation team looking into the crimes, provided we don’t step on each other's feet.”
The deputy drummed his fingers on the desk. “I’ll tell you one thing. We’re searching for more than one thief.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Jessen gave me an approximate time that the burglar broke into her daughter’s room. The neighbor confirmed the time after observing a hooded figure slinking around the bushes. Unfortunately, the thief fled before Aguilar and I arrived. But here’s the catch: Around the same time that the neighbor saw the hooded figure, a car alarm triggered on the opposite end of the neighborhood. That might be a coincidence, and nothing was stolen from the vehicle, nor did I find evidence that someone tried to steal the car. But if I had to guess, I’d say while the thief stole money from Jessen’s daughter, his partner tried to hijack a car.”
“So we’re searching for two men, and they’re getting bolder.”
“Seems that way.”
Thomas patted Lambert’s shoulder. “You’re still on the case, deputy. No worries. I’ll relay your thoughts to Chelsey’s team. Work together on this one, okay? I want these guys caught.”
“So do I. These robberies have been eating at me for weeks.”
“Aguilar spoke to you about our missing person?”
“Yep.”
“The state police are donating a pair of search dogs to sweep the wilderness off routes 13 and 26. I need you to swing by McKenzie Ossman’s dorm. Her roommates gathered clothing for the dogs. Here’s the address.”
Thomas handed Lambert a slip of paper, and the deputy tucked it into his shirt pocket.
“I’ll leave now, then stop at Wolf Lake Consulting so we can put our heads together.”
“Thanks for being a good sport about this, Lambert. Jessen may have given up on the sheriff’s department, but we’ll prove her wrong.”
Lambert fixed his hat over his head and acknowledged the sheriff by touching the brim.
Thomas checked the clock. Three hours until Trooper Fitzgerald arrived with the search dogs.
If the dogs caught McKenzie’s scent in the woods, Thomas didn’t expect they would find her alive.
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D eputy Aguilar accompanied Thomas to the intersection of county routes 13 and 26. The GPS coordinates pointed the sheriff to the precise point Marshall Prisco had given him. They were five minutes from the campsite.
Between the sheriff and his deputy, a shopping bag filled with McKenzie Ossman’s clothing rested against the seat, including an unwashed sweatshirt the girl had worn and tossed on her bed yesterday. Thomas couldn’t help but fear the clothes would lead the dogs to a dead body. There was nothing worse than contacting the parents after a child died, but this time the victim’s parents were already dead, and Thomas and Aguilar had struggled to find her closest living relative. It seemed McKenzie’s life was a tragic play that moved from one heart-wrenching story to the next. Her parents had perished in a car crash, and now she was missing.
“Keep your chin up, Thomas,” Aguilar said as she stared out the passenger side window.
“I’m all right.”
“You’re already planning her funeral. I can see it on your face.”
“If the dogs find her—”
“They might rescue McKenzie. Who knows? Perhaps Prisco tried to rape her, and she escaped, ran off, and got lost. It’s easy to lose your way in the woods, especially at night.”
“If Prisco attacked her, why would he report her missing?”
Aguilar opened her mouth to answer. She fell silent.
Thomas spotted the state police SUV along the shoulder. He eased his cruiser to a stop and joined Trooper Fitzgerald along the road. Fitzgerald was almost as tall as Lambert and possessed strong shoulders and a distance runner’s legs. The trooper’s partner was a stout, mustached man with a big chest. The man held two bloodhounds by their leashes.
“Sheriff, Deputy Aguilar, this is Trooper Matt Connery,” Fitzgerald said, making introductions.
Connery nodded and held the leashes tightly. The dogs hadn’t even sniffed McKenzie’s clothes but were ready to go.
“Thank you for setting this up,” Thomas said.
“How long has the girl been missing?”
“Almost fifteen hours.”
“If she’s lost, the dogs will find her.”
And if she wasn’t lost? The sheriff pictured the girl’s bloody and battered corpse. Why did his mind leap to the worst-case scenario when there wasn’t a shred of evidence that said someone had harmed her? Thomas had witnessed too much anguish and horror over the last several months, yet there was no excuse for his negativity. He needed to keep an open mind. Maybe, as Aguilar had theorized, McKenzie ran from Prisco and lost her way in the forest. The dogs would find the girl’s scent and return her to safety.
“You have the clothes?” Fitzgerald asked.
“Right here,” Aguilar said, handing over the bag. Their hands touched, and a rosy tint colored Aguilar’s cheeks. Were the two law enforcement officers seeing each other?
Fitzgerald removed a sweatshirt, and the bloodhounds eagerly sniffed, one dog whining and pawing at the ground. Trooper Connery whistled through his teeth, and the dogs caught McKenzie’s scent at the meadow’s edge, their tails wagging.
“That was easy,” Fitzgerald said.
“McKenzie Ossman camped here with her boyfriend,” said Thomas. “Now we need to figure out where she went.”
The dogs pulled Connery toward the meadow with the others following.
“Tracks,” Aguilar said, pointing into the meadow.
Shoe prints marked the soggy earth, and someone had pushed back the grass and weeds, disturbing the meadow.
Thomas nodded. “Prisco said he ran to the forest to relieve himself.”
The dogs started in that direction, stopped, and reversed course along the road.
Aguilar glanced at Fitzgerald. “What are they doing?”
“Following McKenzie’s scent. Connery, are you sure the girl didn’t head toward the trees?”
“Bloodhounds don’t lie,” Connery growled, doing his best to hold on as the dogs tracked back and forth along the edge of the wilderness. “If she crossed the meadow, they haven’t discovered where yet.”
Despite Connery and Fitzgerald coaxing the dogs toward the wilderness, they never strayed from the makeshift campsite. After a minute, the bloodhounds pulled Connery into the road.
“This way,” Fitzgerald said.
Fifty yards down the shoulder, the dogs stopped in confusion.
“They lost the scent,” Thomas said, tugging at his lower lip.
“Seems that way.” Fitzgerald studied the road until his attention stopped on two tire tracks through the gravel. “Prisco drives a motorcycle, correct?”
“Correct.”
Aguilar knelt beside Fitzgerald. “Those look like truck tires to me.”
“Probably from the pickup Chase Phillips and Nick Hanson arrived in.”
“Perhaps.” Uncertainty rang in Aguilar’s voice. “I’ll measure the tracks and take pictures.”
“Chase Phillips and Nick Hanson?” asked Fitzgerald.
“Prisco’s buddies,” said Thomas. “They drove out here last night, and apparently they were pretty drunk.”
“Great. It’s a wonder we didn’t pull their truck out of a ditch.”
“They could have taken McKenzie.”
“Unless Prisco kidnapped her.”
“Kinda hard to abduct someone on a motorcycle.”
“True,” Fitzgerald said. He removed his hat and scratched his head while the dogs awaited command. “Any reason to believe Phillips and Hanson grabbed her?”
“They could have returned after midnight.” Thomas groaned. “It’s all conjecture, but something tells me Prisco wasn’t truthful with us this morning.”
“Regardless, the scent ends where the tire tracks begin. That can’t be a coincidence.”
“Problem is, there isn’t a residence in sight. No witnesses that could tell us if anyone besides Phillips and Hanson drove out to the campsite.”
“I sure hope you find her. On any day, there are over ninety-thousand missing persons cases active in the US.”
“And many are never solved,” Aguilar said.
“Which is why we can’t let the trail go cold,” Thomas said. “Someone kidnapped McKenzie and threw her in a vehicle, then drove off while Prisco was in the meadow.”
“Unless he helped the kidnappers.”
Thomas frowned. “I thought you were his biggest fan.”
“I check my team loyalty at the door when I arrive for work. As of now, he’s the last person who saw McKenzie.”
“Since we have the bloodhounds,” Connery said, “I’ll sweep the meadow. There’s always the chance they’ll pick up the scent again, though I doubt it. The dogs insist McKenzie Ossman headed toward these tire tracks.”
“We’ll come with you,” Thomas said.
They split into separate teams, the sheriff accompanying Connery while Aguilar and Fitzgerald walked in the opposite direction. Each took a bloodhound, though in Thomas’s eyes, their dog ran the show. Thomas and Connery were along for the ride.
When the meadow met the forest, the bloodhound sniffed along a trail and stopped beneath a cluster of elm trees. The afternoon was crisp, and in the forest's shade, the air turned cold enough for Thomas to see his breath. The dog seemed interested in the soil under one tree, probably where the football player had gone.
“She didn’t come this way,” Connery said. The state trooper stared into the forest. Darkness stood like an impenetrable wall the further their gazes traveled. “Unless the girl teleported from the road to the middle of the forest, we’re wasting our time. She’s not lost in the wilderness. Sorry, Sheriff.”
“No reason to be. I owe you one for scoring us two bloodhounds.”
They walked back to the road and met Aguilar, who was already waiting with Fitzgerald and the second bloodhound.
“We didn’t find anything either,” Thomas said, reading the disappointment on Aguilar’s face.
The sheriff thanked Fitzgerald and Connery. Everyone shook hands, and the troopers led the dogs into their SUV.
Aguilar turned to Thomas. “What’s next?”
“We look into Chase Phillips and Nick Hanson. I want the brand of the tires on Chase’s truck.”
If the boys had kidnapped McKenzie, Thomas suspected Prisco was involved.





7

C helsey lowered the visor against the afternoon glare. Even with a thin veneer of high clouds covering the sun, the brightness scalded her eyes. She could already feel a migraine forming. On a quiet day, she would have phoned Raven and told her to run the office for the rest of the afternoon—more than anything, Chelsey needed a nap before the headache took hold and crippled her—but their caseload was at an all-time high. If she didn’t hurry back to the office after taking care of the pets, the investigators would never catch up.
She took a calming breath, just as her old therapist had taught her.
Old therapist.
How long did she intend to hide that she’d stopped attending therapy sessions? Chelsey barricaded herself behind a thousand excuses. The sessions weren’t benefiting her. Nightmares plagued her sleep, and whenever she entered a dark room, she expected Kenneth Wendel, the man who’d kidnapped Chelsey, to leap out. The sicko had also abducted another woman and her daughter. According to the sheriff’s department, Wendel sneaked into the woman’s home on multiple occasions and hid under the beds, terrorizing them in the dead of night. These days Chelsey didn’t go to sleep without checking beneath the bed, even with Thomas in the house.
This was crazy. She was driving herself insane. Try as she might, she couldn’t prevent Kenneth—or Kenny, as he’d been called during her youth when he first attacked her—from dominating her thoughts.
“Slow down,” she told herself, speaking directly to a brain that refused to let go. “It’s over now. He’s dead and can’t hurt me.”
The A-frame appeared around the bend as Chelsey drove her orange Honda Civic down the lake road. She was a creature of habit. After wrecking one orange Civic during a high-speed chase along country roads last year, she’d replaced the vehicle with a replica, though this model was four years newer. She stopped the car in the driveway and jogged across the lawn, thinking about the caseload. It helped to concentrate on the work awaiting her at the office. Anything to take her mind off the abduction.
She stopped short of the ramp Thomas had installed for Scout when the teen was bound to a wheelchair. Perhaps it was the way the mottled light broke through the trees and drew stripes down the front of the A-frame, but something seemed . . . off. It was then she realized her pulse had quickened, and she took another calming breath before climbing the ramp and fitting the key into the lock.
Chelsey chided herself for forgetting to type in the alarm code after entering the house. In seconds, the alarm would shrill until she punched the correct numbers into the keypad.
But it didn’t. The red light was off, indicating nobody had armed the alarm before leaving. Had she forgotten? Or had Thomas? No, she could swear she’d turned on the alarm.
Something else was wrong. Why hadn’t Jack met her in the doorway with excited woofs and kisses? And where was Tigger?
“Jack?”
Her voice bounced off the walls without an answer. Maybe LeVar had Jack. He often watched the pets in the guest house during the day so Jack and Tigger weren’t alone. She crossed the dining room and opened the sliding glass door. Through the guest-house window, she watched LeVar open a textbook to study. She didn’t see the pets.
The possibilities raced through her mind. Jack had clawed through a screen, and the pets had escaped. They’d gotten into something under the sink and were hiding upstairs, sick. But the kitchen cupboards were shut, and no messes covered the floor. What the heck was happening?
Chelsey reached for the gun on her hip, but it wasn’t there. She realized it was still at the office and locked inside her desk drawer. Every nerve in her body pulled tight, and sweat beaded on her back. With the alarm off, anyone could be inside the house. The intruder might have killed Jack and . . .
One more deep breath. Jumping to conclusions wouldn’t lessen her anxiety.
The living room seemed darker than when she’d first entered the house. That was just her mind playing games with her. Though the days grew short, plenty of time remained before the sun dropped below the horizon. A scratching sound brought her head around. It came from behind the sofa.
A sansevieria plant crashed to the floor. The pot shattered and spilled dirt everywhere. Chelsey leaped backward as Tigger scampered out of hiding.
“Tigger, what’s gotten into you?”
The trembling cat mewled and rubbed against her shins. She picked him up and stroked the fur behind his neck.
“You don’t have to be scared. I’m here now. Did you frighten yourself when you knocked over the plant? It’s okay.” Chelsey’s heart pounded in time with Tigger’s. “Where’s your brother?”
She bent over to set Tigger on the couch, and the cat raced back into her arms. Tigger never acted like this.
With the cat cradled and protected, she climbed the stairs. Shadows shrouded the far corners of the landing until she flicked the wall switch. The dog wasn’t in the bathroom, the study, or the spare bedroom. That left one room to check. The bedroom, which stood shut.
Her pulse raced as she approached the closed door. Again she pictured Kenneth Wendel’s psychotic grin peering from under the bed.
“I’ve been waiting for you to come home, my dear,” the madman said inside her mind.
“There’s nothing to fear,” Chelsey told Tigger, though she spoke more to herself than to the shivering cat.
She counted to three and turned the knob. The door swung into the room. At the window, curtains fluttered like restless ghosts. The blankets moved on the unmade bed. Chelsey hissed and froze in place.
Until Jack’s head popped out from beneath the comforter. His bleary eyes told her he’d just awoken.
“You were locked in the bedroom,” Chelsey said.
Jack’s tail thumped against the mattress.
“How did that happen?”
It was possible one of them had closed the bedroom door this morning without realizing Jack was inside. That seemed unlikely, as the dog followed them to the door with sad eyes whenever they left for work.
Perhaps Jack had come upstairs to lie on the bed after everyone left, and the wind had blown the door shut. Yes, that’s what must have happened. Because the only other possibility was that someone had entered the house and locked Jack inside the bedroom. Had the intruder disarmed the alarm? How would anyone know the code?
“Let’s get you outside before you make a mess,” Chelsey said, and Jack jumped off the bed and raced down the stairs before she could blink.
Tigger no longer shook like a cat caught in a January ice storm. Carefully, Chelsey set him on the floor, and the cat scampered after Jack.
“At least you’re not scared anymore,” she whispered in the cat’s wake.
Outside, the hazy light thawed the chill off her spine. Jack squatted under a tree while Tigger studied the festivities from the deck, his tail curling back and forth. Upon seeing Chelsey and Jack, LeVar stepped out of the guest house and waved a hand over his head, then crossed the lawn to greet them. With shoulder-length dreadlocks tied behind his back, the nineteen-year-old looked the same as he had while acting as the enforcer of the feared Harmon Kings. The tank top showed off his tattooed arms, and he strode with the swagger of someone who knew what he wanted out of life and intended to take it.
It was Thomas who talked LeVar into leaving the Kings and moving into the guest house. The changes between the old LeVar and the new were most evident in his smile. During his gang days, he’d appeared sullen and paranoid, eyes flicking left and right in search of threats. Now he brimmed with optimism. To Chelsey, the only person who’d performed a greater turnaround was Raven and LeVar’s mother, Serena, once a heroin addict who’d tossed her daughter out of the house. Present-day Serena Hopkins ran the sales division at Shepherd Systems and had sworn off alcohol and narcotics.
“Getting Jack out of the house, I see,” LeVar said, nodding at the wolflike dog as it chased a rabbit into the bushes. “He looks like he could run for days.”
Chelsey flicked her eyes at the bedroom window. “I can’t blame him. The poor thing was locked inside our room all morning and afternoon.”
“What? Thomas wouldn’t close the door on Jack, and neither would you.”
“It’s possible the wind blew the door shut, but I’m not sure. Something doesn’t seem right.”
“Everything okay, Chelsey? You’ve been quiet the last week.”
“I’m fine. Just pulling my hair out over work. By the way, we’re running surveillance on Poplar Hill Estates tomorrow night. I need you there.”
“No can do. I’m on the evening shift at the station with Shep.”
LeVar was the sheriff's youngest deputy. He only worked one day per week so he could keep up with his criminal justice studies at the local community college.
Chelsey threw her head back and growled at the sky. “How did I forget? All right, we’ll make do.”
“Sorry about that.”
“Don’t apologize. It’s my fault for forgetting. Hey, LeVar, did you notice anyone snooping around the house?”
“I just got back from class an hour ago. Nobody has stopped by since. Why? You think someone broke in?”
“Thomas left the alarm off. Or I did. Jeez, I can’t keep anything straight.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. The migraine was burrowing into her skull. “It’s just with Jack being locked inside the bedroom, and Tigger scared out of his mind, something just feels . . . off.”
“Tell you what: Give me Jack and Tigger for the afternoon. I’ll monitor the house and take care of them until you guys get back.”
“Are you sure, LeVar? I won’t return until late, and Thomas is searching for a missing person.”
“Yeah, I caught word from Lambert. Guess I know what I’ll be doing tomorrow evening. I’ve got you covered. Let me take the pets off your hands.”
“If you don’t mind,” said Chelsey.
“They can help me study. Jack quizzes me once per hour.”
Chelsey laughed for the first time in as long as she could remember. LeVar had that effect on people.
“You’re a saint, LeVar.”
“So, what’s up with Poplar Hill Estates? Someone lose their Rolex in the garden?”
“You’ve heard about the burglaries occurring in Wolf Lake?”
“How could I not? That’s the first thing out of everyone’s mouths,” LeVar said, scratching behind Jack’s ears after the dog ran up to join them. Tigger stared at them with disinterest.
“Well, the problem spread to Poplar Hill Estates, and they’re raising holy hell and want the thief caught.”
“A’ight, but that’s for Shep Dawg to figure out, not WLC.”
“Preach to the choir. But the neighborhood watch group is paying us big bucks to solve their problem. I couldn’t say no. By the way, any hour you work on the case as part of our team, you earn one hundred dollars.”
LeVar’s chin hit his chest. “My ears must be full of wax ’cause I thought you said five dubs per hour.”
“Five what? Never mind. Yeah, a hundred dollars per hour, courtesy of our fine friends at Poplar Hill Estates.”
“A Benji an hour. Wait, I’m an intern. You don’t pay me to work at WLC.”
New York State law required paid private investigators to be at least twenty-five years old.
“The Poplar Hills Estates folks don’t know that.”
“Damn. I should call in sick tomorrow and work for you.”
Chelsey raised an eyebrow. “LeVar?”
“Just pulling your leg. I wouldn’t do Shep dirty like that.”
“Chances are we won’t catch the thief on the first night. Clear your calendar for the rest of the week. Save enough money and you won’t need a scholarship when you transfer to a four-year school.”
“Bet.” LeVar gestured for Jack and Tigger to follow. “Let’s hang out for the rest of the day, kiddos.”
“Thanks again, LeVar,” Chelsey said, watching them leave. Why was it that Tigger followed LeVar’s directions but refused to listen to her?
Chelsey checked her phone and realized how much time she’d wasted investigating the house. She stared up at the A-frame, wondering why it had given her the creeps. Shadows spilled down the north side of the home. The windows were like empty sockets for eyes.
She clenched her jaw and twirled the key ring around her finger. Had someone broken in?
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I nside the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department, Thomas pored over his notes while Maggie raced between her desk and the cabinet, sorting files. He glanced up from his desk when Aguilar entered his office.
“What’s up?”
“Chase Phillips and Nick Hanson,” the diminutive lead deputy said. “They were supposed to arrive at four. That was a half-hour ago.”
“Give them another ten minutes. If they don’t show, I’ll call and put the fear of God into them.”
Thomas turned his attention back to the papers, but Aguilar didn’t leave. Instead, she closed the office door and sat across from him.
He squinted at her. “You look like you have something to say.”
“I just got a text from LeVar. Something about taking care of the dog and cat, and Chelsey was acting weird.”
“She’s under a lot of stress from everything going on at work.”
“Does she still dream about the abduction?”
Thomas straightened his back. “How did you know she was having nightmares?”
Aguilar crossed her knees and peered across the desk, as though Thomas couldn’t be that dense.
“Because I’ve been there. Have you forgotten that Justice Thorin captured me and locked me in a subterranean cell? It took the FBI and sheriff’s department days to find me.”
“No, I will never forget. But as I recall, you kicked his ass.”
The deputy smirked. “That I did. But nobody walks away from something that frightening without a few screws loose in the ole noggin.” She rapped her knuckles against her skull. “Chelsey is still in therapy, isn’t she?”
“Yes, of course.” Thomas frowned. “At least I think she is.”
“Remember when I stopped attending therapy sessions, and you got on my case about it?”
“I don’t recall getting on your case.”
“Please. You hounded me day and night until I returned. For the longest time, you didn’t realize I’d stopped going.”
“You don’t think Chelsey quit therapy, do you?”
“That’s for you to determine. You know her better than anyone, probably even better than she knows herself.” Aguilar leaned forward and lowered her voice. “What she needs is a supportive friend who will stay by her side forever. Which brings me to my next question. Thomas, when are you going to tie the knot?”
His cheeks burned. Talking about marriage made him uncomfortable, and Aguilar was his lead deputy, a woman he’d escorted to the Magnolia Dance the first year he’d moved back to Wolf Lake. That had been a confusing time. After being shot, he’d left his detective position with the LAPD and returned home to accept a junior deputy position in his hometown. To break Thomas out of his shell, Lambert coaxed him into taking Aguilar to the dance. And what a disaster that had been. Not only had Chelsey been there with her old boyfriend Ray Welch, a bully who’d terrorized Thomas throughout high school, Welch had started a fight with Thomas and ended up handcuffed and arrested. Talk about terrible first impressions.
“I don’t think we should discuss my personal life at work,” Thomas said.
“Don’t pull that human-resources nonsense with me. You’re avoiding the subject. You love her, right?”
“Yeah, of course.”
Thomas wished they were anywhere but at the sheriff’s department. Maggie was probably listening in.
“So what are you waiting for? Put a ring on her finger. Make it forever.” This was coming from a woman who hadn’t gone on a date since the ill-fated dance. Unless she was seeing Trooper Fitzgerald. “Money can’t be an issue with Shepherd Systems raking in the cash.”
“I have a ring,” he muttered.
Her grin widened. “What? You never told me you bought a ring.”
“It’s kind of a personal issue.”
“And how long have you had this ring?”
Red bloomed on his cheeks again. “Seven weeks.”
“Seven weeks?” she shouted. “Are you hoping it will rise in value in the meantime? It won’t get shinier the longer you wait.”
“There’s never a good time.” Thomas ruffled his hair. “Between our jobs, it’s a wonder we see each other more than five minutes every day, and now with this funk she’s in over the Kenneth Wendel incident . . . I just want to wait until she regains her confidence.”
“Hmm.” Aguilar pressed her lips together, unconvinced. “You’ll wait forever if you keep making excuses. Did it ever occur to you that Chelsey might wonder why you haven’t proposed?”
His heart climbed into his throat. “She told you that?”
“No, but I have some experience with the way women think. I’ve been one for thirty-five years.”
“You think I should ask her before she takes care of the anxiety issues?”
Rather than answering, she gave him a pointed look. This conversation was growing more uncomfortable by the second. He was about to steer Aguilar toward a different topic when two college-age boys pushed through the glass entryway and received directions at Maggie’s desk. Saved by the bell.
“That would be Chase Phillips and Nick Hanson,” said Thomas, collecting his notes.
“We’ll revisit this conversation later.”
Wonderful.
Aguilar met Chase and Nick and walked them to the interview room. They shared worried glances when Thomas entered and sat beside Aguilar.
“Gentlemen, thank you for coming in,” said Thomas. “You’re both aware McKenzie Ossman has been missing since midnight.”
“Sure,” Chase said, “but what does that have to do with us?”
“Besides Marshall Prisco, you were the last people who saw McKenzie,” Aguilar said. “We understand you drove out to meet them last evening.”
“That was hours before McKenzie walked off,” said Nick, the larger of the two boys.
“What makes you so sure she walked away?”
Nick shrugged. “People don’t just vanish into thin air.”
“How long have you been friends with McKenzie?” asked Thomas.
“We’re not. Chase and I are buddies with Marshall. She’s always on his arm, so we run into her a lot.”
“How did you meet Marshall?”
“Football. I played linebacker. Best defender on the team until the jerk-off coach threw me off.”
“Why did the coach throw you off the team?”
“’Cause I was at a fraternity party. That’s against the rules during the season, but it’s a BS rule, and nobody follows it. But if you’re a star like Marshall, you can do anything you want. The coach looks the other way. A pee-on like me loses his spot the first time he gets caught.”
Aguilar said, “Sounds like you and Marshall Prisco have issues.”
“Nah. I just see things for how they are. Unlike the rest of the guys, I’m not afraid to say it.”
Aguilar scribbled a note.
“And you, Chase?” Thomas asked. “You played football too?”
“Free safety,” the boy said, staring at the table. “I didn’t play much. Coach liked my speed, but I couldn’t tackle.”
“You’re a wuss,” Nick said.
If it was meant as a joke, Chase didn’t take it that way. He averted his eyes and chewed his lip.
“What time did you meet Marshall and McKenzie?” asked Thomas.
Nick made a show of thinking about the timeline. “Must have been a little after nine.”
That lined up with Marshall Prisco’s answer.
“And how long did you stay?”
“Five, ten minutes.”
“That’s a long drive for a five-minute conversation. Was there an altercation?”
“No way. We’re tight with Marshall, aren’t we, Chase?”
Chase gave the slightest of nods.
Aguilar set her pen on the table. “Had you been drinking?”
“Not really. Well, I had a beer earlier that evening, but I wasn’t drunk or anything. Besides, Chase was the DD.”
“What about you, Chase? Did you drink last night?”
Chase chewed a fingernail. “It’s like Nick said. Just one beer. I was sober when I got behind the wheel.”
“Chase, what kind of truck do you drive?”
“I bought a used Ford Maverick last year.”
“It’s a piece of crap,” Nick smirked.
“We’re talking to Chase now, Nick,” Aguilar said.
Nick glowered.
“He’s right,” said Chase. “It’s pretty beat. The truck had over a hundred thousand miles on the odometer when I bought it.”
“Still, that’s impressive that you purchased a pickup truck during college. Did your parents help you out?”
“Just a little.”
“Do you have a job?”
“Um, I pick up hours here and there at the Kane Grove bars.”
“He’s the cutest waitress at The Tavern,” said Nick, punching his friend in the shoulder.
Aguilar gave Nick a warning glance, and the boy settled down. “It’s great that you work, but is that enough to pay for a truck?” she asked.
“I don’t get why you’re asking about his truck,” said Nick, “when you’re supposedly trying to find McKenzie.”
“Hey, Chase,” Thomas said. “Before you leave, I want to check out your truck. I drive a Ford. An F-150.”
“Cool,” Chase said, not meeting the sheriff’s eyes.
“So you didn’t go back to see Marshall and McKenzie after you left around nine?”
“We told you,” said Nick. “No.”
“Where did you spend the rest of the evening?”
“At a frat party on Twentieth Street.”
“Can your friends corroborate your whereabouts between ten o’clock and two in the morning?”
“Look, we had nothing to do with McKenzie disappearing. She probably got tired of her prick boyfriend and walked off. If the ditz got lost in the dark, that’s her fault.”
“Answer the question. When we ask people at the party, will they say you were there between ten and two?”
“Sure,” said Nick, folding his arms.
“You don’t seem fond of Marshall. What can you tell me about him? Any reason to believe he would hurt McKenzie?”
“He can be a jerk, but I doubt he’d hurt his girlfriend.”
“Define jerk.”
“Ever catch one of his games? He’s always starting drama with the other team, getting into fights and stuff.”
“Then you’d describe him as short-fused and violent.”
“It’s football, not little league. Lots of players lose themselves in the moment.”
Thomas clicked his pen off, as if to signal that the next question was off the record, though it wasn’t. “Marshall used to run with the 315 Royals in Harmon. Is he still in contact with the gang?”
“No, but you know what they say. Once a gangster, always a gangster.”
“Explain.”
“Dude has a chip on his shoulder. He may have given up the streets, but the football field is his turf now, and anyone who crosses into his territory gets punked.”
Thomas and Aguilar ran through the rest of their questions. As soon as the boys left, he planned to call the frat house and verify their alibis. They followed the boys into the parking lot, where he complimented Chase on his truck, all the while searching the vehicle for signs that it had been used to kidnap McKenzie. Aguilar clicked photographs and paid close attention to the tires.
They drove off, and Aguilar turned to Thomas. “Believe that story about them partying all night?”
“There’s an easy way to find out. What about the tires?”
“The treads appear to be a match for the tracks. That doesn’t prove they took McKenzie. We already established they were there.”
“But McKenzie’s scent disappeared where the tracks began.” Thomas scratched his chin. “I’m not sure what those two are involved in, but I don’t trust them.”
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D innertime came and went, and Chelsey hadn’t eaten since breakfast. She’d run into a snag on an infidelity case in which the photographs of the cheating husband weren’t as incriminating as they’d appeared through the camera’s viewfinder. In addition, she needed to catch the thief running roughshod through Poplar Hills Estates, and she didn’t have a plan to cover the entire neighborhood with a handful of investigators.
At the neighboring desk, Raven rested her forehead on her palm and made pen-and-ink corrections on a case summary she’d yet to submit. She blew out a breath and pushed the papers away.
“This has gone on too long,” Raven said. “If you don’t break for dinner, I’ll twist your arm behind your back and drive you to the cafe myself.”
“Give me another five minutes.”
“That’s what you said ten minutes ago.”
“Walking to the deli will waste time.”
“Then we’ll eat here. Come on. I’ll make you a sandwich.”
“You don’t need to make me a sandwich.” Raven shot her a mother-knows-best glare. “Fine, you can make sandwiches. But I can work and eat at the same time.”
“Chelsey!”
“All right, all right. I guess a ten-minute break won’t kill me.”
In the kitchen, Raven opened the refrigerator and located the roast beef and various fixings. Chelsey sliced sourdough bread at the counter.
“I’m not sure what to do about this Poplar Hills investigation,” Chelsey said, frowning when the bread knife nicked her thumb. “LeVar works for Thomas tomorrow night, and Scout can’t help us in the field. I won’t allow a fifteen-year-old to chase a criminal.”
Raven piled roast beef on the bread. “That leaves the two of us and Darren.”
“Three people can’t cover that much territory.”
“Deputy Lambert is on the case. Don’t forget about him.”
“I didn’t,” Chelsey said as Raven continued to load roast beef onto her sandwich. “That’s more than enough. I’m not your brother.”
“You haven’t eaten all day. Consider this lunch, dinner, and your bedtime snack.”
“I’ll thank you when I wake up at midnight with heartburn.”
“Lettuce, tomato, and onion?”
“Hold the onion. It makes me burp.”
Raven snickered. “You don’t want bad breath in case lover boy stops by.”
“I’ve never heard anyone refer to Thomas as lover boy before.”
“He’s working on the weekend. Isn’t that how the song goes?”
“Working for the weekend. You’re lucky Scout isn’t here. She’s the queen of eighties pop trivia, don’t you know?”
The bell rang when someone opened the door. By coincidence, Scout poked her head into the kitchen alongside her mother, Naomi.
“What are you doing here on a Saturday afternoon?” Raven asked.
“I left my physics homework inside my desk.” Scout grinned.
“And your math textbook,” Naomi added. “Not to mention your American History report.”
“Guess I forgot a few things. Hope we aren’t bugging you.”
“Not at all,” Raven said. “We’re making dinner. There’s more than enough to go around if the two of you wish to join us.”
“We would,” said Naomi, “but Scout is hosting a sleepover with her friend Liz. Thank you for the offer.”
“Liz. That’s the girl we met at the cookout. The paranormal investigator.”
Naomi rolled her eyes. “The girls are having a Ghost Adventures marathon tonight. I suppose that’s better than sneaking alcohol into the basement and giggling about boys.”
“Mom!” Scout said, blanching.
“I won’t even tell you about the trouble we got into when I was dating your father.”
“I seriously don’t want the details.”
Naomi frowned at Raven. “You’re working awfully late on a Saturday.”
“The boss keeps piling on the work,” Raven said, cocking her head at Chelsey.
“Anything I can help you with?” asked Scout.
Raven wagged a finger at the teenager. “You’re hanging out with your friend and not thinking about work tonight. Wish I was doing the same.”
“Come over and join us.”
Raven snorted. “That’s what you need—a twenty-six-year-old private investigator who will probably fall asleep before nine. Go on and have fun. Just don’t have too much fun. We might need your expertise tomorrow before our stakeout.”
“A stakeout? That sounds like my kind of scene.”
“I don’t like the sounds of this,” Naomi said. “You’re fifteen, not a grizzled FBI agent.” Naomi turned to Chelsey. “Who are you staking out?”
“All of Poplar Hills Estates,” said Chelsey. “The Wolf Lake thief is targeting Thomas’s old neighborhood and causing an uproar. To catch him, we’re setting up surveillance in two separate vehicles. I’ll be in one, Darren and Raven in the other. If we’re lucky, we’ll have Deputy Lambert too.”
“You need a fourth body,” said Scout.
“Oh, no. You’re not working a nighttime stakeout. This could be a dangerous case.”
“Well, I’ll at least research the investigation. I have an app that sweeps local message boards for keywords. You’d be surprised how often crooks brag about their exploits online.”
“If our thief has a blog about his latest heists, I’ll be nonplussed. Send us the info if you find anything. In the meantime, I need to check with Thomas’s mother and find out if she’ll let us use the house for an operations center.”
Naomi and Scout glanced at each other.
“What?” Chelsey asked.
“We’ll just wish you the best of luck and leave it at that,” Naomi said.
“Is she that bad?”
“Let’s just say Lindsey Shepherd is rather . . . intense. Don’t get me wrong. I get along with Thomas’s mother, but she’s set in her ways. Once she gets an idea, you can’t talk her out of it.”
Raven tilted her head at Chelsey. “Sounds like someone I know.”
Chelsey dropped her mouth open in mock surprise. “Hey!”
“Mom,” Scout said, “can’t I help with the stakeout? I want to catch this guy.”
Naomi shook her head. “Like Chelsey said, it’s too dangerous. I prefer when you work in the office and display your computer wizardry. It’s safer.”
“But when I join the FBI or become a private investigator, I’ll have to chase criminals.”
“Right, when you’re twenty-five. Better yet, when you’re my age.”
“Listen to your mother, Scout,” Raven said. “I’m sure we can find ways for you to contribute without you risking life and limb in the field.”
Scout’s shoulders drooped. “Okay, but one of these days everyone needs to trust me.”
“In about ten years,” Naomi said, rolling her eyes. She turned to leave with Scout and stopped in the doorway. “Oh, Chelsey. LeVar had to run to school and meet with a professor. We took Jack and Tigger. They’re at the house now.”
“Thank you, Naomi,” Chelsey said. “I hope Jack hasn’t eaten your couch.”
“He’s a good dog. I’m sure they’re fine. Anytime you need us to watch the pets, just ask. We’re right next door.”
“Thomas and I appreciate the offer.”
After Naomi and Scout left, Raven handed Chelsey her plate.
“Eat,” Raven said. “Don’t make me turn into my mother.”
“As you wish.” Chelsey checked her watch. Fifteen minutes had passed since she’d left her computer, and they still didn’t have a cohesive plan of attack for the Poplar Hills investigation. “Are you sure I can’t take the food back to my desk?”
“Chelsey, if you can’t stop thinking about work, I’ll toss you out of the office.”
“Brilliant plan. Then you’ll have to catch up by yourself.”
“That’s what you think. I’ll turn on my favorite Spotify playlist and dance all evening. Might even push the desks against the wall and show off my James Brown moves.”
“Oh dear.” Chelsey chewed her food—she had to admit Raven made a mean sandwich—and rested her cheek on her hand. “Raven, do you think Thomas is ready for marriage?”
Raven set her plate aside and stared at Chelsey. “So we’re changing subjects? Where did that come from?”
“It’s just that I’ve been thinking lately. Thomas and I are both committed to work, and we’re never alone unless it’s time to sleep. And then there’s Jack and Tigger taking up three-quarters of the bed. I mean, I’m happy with our relationship, and living by the lake is like a dream, but we’re better off with the way things are—committed to each other but unmarried.”
“It sounds like you’re the one who isn’t ready to tie the knot.”
“I don’t know. Thomas talks about the future, but he never mentions marriage. He isn’t ready.”
“Chelsey, that man loves you more than life itself. I’m sure he’d marry you in a heartbeat.”
“Maybe,” Chelsey said without conviction. “Thomas was never close with his parents, but he’s not over losing his father. And then there’s Thomas’s mother—Lord knows she hates me. If Thomas popped the question, she’d throw a fit.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Yes, I do. I guarantee she won’t allow us to operate from her house if I ask. But if you ask—”
“Forget it. Face your fears, Chelsey. Lindsey Shepherd is just a woman; she’s not a monster. If you want to spend your life with Thomas, you’d better learn to get along with his mother. Anyway, you’re wrong about Thomas. He’s ready for marriage, and I’d like to believe you are too.” Raven swallowed a bite of her sandwich and chased it with iced tea. “When do you plan to ask Thomas’s mother about the investigation?”
“How about never?”
“Stop.”
“All right, but let’s run surveillance tomorrow night and catch this guy. If we strike out, I’ll talk to her.”
Raven sighed. “Fine, but you’re avoiding the inevitable. Build a relationship with your future husband’s mother.”
“I hear you.”
Losing her appetite, Chelsey pushed her plate away. Raven was right, but Chelsey had tried to make Thomas’s mother like her and failed too many times to count. Why would next time be any different?
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W ith the windows down on his black Chrysler Limited, the same car that had once invoked terror when he was a member of the feared Harmon Kings, LeVar Hopkins cruised toward the sheriff’s department. He’d met with a professor about an essay he’d thought was A material. But there was a big fat C written across the top of the paper, and that was the lowest grade he’d earned since enrolling at the community college. It seemed that at every step forward, someone was trying to push him back to the beginning. Professor Andrews had said he was drifting, just going through the motions and stating facts in his papers. There was no opinion, no fire.
LeVar turned off the music. Horns and motors from highway traffic created a cacophony, none of which he heard. Maybe Professor Andrews was right. Had LeVar turned soft over the last year? Was his life too easy, staying for free in Thomas’s guest house on the shores of Wolf Lake? Fearing that he’d overstayed his welcome, he’d told the sheriff he wanted to move. Thomas had talked him out of it, though he stressed LeVar was free to leave anytime he felt suffocated and needed his own space. LeVar didn’t want to move. He loved Chelsey and the enigmatic sheriff, Scout Mourning was like a sister, and Naomi was his second mother. How could he have it any better? But was the simple life taking away his drive? He couldn’t afford another C if he desired a full scholarship.
Instead of driving home, he took the exit for the sheriff’s department and swung into the parking lot. Thomas’s truck sat beside Deputy Aguilar’s Rav4, and LeVar could see Deputy Lambert, who mentored him, beyond the window. Maggie greeted LeVar with her award-winning smile when he came through the door. Thomas bent over an open filing cabinet, searching for a case. The missing college girl investigation and robberies kept the department on its toes, and LeVar wished he worked more than one day per week so he could help the overburdened staff.
“LeVar, you’re not supposed to be in today,” Thomas said, closing the drawer.
“I stopped by on my way back from the community college.”
“Problem?”
“Nah, nothing I can’t handle.”
Thomas gestured him down the hallway with a manila folder. “Glad you’re here. Follow me back to my office. I want to throw an idea by you.”
The sheriff closed the door and slid into his chair. Taking a seat, LeVar set an ankle on his knee.
“’Sup?”
“Marshall Prisco. You remember that name?”
LeVar scowled. “How could I forget? He was second in command with the Royals when I ran with the Kings. Big-shot football star now. Wish I’d played against him. Would have been a pleasure to knock the daylights out of the jerk.”
“I suppose you learned the missing woman is his girlfriend.”
“That’s the talk around town. Think he’s involved?”
“Can’t rule him out.” Thomas glanced down in thought and took a breath. “I hate to ask about this. You swore off gang life and turned your life around.”
“But you want to know if it’s possible to walk away forever,” LeVar said, reading Thomas’s face.
“Yeah.”
“In my case, the Kings disbanded shortly after I left. Guess they couldn’t wage war against the Royals without their muscle to back them up. I would never have left the Kings were it not for Ma. I saw what I was doing to her. She had her own demons, but I contributed. When she gave up drugs, I sacrificed and left the Kings. But I remember plenty of dudes who walked away and returned after a week or two. The Kings were my life, my family. For a lot of us, that’s all we had.”
“What about Prisco? He has an out—the NFL.”
“Gotta admit, the kid sure can ball,” said LeVar.
“But?”
“It ain’t easy to walk away. Gang life, that is. Sometimes the streets won’t let you go, especially when you learn too much about a gang’s inner workings. You remember how Rev reacted, right?”
Rev had led the Harmon Kings.
“He broke into the guest house and tried to murder you.”
“Didn’t go well for him. He’s serving a ten-year sentence, and the Kings don’t exist now that their figurehead is gone.”
Thomas folded his hands. “Would the Royals allow their second-in-command to quit without a fight? Troy Dean still runs the show.”
LeVar clenched his hands under the desk. There was no bigger degenerate than Troy Dean, and he ruled the Royals with an iron fist. Or a Glock. Rumor suggested Dean had handled over a dozen fatal gang-related hits over the last two years, but the dirt bag was Teflon personified—toxic to the core, and nothing stuck to him.
“Right, he’s the man.” LeVar rocked back and considered Thomas’s question. “Even if Prisco’s a national sports star, I can’t picture Dean letting him go without a fight. Prisco was in deep. Wouldn’t be surprised if a few of those murders were his doing.”
“How can I find out if Prisco still has ties to Dean?”
“It won’t be easy. When I was in the Kings, we didn’t talk to cops, and we all grew eyes on the backs of our heads. Almost like a mutant version of Darwinism. I knew when a person was following me and had a dozen ways to give someone the slip.” LeVar brushed his hair back. “The Royals run the prostitution ring, and the girls hang out in front of the adult video store. Dean lives nearby, or at least that’s the rumor. He always has a high-ranking member on site to make sure nobody messes with the girls and they get paid for their services. That used to be Prisco.”
“So I should ask Harmon PD to stake out the corner and look for Prisco.”
LeVar shook his head. “Won’t fly. No chance Prisco would show his face in public. Too many people recognize him now. If he’s still with the Royals, he works behind the scenes.”
“Let’s say Prisco was honest about quitting. Would Dean go after him?”
“Or his girl?”
“You read my mind.”
“Dean would make contact,” LeVar said. “He’d let Prisco know he’s still around and has his eyes on him.”
“Should I follow Prisco around campus?”
“Wouldn’t hurt.”
“Thanks for the insight.” LeVar rose, but Thomas called him back. “I want to be clear about something. The department needs your help in the McKenzie Ossman search, but the deputies might cross paths with Troy Dean. I can’t have a former member of the Harmon Kings butting heads with the leader of the 315 Royals.”
“I can separate my personal feelings from my work life, Shep. You know what I’m about.”
“I trust you, but I can’t say the same for Dean and his gang. You showing your face in the wrong part of Harmon makes for a volatile situation, one that you might lose control over through no fault of your own.”
“But you want my help to check out Prisco. He leads to Dean and vice versa. I can’t support this investigation without looking into the gang our lead suspect used to run with.”
“Promise me you’ll be careful and you won’t go alone,” said Thomas.
“I hear you.”
“That means you stick by my side or with Lambert and Aguilar. Are we clear?”
“Hundred percent.”
“Then we have a bargain.”
The thought of returning to Harmon’s streets filled LeVar with anxiousness and adrenaline. How would the Royals react if he appeared in enemy territory without his old gang to back him up?
If he wanted to find McKenzie Ossman, he needed to risk an encounter with the most dangerous criminal in Harmon.
And that encounter might cost him his life.
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L eVar left the sheriff’s office with a heavy sickness in the pit of his stomach. Was it wise to volunteer his expertise on gang life in Harmon? He’d striven to put that life behind him, but the streets never forgot your face or where you came from. At least he wasn’t due to work until tomorrow afternoon. In the meantime, the department might locate McKenzie Ossman and solve the investigation.
He was halfway to the door when Deputy Lambert called to him.
“Big bro. Why are you here on your day off?”
LeVar slapped hands with Lambert. “Checking in with the lead dog on my way back from school. Looks like you got your hands full with two investigations.”
Lambert groaned. “I’m chasing the world’s savviest cat burglar, or cat burglars if my intuition is correct, and we’ve got this missing college girl. The fun never ends.”
“Hell, yeah. Shep asked me about Troy Dean. Not sure I want to revisit my past anytime soon.”
“You have experience with Harmon street gangs. That makes you an asset. Roll with it. Helping the boss is how you solve cases and move up in the world.”
“I got you,” LeVar said. “But that’s not a time I’m proud of.”
“You don’t need to be. Look at it this way: You’re taking a bite out of gang life.”
“Like McGruff, the crime dog.”
“If thinking of it that way makes you feel like Superman.”
“Batman, deputy. You know I’m all about the caped crusader.”
“Well, Batman cleaned up the streets of Gotham City,” said Lambert. “Now it’s your turn to help us do the same in Harmon.”
“I’m down with that.”
Lambert gave the younger deputy an appraising eye. “I just got off the phone with Harmon PD. They’re cool with the sheriff’s department rattling a few cages downtown. Aguilar is out on a call right now. Why don’t you go with me?”
“I’m not in uniform.”
“You keep your uniform in the locker room.”
Calling it a locker room was a stretch. It was more a broom closet with a few lockers for storing clothes.
“You really want me to go, don’t you?”
“Are you caught up in your studies?” Lambert asked.
“You know I am.”
“Then get changed. The boss man won’t mind a few extra hours on your timecard this week.”
LeVar needed to replace the exhaust system on the Chrysler Limited. He’d take all the hours the department gave him. Five minutes later, LeVar met Lambert at the deputy’s desk in full uniform. There was no turning back now.
“No time like the present,” Lambert said, leading him out of the office.
Viewing Harmon from the highway pulled LeVar in contradictory directions. Nostalgia brought him back to the good times, the friends he’d made. It also reminded him of his mother’s heroin addiction, Mom tossing Raven out of the apartment when she turned eighteen, and the friends he’d lost to drugs and shootings. Live by the sword, die by the sword, the senior members of the Kings had said when LeVar first joined. Dying on the street was as easy as one mistake, one wrong turn, one misunderstood glance at a rival.
Lambert’s cruiser stopped outside the adult video store. Three women working the corner retreated inside when the two deputies stepped over the curb. A teenage boy with a shaved head and a swastika tattoo on his neck eyed LeVar, who didn’t recognize the kid. Dean wore the same tattoo on his forearm. The Royals had started as a white supremacist gang, and though they claimed a few Hispanic and black members these days, their racist roots held strong.
“What you want with us?” the kid asked. “We ain’t doing anything wrong.”
“Where’s Troy?” Lambert asked.
“Troy ain’t here.”
“Yeah? When will he be back?”
The teen shrugged. “He doesn’t tell me when he comes and goes. That ain’t my business.”
“Straight up it’s not your business?” LeVar asked. “Because it looks to me like you’re running the show out here. You watch out for the women, and I saw you hustle them inside. Troy doesn’t put just anyone in charge of his cash cow.” The 315 Royals derived much of their income from an illegal prostitution ring. “That tells me you’re tight with Troy.”
The kid lifted his chin. “How come you know so much?”
LeVar unbuttoned his sleeve and rolled it up to reveal the Kings tattoo on his forearm. He’d considered removing the tattoo, but the mark served as a reminder of where he’d come from and kept him on the straight and narrow. The marking was little more than a crown inside an oval. Most people, including Thomas, wouldn’t even recognize the tattoo as gang related. But LeVar knew, and it forever burned his skin like a branding iron.
The teen’s eyebrows rose to the top of his head. “Troy is inside. Hold up.”
After the door closed on the adult video store, LeVar stood alone with Lambert on the sidewalk as traffic raced past. Honking horns and the occasional tire screech provided background noise, sounds all too familiar to LeVar.
“That was easy,” Lambert said casually, but LeVar noticed the deputy’s hand stayed close to his gun. They had to be ready for anything. “You’ll want to remove that tat before Thomas finds out what it is.”
“I will.”
The wait wasn’t long. Troy Dean, head shaved to a black coating of stubble and tattooed arms poking out of a gray muscle shirt, sauntered out of the adult video store. The gang leader took one look at LeVar and scoffed.
“Shoulda known it was you. How many pigs wear tats from dead gangs? You’re in the wrong neighborhood, LeVar.”
Deputy Lambert stepped between them. “That’s Deputy Hopkins now, Dean.”
Dean grinned. “If you say so. Seems to me he’s running scared. His old mates don’t have his back, and this side of the city never belonged to the Kings.”
“I don’t want trouble,” LeVar said. “We’re just here to ask a few questions.”
“See, you are scared. The old LeVar woulda gotten in my face and acted like he ran the streets. Woulda got himself killed, but I’m just saying…”
“That sounds like a threat,” Lambert said, staring down the gang leader. “I hope you aren’t threatening an officer of the law.”
“Not a threat at all. But if LeVar wasn’t wearing that uniform and standing behind you, he wouldn’t act so tough.”
“Tell us about Marshall Prisco.”
“What’s there to tell? Don’t you watch ESPN?”
“Do you still have ties to him?”
“Haven’t spoken to my man in a minute, but I expect he’ll leave me seats on the fifty-yard line when he debuts in the pros.”
“So he’s no longer a part of the Royals?”
“When you’re a Royal, you’re a Royal for life, unlike the Kings. Damn shame what happened to them. I guess the strong eat the weak.”
Ignoring the insult, LeVar asked, “When did you last speak to Prisco?”
“Why are you so interested in him?”
“Answer the question.”
“So pushy,” said Dean. “Must have been a year ago. I keep meaning to stop by and say hello.”
Was that a promise to pay the football star back for abandoning the Royals?
“What about his girlfriend?” Lambert asked.
“He’s got a girl? Good for him.”
“You haven’t met McKenzie Ossman?”
“Who’s that, and what’s she got to do with me?”
“She’s missing.”
“Well, she ain’t in Harmon.”
“So you haven’t seen her.”
“I don’t even know who she is, bro.”
Lambert stepped closer to Dean. “What I don’t get is why a talented African-American football player hung out with a white supremacist.”
“Aw, that ain’t fair. You make it sound like I’m a racist.”
“That swastika tattoo says you are.”
“You misunderstand me. I’m an educated man, deputy, and one of my fascinations is reading about the Second World War.”
“Yeah, I’m sure that’s it.”
“As far as why Prisco hung with the Royals, he and I are of the same mold. We’re killers, except Prisco kills people on the field of play.”
“Are you saying you’re a murderer?”
Dean raised his hands in phony offense. “Me? I meant it metaphorically.” He glanced at LeVar. “How’s that for a big word, college boy? I kill off gangs like I did the Kings. Y’all should thank me for what I do for the neighborhood. It’s safer around here these days.” Dean looked back at the adult video store. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have business to conduct.”
“We’re not finished questioning you.”
“You don’t have a right to retain me. Like I said, I’m an educated man and understand the law. Either arrest me or let me walk.”
Without waiting for Lambert’s response, Dean turned and marched back to the video store.
LeVar nudged Lambert with his elbow. “No way Dean isn’t in contact with Prisco. A guy like that wouldn’t let his second-in-command walk away.”
Lambert scratched his cheek. “I agree.”
But how would they prove it?
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I nterviewing McKenzie’s professors and friends on the Kane Grove campus took longer than expected. Thomas and Aguilar didn’t return to the station until after seven. By then the sun was down, and the chill creeping through the night made the sheriff wish he’d worn a thicker jacket. He took the lake road back to the house, all the while running through the tasks he needed to complete before he turned in for sleep—the bedroom window had warped from summer heat and was difficult to open and close, there was dinner to cook, and he still needed to pick up Jack and Tigger from Naomi Mourning. He felt bad that his neighbors were stuck babysitting the pets all evening. When he found the time, he would purchase them a gift card to their favorite Italian restaurant in the village.
Chelsey’s Civic was in the driveway when he arrived. The downstairs lights shone through the A-frame’s many windows. That surprised him. Chelsey had told him not to hold dinner. Then again, she’d also said not to expect her before dark and, well, it was dark. As he climbed the ramp, he spied Jack on the couch with a squeaky toy. Good. Chelsey had already retrieved the pets. That left him one less thing to do. Inside, the vacuum cleaner ran, drowning out the television.
When Thomas fit the key into the lock and opened the door, Chelsey shut off the vacuum.
“Hey, hon,” said Thomas. “How was your day?”
She blew out a breath and pushed her hair to her scalp. “I came home to take care of the pets this afternoon, and Tigger knocked the plant over. Thought I’d cleaned up the mess, but there was dirt under the couch.”
“Guess we need a new plant.”
“And a security guard.”
Thomas removed his jacket. “Why would we need a security guard?”
“To keep the house safe. Thomas, you left the alarm off this morning.”
“Are you sure?” He scrunched his brow in thought. “I swore I turned the alarm on before I left.”
“Well, you didn’t. With all the robberies around the village, it’s not safe to leave the house without arming the alarm.”
“Chelsey, I’m sorry, but are you certain you didn’t leave after me?”
“No, that’s not . . .” She shoved the vacuum cleaner into the closet. “I’m ninety-nine percent sure you were the last to leave. Either way, you disarmed the alarm when you went outside to warm up your truck. If you turn it off, you need to remember to turn it on. What if that thief broke in and stole our stuff?”
“Jack would eat him,” Thomas said, trying to bring levity to the situation. In truth, Jack would probably lick the intruder’s face and coax him to toss a ball in the backyard.
“That’s another thing. I couldn’t find Jack after Tigger knocked over the plant. Do you know where he was?”
Thomas didn’t, but he was certain she was about to tell him.
“Locked inside the bedroom,” she said, gesturing at the dog, who dropped his toy and grinned from the couch.
“How did he lock himself in the bedroom?”
“Did you close the door without realizing he was inside?”
“Not that I remember. Are you sure the wind didn’t blow the door shut?”
Chelsey tossed up her hands. “You keep saying you’ll fix the window, but it’s been stuck open for five days, and it’s supposed to go down to forty degrees tonight.”
“I screwed up; I own it.”
“What if Jack had gotten sick or panicked? He could have torn the comforter or eaten a hole in the mattress. You know the way he gets when he’s nervous.”
Thomas sat on the couch and motioned for Chelsey to join him. She crossed her arms over her chest and looked away.
“Chelsey, is this really about the alarm and the window?”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s just that things like this don’t normally upset you,” he said, patting the cushion. This time she accepted his offer and sat.
“I’m under a lot of pressure, Thomas. You know how high my caseload is, and competition is increasing—private investigations can be a cutthroat business—and now I have these Poplar Hills Estates robberies on my plate. It’s a bit much.”
He could have told her not to accept so many cases, but that wasn’t what she needed to hear. Bringing it up again would make her defensive.
“You keep saying you have a lot on your plate, but you don’t have to handle it alone. Raven, LeVar, even Scout and Darren—they can help with the workload.”
“I understand, but the best way to get things done is to do them yourself.”
“You’re taking that credo to the extreme.” He didn’t want to ask the next question, but the conversation with Deputy Aguilar echoed in his mind. “Chelsey, are you keeping up with therapy sessions?”
She swallowed and looked down at her hands. “Why do you think I’m not?”
That wasn’t an answer, just another question. Had she quit therapy?
“Therapy helped me deal with pressure,” he said, setting a hand on hers. “You’ve gone through so much this summer.”
“I don’t want to talk about Kenneth Wendel anymore. We’ve discussed the abduction too many times. Every time we talk about what happened, we give the kidnapping power. Didn’t your therapist tell you that?”
“She did, and she also told me to open up whenever—”
A phone rang. Chelsey’s or his? She glanced at the table and said, “That’s your phone. You’d better answer it.”
“Whoever it is can wait. This is more important.”
“Thomas, what if it’s work? Maybe someone found that McKenzie Ossman girl.”
He bit his tongue. This was just a convenient excuse for Chelsey to ignore the issue.
On the fifth ring, he snatched the phone off the table before the caller ended up in his voicemail. It wasn’t the department. He frowned at the screen.
“Who is it?” she asked.
“Darren. I hope everything is okay.” He answered. “Hey, Darren. How’s life at the state park?”
“Thomas,” Darren said, his voice shaky, “I found a body.”
“Dead?”
At Thomas’s question, Chelsey stood and covered her heart. She whispered a question, and Thomas held up his forefinger.
“Someone stabbed him.”
Him. So it wasn’t McKenzie Ossman.
“Where?”
“At the bottom of Lucifer Falls.”
Thomas rocked back on his heels. Last year, they’d found a woman’s skeleton buried along the stream below Lucifer Falls.
“How long has the body been there?”
The former Syracuse police officer said, “Not long. An hour, at most two.”
That meant the killer might still be in the park. “Did you call the sheriff’s department?”
“I thought it better to call you first.”
“All right, Darren. I’ll alert the office and drive over. Are you beside the body?”
“I am. Meet you at the lookout.”
“Hang in there, Darren. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” As Thomas ended the call, Chelsey shrugged into a jacket. “Isn’t it better if you stay here, Chelsey? Catch up on your investigations.”
“I’m coming with you. This might be related to the burglaries.”
“That’s a stretch. Darren found a man below the falls. Stabbed. My department will handle the murder.”
Chelsey gave him a level stare. “I’m not staying home by myself with a killer loose.”
The last thing she needed was to see a dead body, but there was no talking her out of it.
“You’d better wear something warmer than that jacket. You’ll freeze in a windbreaker.”
While he grabbed his belongings, she searched the closet for a winter coat. His mind ran at warp speed.
If McKenzie Ossman’s kidnapper was a killer, Thomas needed to find her soon.
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O nly one road led to the scenic lookout above Lucifer Falls, and it was winding and treacherous even during the day. At night, Thomas kept both hands on the wheel and leaned forward, ignoring the crick in his neck. It seemed that he drove through a sea of black. Trees sprang out of nowhere and lurched toward his F-150.
Chelsey held the door handle, her gaze fixed on the road ahead as though she were driving. She yelped, and Thomas slammed his brakes when a shadow darted in front of the truck. The deer bounded through the brush and disappeared.
“Slow down, Thomas.”
“If I go any slower, I might as well put the truck in neutral. It’s impossible to see.”
She tightened her seatbelt. The truck jounced over a rut. Thomas pulled the wheel when the sloping terrain swept him toward a hundred-foot drop off. The brights did little to drive back the night, and to make matters worse, a fine mist curled along the ground. He hoped it didn’t expand into a full-fledged fog. The road was challenging to traverse as it was.
Darren’s blue Silverado popped out of the darkness. Beside the ranger’s truck, the shoulder opened onto a lookout. An iron rail prevented sightseers from plunging off the cliff. The falls roared beyond the rail, and water droplets formed on the sheriff’s windshield. Darren climbed out of the cab and waved a hand over his head. Raven was there too, and judging by the way she cupped her elbows with her hands, she’d already succumbed to the cold. The ranger flared a flashlight and illuminated a dirt path that followed the hill down to the stream.
“Tell me what happened,” Thomas said, hopping out of his truck with Chelsey beside him.
“I came out to do my nightly rounds and ensure nobody was on the trail. As I passed the falls and walked along the stream, I found the body in the weeds. I wouldn’t have seen him were it not for the bugs. Fresh body, no death scent.”
“That means the killer dumped the body recently. You didn’t spot anyone in the woods?”
“No, but I heard a motor pass the lookout just after sunset. Thought nothing of it. If I’d acted sooner . . .”
The ranger’s words trailed off, and Raven stroked his back.
“You couldn’t have known,” Thomas said. “Any chance the trail cameras caught the driver?”
“Doubt it, but I’ll check the feeds when I return to the cabin.”
Darren led the way, with Thomas behind him and Chelsey and Raven walking beside each other and speaking in hushed tones. When the trail steepened, they walked sideways and grabbed trees for support. Despite the chill in the air, the mosquitoes buzzed and bit hard. Thomas wished he’d used insect repellent. Spray from the falls dampened his clothes and multiplied the cold tenfold.
A dozen paces down the stream, Darren stopped and flashed the light into the weeds. From the trail, Thomas could see a sneaker sticking out of the grass. He edged forward and shone his own flashlight over the corpse.
A twenty-something white male in blue jeans and a black motorcycle T-shirt stared with dead eyes into the night sky. Blood soaked the man’s shirt, and a gouge was missing from his neck where the murderer had stabbed him. Though Darren had checked the man already, Thomas knelt and felt for a pulse. There was none. Not that he expected one, given the grievous wound.
“Do you recognize this guy?” Thomas asked Darren over his shoulder.
“No. He’s not renting a cabin. Could be he came through to hike and ran into the killer.”
“Or the killer brought him here,” Raven said from behind.
Thomas took a step back and aimed the light over the grass and weeds. Blood splatter painted the flora blackish-red, and he was careful not to disturb the scene before the medical examiner arrived. This was more than a murder. It was an execution. The amount of blood spoke to the viciousness of the attack.
“Fan out,” Thomas said. “Find me a shoe print.”
While the others spread along the trail, a pair of headlights swept across the top of the falls. That must be Claire, the Nightshade County medical examiner.
“Anything?” he called out.
“Not yet,” Darren said as he studied the ground.
Chelsey and Raven moved aside for the medical examiner, who carried a black bag. Claire Brookins was the first female ME to serve Nightshade County, and if Thomas was correct, she was also the youngest. At twenty-eight, the russet-haired woman held multiple degrees from Syracuse University. She could have worked anywhere—New York City, Chicago, Dallas, Miami—yet she’d chosen the quiet of upstate New York, though the last year had been anything but quiet. She’d investigated multiple homicides with the sheriff’s department. Thomas considered Claire an invaluable asset. They were fortunate to have a true ME, especially one of her pedigree, rather than a county coroner who lacked a background in forensic science. Usually she brought a pair of interns along, but not tonight.
“Just you?” Thomas asked.
“Just me,” Claire said, setting down her bag. “My assistants are both on vacation. Glad I remembered to leave my phone on. I was out like a light at sunset.”
“Long day?”
She tutted. “Someone took the curve too quickly outside my house and ran over my mailbox. Third time this year. I spent the evening planting the post. What do we have?”
“White male in his twenties. Darren found the victim along the trail. It appears he died in the last hour or two.”
While Darren and Thomas aimed flashlights over the body, Claire knelt for a closer look.
“No question he died here, given the blood spray. If the killer stabbed him elsewhere and dumped the body here, there wouldn’t be so much. I’ll determine the cause of death when I get him to the morgue, but it’s safe to say the stab to the throat killed him.” She removed a smaller flashlight from her bag and directed the beam over the corpse. “Those are rope burns on the vic’s wrists. And notice the cuts on the corners of his lips? Someone gagged him.”
Whoever the murderer was, he’d removed the ropes and gag and taken them with him.
“Someone went through a lot of trouble to keep him quiet,” she continued. “The killer brought him all the way out here to stab him.”
“A gunshot would have been heard for miles,” Darren said, drawing nods from the others.
“What’s on his shoulder?” Wearing gloves, Claire peeled back the man’s short sleeve and revealed a spiderweb. “That’s a prison tattoo.”
“Interesting,” Thomas said. “Another popular prison tattoo is—”
“A knife to the neck,” Darren said, completing Thomas’s thought. “Which is how he died.”
“If this guy did time, I should be able to find him in the system.”
While the group gathered around, Claire removed a fingerprint scanner. She checked the victim’s forefinger. After a heartbeat, a name appeared on the screen.
“Vincent Cheshire, age twenty-nine,” she said, reading the results. “He did twelve months in Utica. Released four months ago.”
“And he’s already dead,” said Thomas, looking over Claire’s shoulder. “Who wanted to kill him?”
Thomas’s radio squawked.
“We have three cruisers watching the perimeter of the park,” the deputy said over the speaker. “We haven’t seen anybody.”
“The killer may have already come and gone. Keep watching.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Any update on county forensics?”
“They’re on their way, Sheriff. Should reach your destination in five minutes.”
“Appreciate it, deputy.”
“We’ll hold the body here until the forensics team arrives,” Claire said. “Then I’ll need to take him to the morgue before the bugs feast.”
“If you don’t mind,” said Darren, “I’ll drive to the campgrounds and knock on the cabin doors. Maybe a camper saw something.”
“Thanks, Darren,” Thomas said. “Sorry this happened here.”
“Wolf Lake State Park is getting a bad reputation. After we dug that woman’s skeleton out of the earth last year, I thought we’d seen the worst.”
Now Thomas needed to figure out why an ex-con lay dead along a popular hiking trail.
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T he sun had only been up for an hour when Chelsey set the open box of donuts on her desk at Wolf Lake Consulting. While Darren sipped from a mug of coffee, Raven ran a background search on Vincent Cheshire, the dead man from the state park. None of the three had returned home before midnight, and each complained of fitful sleep and nightmares, a common side effect of discovering a murder victim.
“Vincent Cheshire has three burglary arrests over the last decade,” Raven said. “Wouldn’t it be something if he turned out to be our thief?”
“That would wrap up the Poplar Hills Estates investigation in a hurry,” Chelsey said. “But you know what they say when you assume.”
“I haven’t heard that line since I was a kid.”
“Either way, we’ll move forward under the assumption that the robber is still out there.”
Raven cackled and pointed at a second browser window. “The local message boards are insane this morning. Everyone says Lucifer Falls has earned its name as the devil’s graveyard.” She noticed Darren wasn’t laughing and cleared her throat. “Sorry.”
“Don’t apologize,” Darren said. “If I kept a closer watch over the park, these things wouldn’t happen.”
“Babe, it’s not your fault. That woman you found last year had been buried long before you took over as ranger, and even with the trail cameras you can’t monitor every inch of the property.”
“But why our park? Why dump a body beside a popular trail when you could leave it in the woods west of Wolf Lake?”
“Because the park is close to the village, I suppose. Don’t overthink the situation. Thomas will catch the killer. He always does.”
Darren shook his head and looked away. Chelsey could see that he still blamed himself. Since seeing the murder victim, her visions of Kenneth Wendel had intensified. It was almost enough that she wished she hadn’t accompanied Thomas last night, but it was better than staying home alone, wondering if the killer was out there and creeping around the yard.
“If we focus on the Poplar Hills investigation,” Chelsey said, “it will take our minds off the murder.”
“You’re right,” said Raven. “I just hope the killer isn’t the same guy who kidnapped that girl the sheriff’s department is searching for.”
Chelsey took a calming breath. Raven wasn’t helping with her worst-case scenarios.
“We’ll set up surveillance in two vehicles, one positioned near the front of the neighborhood, the other near the back. I’m not sure that’s enough to cover the area, but it’s a start. If we can get Deputy Lambert or LeVar to assist us, that will help.”
“I’ll drive my Silverado,” Darren said. “It has a more powerful engine than the Rogue.”
“Hey,” Raven said, elbowing her boyfriend. “That’s my ride you’re knocking.”
“I’m just stating facts. If the thief flees, we’ll have a better chance of catching him in my truck.”
“There will be no high-speed chases through ritzy neighborhoods,” Chelsey said. “I don’t want to wreck and end up on World’s Worst Investigators.”
“You made up that name,” Raven said. “There’s no such show.”
“Trademark the title and sell it to Fox,” Darren said.
That drew laughter.
“Anyway,” Chelsey said, “Thomas will have a cow if we cause a scene in his mother’s neighborhood. That isn’t the sort of publicity Wolf Lake Consulting needs.”
“You’re no fun,” Raven said. “This job should give us a little excitement now and then.”
As if they didn’t get enough. The last year had seen one hair-raising investigation after another, not the least of which being the time two kidnappers snatched Raven and locked her in an old farmhouse outside of the village. How soon Raven forgot.
“I’ll drive my Civic and set up at the back end of the neighborhood.”
“You shouldn’t be alone,” Raven said.
“Neither should you, but one of us has to fly solo.”
“How about the two of you set up shop in the Civic, and I’ll stay alone in the Silverado,” Darren suggested.
“That’s unnecessary. I don’t mind working alone; sometimes it’s nice to clear my mind. Besides, you’ll be just up the road if I run into trouble.”
Darren gave Raven a look that said he didn’t approve of the plan, but Chelsey wasn’t about to back down. Everyone thought she was made of glass, one unfortunate event from shattering. She could do this.
“We’ll communicate via radio,” Chelsey continued before anyone protested.
“What are the odds that the thief will strike again tonight?” Darren asked. “It’s not as if he hits the neighborhood daily.”
“If we need to stake out Poplar Hills Estates every night, we will. Don’t forget they’re paying each of us a hundred dollars per hour.”
“Let’s hope this case drags on through Halloween. I’ll be able to retire rich,” said Raven. Chelsey raised her eyebrow. “Not that I’d ever abandon the best boss anyone could ask for.”
“I can’t imagine we won’t catch the guy before Halloween. Most likely the neighborhood watch group will hire one of our competitors by then.”
“True.”
“Even if we’re discreet,” Darren said, “our vehicles will stand out. Have you talked to Thomas’s mother about using a room in her house as an operations center?”
Chelsey massaged her temples. “I still need to get with Mrs. Shepherd.”
“I’ll go with you when you ask,” Raven said. “We’ll double-team her.”
“No, this is something I should do alone. The woman despises me, but I have to bond with her. For goodness’ sake, I’m living with her son.”
“I’m sure she doesn’t despise you. Lindsey Shepherd is just . . . abrasive.”
That was a kind way to put it. The woman’s glare could puncture steel. Lindsey Shepherd had come from money, and together with her late husband, she’d built a thriving business. When Chelsey was young, her parents could only afford to take her on vacation every few years, and that was usually to a budget hotel along the coast. She didn’t know how to relate to Thomas’s mother.
“What is the point of trying?” Chelsey asked, tugging a lock of hair. “When Thomas was a kid, she forbade him from playing with friends for an entire summer because he tracked dirt across the entryway rug. Imagine the look on her face when I suggest taking over a guest room and setting up computers and surveillance equipment.”
“Perhaps if you offer to take your shoes off at the door,” Raven quipped.
“Very funny. I’ll ask about the room, but I know what she’ll say.”
“Was she really that mean to Thomas?” asked Darren.
“This is the woman who threatened to pull funding from the sheriff’s department after Thomas became a deputy. The Shepherds wanted him to take over the family business.”
“That’s just wrong,” Raven said. “Parents should never force careers on their children.”
“She softened after her husband passed, but she still wants Thomas to quit law enforcement. And since I run a private investigations firm, undoubtedly she considers me a poor influence on her son.”
Darren checked the time. “I should get back to the park. A state police team is coming to aid in the evidence search. What time should we meet tonight?”
“How about seven o’clock? I’d prefer to set up shortly after sunset.”
Chelsey’s heart hummed and skipped. She always got this way before a nighttime surveillance mission, but tonight’s investigation carried added pressure now that a woman was missing and Darren had found a dead man in the park.
And she still hadn’t spoken to Thomas’s mother.
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T homas didn’t have much of an appetite. He forced himself to eat the omelet then washed it down with a tall glass of orange juice. As he ate, he avoided the temptation to toss the meal to Jack, who watched Thomas with an expectant grin on his face.
“Why can’t humans smile all the time like dogs?” he asked, patting Jack on the head. Tigger glowered from the couch, tail swishing back and forth.
He took the dog out before leaving. While he drove to work, bracing for a twelve-hour day, his thoughts traveled back to Chelsey chastising him for forgetting to arm the alarm yesterday morning. Had he locked Jack in the bedroom without realizing it? He made mistakes when he focused on other matters, and the McKenzie Ossman search combined with Chelsey’s mood swings had him pulling out his hair. But Thomas refused to accept he’d made two grievous errors yesterday morning. To further complicate matters, he couldn’t recall if Chelsey had left after him. Regardless, the mistakes shouldn’t have affected her so. He wished he could call the therapist and ensure she was keeping her appointments, but that would be futile. And wrong. The doctor wouldn’t disclose information about his patient, and any attempt to find out would invade Chelsey’s privacy.
Still, Thomas needed answers. He cared about Chelsey, and though they weren’t yet married, he’d vowed to protect her. That meant looking out for her best interests, especially when she didn’t have her own interests at heart. She’d barely said two words to him this morning. He wondered how she was processing last night’s investigation. Seeing a murder victim couldn’t help her deal with the Kenneth Wendel abduction. He wished she’d stayed home instead.
Thomas was scheduled to work with Deputy Aguilar today. Lambert and LeVar were on the evening shift and wouldn’t arrive until three. When he parked his truck behind the office, he spotted Aguilar’s Rav4 near the walkway. As usual, Aguilar was punctual. She was probably inside, blending a protein smoothie while she pored over McKenzie’s background.
With Maggie off for the day, Thomas could have heard a pin drop in the office. A junior deputy worked at his desk, and as Thomas had predicted, Aguilar sat in front of her computer, smoothie in hand. He considered commenting on her berry mustache and thought better of it. The woman could squat two hundred and fifty pounds.
“Good morning,” Aguilar said, clicking through the missing girl’s financial reports.
“Morning, Aguilar. You look like you’re having a busy day.”
“Tell me about it. No sooner did I arrive than I got a call from old Mrs. Chapman in the senior living community. She was worried because Mr. Gill wasn’t answering his phone, so I drove out for a wellness check and found Gill in the living room with his television so loud that the windows were rattling. Stubborn goat refuses to wear his hearing aids, and without them he can’t hear the phone.”
“At least your story had a happy ending.”
“Unlike what happened at the state park. Any update on last night’s victim?”
“Claire Brookins texted me this morning. She already performed the autopsy. Nothing earth shattering in the report, and the stab wound definitely killed him.”
“Do you think Vincent Cheshire’s murder has anything to do with McKenzie Ossman’s disappearance?”
“I hope not. Did you find anything interesting in her financial records?”
“Plenty,” Aguilar said, swinging the chair around to face Thomas. “I had a dream last night about the investigation. It got me thinking. McKenzie’s parents died in a car crash, and the girl has little contact with her extended family, yet she attends Kane Grove University. Kane Grove doesn’t cost as much as Syracuse or Cornell, but it’s still a pretty penny. You can’t pay for college with a part-time job.”
“That’s for certain. Did she receive a scholarship?”
“She’s a regular on the Dean’s List, but no scholarship. Usually, colleges extend scholarship money and aid to hardship cases, especially those with high grade point averages. But Kane Grove didn’t.”
“Why?”
“Because she’s not considered a financial hardship.”
“How can that be? She doesn’t have anyone to support her.”
“The Ossmans must have been wealthy because they left their daughter a hefty trust fund. It wasn’t easy to find. They spread the money between multiple banks. Thomas, McKenzie is a millionaire.”
Thomas palmed his forehead and sat across from Aguilar. “She’s rich?”
“She doesn’t need to work a day in her life if she doesn’t want to.”
“This changes everything. Now we have a motive for kidnapping McKenzie.”
“Why haven’t we received a ransom demand?”
Thomas fell silent for a moment. “Good question. I bet we’ll receive a ransom demand in the next twenty-four hours.”
Decades ago, they would have set up recording devices to catalog every phone call. Today, the department recorded all incoming calls and stored them in digital format.
“Next question,” Thomas said. “Who has motive to kidnap McKenzie and hold her for ransom? Marshall Prisco came from nothing—he grew up in a dangerous section of Harmon, lived in a single-parent household, and he made a terrible decision when he joined the 315 Royals. Can’t imagine he’s rich. Did Prisco receive an athletic scholarship from Kane Grove University?”
“Division-three schools don’t offer athletic scholarships, though some colleges find ways around the issue by funneling academic scholarships to their athletes. But it doesn’t matter. Once Prisco signs an NFL contract next spring, he’ll be worth far more than McKenzie.”
“I don’t trust that kid. He seems more smug than concerned about his missing girlfriend.”
“Star football players can be cocky. Don’t read too much into it.”
“I intend to dig deeper into Mr. Prisco’s background. LeVar believes he’s still in contact with the Royals.”
Aguilar quirked the corner of her mouth in thought. “That would be risky. If the coach catches Prisco corresponding with a local gang, he’ll kick him off the team and the news will ruin Prisco’s NFL career.”
“It’s time I hung out at practice. Perhaps I’ll learn about football and why you love it so much.”
“Stop by the house the next time we’re off on a Sunday. I’ll put the Bills game on and teach you the Xs and Os.”
“The Xs and Os?”
“The plays they run. Never mind, it’s not important. Just so you know, the Kane Grove football team doesn’t practice on Sundays. I expect they’ll take the field Monday afternoon after classes.”
“I’ll call the athletic department and find out. Maybe I’ll take LeVar. He’s off tomorrow, but he seems determined to catch Prisco.”
“Careful, Thomas. Even with the Kings disbanded, their rivalry with the Royals lives on. Oh, and Chelsey called and wants Deputy Lambert to join her team tonight while they stake out your mother’s neighborhood. Not sure why she didn’t ask you, but I told her I’d pass along the request.”
Chelsey didn’t ask me because she’s upset over the darn alarm.
“No can do. I need Lambert and LeVar to work on the Vincent Cheshire murder. All hands on deck.”
“She won’t be happy.”
Thomas sighed. “I know, but the murder takes precedence.”
A missing girl, an ex-con stabbed in the throat, and a thief running wild through Wolf Lake.
He needed to be in three places at once.
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F or the third time, Chelsey approached the security gate outside Poplar Hills Estates. During the previous two trips, she’d chickened out and circled the block, promising herself she would visit Thomas’s mother once she settled her nerves.
This was ridiculous. Why was she so afraid of Lindsey Shepherd? The woman was sixty years old and soft in the middle, while Chelsey was known to wrestle fleeing suspects to the ground. Well, with Raven’s help. Every January, on the coldest day of the year, Chelsey leaped into Wolf Lake. She’d learned a trick over the years—the longer she waited, the more she talked herself out of it. It was better to approach the frigid lake without hesitation and jump in before her brain forced her to be reasonable.
The problem was, Lindsey Shepherd wasn’t a lake. She was an iceberg hurtling toward an unsuspecting submarine.
No, that wasn’t fair. The woman was Thomas’s mother and, Lord help Chelsey, potentially a future mother-in-law. Chelsey could reason with her. It wasn’t as if she were asking for the world. The team only needed to use a room for a few hours.
The elderly man at the security window eyed Chelsey. No doubt he’d seen her round the block two times before stopping. He’d probably already figured her for the thief and phoned the sheriff’s department. When Chelsey displayed her ID, the man said he’d expected her and raised the gate. Amelia Jessen must have told the guard about Chelsey and her team.
She’d almost hoped the guard would deny her entry. There was no turning back now.
The Honda Civic coasted past palatial estates with manicured lawns. She recognized several doorbell cameras, and security alarm signs sprouted out of the ground like noxious weeds. This was a neighborhood that expected the worst after sunset. Though the median-property price approached a million dollars, nobody deserved to have their possessions stolen. Worse yet was that the thief instilled terror. Mistrust grew among neighbors, and people feared going to sleep at night, afraid the burglar would break down the door.
Two flowering trees fronted the walkway to the Shepherd Estate. The immaculate four-bedroom contemporary included a two-car garage, convenient second-floor laundry, and a master suite larger than the entire downstairs of the A-frame. As Chelsey sat in her car beside the curb, feeling infinitesimal in the home’s shadow, she couldn’t picture Thomas growing up here, despite having visited him as a teenager while they dated.
She carefully closed the car door. Slamming it would shatter the stately silence and bring wrath upon her. Every step along the walkway brought her closer to the inevitable.
Don’t think about it. Just dive into the water.
The doorbell chimed through the home, as if churches occupied each room. Nobody answered, so Chelsey glanced at the garage. The windows were too dark for her to determine if Mrs. Shepherd’s car was inside.
Before she reached for the bell again, the door opened. Lindsey Shepherd, her silver hair tied back in a severe bun, had a way of looking down her nose at people, even when she stood a few inches shorter. Now she assessed Chelsey the way she might a dead mouse on the stoop. Her face was pinched, as if the pressures of building a local empire had squeezed her cheeks together.
“Hello, Ms. Byrd,” she said, with no hint of a smile in her voice. “I wasn’t expecting you.”
“Good morning, Mrs. Shepherd. If I could have a moment of your time, my team is investigating the robberies.”
Mrs. Shepherd sniffed. “Shouldn’t you discuss the incidents with Amelia Jessen? Her neighborhood watch group has everyone in a tizzy. Shameful. I suppose I can give you five minutes. Well, are you going to stand on my porch all morning, or would you like to come in?”
Thomas’s mother held the door open, and Chelsey shuffled into a grand foyer with a vaulted ceiling. The living room stood to the left, and an endless hallway led to a kitchen, dining area, and study. From what Thomas had told Chelsey, there was another study on the second landing, but the Shepherds hadn’t allowed Thomas to take his teenage girlfriend upstairs. Chelsey had only seen the kitchen once, and that was for less than a minute while Thomas retrieved a pitcher of iced tea from the refrigerator. Never had the Shepherds invited Chelsey to dine with them.
Without speaking, Mrs. Shepherd led Chelsey down the corridor, their shoes making hollow knocks that reverberated off the towering ceilings. How much money had the Shepherds earned through their business?
“After you,” the woman said, guiding Chelsey into a study.
Bookcases filled with classic literature took up three walls. The pile carpet silenced their steps and made the study feel like a library. Or an expensive tomb. A small couch sat across from two lounge chairs. Chelsey chose the couch, assuming one of the lounge chairs had belonged to the late Mason Shepherd. She didn’t wish to offend the widow.
With an impatient huff, Mrs. Shepherd fell into a lounge chair and crossed her legs. “What is it you want from me?”
“Can you tell me about the robberies? Has the thief hit your home?”
“No, he has not, but Carol across the street lost a jewelry box.”
“When did the prowler steal the jewelry box?”
“Two weeks ago.”
Chelsey scribbled the incident on a notepad. “Any idea how much the jewelry was worth?”
“I’m not about to offend Carol by asking. It must have been four figures. At least.”
“This neighborhood employs a security guard. How does the thief strike without alerting the guard?”
“Oscar is seventy-one, Ms. Byrd. He can’t see three feet in front of him without his glasses. Oscar is nothing but an ineffective deterrent, no better than a security alarm sign.”
“Any other incidents in the last two weeks?”
“Someone broke into the Gentiles’ Range Rover three nights ago. Nothing was stolen. Mr. Gentile believes the thief was searching for valuables inside. Something needs to be done. I love my son, but the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department has failed us too many times. Since your team partners with theirs, I fail to see why the results should be any different this time. I hope you prove me wrong.”
“With that in mind, Mrs. Shepherd, I would like to borrow one of your guest rooms to use as an operations center. It would only be for a night. At most, two.”
The woman’s mouth fell open. “Absolutely not.”
“You want the thief caught, don’t you? We stand a better chance of nabbing him if we conceal our presence.”
“I’ll not have strangers trouncing around my home and tracking dirt across the carpets. The answer is no.”
Chelsey blinked. She’d expected Mrs. Shepherd to say no, but the woman’s curt answer left no room for debate.
“I understand. Thank you for your time.”
The woman rose when Chelsey did. “I’ve tried contacting Thomas for the last week, and I fear he’s avoiding my calls.”
“Anything I can help you with?”
“Doubtful. I wish to discuss the growth prospects for Shepherd Systems, which my son owns, though I can’t remember the last time he set foot in the building. It’s time he grew up and stopped playing cops and robbers. If he cares about his future, he’ll show responsibility and manage his business.”
Chelsey bit her tongue. It wasn’t right for a mother to belittle her son’s aspirations.
“I’ll make sure he calls you,” Chelsey said as Thomas’s mother walked her to the door.
“See that you do. Good day, Ms. Byrd.”
“Good day, Mrs.—”
The door closed in her face.
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T homas got off the phone with LeVar. The nineteen-year-old deputy needed to meet with a professor about rewriting a paper and couldn’t attend football practice at Kane Grove University tomorrow afternoon. LeVar suggested Tuesday, and Thomas accepted. An extra day wouldn’t make or break the case, and they probably wouldn’t learn much about McKenzie’s disappearance by watching overgrown students collide with each other. What was it that Aguilar loved about football?
The sheriff eyed the note on his desk.
Call your mother.
But when he picked up the phone, he dialed a different number—Rocky Simmons, McKenzie Ossman’s uncle on the mother’s side of the family. It concerned him that McKenzie’s family hadn’t called to check on the investigation, not that there was much he could tell them. Without success, Aguilar had tried since yesterday to reach Simmons. Thomas dialed, expecting the same luck.
“Yes?”
Surprised by the sudden voice, Thomas fumbled with the phone.
“Mr. Simmons?”
“This is. Who’s calling? If this is another scam about my vehicle’s warranty expiring—”
“This is Sheriff Thomas Shepherd with the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department.” Silence. “Are you there?”
The man coughed. “I’m here. What can I do for you, Sheriff?”
“As you’re aware, McKenzie Ossman went missing Sunday night. When was the last time you spoke with her?”
“Did you say McKenzie is missing? Are you sure?”
“You didn’t know?”
“This is the first I’ve heard about the situation. My goodness. What happened?”
“That’s what I’m trying to determine. Have you talked to McKenzie recently?”
“Not since her birthday in March. We sent a card, but that was the last time we spoke to her.”
According to the background check, McKenzie had only one aunt and uncle—Rocky Simmons and his wife, Genevieve. If Thomas had a niece who’d lost her parents, he would have stayed in constant contact with the girl.
“What was her demeanor like?”
“Happy, I guess. She was doing well in school. Made the dean’s list. Not sure why a girl that smart chose Kane Grove over Cornell and Hamilton, but you can’t talk sense into kids these days.”
“Have you met her boyfriend, Marshall Prisco?”
“I wasn’t aware she had a boyfriend,” Simmons said. “That’s not something McKenzie would share with her aunt and uncle. To be honest, I’m ashamed to admit we haven’t been in the same room with McKenzie since the funeral. Do you suspect this Prisco fellow did something to McKenzie?”
“We’re still investigating. Did McKenzie ever mention someone bothering her?”
“Like a stalker? No.”
“The sheriff’s department is aware your sister- and brother-in-law left McKenzie a trust fund. Is there anyone who might hold her for ransom?”
“Is that what this is about?”
“I wish I had answers,” said Thomas.
Thomas questioned Simmons for another minute, but it was obvious the man knew nothing about his niece. He set down the phone and buried his head in his hands. When he lifted his gaze, Aguilar was standing in the doorway.
“You look frustrated,” she said, taking a seat across from him.
“Good news and bad news. Which do you want first?”
“Let’s start with the good.”
“I finally reached Rocky Simmons.”
“It’s about time he answered his phone. What’s the bad news?”
“He couldn’t tell me anything about McKenzie,” said Thomas. “He hasn’t seen his niece since the funeral.”
“What kind of uncle is he? Did Simmons mention Marshall Prisco?”
“McKenzie having a boyfriend was news to him. He didn’t even know she was missing.”
“Priceless. What do you want me to do?”
Thomas rubbed his lip. “Look into Rocky and Genevieve Simmons. They knew about the trust fund, and I have a hard time accepting this is the first they’ve learned about their niece’s disappearance.”
“You got it.”
Was Rocky Simmons hiding a dark secret?


MCKENZIE OSSMAN limped to the dusty windowpane and looked down at an overgrown lawn. Wherever she was, nobody had mowed the backyard in weeks. Since Sunday night she’d been confined to this dusty room. She couldn’t recall how she’d ended up here. Someone had grabbed her along the road while she searched for Marshall, then she’d awoken in this empty bedroom.
Her captor never spoke or showed his face. Food and water appeared inside the room when she was asleep. Banging on the walls brought no response, though she often heard doors opening and closing and footsteps in the house.
On more than one occasion she’d considered smashing the window and jumping, but she was held on the upper floor, and the drop would shatter her legs or kill her. No ledge existed outside that she might shimmy across, and the nearest tree sprouted beyond the yard’s border. What did the man want with her?
She scratched her aching head and wondered what had awakened her. Then she spotted the folded paper beneath the door. A pen lay beside the note. On her hands and knees, she crawled to the paper and opened it.
Give me the username and password for your bank account. If you refuse, you die.
So that’s what this was about. Someone had kidnapped her, but rather than holding her for ransom he demanded she hand him her trust money on a silver platter without involving the police. Smart. Except she refused to comply. That money was all she had to remember her parents by. Without it, she couldn’t pay her tuition. Besides, why should she believe her kidnapper wouldn’t kill her anyway?
McKenzie listened at the door. The house was quiet now, the wind keening around the eaves providing the only sound. Whoever the man was, he left her alone for hours at a time. This was her opportunity to escape, but how? The door didn’t budge, and slamming herself against the barrier only injured her shoulder.
She tore the letter in half and slipped it under the door, but she kept the pen. It was a feeble excuse for a weapon. Still, it was all she had. The rest of the room was as barren as a desert. And far dustier.
The kidnapper hadn’t refilled the cup of water or retrieved the plate. Twenty-four hours had passed since the last time he’d brought her food, and that had been a gas-station hot dog. At one time she’d weighed the option of smashing the plate and using the broken shards to defend herself, but the plate was brittle plastic. She was stuck here.
McKenzie shuffled to the window, malnourished and half-asleep. She recognized the distant hill and the radio tower at the peak. Wolf Lake lay on the other side of the hill, which meant she was close to Kane Grove. Amid the overgrown lawn, a rusty shed leaned at the rear of the yard. Maybe there was a weapon inside she could use to fight her abductor. But how would she reach the shed?
Without purpose, she wandered to the open closet and peered inside. Dust clumps the size of tumbleweeds lay in the corner. She sneezed, and the dust flew into the air like flies off roadkill. A crack in the plaster was wide enough for her to squeeze a finger through. That gave her an idea. She slipped the pen inside the wall for safekeeping. Just in case.
Desperate to escape before the man returned, she tugged the door and kicked the heel of her foot against the wood. It buckled but refused to yield. She kicked harder, and a jolt of pain sent pins and needles through her leg.
Cursing, McKenzie tugged again. And again.
Music brought her to a stop. A heavy bass drum thumped and grew louder. The kidnapper was back.
Suddenly she wished she’d exercised discretion and kept the note instead of tearing it in half. Now he’d have a reason to punish her.
The front door whipped open. Footsteps pounded across the floor and ascended the stairs.
He was coming for her.
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A ll that remained of the sun was a bloody strip along the horizon. An unseasonable chill descended on Wolf Lake, driven by a gusting wind typical of January, not September. The gale drove breakers ashore, slamming waves against dirt and stone and spraying the windows of the guest house.
Inside the A-frame, Chelsey washed her plate and set it in the dish drainer. With each gust of wind, the A-frame moaned like old bones coming awake. Her eyes kept flicking to the windows, the shadowed corners, the stairwell, expecting an undead Kenneth Wendel to lurch out of hiding and strangle her with clawed, decaying fingers.
The state park murder had occurred within walking distance of their house. Now she jumped at every shadow and worried whenever a branch creaked outside the window. Thomas was still at work, and she’d only come home to eat dinner and take care of the pets. Jack would defend her, but that didn’t slow her racing pulse.
She filled the bowls with fresh water and grabbed her keys. Checking the time, she noticed she had a half hour until the investigators met at the office. That gave her time to stop for gas and buy snacks for the others—Darren and Raven would forget, and Raven would spend the night complaining about how hungry she was.
Chelsey started for the door when a shadow moved across the corner of the window. It was there and gone too quickly to determine what it had been. A bird flying past. Or someone outside.
Jack lay asleep on the couch, and Tigger was hiding somewhere inside the house, probably curled on the bed. Chelsey swallowed and moved to the window. A sports car motored down the lake road. Maybe that was what she’d seen.
Still, Chelsey felt eyes on her as she punched the code into the alarm.
“Be back around midnight,” she told Jack, who snored without a care.
Then she stepped into the coming darkness.


HE WAITED until the woman’s Honda Civic rounded the bend and disappeared down the road. Behind a stand of trees, he remained hidden and formless, an invisible predator.
The day hadn’t gone as planned. McKenzie had torn up his note and slid it into the hallway. He needed that money. Without her username and password, his only choice was to put her up for ransom, and that would increase the risk of getting caught.
A downstairs light shone inside the sheriff’s A-frame, but nobody was home. Nobody except a cat and that damn beast of a dog. More lights illuminated the guest house along the lake. There was movement inside, though the drawn curtains made it difficult to tell who it was. He stepped toward the side window, crouching low so his shadow didn’t pass over the glass and forewarn the tiny house’s occupant. His hand moved to the gun in his pocket.
Without making a sound, he rose and stood beside the window, one eye peering through the opening between the curtain and the sill. Oh, how he hoped it was LeVar Hopkins, now a sheriff’s deputy. A bullet to the head would take LeVar out of this world.
A chair swung around, and the man edged away from the glass, hoping no one had spotted him. He slid along the wall and looked again through the opening. Right in front of him, a teenage girl with a brunette ponytail filled a glass at the sink. Where was LeVar, and why was this girl inside his house?
The trees rustled behind him. He grabbed the gun and aimed it into the darkness as something waddled out of the bushes and splashed into the lake. False alarm. He was still alone in the yard. Had the girl seen him? If so, he would deal with her and ensure she didn’t live to tell the tale.
Focus.
He’d come here for a reason. If Sheriff Thomas Shepherd didn’t consider him a suspect, he would soon. The man knew too much already.
Time to send a message and convince the sheriff to back off.
An idea occurred to him and curled his mouth into a grin. Last year, when Thomas Shepherd was a lowly deputy, he’d shot serial killer Jeremy Hyde after the psychopath broke into his home.
By pure chance, the kidnapper had met Hyde long ago. Even then, he’d sensed Hyde was unhinged and dangerous.
Yet Hyde had known how to terrorize Shepherd. In dripping letters, the serial killer had painted Hero on Shepherd’s wall, taunting the former LAPD detective who’d gained national recognition for surviving a drive-by shooting and saving his fellow officers.
The man stalked toward the A-frame and climbed the steps to the backyard deck. A sliding glass door stood between him and the dining room. He peeked inside, wary of the dog, but there was no sign of the beast. Last time he’d paid Sheriff Shepherd a visit, he’d found the dog asleep in the upstairs bedroom and closed the door so it couldn’t get out. The man had been lucky that time. A security system guarded the house, but someone had forgotten to arm the alarm. Did the system protect the deck door? It had to. No matter. He intended to make this quick.
A pile of rocks lay on the lawn beside the deck, ostensibly saved for some landscaping project. He hopped down to the grass and grabbed the largest rock he could find, then returned to the door. After drawing his arm back, he glanced at the guest house again. If the girl heard the glass smash, she’d come running.
When she did, he’d be waiting for her.
With a cackle, he whipped the rock at the sliding glass door.


INSIDE THE GUEST HOUSE, Scout Mourning filled a glass of water at the sink and carried it back to a card table set up in the front room. As she did so, the wind snaked around the house in banshee wails, and a shadow passed across the corner of the window. She covered her mouth to stifle a scream.
Don’t be a fool. It’s just the silhouette of a branch dancing in the wind.
Her textbook lay open on the table. Sometimes she studied in LeVar’s house when Mom was entertaining, and tonight Serena Hopkins, LeVar and Raven’s mother, was baking with Mom. With LeVar at work, the guest house lent her the quiet she wouldn’t enjoy in her own bedroom.
It still irked Scout that Chelsey’s investigation team was staking out Poplar Hills Estates, and she wasn’t allowed to work with them. Yes, she had school tomorrow, and nobody could blame Mom for forbidding her teenage daughter to chase suspects through the dark. But she wanted to contribute. She’d found nothing on the internet that told her who the thief might be, nobody bragging about sudden riches. Most criminals couldn’t keep their mouths shut, and that was why the police always caught them. Was this burglar intelligent enough to fly under the radar?
As she scribbled in her notebook, another noise came from outside. The rock pile beside Thomas’s deck tumbled over. Had the wind done that? She doubted it. Someone was there.
Scout grabbed her phone and hurried to the door, where she glanced around the curtain. A figure crept outside the sheriff’s house. She called Mom’s phone and cursed as it rang. Why was she taking so long to answer?
“Sorry, Scout,” Mom said. “I had a hot tray in my hand.”
“Mom, there’s someone outside Thomas’s house.”
A pause, then the two bakers appeared at the kitchen window.
“I don’t see anyone,” Mom said, craning her neck. “Are you sure?”
“I’m positive. Don’t come outside. Lock the doors and stay away from the windows.”
“Scout, I won’t leave you alone with a prowler in the yard.”
“I’m safe inside the guest house. Call the sheriff’s department and let them know.”
“I will, hon, but then I’m calling you back.”
“Hurry.”
When Scout ended the call, glass shattered.
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L eVar turned his cruiser out of Wolf Lake State Park and passed the welcome sign. Since Darren had discovered Vincent Cheshire murdered in the weeds, the deputies had made the park part of their rounds. They eyed the shadows. Not that either expected Cheshire’s killer to pop out of the trees with a knife. But some murderers returned to the scenes of their crimes, and LeVar wasn’t taking any chances.
“Watch out for the hole,” Deputy Lambert said from the passenger seat a moment before the left front wheel of the cruiser dipped into a rut.
The underside scraped gravel, and Lambert chuckled as his partner swung the wheel left and right. LeVar had bitten his tongue, and the coppery taste of blood trickled through the left side of his mouth.
“Nice driving, Dale Earnhardt,” Lambert said, patting LeVar on the shoulder. “Next time, I’ll do the honors.”
“I never saw the hole.”
“No kidding? It seemed like you aimed right for it.”
LeVar touched the side of his mouth. He’d chomped his cheek too.
“I don’t know why we need to come out here every two hours.”
“In case the killer returns.”
“You really think that will happen?”
“Nope.”
“If Cheshire’s murderer shows his face, Darren will catch him. He’s ex-Syracuse PD.”
“Darren is staking out the sheriff’s old neighborhood with Raven and Chelsey,” Lambert said. “Remember? Chelsey wanted us to help them tonight, but Thomas couldn’t allow it because of the murder and the missing girl.”
“We’d be more useful helping WLC catch the thief,” LeVar said, glancing over at Lambert. “I feel like we’re wasting time by driving around in the dark.”
“Eyes on the road, newbie. I don’t want to explain to the boss man why my partner drove his cruiser into a ditch.”
The dispatcher’s voice came over the radio. A prowler had been spotted behind Thomas’s A-frame.
LeVar’s back stiffened. “Scout is alone in my house.”
“Punch the gas and get us there. Wouldn’t it be a hoot if we caught the Wolf Lake thief in the sheriff’s backyard?”
They were only a mile from Thomas’s house, but there were no streetlights on the back road leading down from the state park. Turning on the brights didn’t help LeVar navigate the hidden curves. He white-knuckled the steering wheel and struggled to find a balance between speed and safety, knowing he wouldn’t be much use to Scout if he wrecked the cruiser.
“Keep the siren and flashers off,” Lambert said, leaning forward in his seat. “No point in advertising our position.”
The lake road was close now, less than a minute away.
“We need to get there.”
Sweat slicked LeVar’s palms. He kept picturing Scout in the guest house and an armed prowler stalking outside.
“When I give the signal, kill the lights. I don’t want this guy to see us coming.”
Easy for Lambert to say. He wasn’t the one driving through pitch black. Out of nowhere, the lake road appeared at a T-intersection.
“Now,” Deputy Lambert said, and LeVar shut off the headlights.
It took a second for his eyes to adjust, and when his vision cleared, he noticed he was driving in the oncoming lane. Fortunately, the road remained empty. Lambert scanned the shoulder and searched for a vehicle that shouldn’t be there. The thief must have stowed his car somewhere.
Familiar houses flew past in a blur. Just a little farther.
Please, Scout. Keep the doors locked.
It terrified LeVar that the fearless girl was just as likely to burst out of hiding and chase the prowler. He increased his speed. At last, the sheriff’s house appeared.
The moment he braked, the silhouette of a man leaped from behind a tree and fled toward the meadow.
“I’m going after him,” LeVar said, climbing out of the cruiser before Lambert could stop him.
“Not without me, newbie.”
Tall grass parted in the distance, marking where the suspect sprinted arrow-straight toward the wilderness. The man ran with blazing speed, as though a rocket was tied to his back. But LeVar had never met someone who could outrun him. He pumped his arms and legs and increased his pace. Pretty soon, he couldn’t hear Lambert huffing and puffing behind him.
The voice in LeVar’s head warned him to wait for the more experienced deputy. Pursuing a dangerous suspect in the dark might get him killed. Yet he couldn’t let the man get away.
Wasn’t his mother baking with Naomi tonight? If the thief had injured his friends and family . . .
A gun blast raised the hair on the back of his neck. LeVar dove to the ground as the bullet whistled past. Another shot missed him by a long distance. The suspect was shooting blindly in the dark.
LeVar crawled on his hands and knees, staying below the grass and weeds as he converged on the shooter. He suddenly realized Lambert hadn’t caught up to him, and his heart froze. Had the bullet struck his partner? He didn’t dare call out to Lambert and alert the shooter to his position.
Yet there had been no shots for the last minute. Either the suspect was waiting for LeVar to show himself, or he’d made it to the woods and disappeared.
Footsteps moved through the grass toward LeVar. Ignoring his nerves, he aimed the service weapon at the approaching figure.
“LeVar, are you hurt?”
“Lambert,” he said, releasing the tension from his shoulders. “I thought—”
“That he’d shot me? I’m too fast. Stick with me and you’ll learn a few things.”
Fast? LeVar was too relieved to point out that he’d left the older deputy in the dust.
“Stay low.”
“He’s gone, LeVar. I caught sight of him disappearing into the forest. Don’t worry, I radioed dispatch. We’ll sweep the woods and catch this guy.”
“What about Scout and the others?”
“They’re safe. Dispatch sent a deputy to check on everyone. Hopefully one of them saw the shooter’s face.”
Twenty minutes later, after trekking through the forest and dodging swarms of hungry mosquitoes, LeVar and Lambert met two junior deputies coming from the opposite direction. The woods between the lake and the village only ran a half-mile deep and a few hundred yards wide. If the shooter was still in the forest, they would have found him by now.
“Now what?” LeVar asked.
“We walk back before the bugs eat us alive. If we’re lucky, we’ll have the thief’s description to work off.”
“He was a little taller than me,” LeVar said, tapping his memory. “Athletic and fast. He’s no stranger to the streets.”
“The streets? What makes you say that?”
“’Cause running from someone who wants to kill you teaches you the true meaning of speed. Trust me.”
Lambert gave LeVar a sidelong look. “I’ll take your word for it. Any chance this is one of your old running mates?”
“Someone from the Kings?”
“Remember what the report said? The suspect was behind Thomas’s house. Maybe he wasn’t looking for the sheriff.”
Lambert gave him a meaningful stare. The possibility that a Harmon Kings gangster bent on revenge had come after him and found Scout sent a chill down LeVar’s spine.
LeVar had to stop the lunatic before he hurt his friends and family.
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A top a ridge overlooking the village, the gated community of Poplar Hills Estates turned in for the night after the horizon snuffed out the last of the sun. Light streamed from fewer and fewer windows, and no cars had passed in the last half hour. From the passenger seat of Darren’s midnight-blue Silverado, Raven enjoyed a spectacular view of the village below. Had the sun been up, she could have seen the blue waters of Wolf Lake and the state park perched on the northern hills. All was quiet in the neighborhood. Even at the early hour of nine, nobody ventured outside. The dashboard told her the temperature was forty-eight degrees and falling fast. It seemed even colder in the cab, though Raven agreed with Darren about not turning on the engine. The spindly arms of a willow tree cast shadows over their truck and hid their presence. Someone would need to walk right up to the windows to know they were there.
“All is quiet on my end,” Chelsey said over the radio.
Chelsey’s car was somewhere on the opposite side of the neighborhood, but Raven couldn’t see it from here.
“Quiet here as well,” said Raven.
She placed the radio on the seat and scratched her neck. Stakeout success came down to patience and perseverance mixed with a healthy dose of faith. There was no guarantee the thief would strike tonight. Or tomorrow night, for that matter. Catching the man might entail weeks of surveillance in a cold, dark truck. Her back already ached, though she knew the pain must be psychosomatic. They’d only been here for two hours.
Darren reached for a bag of chips and tore the top open.
“You’ve got the boredom hungers,” Raven said. “Careful, or those chips will go straight to your stomach.”
“Not these. I’m getting my daily serving of beets and sweet potatoes.”
“Chelsey gave us health food?”
“Are you disappointed?”
“No, but the longer I sit here, the more I crave salt.”
“There’s a McDonald’s at the bottom of the hill. Walk down and get yourself a large fries. I’ll give you a few bucks if you pick me up a burger.”
She elbowed him. “Aren’t you the chivalrous one? You’ll probably sit here in a nice, warm truck while I run down the hill to buy your burger.”
“I wouldn’t call the truck warm.”
Raven shivered. “You’re right. We’d better hunker down for the long haul. Chances are we’ll be here tomorrow night and for several nights after. There’s no telling when this guy will hit the neighborhood.”
Darren popped a chip into his mouth and crunched. She had to admit the purple and orange treats looked tasty. Eating this soon was a mistake, but she couldn’t help herself. One second she exercised willpower, the next she plunged her hand into the bag and came away with enough chips to fill her belly.
“Didn’t you warn me about eating too many chips?”
“Like you said, they’re just beets and sweet potatoes.”
The side of the bag read 150 calories per serving, but she avoided finding out how many chips that meant. If she had to guess, she was well into her second serving.
Darren set the bag aside and panned the neighborhood through his binoculars. After one sweep of the road, he reversed course and stopped on a red-brick mansion guarded by an iron gate.
“I’ve got movement at my nine o’clock.”
Raven sat forward and grabbed her own binoculars. She didn’t see anything until a silhouette moved along the side of the mansion.
“Got him.”
A moment later, a man in a bathrobe stepped out of the shadows with a poodle on a leash.
“False alarm. Just a guy taking the dog out.”
Raven blew the hair off her forehead. “It’s going to be a long night.”
As Darren glassed the houses again, Raven eyed the keys in the ignition. What harm would it do to run the engine long enough to heat the cab? Five minutes. That was all they needed. But that would give them away—not that she believed the prowler was about to strike. Wolf Lake was a large village, and for all she knew the thief had hit a different street this evening. Or he’d taken the night off. Given how chilly it was, she wouldn’t blame him for being lazy.
“What do you think is going on with Chelsey?” Darren asked, his eyes pressed to the binoculars.
She flinched when he broke the silence. “What do you mean?”
“I take it you’ve noticed how jumpy she’s been?”
“I’m no psychiatrist, but I’d bet my last dollar she’s dealing with PTSD from the kidnapping. That guy stalked her for years. That’s crazy-town.”
Darren shrugged. “It seemed like she was doing better a month ago. Why is she regressing?”
Raven looked over at him as he set the binoculars aside. “Remember what I went through after Mark Benson abducted me?” That was a year ago, and she still dreamed of the convict. “It takes time, Darren. We need to support Chelsey and trust she’s doing right by herself.”
“Doing right by herself?”
Raven chewed her lip. It was just a theory, but she’d already said too much. “I’m worried she isn’t attending therapy.”
“What? Have you told Thomas this?”
“No, but he must suspect. He lives with the woman.”
Darren sat back and stared blankly through the windshield. “Maybe we should confront her and—”
When he fell silent, Raven followed his gaze. “What?”
“Three o’clock.”
He pointed. She squinted until she made out a figure striding down the sidewalk and sticking close to the shadows. He wore a black sweatshirt with the hood pulled over his head.
“That doesn’t look like a Poplar Hills resident,” Darren said.
“Rich people aren’t allowed to wear hoodies?”
“I’m pretty sure it’s a law.” Darren grabbed the radio. “Chelsey, we’ve got a man in a hooded sweatshirt coming your way. South side of the street, heading down the sidewalk. Moving fast.”
“Roger that,” Chelsey said through the speaker. “I see him. I’ll intercept him at the corner.”
“No, Chelsey. Wait for—”
Too late. Chelsey was already gone.
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C helsey shut off the radio. Thick silence enveloped the Civic’s interior.
She could see the man striding down the street, trying to act like he belonged among the mansions. The way his head darted left and right, as if searching for the most vulnerable estate, gave him away. The hood concealed his face, but from his quick strides she assumed he was young and athletic.
Two stout oaks partially hid Chelsey’s car, and she was careful when she disengaged the locks and pushed the door open. The frosty September night slapped her across the face and bled into her clothing.
The man approached, half a block away and closing fast. She locked the Civic and pressed herself against the nearest oak tree, then craned her head around the trunk. Closer still. When he walked beneath the streetlamp, she might see his face.
Her body thrummed with anticipation. No matter how many suspects she pursued, it always felt like the first time. She never knew when she’d run headlong into someone with a knife or gun. Every encounter carried unknown risks.
Timing was everything. Move too soon and she’d scare him off and lose the thief behind the houses. Wait too long and he’d have several steps on her if it turned into a chase.
Chelsey couldn’t just tackle the guy. Maybe he wasn’t a thief. What if he lived in the neighborhood? Wolf Lake Consulting would incur a lawsuit if she wrestled an innocent man to the ground. She would step out of hiding after the suspect passed and follow him. She needed to catch him in the act.
Holding her breath, she waited for the shadowed figure to stride by. Then she fell in behind him, staying far enough back that he wouldn’t hear her footsteps.
Just then, a car turned out of a driveway between them. The man turned back to look and spotted Chelsey.
The situation spun out of control. He took off running and cut down a driveway.
“Stop!” Chelsey yelled, racing to catch up.
It was impossible to see in the dark. The suspect cut in and out of backyards, appearing a few houses ahead then vanishing behind hedges and trees. Her breath rasped in her ears. Legs pumping, she closed the distance on the figure. All around them, lights flicked on and shouts rang. Someone yelled that the thief was in the Hendersons’ yard.
As the chase took them deeper into the neighborhood, a brick privacy fence rose out of the ground. This was her chance to catch the guy. By the time he scaled the wall, she would catch up and grab his leg. He was trapped.
The man glanced over his shoulder at Chelsey, his face still hidden inside the hood. He jumped and grabbed the top of the fence, groaning and kicking his leg up to gain purchase. She was going to catch him.
As she crossed behind a sprawling Cape Cod home with a dancing fountain in the backyard, another figure appeared in front of her. Chelsey’s breath hitched when the stranger aimed a gun at her.
“Don’t move!” the man said, keeping the gun on her despite his trembling arms.
He wore slippers and a winter coat over silk pajamas.
“Put the gun down. My name is Chelsey Byrd, and I’m a—”
“I said don’t move! Raise your hands.”
His voice quivered as he shouted. She tried to look over his shoulder at the fleeing thief, but the new man blocked her view.
He lifted a phone and spoke. “Amelia, this is Bert. Yeah, I caught the thief. You wouldn’t believe it, but it’s a woman. She’s here right now.”
Chelsey overhead Amelia Jessen shouting at Bert on the phone. She caught the word imbecile.
Imbecile or not, Bert held a gun and appeared ready to pull the trigger. Chelsey kept her hands in the air, not wanting to spook him. Before she knew what was happening, footsteps raced up behind the neighbor, and two figures converged on him. Darren and Raven.
As Darren stole the gun from Bert’s shaking hand, Raven secured the overzealous neighborhood watch member in an arm lock.
“The suspect climbed over the fence and ran that way,” Chelsey said, pointing into the night. She glared at Bert. “If you’d let me finish, I would have told you I’m a private investigator. That was Amelia Jessen on the phone, I assume? You hired us, and you just let the thief get away.”
Darren shook his head and laughed. “It’s not a real gun.”
He squeezed the trigger, and a stream of water struck Raven in the arm.
“Hey!” Raven barked. “It’s cold out here.”
“Oh, dear . . . oh, no,” the neighbor blubbered. “I can’t tell you how sorry . . . Amelia will be so angry with me.”
Chelsey thought back to her meeting with Amelia Jessen. That was one woman you didn’t want to cross. Raven released the man’s arm.
“It was a simple mistake,” Bert said. “Someone shouted, and I saw you running through my yard. Naturally, I figured you were . . . oh, dear. I’ll never hear the end of it.” He glanced up at them with pleading eyes. “You can still catch him, can’t you? He couldn’t have gotten far.”
“He’s long gone,” Raven said.
“Please, this wasn’t my fault. You’ll tell Amelia it was only a misunderstanding, right?”
“You can tell her yourself.” Raven handed the toy back to Bert. “Try not to shoot yourself in the foot, cowboy. You’ll ruin your slippers.”
Chelsey wished she could find humor in the situation, but it was impossible. They had blown their best chance of apprehending the thief.
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O n Monday morning, Chelsey crawled out of bed at five. Thomas lay snoring with Jack and Tigger curled beside his legs.
The Kenneth Wendel nightmare had come again. In the dream, he’d stalked her through his country home with a hideous werewolf mask pulled over his head. He’d howled like a madman as he chased her down impossibly long hallways and up staircases that never ended.
When would the dreams stop? Would she ever get Wendel out of her head?
In the kitchen, she set the kettle on the burner and grabbed a packet of herbal tea from the cupboard. For years she’d jogged before work to quiet her nerves and gain a positive outlook on the day. It occurred to her she hadn’t exercised in a month. Maybe it was her imagination, but her legs were losing definition. Today she would run without fail.
The sky was black when Chelsey stepped outside and braved the chill. As she jogged down the shoulder of the lake road, her breath formed silver clouds. She was only a half mile up the road when she became winded. Wow, she was out of shape.
Chelsey forced herself to keep running. Except for the sloshing lake, her footfalls were the only sounds. The further she put the lake house behind her, the more she sensed someone watching her.
Just your imagination. Keep going.
She struggled on. The morning air burned her lungs. At the beginning of summer, she’d run four miles without flinching.
Last night’s events played inside her head in an endless loop. The suspect steps away, scrambling up the fence. Then the neighbor blocking her path with a gun. A fake gun. Yes, it had been dark, but how had she not recognized the weapon was only a toy?
When she made it back to the house, winded and on achy legs, Jack was padding around the upstairs. That meant Thomas must be awake. She hurried upstairs and locked herself in the bathroom before he asked her uncomfortable questions. He sensed she’d quit therapy. Guilt tainted the emotions welling inside her. She didn’t wish to lie to Thomas, but he wouldn’t understand. The sessions with her doctor didn’t help. Nightmares still ravaged her sleep, and she felt more edgy than she had a month ago. Why couldn’t she put the kidnapping behind her?
Chelsey’s pulse raced as she stepped into the shower and twisted the head to the massage setting. The overhead light shone, as did the vanity lights above the medicine cabinet, yet shadows followed her everywhere. And they always hid danger.
Thankfully, Thomas was in the kitchen making breakfast while she dressed in the bedroom. By the time she headed downstairs to eat, he was climbing the stairs to shower.
“You got back late last night,” he said, kissing her cheek. “How did you sleep?”
“All right, I guess.”
“No nightmares?”
“Of course not. Why would you think I had bad dreams?”
That came out more harshly than she’d intended, but he didn’t blanch.
“Look, I want to talk to you about something.”
“Can it wait until later? I’m running late and need to meet Raven at the office.”
“Chelsey, we never talk.”
“I’m not always the one to blame. That missing person’s case has you working twelve-hour days, not to mention the murder.” She flushed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to throw your job in your face. We both have responsibilities. Thomas, we’ll find the time.”
“I know, but if you could give me five minutes before you leave—”
“I really need to hustle,” she said, flying down the stairs.
That was close. How would she tell him she’d quit therapy? She needed time to find the right words. Time. As if either of them had enough.
Before Thomas finished showering, she wolfed down a bowl of cereal and hurried to her car. Ten minutes later, she pulled into the parking lot. Raven’s Nissan Rogue was already parked under an elm tree. The chill nipped at Chelsey’s nose—heck, it was more of a chomp than a nip—as she hurried to the entrance. Blue sky promised a mild afternoon, but it was cold enough to form a sheen of ice on the mud puddles. Which reminded her. It was time to hire a paver before one of their cars lost its undercarriage in a hole. How much would it cost to repave the lot? A residential driveway cost a few thousand. She didn’t want to think about the bill for the parking lot. And where would that money come from? Amelia Jessen was paying them a king’s ransom to catch the thief. If there only were five more Amelia Jessens banging on their door…
Chelsey poured hot water into a mug and dunked a packet of green tea, remembering green tea helped with weight loss. Raven was in front of her computer and munching on a bagel when Chelsey entered the office.
“I picked up bagels from The Broken Yolk this morning,” Raven said. “They’re in the bag. Help yourself.”
“I’ll have one later.” Chelsey slid into her chair. “Raven, am I getting fat?”
Raven choked on her food and coughed for a long time. “Am I your spouse now?”
“I’m serious.”
Raven swiveled her chair to face Chelsey. “Don’t you run every morning?”
“This morning was the first time in a month.”
“Then you know what the problem is and how to solve it. Whenever I skip the gym for a few weeks, I notice a difference. But a week in the squat rack is all it takes to get me back to where I was. That’s what you need: a week in the gym with me.”
“I prefer running. It clears my mind.”
“To each their own.” Raven rocked back in her chair and smirked. “So how does it feel to be held at gunpoint by a man with a squirt gun?”
“Oh, you’re funny.”
Raven waved a hand in the air. “Don’t stress it. I thought it was a real gun too. It was dark, and the guy looked ready to blow holes in anyone who crossed through his yard.”
“I froze. Because of that, the thief escaped.”
“We’ll get him next time.”
“You think there will be a next time? If I was the thief, I’d avoid Poplar Hill Estates. Everyone is looking for him now.”
“Thomas always says the sheriff’s department catches criminals because most are too dumb to make reasonable decisions. This one is greedy. That’s why he hits rich neighborhoods. Mark my words—he’ll return. I won’t be the least bit surprised if he shows up tonight.”
The bell over the door rang. Raven stopped talking when footsteps tracked up the hallway.
“It’s too early for LeVar or Scout,” Chelsey whispered.
To Chelsey’s shock, Lindsey Shepherd entered the office. She was dressed almost as well as Amelia Jessen had been. Thomas’s mother looked ready for a ball.
Chelsey rose. “Mrs. Shepherd. How may I—”
“You’re the talk of the neighborhood this morning, Ms. Byrd. I understand Bert Geiger stopped you from apprehending the thief with a toy gun.”
“It was dark out,” Raven said.
Mrs. Shepherd didn’t even acknowledge Raven’s presence. She wore a glare that could drive bolts through steel girders.
“If you allow us to borrow one of your rooms, I’m certain we’ll catch him next time,” Chelsey said.
The woman sniffed. “I gave you my answer. No way will I allow strangers to poke around my late husband’s estate.”
“As you wish. What may I do for you this morning?”
“I gave you one task, and you failed me.”
“Ma’am?”
“Thomas. My son was to call me. Didn’t you give him my message?”
Chelsey’s throat tightened. “I phoned Thomas yesterday. He knows you wish to speak with him. The missing person’s investigation is keeping him—”
“The family business takes precedence, and it’s time he displayed responsibility. He’s a Shepherd, not a lowly beat cop.” Mrs. Shepherd handed Chelsey a business card. “The number on top is the main line to Shepherd Systems. Thomas should have it in his phone, but I put nothing past him. See that he receives my message, Ms. Byrd.”
“I will.”
And with that, the woman exited the building as quickly as she’d arrived.
“Well, that was pleasant,” Raven said. “Was she that accommodating when you visited her house? I mean, her estate?”
“You don’t know the half.”
Chelsey buried her face in her hands. How would she survive with Mrs. Shepherd as a mother-in-law? Chelsey shook her head. Who was she kidding? Thomas wasn’t ready for marriage. If he was, he would have already proposed.
“We need a base of operations. The thief saw our vehicles last night and will recognize them next time.”
“You heard Mrs. Shepherd.”
Raven grabbed the phone and pressed the conference button. “This is ridiculous. I’ll call Amelia Jessen. She hired us, so she should lend us a room.”
Jessen sounded displeased when she answered.
“We’re not paying you to play children’s games with Bert Geiger,” Jessen said. “You should have captured the burglar last night. If he breaks inside my daughter’s bedroom again, I’ll hold you responsible.”
“The thief knows our faces now,” Chelsey said. “If you want us to catch him, we have to take him by surprise. My team needs to stay off the street. In other words, I’m asking for a place we can base our operations from.”
“Inside my house?”
Chelsey pictured Jessen’s lips puckering with distaste.
“Well, yes.”
“I won’t allow that, but you’re welcome to use my shed in the backyard.”
“Your . . . shed?”
Jessen let out a flustered breath. “It’s not a rusty shed full of old lawn mower equipment. I’m offering you my She Shed.”
“Does this She Shed include electricity for a computer?” Raven asked.
“Of course. My daughter and her friends use it for sleepovers. Take it or leave it. That’s my offer.”
Chelsey turned to Raven. Were they really going to work out of a She Shed?
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I nside his office, Thomas reviewed four background checks: Marshall Prisco, Nick Hanson, Chase Phillips, and now McKenzie’s uncle, Rocky Simmons. Those were his four suspects.
Prisco had a motive: He’d come from nothing, plus he had a checkered past as a gangster in Harmon. As Aguilar loved to point out, Prisco would be worth several million dollars once the NFL drafted him. But that wasn’t until next spring. Did he need money now?
Then there were his friends, Nick and Chase. Nick seemed like a hothead, and Chase had been a little too quiet during the interview for Thomas’s taste. Was the boy hiding something? They were the last known visitors to the campsite before McKenzie disappeared.
What about Rocky Simmons? The man seemed aloof and uncaring. He should have fostered a relationship with his niece after her parents died. That didn’t make him a kidnapping suspect, except his credit rating had plummeted two years ago. Thomas dug deeper for a reason before Aguilar entered the office.
“Rocky Simmons,” she said, tossing a news article on his desk.
“I was just going over his background.”
“You saw his credit score?”
“Yes, but I haven’t found the reason for the drop yet.”
Aguilar beamed. “His used car dealership went under two years ago. He filed for bankruptcy.”
“Nice catch, Aguilar. That gives him a motive for kidnapping his niece.”
“Right. Maybe he’s after her trust fund.”
Thomas rubbed his chin. “He’s certainly not a loving uncle, but would he kidnap his only niece and extort money from her?”
“Never put it past a criminal to sink to low levels.”
As Thomas considered the possibility, his cell rang. Chelsey’s name appeared on the screen.
“It’s Chelsey. Mind if I take this call?”
“You need your privacy,” she said. “I’ll close the door. We’ll discuss what to do about Rocky Simmons after you finish.”
“Thanks, Aguilar.”
The door closed. He eyed the phone, wondering what the call was about. Chelsey had avoided him this morning, and lately it seemed every discussion between them revolved around bad news.
“Hi, babe.”
“How’s your morning, Thomas? Any updates on the murder investigation or the missing girl?”
“Nothing groundbreaking. What about on your end? Are you close to catching the thief?”
“We almost had him last night.” Chelsey recounted last night’s chase.
Thomas whistled. “Bert Geiger pulled a gun on you?”
“Toy gun,” she emphasized.
“He was always a piece of work. Not surprised he likes to play amateur cop.”
“Speaking of the Poplar Hills case, your mother stopped by the office ten minutes ago.”
Thomas’s back stiffened. “Mother came to Wolf Lake Consulting?”
“She’s upset that you haven’t returned her calls, Thomas. Will you please get in touch? She wants you to call the office.”
Chelsey read the number, but Thomas said, “I have it in my phone. God help me, but I own the business. She didn’t mistreat you, did she?”
After a moment’s hesitation, Chelsey said, “Your mother is just upset that you’re ignoring her. She says it’s about Shepherd Systems, and it’s important.”
Mother had read Chelsey the riot act.
“All right, I’ll get in touch with her.”
“Thank you. While I have you on the phone, we still need a deputy to help us with our investigation.”
“You know I would if I could, but between the murder and the missing girl—”
“I get it, but technically this is a case for the sheriff’s department. You said so yourself.”
Thomas rested his forehead on his palm. He felt a headache coming on.
“I’ll do my best. We still need to talk, Chelsey.”
“And we will. Once we have time. I gotta go.”
She ended the call, and Thomas stared at the phone. Every time he tried to talk to her, she delayed the discussion.
Thomas found Aguilar in the break room. She took one look at him and frowned.
“The call with Chelsey didn’t go well?”
Thomas folded his arms and leaned against the sink. “She’s overwhelmed with her caseload, and my mother isn’t helping matters.”
“Your mother?”
“I need to call her. Something about Shepherd Systems.”
Aguilar pointed at Thomas. “You could use a pick-me-up. I was about to make a protein smoothie. Why don’t you join me?”
“I ate breakfast.”
“Don’t argue, Thomas. I make the best smoothies in Wolf Lake.”
That was the truth. “All right, make it two.”
She grinned and filled the blender with water. As she added the ingredients—spinach, vegan protein powder, frozen fruit, and an overripe banana—she said, “I still think Chelsey isn’t seeing her psychiatrist.”
“You don’t know that for certain.”
“The signs are there. Have you discussed the matter with her?”
“Every time I try, she—”
“Cuts you off and changes the subject. Yeah, that was me, Thomas.”
“I don’t know how to get through to her.”
“Yes, you do.” The blender whirred, dicing frozen chunks of fruit and creating a cacophony of noise. She shouted over the blender. “After I crawled into a shell, you pulled me out and got me on the straight and narrow. If it wasn’t for you, I would have quit law enforcement. Lord only knows what I’d be doing now. Probably bagging groceries or mopping floors at the gym.”
“I would have taken you back, Aguilar.”
The blender stopped. Aguilar filled two glasses and handed one to Thomas.
“The sooner you get through to her, the sooner you can put that ring on her finger.”
Thomas blushed. Why had he told Aguilar about the wedding ring?
“Back to the case. You said Rocky Simmons lost his dealership.”
“That’s his motive for kidnapping McKenzie Ossman.”
“I’m leaning toward Marshall Prisco and his friends.”
“Do you still plan to attend football practice?” she asked.
“Tomorrow afternoon with LeVar.”
“Remember my warning about the Kings and Royals.”
“I won’t forget. Prisco was the last person to see McKenzie, and Hanson and Phillips admitted they drove out to visit a few hours before she disappeared.”
“But why would Prisco’s buddies kidnap McKenzie?”
“A million dollars is a lot of money.”
“True, but where would they hold her? Nick Hanson and Chase Phillips live in the Kane Grove University dorms. If they kidnapped a girl and locked her in their room, someone would notice.”
“Ah,” Thomas said, “but Marshall Prisco lives in off-campus housing.”
“You’re really determined to pin McKenzie’s disappearance on Prisco, aren’t you?”
“Better than defending him because he’s a star player on your favorite football team.”
“Hey, I leave my allegiance at the stadium. Most of the time. Anyhow, Prisco has three housemates. You know about off-campus housing. Thin walls, shared bathroom, lack of privacy. He couldn’t hide McKenzie there.”
Thomas adjusted his hat. “It’s time to pay Prisco’s housemates a visit.”
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M arshall Prisco and his friends lived in a yellow-sided duplex on Grant Street. The house was a half-mile walk from campus and the football stadium, and a Japanese eatery stood across the street between a laundromat and a consignment shop. Finding street parking turned out to be a challenge, but Thomas grabbed an open spot near the apartment house.
Prisco lived with his friends on the second floor. The student who opened the door widened his eyes when he found two uniformed officers waiting to speak to him.
“I’m Sheriff Shepherd, and this is Deputy Aguilar. Is this Marshall Prisco’s apartment?”
“Yeah, but he’s not here. Should be back from class in an hour, but he doesn’t always return to the house.”
“Mind if we come inside and ask you a few questions?”
The boy glanced over his shoulder at a sink full of dishes and a table littered with beer bottles. “Uh, I guess that would be okay.”
He stood aside and held the door for Thomas and Aguilar, then grabbed a trash bag and tidied up.
“You don’t have to clean on our account,” said Thomas.
“Sorry about the mess.”
“Looks like you had a party.”
“Two nights ago. Keep meaning to pick up, but there’s never time.” The housemate offered a hand. “I’m Doug Eisenman.”
“Good to meet you, Mr. Eisenman. Are the other tenants here?”
“Nope. Everyone is in class. Me, I sleep in and take afternoon classes. I just woke up.”
Eisenman yawned to emphasize he wasn’t fully awake. The boy had a shaved head and muscles that tested the sleeves of his T-shirt. He wore gym shorts and flip-flops.
“Are you looking for Marshall?” Eisenman asked, gesturing for the officers to sit at the table.
“What can you tell us about his girlfriend, McKenzie Ossman?” Aguilar asked.
“She seems nice. McKenzie comes here with Marshall because he has his own room. She lives in the dorms. No privacy, you know? Weird how she went missing.”
“Do you know anyone who would want to kidnap McKenzie? Any former boyfriends or guys who didn’t like Marshall dating her?”
“No, but then again, I only know her through Marshall.”
“Are you aware she’s worth over a million dollars?” Thomas asked.
Eisenman’s mouth fell open. “What? She’s rich? Is that why someone kidnapped her?”
“We were hoping you could tell us.”
The housemate shrugged his massive shoulders. “That’s news to me. I never would have guessed that she’s rich. She doesn’t act it.”
“What do you mean?”
“McKenzie doesn’t wear the latest fashions or drive an expensive car. Come to think of it, she doesn’t have a car. She’s laid back and friendly.”
“You said you had a party two nights ago. That would be Saturday night. Was Marshall at the party?”
“Um, no.”
“Where was he?”
“You’ll have to ask Marshall,” Eisenman said. “I hardly ever see him.”
“You’re aware McKenzie vanished the night before?”
Eisenman averted his eyes. “Yeah.”
“But you held a party anyway?” Thomas asked.
“We all figured McKenzie and Marshall had a fight, and she stormed off when he turned his back. Nobody thought McKenzie’s disappearance was . . . serious.”
Thomas wondered whether they would have partied even knowing that McKenzie was in trouble.
“You mentioned you never see Marshall anymore.”
“Just now and then.”
“But you live together,” Aguilar said.
“Doesn’t seem like it lately. He sleeps here, but that’s about it.”
“Where does he go all day?”
“Class, practice. I have no idea. But sometimes he lies about where he’s going.”
“He lies?” Thomas asked.
“Take last week. He was hustling out the door when I woke up. I asked him if he wanted to grab lunch after he got back from class, and he said he needed to hit the gym. I told him I’d meet him there, and he got a weird look on his face.”
“Define weird.”
“Like I’d caught him in a lie. Anyhow, I worked out for two hours, and he never showed.”
“Has Marshall acted strangely in the past month?” asked Aguilar.
Eisenman lowered his voice, as though Prisco were close enough to overhear. “I’m worried about the company he keeps.”
“Explain.”
“A few weeks ago, I parked in the commuter lot. Usually I walk to campus, but I was running late. Marshall was on the opposite side of the lot, talking to some guy I didn’t recognize. Didn’t seem like a student.”
“What makes you think he wasn’t a student?”
“Too old, for one. I’d put him in his mid-twenties. Not that Kane Grove doesn’t have students in their mid-twenties, but they’re rare, and this guy wasn’t dressed for class. Ratty tank top, a cigarette dangling from his mouth, more tattoos than skin.”
“Can you describe the man’s face?”
“As I said, they were across the lot, but I could tell the dude was tall. He stood eye to eye with Marshall, and Marshall ain’t a small guy.”
“Describe their demeanors,” Thomas said. “Were they friendly?”
“They might have been arguing, but I couldn’t hear.”
“Did you ask Marshall who he was talking to?”
“No. It wasn’t my business.”
Lots of students wore tattoos, but the man Eisenman described didn’t sound like a student.
“Any chance this guy was a member of the 315 Royals?”
Eisenman’s face paled. “A gangster? Geez, I never considered the possibility. Marshall left the Royals during high school. He’s upfront about his past.”
Thomas tore a sheet of paper from his notepad and handed a pen to the muscular housemate. “I want you to list every time you recall Marshall leaving the house, starting with Friday night.”
“Okay,” Eisenman said uncertainly. “I’ll do my best to remember.”
When the boy slid the pen and paper across the table, Thomas handed him a card.
“This is my card. If you see the tattooed guy again, call this number, day or night.”
“All right.”
“You’ve been a great help, Mr. Eisenman.”
Prisco’s housemate accompanied them to the door. Before Thomas and Aguilar departed, Eisenman asked, “Should I tell Marshall you want to talk to him?”
Thomas contemplated his answer for a second. “No, but make sure he knows we stopped by. And Mr. Eisenman, if you would continue to note when he comes and goes, I would be most appreciative.”
“I feel like I’m spying on my friend.”
“You’re keeping him out of trouble,” Aguilar said. “Look at it that way.”
Eisenman wasn’t convinced, but he nodded in agreement.
Who was the man in the commuter lot? Was Prisco talking to the 315 Royals?
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“I  still say we should catch the guy who tried to break into Thomas’s house,” Scout said from the couch.
Raven considered Scout’s plea, but they needed to stay focused.
The group of investigators were meeting in the ranger’s cabin at the state park. Every week, the team got together to brainstorm new investigations. Though Naomi Mourning and Raven’s mother referred to their club as the Scooby Doo mystery gang, their findings had helped the sheriff’s department solve countless crimes. The members lived and breathed investigative work, and if they weren’t meeting at the cabin or the guest house, they were researching cases on their own.
Next to Raven, Darren drank from a water bottle, the ranger sweaty from a long day of work but giving off a musky scent that drove her mad. LeVar lounged in a chair he’d dragged from the kitchen as he munched on the last slice of pizza. Her brother could eat with the best of them, yet he never gained weight. His fortunate metabolism made her want to punch him; if Raven pigged out like that, she’d gain a dress size overnight. Not that she often wore dresses. When did Raven and Darren eat at fancy restaurants or hit the clubs for a night of dancing? That wasn’t her scene, and she preferred snuggling beside him in the cabin with a warm fire in the wood stove. She bit the inside of her cheek and elbowed Darren.
“What was that for?” he asked, almost dropping his water.
“Fool, why don’t you ever take me dancing or to a nice restaurant?”
He stammered for an answer. “Where did this come from? I thought we were discussing the merits of catching Thomas’s prowler.”
“We are,” she said, folding her arms over her chest. “Never mind.”
Raven sniffed. Why didn’t he take her to fancy restaurants? And why was she suddenly interested in a night out? She tossed the beaded hair off her shoulders while Darren stared at her, flummoxed.
Men.
“As I was saying,” Scout continued, “the prowler could have broken into my house or LeVar’s. Our mothers were alone in the kitchen. We need to catch him before something terrible happens.”
“Did it occur to anyone that Thomas’s thief might be the same guy who keeps striking Poplar Hills Estates?”
“All the more reason to catch him,” Darren said.
Raven’s argument hadn’t persuaded her brother. “What’s the problem, LeVar?”
“I chased the prowler into the forest,” LeVar said. “He shot at me and Lambert. Whoever was behind the A-frame, he’s dangerous. Leave the investigation to the sheriff’s department.”
“And if he’s the same guy robbing Wolf Lake blind?”
“He’s not.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“Not once did anyone claim the Wolf Lake thief pulled a gun on someone.”
“LeVar has a point,” Scout said.
“Either way, the neighborhood watch group is paying Wolf Lake Consulting a ton of money to catch their thief,” said Raven. “We can’t distract ourselves with more investigations. Speaking of too many cases to handle, Chelsey should be here.”
“Where is she?”
Raven huffed. “At the office. That fool never stops working. If I find out she accepted another investigation, I’ll . . .”
“Easy, tiger,” Darren said.
Raven shot him a reproachful look. Yeah, why didn’t he ever take her dancing? A woman could go stir crazy stuck inside a tiny cabin.
“I vote we don’t take on any new investigations until we catch the Poplar Hills thief,” Raven said.
She glanced at the others, who nodded in agreement. All except Scout, whose shoulders slumped.
“You don’t agree?” Raven asked.
“It’s just that my mother won’t allow me to accompany you,” said Scout. “She’s convinced I’ll chase the thief and risk my life.”
“Your mother is protecting you. There’s no reason you can’t contribute in other ways.”
“Through research on the computer.” Scout’s eyes fell. “I don’t feel like I’m part of the team anymore.”
Raven opened her mouth to encourage the girl, but what could she say? At Scout’s age, Raven would have wanted to pursue criminals and stay up past her bedtime on school nights, but Naomi was right. If only there was a way to involve Scout without putting her at risk.
“Are we seriously working out of a She Shed?” Darren asked.
“What’s the problem? Not rustic enough for you?”
He shivered. “If that’s our only choice. But we need a mobile unit, someone to stop the prowler if he escapes in a vehicle.”
“Chelsey thinks he’ll remember our vehicles. We’ll scare him off.”
“Not if we use your Rogue. He might remember my truck and Chelsey’s car, but he’s never seen your ride. I just hope it has enough power to catch this guy.”
“Would you stop making fun of my Rogue? Just because it doesn’t have your Silverado’s ridiculously sized engine—”
“Guys, focus,” LeVar said. “Feel free to use my Chrysler Limited.”
Darren chuckled. “Let’s pray the thief doesn’t keep up with the history of Harmon gangs. He’ll think the Kings are back.”
“Ha-ha. You’ve got more jokes than Johnny Carson, dawg. Anyhow, if this guy is stupid enough to return after you almost caught him, we need to remain discreet. Patrolling the neighborhood won’t work. He’ll see us coming from a mile away.”
“Well, hiding in a shed won’t help matters. Coordinating the search from an operations base is all well and good, but we need eyes on the backyards.”
“How about the neighborhood watch group?” Raven asked. “They can help.”
“You really want them involved? That Bert Geiger idiot pulled a gun on Chelsey.”
“Squirt gun.”
“Yeah,” Darren said, smiling at the memory. “It sure was a squirt gun.”
“If you don’t use the neighborhood watch group,” LeVar said, “and you’re afraid the thief will see us snooping around the yards, how will you catch him in the act?”
Scout brightened. “I have the perfect idea.”
“Let’s hear it.”
“Our drone. Remember how we tracked Justice Thorin?”
On Scout’s suggestion, the team had purchased a drone during the Thorin investigation. The killer had evaded the authorities until the drone zeroed in on his location.
“I like it,” said Darren. “Our thief will expect us, but will he look up?”
LeVar nodded. “And a drone can cover more territory than we can on foot. We’ll monitor the footage from the shed and direct one field patrol unit to nab this guy before he gets away.”
“Can we count on you to help?” Raven asked her brother. “I know you have class the next morning.”
“Hundred percent. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”
“What about me?” Scout asked. “You need someone to fly the drone. The last time you guys tried, we almost lost it in a pine tree.”
“It’s not up to us,” said Raven. “Your mother makes the call.”
Scout deflated. “I know what she’ll say.”
“You’ll have to work late, and it’s a school night.”
“I could call in sick the next morning.”
“Scout,” LeVar said, with a hint of parental reproach in his voice.
“I’m kidding, I’m kidding.”
“So it’s decided,” Raven said. “We’ll concentrate our efforts on the Poplar Hills Estates prowler and track him with the drone.”
She only hoped the thief returned soon. Amelia Jessen was losing patience with the investigators.
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T he dark hallway stretched beyond her sight. It should have ended long ago, yet it continued forever.
Breathless, Chelsey ran through perpetual black. Doors she swore she’d passed moments ago appeared at her sides.
Behind her, the beast growled, its footfalls shaking the floorboards. An inhuman howl rose the hair on the back of her neck. She didn’t dare look behind. The thing was closer now.
She ran harder. One peek over her shoulder showed a monstrous shadow that towered to the ceiling. Impossibly long arms extended the width of the hallway. Taloned claws raked plaster from the walls.
“I’m coming to get you, Chelsey,” it snarled. “We’ll be together forever.”
Its pawlike feet thundered against the floor. The house trembled with each step. It was gaining on her. The Kenneth Wendel thing. The werewolf.
Claws swept across her back. Hot agony made her cry out as blood spurted and rained off her flesh. It howled again. Hot, fetid breath scorched her neck.
“Come and take your punishment, little girl.”
The beast’s claws circled her neck. She screamed.


CHELSEY BOLTED AWAKE to Jack pawing her back. With a wail, she twisted over and faced the dog. Jack leaped to the floor and growled at the closed door. A deafening woof sprang from his chest, and the dog began pacing from the door to the window, then back again. That guttural growl raised goosebumps on Chelsey’s skin.
As she swung her legs off the bed, a clanging sound came from downstairs. Thomas? Couldn’t be. Jack would never react like this to Thomas returning home.
She eyed the clock. Five minutes to midnight. Someone was inside the house.
Dropping to her knees, Chelsey retrieved her gun from under the bed. Where was her phone?
Another sound froze her spine. That was the staircase groaning.
Jack threw himself against the door. The wood buckled, the hinges shrieking as if they might burst apart.
There it was. The phone. She’d left it below the nightstand after returning from the office. With trembling hands, she phoned 911, knowing it would take her to the dispatcher at the sheriff’s office. Now the upper landing moaned under someone’s weight.
She pictured the Kenneth Wendel werewolf stalking through the darkness, its claws scraping the walls. Soon it would rip the door out of the frame with preternatural strength and—
“911. What’s your emergency?” The dispatcher must have recognized her number, for he said, “Chelsey, are you in trouble?”
“There’s someone in the house,” she said, keeping her voice low.
The monster was just outside the door.
“Are you safe?”
“No . . . I mean I’m not sure.” It was hard to hear over Jack barking. Remembering the lock, she twisted it. “I locked the bedroom door. And I have my gun.”
“Good, Chelsey. A cruiser is on the way. Stay on the line.”
“Tell them to hurry. He’s right outside the—”
The doorknob twisted. She backed away as Jack went red-eye berserk, smashing himself against the door to reach the intruder.
A voice from the other side drained the blood from Chelsey’s face.
“Die, pig.”
Her instincts took over. She ducked a split-second before the bullets exploded.


THOMAS HELD A SHIVERING Chelsey in the kitchen. Upstairs, Lambert moved from room to room. They’d already swept the house and declared it clean, but Chelsey needed to be sure. LeVar was here with Naomi and Scout Mourning, LeVar wearing Batman pajama bottoms, Scout and Naomi wrapped in bathrobes. Those gunshots would have woken the dead.
Work had kept Thomas at the office late. He’d been scouring Rocky Simmons’s financial records, searching for evidence that he’d kidnapped his niece, when the 911 call arrived. Why hadn’t he been here for Chelsey? He cursed himself for leaving her alone with a killer at large.
“The important thing is you’re safe,” he said, stroking Chelsey’s hair.
She leaned her head on his shoulder and hitched. “It was the same person who broke into the house before. The man who locked Jack in the bedroom. I’m sorry I blamed you about the alarm. I probably screwed up, as usual.”
“There’s no need to apologize. Whoever did this, we’ll catch him.”
Lambert leaned over the upstairs railing. “Thomas, you’d better come look at this.”
Chelsey and the others followed the sheriff up the stairs.
Lambert retrieved a bullet from the wall and held it with tweezers. “You might want to see too, LeVar.”
LeVar pushed his dreadlocks off his shoulder and leaned over for a closer view. He widened his eyes and stared at Thomas.
“Cop killers,” LeVar said.
“This bullet was meant for you, Thomas,” said Lambert, dropping it into a bag. Was the shooter the same man who’d murdered Vincent Cheshire? “You have security cameras, right?”
“In the backyard,” said Thomas. “They didn’t help me the night this guy smashed my sliding glass door. It was too dark.”
“Let’s check the footage to be sure.”
“Who would do this?” Scout asked from the hallway.
The girl knew enough to stand back from the crime scene, though they might pull fingerprints from the hallway.
“I don’t know,” Thomas said. “But I want cameras on your house too.”
“How about something tied to a motion detector?” LeVar asked. “We can install one out front and another in the backyard.”
“He’s not giving us a choice.”
Thomas held Chelsey close. She could have died tonight because of him.
Who wanted him dead?
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S he had to keep her wits about her.
McKenzie sat in the corner and hugged her knees against her chest as morning light streamed through the window. Claustrophobia had plagued her since she was a child, yet she’d never experienced tightness in the chest, sweating, and trembling unless trapped in a confined space. Then again, no one had ever locked her inside a strange room before.
Deep breathing didn’t help. She sensed the walls closing in and the ceiling falling to meet the floor. She had to get out of here.
“Slow down,” she whispered to herself.
Hoping the view out the window would stop the attack, she rose and leaned against the frame, her pulse racing. Her fingers left sweaty streaks on the sill. Though the cold September sun shone brightly, she couldn’t shake the impression that the room was becoming ever smaller. The panic attack tempted her to shatter the window and leap. She wouldn’t survive the drop without crippling injuries, but anything was better than the torture afflicting her.
McKenzie clamped her eyelids shut and willed the claustrophobia to abate. It wasn’t working.
When she turned back to the window, prepared to risk her life and jump, shouting arose from somewhere in the house. Downstairs. Was the kidnapper losing his mind?
It wasn’t long before she identified a second voice. Two people arguing. Were both men involved in her abduction? And if so, why hadn’t she heard the second person until now?
The walls muffled their voices, preventing her from listening in, yet the heat of the argument told McKenzie it was serious. She listened at the door, hoping to catch a word or two and figure out what they were up to. A door slammed, and the shouting stopped.
McKenzie drooped against the wall and ran a hand through her hair. The strands were greasy and full of dust that made her sneeze. How long had it been since she’d bathed? Friday morning, and it was Tuesday. It seemed she’d spent a lifetime in this prison.
Her stomach growled. Beside her lay an empty glass and a plate littered with crumbs. Since last evening, she’d subsisted on stale bread and water. Every time she lost consciousness, the food appeared. The kidnapper must be monitoring her and waiting for her to fall asleep.
That her captor concealed his identity made McKenzie wonder if she knew him. She couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to abduct her, yet someone had learned about the trust fund. Someone who needed money.
It wasn’t until then that the panic attack stopped. Mulling over the people who might want her trust fund redirected her thoughts. Mind over matter. If only she could consciously thwart the claustrophobia.
Sweat soaked her shirt and drizzled in rivulets down the back of her neck. Clammy hands wiped at the tops of her jeans.
As she rose from the floor, a note slid under the door. She eyed the paper for a long time before picking it up.
Your account number and password.
This is your last chance.
Anger burned through McKenzie. She wouldn’t allow the kidnapper—or kidnappers—to steal the trust fund money. Before she thought through her options, she tore the note with derision and pushed it into the hallway.
A guttural scream came from outside. Enraged, her captor pounded a fist against the door.
With each blow, the door buckled. McKenzie stepped away. It seemed the door would burst open at any second, bringing her face to face with the madman.
At last, the pounding ceased. Silence followed until another note skidded into the room.
She approached the paper as she would a sleeping tarantula. Her fingers quivering, she opened the note.
Expecting another demand, McKenzie gasped as she read.
I know what scares you.
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C louds swallowed the sun at high noon. Thomas and Aguilar sat inside the cruiser with the engine off along a country road near Coral Lake. He was still jittery from last night. Someone with cop-killer bullets had fired through his bedroom door. For what reason? Was it a suspect who didn’t want Thomas to catch him?
In the passenger seat, Aguilar sipped from a mug of hot tea while Thomas radioed back to dispatch. During the half-hour they’d run surveillance, Rocky Simmons, McKenzie Ossman’s uncle, hadn’t left the residence. The driveway held a silver SUV.
Rocky and Genevieve Simmons lived in a white two-story house three miles inside the Nightshade County border. A few miles up the road, Thomas would have needed to collaborate with the neighboring county’s sheriff’s department.
“This feels like a shot in the dark,” Thomas said as he set the radio aside.
“Rocky Simmons lost his business to bankruptcy. A million dollars would solve his problems.”
“It would, but that doesn’t mean he kidnapped his niece.” Thomas raised a pair of binoculars and glassed the house. “No movement since we arrived. Think he has McKenzie inside?”
“It’s possible. He knew about the trust fund.”
The homes were spaced every few hundred feet, enough space that a neighbor wouldn’t hear cries for help behind a closed window. He wanted to get a closer look at the residence, but he didn’t have a warrant to search the property. This was all guesswork and conjecture until evidence surfaced that led them to McKenzie’s abductor. What reason did he have to suspect Rocky Simmons other than the uncle was aloof and had fallen on hard times?
As Thomas set the binoculars on the seat, a man with broad shoulders and a receding hairline exited the home and crossed the lawn toward his SUV, jangling a ring of keys in his hand.
“Simmons is on the move,” Aguilar said.
“I’ll wait until he’s halfway up the road before I pull out. He hasn’t noticed us yet, and I intend to keep it that way.”
The silver SUV kicked up a plume of dust when Simmons backed out of the driveway. He cranked the wheel and drove up the road. Thomas tapped his fingers against the steering wheel, willing himself to remain patient. After the SUV turned left at a stop sign, the sheriff shifted into drive and followed.
Simmons took them through a maze of back roads that ran along the periphery of Coral Lake. The water lay to the west, appearing lifeless under the gray sky.
“Where’s he going?” Aguilar asked. “There’s nothing out this way except that failed housing development.”
Five years ago, construction on a development outside of the village had ceased when the credit market collapsed. One unfinished home stood amid mounds of barren land, as if warning away anyone who built there.
The SUV’s brake lights flared, and Thomas slowed until Simmons took a sharp turn. Had the missing girl’s uncle spotted the cruiser?
A minute later, Thomas pulled along the shoulder and watched Simmons step out of his SUV. An unpaved road led to a solitary house in the failed development. A for-sale sign jutted out of the ground beside the roadway. The entire plot of land, house included, was up for sale, but there had been no buyers since construction stopped. The land might have value, but who would want to purchase a house that was only accessible with an all-terrain vehicle?
His balding forehead reflecting silver light, Simmons aimed his phone at the property and snapped several photographs. Was he taking pictures of the house? After a few minutes, Simmons returned to his vehicle. Before climbing into the SUV, he stared at the cruiser.
“If he hadn’t seen us before, he knows we’re here now,” Thomas muttered.
Simmons executed a three-point turn and sped past the cruiser, sparing a glance at the sheriff and his lead deputy.
“What do you think?” Aguilar asked.
“I want to look inside the house.”
The deputy nodded. Thomas stopped the cruiser in front of the for-sale sign. Traversing the rutted dirt road proved challenging. Thomas watched every step he made, worried he might walk into a hole and snap an ankle. When they reached the abandoned two-story, he radioed back to the office.
“Do me a favor and verify no one purchased that failed development outside of Coral Lake,” he said.
After a moment, Deputy Lambert said, “Still on the market. I predict it will be when I reach retirement age.”
Thomas slipped a pick into the lock and stepped inside. Dusty air hit him in the entryway, and Aguilar leaned over and sneezed into her elbow.
“You all right?” he asked.
“For now. By tonight, I’ll have a five-alarm sinus headache.” She gestured at the floor. “Footprints.”
Aguilar was right. Prints in the dust crisscrossed and eventually headed up the stairs. Multiple people could have made the markings, but it was difficult to tell without measuring and comparing each print. The officers fell silent, understanding they might not be alone in the house.
Thomas and Aguilar split up and cleared the downstairs. Finding nothing of interest, they crept up the staircase and arrived on a landing that led to a bathroom and three bedrooms.
The sheriff took the rooms to the left while Aguilar investigated the ones on the right. At the end of the hall, Aguilar beckoned Thomas over to her and pointed.
“Someone was in here,” she said, aiming a flashlight into the dim light and revealing a crumpled fast-food bag in the corner of the bedroom.
The scents of onion and vinegar hung in the air, suggesting the bag had been left here recently.
“Might be vagrants,” Thomas said.
“Or Rocky Simmons locked McKenzie in this room.”
“So where is she now?”
“Maybe she gave him her money.”
Thomas clenched his jaw. If that was the case, Simmons had probably murdered his niece and disposed of the body.
“But why was he photographing the property?” Thomas asked.
Aguilar turned to him.
“Like you always say, Thomas: Killers need to relive their crimes.”
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A n hour before the scheduled start of football practice, Thomas swung by the house and picked up LeVar. On the deputy’s suggestion, Thomas exchanged his uniform for jeans and a sweatshirt.
“You want to fit in, Shep Dawg,” LeVar said, tossing Thomas a cap that said Bills across the front. “Put that on too. You’re a recognizable figure, and Prisco has seen your face.”
Thomas didn’t argue, though he felt ridiculous. He looked like a father preparing to watch his kid compete in after-school sports.
They arrived on the Kane Grove University campus, where Thomas stopped at the public safety office, flashed his badge, and procured a parking pass for his truck. It was another thing LeVar had insisted on—that he leave the cruiser at the house. It seemed like they were jumping through hoops to ensure no one tipped off Marshall Prisco that two members of the sheriff’s department were attending practice.
Together, Thomas and LeVar crossed a grassy quad tucked between lecture halls and administration buildings. Several students convened in the quad, two kicking a soccer ball despite the chill in the air. They passed a pair of girls in short-shorts and Kane Grove sweatshirts. One elbowed the other and flicked her eyes to LeVar. The girls beamed smiles at the off-duty deputy. LeVar grinned back.
“The girl on the left likes you,” Thomas said. “Why don’t you ask for her number?”
“Shep, get out of the eighties. We exchange IG profiles these days.”
“IG what?”
“Don’t worry about it. You already got a girl.”
What the heck was an IG profile? Thomas hoped it wasn’t something dirty.
“You know, Kane Grove added a criminal justice program.”
“I’m aware,” LeVar said, staring straight ahead as he walked between two towering dormitories.
“It’s new, but they hired top-notch professors. Give it a year, and this will be one of the premier law enforcement bachelor’s degrees in the northeast.”
“You’re giving me the hard sell, Shep.”
“Sorry. It’s your life, LeVar. I don’t want to sway your decision.”
“For the record, I looked into the program and met with the department chair. Seems like he’s serious. I’m considering Kane Grove, along with several other options.”
“Fair enough,” Thomas said. “If you ever want to bounce ideas off me, my door is always open. That’s at work and at home.”
“I’ll take you up on your offer. Right now I just want to catch a Royals member with his hand in the cookie jar.”
“Will this be a problem for you? Prisco being a former member of a rival gang and all.”
“Wasn’t an issue when Lambert and I pulled up on Troy Dean. Don’t see why today should be different.”
Thomas eyed his deputy. “I’ll hold you to that.”
In the football stadium, LeVar jogged up the bleachers. Thomas took the steps more carefully. He wasn’t old, but nor was he a nineteen-year-old with an athlete’s physique.
On the field, a rotund coach barked orders as the players jogged out of the training facility in several groups. Some were in full uniform. A heavyset boy with a cast on his leg limped on crutches.
“That kid must be three hundred pounds,” Thomas said, taking a seat at the top of the bleachers.
“More like three thirty.”
“How do you run and catch passes when you’re that huge?”
“Guess you never watched YouTube videos of Refrigerator Perry.”
“Who?”
“My guess is that kid catches nothing but bumps and bruises. He’s probably an offensive lineman.”
Thomas tried to appear interested, but he had no idea what LeVar was talking about.
“What does an offensive lineman do?”
“Knock people over so the running back can run and the quarterback can throw.”
Thomas grinned. “Quarterback. Like Tom Brady.”
“Yeah,” LeVar said, trying not to snicker. “You don’t know jack about football, do you?”
“I’m willing to learn.” Thomas tapped LeVar on the shoulder. “That’s Marshall Prisco, right?”
LeVar’s eyes swung to a tall, chiseled player who made his teammates look like children. Thomas watched LeVar for signs of trouble, but the former gang rival just nodded.
“He’s the real deal. Take a picture, because this is the last NFL-quality talent you’ll see at Kane Grove in your lifetime.”
Like many of his teammates, Prisco paired off and talked with other players until the coach blew a whistle to get their attention. The team crowded together in a huddle, with the coach and two assistants in the middle. The coach appeared to be giving the players instructions, though Thomas couldn’t imagine what they were. Run fast and knock the daylights out of someone, most likely.
Finally, the players lined up. Kane Grove’s colors were black and white, yet the quarterback wore red.
Before Thomas asked why, LeVar said, “He wears red so the defenders won’t hit him. The quarterback is the most important player on the team.”
“So the coach doesn’t want him to get injured.”
“You’re getting the hang of this, Shep.” LeVar sat forward with his elbows on his knees. As much as he detested anyone associated with the 315 Royals, he stared at Prisco with rapt attention. “Watch this. They’re lining up for a pass play, and Prisco is the hot receiver.” LeVar read the question on Thomas’s face and said, “That means he’s the first person the quarterback will try to throw the ball to.” The junior deputy chuckled. “The kid defending him is giving up five inches, twenty pounds, and a ton of muscle. Prisco will leave him in the dust.”
The center hiked the ball to the quarterback, who glanced at Prisco, then threw the ball across the middle of the field to a different receiver.
“I thought you said Prisco would get the ball.”
“Right,” LeVar said, scratching day-old scruff on his cheeks. “Prisco wasn’t open. Weird. He was running at half speed.”
“It doesn’t seem like he’s too concerned about his missing girlfriend. He should be searching for her or grieving, not practicing football.”
“Don’t make me defend this dirt bag.” LeVar sighed. “Listen, pro sports are a way out of poverty for a lot of kids. Only a few have Prisco’s talent. If he gives up sports, he loses his future. Gotta walk in his shoes before you judge his character.”
“I guess you’re right.”
“Let’s see what he does this time.”
LeVar rubbed his hands together in anticipation. On the coach’s orders, they ran another play. This time Thomas focused all his attention on McKenzie Ossman’s boyfriend. Prisco took two steps forward before the boy across from him—the kid LeVar claimed couldn’t stop him—knocked Prisco off balance.
“Damn,” LeVar said, standing.
“What? I’m still waiting for this kid to impress me, and all he does is stand around.”
“That’s because he’s hurt.”
“Are you sure?”
LeVar pointed. “He has a slight limp. I bet it hurts a lot worse than he’s letting on. Tough kid, I’ll give him that. But he’s injured and doesn’t want anyone to find out.”
To Thomas’s shock, Prisco swung a fist at the kid who’d defended him. A shrill whistle came from the sidelines, and players from the offense and defense separated the two boys before the brawl got out of hand. Prisco spat on the turf and cursed.
“He’s frustrated,” said LeVar. “The other player was talking smack about him.”
Thomas turned to LeVar. “If he’s hurt, the NFL might not take him.”
“Bet. Pro sports are vicious. Even a minor injury is enough to scare the scouts away.”
“And if he doesn’t have an NFL contract waiting for him, Prisco might have larger money issues than we figured.”
“Meaning?”
“Maybe he kidnapped McKenzie to steal her trust fund.”
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T he heavyset coach of the Kane Grove football team escorted Marshall Prisco off the field. Thomas stood on the top bleacher and watched the coach and player disappear into the training facility.
“Where is he taking Prisco?” Thomas asked.
LeVar leaned on a chain-link fence that prevented fans from falling off the bleachers. “Could be the coach wants to chew him out for getting into a fight, or he’s having the training staff assess the injury.”
“Let’s go.”
LeVar looked at Thomas in surprise. “To the training facility? We don’t have credentials.”
Thomas removed the badge from his pocket. “Oh yes, we do.”
When they entered the facility, Thomas spotted Prisco through a window of a closed door. His leg lay stretched on a table, and a girl with a blond pigtail unwrapped tape from the injured limb and tested it for flexibility. Across the hall, a sign on the door read Coach Salandy.
“This way,” Thomas said, crossing the corridor.
Thomas knocked but didn’t wait for permission to enter. Salandy glanced up from his desk and frowned.
“Sorry, folks. Nobody is allowed inside the offices except—”
Thomas produced his badge and ID. The coach gulped.
“Sheriff Shepherd,” he said. “I didn’t recognize you out of uniform.”
“And this is my deputy, LeVar Hopkins.”
LeVar stood beside Thomas with his thumbs hooked in his pockets.
“Are you football fans? I can get you seats on the fifty-yard line if you want to attend next week’s game. Conference title is on the line.”
“We’re more interested in what happened on the field,” Thomas said.
“On the field?” Salandy wore a perplexed expression. “Oh, that. Players lose their cool from time to time. It happens. Nothing serious that requires you to intervene.”
“Does Marshall Prisco get into a lot of fights?”
“No . . . well, he’s been in a few this season. But they weren’t his fault. Marshall has a target on his back. His fame and reputation precede him, and every opposing player wants to make a name for himself by knocking him out.”
Thomas widened his eyes.
“Like a bounty? Teams actually try to injure other players?”
“Not a bounty. There are unwritten conduct rules that govern the game. Nobody tries to injure an opposing player, but if you hit someone hard enough that they lose confidence for the rest of the game, that’s just doing your job. It’s how players get over on each other and garner attention. Not that anyone else in our league has a chance of playing in the NFL. But if you knock down an NFL player, you’ll carry that chip on your shoulder for the rest of your life.”
“What about his injury?” asked LeVar.
Salandy got grim-faced and ran a hand over his head. “So you saw.”
“We did.”
The coach pointed a finger at the sheriff and his deputy. “Word of this can’t get out. If our opponents find out Marshall is playing at fifty percent, they’ll change their game plans and take away our other threats. Word of his injury could kill his career.”
LeVar tilted his head. “How many catches did he have in his last game?”
“Catches? Two for twenty yards. Why?”
“Then the scouts already know. An NFL prospect produces better numbers than that.”
“Marshall injured his leg during the Ithaca game. Just a freak accident. His cleat caught on the turf. To be honest, he hasn’t been the same player since. There were twelve scouts in the stands for the Ithaca game. Only two showed up last week.”
“This draft,” Thomas said, recalling what LeVar and Aguilar had told him. “Marshall Prisco stands to make a lot of money next spring, correct?”
Salandy glanced at the door and ensured it was closed. He lowered his voice.
“Not anymore. Not unless his leg makes a miraculous recovery and he dominates in the second half of the season.”
“Will the NFL draft him in the first round?” asked LeVar.
“He’ll be damn lucky if they draft him at all. More likely Marshall will receive a training-camp invitation as a free agent. He’ll have to bite and scratch to prove he belongs, and there will be a few dozen kids just like him trying to beat him out.”
“From what I saw, he lost a step.”
The coach folded his arms. “He lost more than a step, and there’s no guarantee his speed will return. The odds are against him. That’s the reality of athletics. One injury can sink your career.”
Thomas met Salandy’s eyes. “You’re aware McKenzie Ossman is missing?”
“Talk gets around campus, but I’m not aware of specifics. What my players do off the field isn’t my business. Provided they keep their grades up, stay away from fraternity parties, and don’t take drugs, I don’t meddle in their affairs.”
“You aren’t concerned that Marshall was with McKenzie when she disappeared?”
“As I understand it, she vanished while he was in the woods. Maybe she walked off on him.”
“In the middle of the night on a country road?”
Salandy lifted his palms. “Word has it her parents died in some kind of accident. Tragedies play with the mind. Could be she’s not right in the head.”
Thomas narrowed his eyes. “I thought you said you don’t meddle in your players’ affairs. Sounds to me like you know a lot about McKenzie Ossman.”
“Look, my players don’t introduce their girlfriends to me. I’m Marshall’s coach, not his father. But I watch the news and read the paper. Everyone is talking about the girl’s disappearance.”
“What about his friends?” Thomas asked. “I understand Nick Hanson and Chase Phillips played on the football team.”
Salandy’s mouth twisted as though he’d bitten a lemon.
“They did. I threw Hanson off the team for partying with a fraternity. I’m pretty sure he showed up drunk to practice once. A team can’t survive with kids like Hanson causing distractions. He caused more problems than he was worth. Chase was a decent kid. Fast as lightning, almost as quick as Marshall, but he didn’t have the size to hold up. I didn’t want to lose him, but I worried someone twice his size would hit Chase too hard and hurt him. Back in my day, the school had a team for kids under a hundred and fifty pounds. Shame we don’t have something like that for Chase.”
“Nick Hanson and Chase Phillips were also there the night McKenzie Ossman vanished.”
“I’m unsure what you want me to say. Those kids aren’t on my team, and I haven’t spoken to them since they left.”
“Is Nick the type of person who might harm McKenzie?”
“He was a problem,” said Salandy, “but I wouldn’t expect him to kidnap people.”
“What makes you think McKenzie was kidnapped? You claimed she walked off on her own.”
The coach coughed into his hand. “I don’t know what happened to that poor girl. As I told you, Sheriff, I keep up with local news. The reporters say someone kidnapped her, so that’s what I believe. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to practice.”
Thomas wasn’t going to get more out of Salandy, but he filed the conversation in his mind.
The coach seemed to know more about McKenzie than he was willing to admit.
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T he sky outside the dusty second-floor window dimmed. Shadows pooled in the corners of the bedroom and seeped across the floor.
McKenzie curled on her side and ignored her gnawing hunger. Since she’d torn up the second note and refused to yield her bank information, the kidnapper hadn’t fed her or brought water. What kind of game was he playing? If he starved her to death, he’d never get his money.
There was so much he hadn’t learned. Her father hadn’t trusted banks since the financial meltdown in 2008, so he’d divided her funds among multiple institutions, just in case another crisis occurred and one of the banks failed. The odds of such an occurrence were low, but Dad had always been a conspiracy theorist. If he’d had his way, the family would have stored their savings under mattresses. There wasn’t just one account name and password that would unlock the door to her savings. As long as she kept the kidnapper in the dark, she held an advantage over him.
Remembering her parents brought tears to McKenzie’s eyes. She almost heard their voices, willing her to stay strong and wait for the right opportunity. One would come, and when she recognized it, she would escape. She had to. Her life depended on it.
Darkness spread beyond the window and lengthened the shadows inside the room. The walls were closing in again. McKenzie tried not to look at the ceiling, the walls, and how they seemed to drift together. The claustrophobic reactions came multiple times a day now, and unless she broke free, she feared a complete mental breakdown would occur.
Malnutrition sapped her energy. The spreading dark made her eyelids heavy. She felt on the verge of giving up. That wasn’t an option, but she realized there was no escaping this room unless she leaped from the window. That was suicidal, but perhaps it was better than spending an eternity here.
There was no warning before exhaustion claimed McKenzie. Her eyelids fluttered, and she sank into sleep. She didn’t know how long she was under when the floor creaked behind her. The bedroom door stood open. Somehow, the kidnapper had crept inside the room without alerting her.
Before she screamed, a hand clamped over her mouth. The attacker lifted her from behind and muttered into her ear.
“You should have given me what I asked for. I know what scares you, McKenzie.”
She kicked and thrashed in his arms, but he was too strong. He pulled his head back when she raked at his eyes as he carried her across the room. The dark, dusty closet beckoned. Black dots on the floor told her there was a rat or mouse living inside the wall.
He tossed her into the closet and slammed the door. She still hadn’t seen his face. Who was doing this to her?
Panic tore through McKenzie when she realized his intentions. The knob jiggled as he tied it off from the other side of the door, locking her in. No, this wasn’t happening.
She threw herself against the barrier and screamed.
“Give me the money, and this will all be over,” he said.
Total blackness wrapped around her. The walls were too close, the oxygen diminishing as if sucked from the closet. Anxiety squeezed a gelid hand around her heart. Her eyes widened until she was sure they would burst from her head.
Her hands turned raw as she beat her fists against the door in desperation. She could hear him laughing.
McKenzie’s legs buckled. Though it was impossible to see anything, she was sure the walls were right on top of her.
“Let me out of here! You can’t do this!”
More laughter. “The bank account information, McKenzie. That’s all I want. I promise to set you free.”
Even in her delirium, she discerned the lie in his reply. He would never set her free. She would die in his clutches.
He disguised his voice as he spoke, half-whispering, half-talking. She must know him. Otherwise, why would he hide his identity?
She turned and struck a wall. Dust clumps flew into the air as she stumbled. She hacked and coughed.
Can’t breathe.
This was just her brain playing tricks on her.
I can’t. Walls too close. No air.
She twisted around and struck another wall.
Spreading her arms, McKenzie touched the barriers to either side of her. Yes, the walls had closed in. That was the only explanation, though a tiny, shrinking portion of her mind knew it was impossible.
She swung back and collided with the door. Her breath quickened. Heart hammering. What was her pulse? It had to be over 150.
Sweat beaded on her forehead. No, it ran in rivers down her face and soaked the neckline of her shirt.
Though the psycho terrified McKenzie, her panic exploded when the bedroom door slammed. He’d left her alone in the closet.
Her shoulder hit one wall, then she ricocheted and struck another. Pain burst through her skull. Had she hit her head? When had that happened? She tasted blood on her lips. Touching her forehead, she found a gash from her scalp to her brow.
McKenzie sank to her knees and pitched forward, inhaling the air beneath the door
Pressing her mouth against the threshold, she sucked oxygen into her lungs. It was stale air from the bedroom, but at least she could breathe.
Her fingers scraped through the opening as she helplessly sought the bedroom beyond the door.
A squeak brought her head around. Something with clawed nails skittered across her leg, dragging a snakelike tail over the exposed flesh between her pant cuff and sneaker. A rat, and it was inside the closet with her.
She screamed until her lungs bled.
Somewhere in the house, another door slammed. The kidnapper was leaving the house. Somehow, this amped her panic higher. Even if she complied and gave him what he desired, she was trapped here until he returned. And he was often gone for several hours.
“No!”
She climbed to her feet and twisted the doorknob. He’d secured it from outside. She tugged and slammed her fists against the shrinking prison.
Even in total darkness, she sensed the floor undulating. Dizziness overcame her.
McKenzie tumbled against a wall and slumped to the floor. Her last thought was that she needed to breathe, that she’d deprived her body of oxygen.
She was going to die in here.
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D awn hadn’t broken when Chelsey arrived at Wolf Lake Consulting on Wednesday morning. Thank goodness it wasn’t as frigid as it had been yesterday, but a low blanket of clouds lay over the village, promising storms.
As she fit the key into the lock, the bushes rattled beyond the property line. She froze and turned to look over her shoulder. The sound was probably just an animal scrambling into a hiding place. It couldn’t be Kenneth Wendel. He was dead. Why did she need to keep reminding herself of that fact?
The furnace blew dry air out of the vents as she entered the building. She locked the door and felt her body go rigid when she spied the dark end of the hallway. Flicking the wall switch washed away the shadows and proved there were no monsters, no madmen waiting for her. Still, this converted home that had once given her a sense of peace seemed alien and dangerous, as if it hid secrets.
Chelsey set her belongings in the office, turned on the computers, and shuffled to the kitchen for breakfast. Her legs were too sore from her previous jog, and that was the excuse she’d clung to for not running today. Opening the refrigerator, she eyed the eggs, spinach, and vegan cheese. Then she tugged on the freezer door and scowled at the frozen berries. So many healthy options, yet her body craved sweets. She returned to the refrigerator, retrieved the jelly, and slid a bagel into the toaster. When the bagel popped up, she slathered an extra helping of yummy jelly goodness on it and took that first delectable bite.
She felt the sugar-fueled energy surging through her bloodstream. Sometimes you had to stop worrying about everything you ate and enjoy life. A little voice in the back of her head pointed out that she’d eaten a candy bar yesterday and used the same excuse. She told the voice to pound salt.
Chelsey chased the bagel with orange juice. It wasn’t freshly squeezed or organic. The label mentioned the juice was concentrate, and there were a few too many ingredients listed that had nothing to do with oranges and water. But who cared? Stress ruled her life because she worried about every little thing—how often she exercised, the food she put in her body, if she was pushing her staff too hard. Not to mention the Kenneth Wendel abduction. The kidnapping was water under the bridge. Chelsey didn’t need a therapist to tell her the killer wasn’t coming back. Unless he rose from the grave, she was safe.
That annoying voice wondered why she’d slipped out of the house again before Thomas could speak to her. She knew what he was going to ask. Debating him on the merits of therapy wouldn’t solve her issues. What she needed was an extra hour in the day. With competitors nipping at the heels of Wolf Lake Consulting and overbearing clients like Amelia Jessen judging her every move—did the woman expect them to catch a thief while working in a She Shed?—she couldn’t afford to rest. Only the strongest survived, and nothing could beat her when she was at her best.
“Do I smell bagels?”
Chelsey jumped and spilled orange juice down the front of her shirt.
“Raven! You scared me.”
Leaning in the doorway, Raven gave Chelsey an incredulous stare. “Didn’t you hear me come in?”
“Obviously not,” Chelsey said, dabbing at her shirt with a wet sponge. “Now I’ll have to change.”
“You have an entire dresser of clothes in the bedroom. I think you’ll survive. Why are you here so early?”
“I might ask you the same question.”
“But I asked first. You’re not here because you’re avoiding Thomas, right?”
“Why would you say that?”
“Oh, I don’t know.” Raven glanced at the clock. “Thomas pulls himself out of bed right about now, and you’re here wolfing down bagels and spilling orange juice when you should be home with your fiancé, eating a healthy breakfast and talking about your days.”
“Fiancé? We’re not engaged.”
Raven pressed her lips together. “Could have fooled me. You live in the same house, and you love him. What difference does a ring make?”
Who was Raven to judge? How long did she intend to date Darren and live in his cabin before he put a ring on her finger?
Chelsey flinched. Why was she angry at her best friend?
“I’m not avoiding Thomas,” Chelsey said, snatching a second bagel and carrying it into the office. Raven followed. “I came in early to catch up. There is a mountain of investigation files on my desk, and I want a foolproof plan in place before tonight’s surveillance mission. Is the drone ready?”
“As ready as it will ever be.”
“When was the last time you inspected the drone?”
“The same day I changed its windshield wipers and ensured the brake lights worked.”
“I’m serious.”
“Chill, girlfriend,” Raven said. “We’ll catch this guy.”
Yeah, if I don’t freeze when a neighbor points a squirt gun at me.
“I just want to ensure we cover all bases.”
“Is Thomas sending a deputy to help?”
“No, but we don’t need him to. As long as we have LeVar, we’re set.”
Raven stammered. “Uh, LeVar had to cancel.”
“What? Why?”
“His professor announced a surprise exam for tomorrow morning, and he needs to study tonight.”
Chelsey slapped the top of the desk. Two pens tumbled to the floor.
“Well, that’s just great. He promised me he’d help us.”
“Chelsey, it isn’t LeVar’s fault. Blame the professor.”
“Yeah, but if he’d kept up with his studies, he wouldn’t need to cram tonight.”
“That’s not fair.”
“No, it isn’t, but neither is life. I bet our competition doesn’t have these problems. What I need is an intern who shows up more than a few days a week.”
Raven grabbed a case folder off Chelsey’s desk and hammered on her keyboard.
“What are you doing?” Chelsey asked.
“Getting things done. It’s more efficient than blaming friends and family.”
“Raven, I didn’t mean what I said about your brother. He’s an invaluable asset. You know I’d hire him if the state allowed me to.”
“He doesn’t need your charity.”
Chelsey’s mouth fell open. “Charity? I love and respect LeVar. Look, I lost my cool and said things I shouldn’t have.”
“You’re doing a lot of that lately.”
“That’s not true.”
Raven scoffed and spun her chair to face Chelsey. “Isn’t it? You’re not seeing your doctor, are you? Tell me the truth.”
Chelsey turned away and scratched behind her ear. “I missed an appointment. It was an honest mistake. I’ve just been so busy.”
“When was the last time you spoke to your psychiatrist about the kidnapping?”
There it was. Even when she pushed Kenneth Wendel out of her head, someone reminded her.
“Don’t interrogate me, Raven. I’m doing my best. You don’t understand what it’s like.”
Raven gave Chelsey a level stare. “I don’t?”
Chelsey almost forgot a kidnapper had captured Raven last autumn. The same madman escaped prison and pursued Raven months later.
“I spoke without thinking. I’m sorry.”
Raven rolled a knot out of her shoulders. “I know what you’re going through, and so does Veronica Aguilar. We’ve been there, and we both talked to our psychiatrists. You’re not going through this alone, Chelsey. Why don’t you let others help you?”
Why? Because she was strong enough to overcome her fears. She had to be. If depression ever struck her again, she needed to fight it off.
“I won’t miss another appointment.”
Not a lie. She’d canceled all her appointments. Still, the bitter half-truth lingered on her tongue.
“See that you don’t. I love you with all my heart, but I won’t watch you regress because you’re too stubborn to ask for help. Now let’s get our plans straight for tonight. I want to catch this guy and wrap up the investigation.”
Chelsey exhaled. “Good. Here’s what I’m thinking.”
As she laid out the strategy, she felt the pressures of the job wrapping taloned fingers around her throat. She was going to be all right, provided her friends backed off and gave her a chance to prove herself. Catching the thief might even redeem her in Lindsey Shepherd’s eyes.
She just needed to get through the next week.
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T homas checked his messages and frowned. This morning he’d sent Chelsey two texts without a response. It was almost three, but he remembered the Wolf Lake Consulting crew was staking out his old neighborhood tonight. She was probably too busy to return his messages.
He shook his head. For the last several days, Chelsey had fled whenever he’d tried to ask about her therapy sessions. Deputy Aguilar maintained her belief that Chelsey wasn’t visiting her psychiatrist anymore. He didn’t want to believe it, but he couldn’t argue with his lead deputy. She recognized the signs because she’d failed to dig herself out of a bottomless pit on her own.
It couldn’t be true. Chelsey knew better. Teenage depression had taught her to seek help when she needed it most.
The clock read 2:30. In a half hour, the Kane Grove University football team would take the field for their Wednesday practice session, and Thomas wanted to attend even if he had to go alone. LeVar was home studying for tomorrow’s exam, Aguilar and a junior deputy were running surveillance on Rocky Simmons, and Lambert wasn’t due to arrive for his shift until three. Plus, they hadn’t found a motive for killing the ex-con in the state park. Thomas would have to observe the practice alone this time.
Unless Chelsey accompanied him. She’d helped him on countless investigations. This would give him the perfect opportunity to speak to her. At the same time, he could monitor Marshall Prisco. He wanted to turn up the heat on the star athlete. Every passing hour lessened their chance of saving McKenzie Ossman, and Prisco was the last person who’d seen her.
He dialed Chelsey and was surprised when she answered.
“Thomas. I was about to call you. I meant to return your texts, but today is beyond busy.”
“You’re delegating responsibility and not carrying the weight of the office on your shoulders, right?”
“Scout is at school, Darren is busy at the park, and LeVar has to cram for an exam, but Raven is here. We’ll get everything done on our own.”
“I suppose this is a poor time to ask for a favor,” he said.
“If I can help, I will.”
“I’m heading to Kane Grove in a minute. If you’re free, I could use a second pair of eyes.”
“To watch Marshall Prisco? Sorry, Thomas, but you know I’m organizing tonight’s surveillance mission. Can’t Aguilar or Lambert go with you?”
“Aguilar is on another assignment, and Lambert isn’t here yet.”
“Since Lambert is working the evening shift, maybe you could send him our way tonight.”
“I’d love to, Chelsey, but the McKenzie Ossman investigation is tying up our resources.”
“Then you understand what I’m up against. We all have our priorities.”
“We need to talk.”
“And we will, as soon as we find a spare moment.” Raven said something in the background. “I have to go, Thomas. Good luck with the investigation.”
“You too,” he said, frowning at the phone after she hung up.
When would she sit down and talk to him? He wondered if purchasing the engagement ring had been a mistake. Perhaps he should put the ring in storage and try again when Chelsey wasn’t under so much pressure. But when would that time arrive?
He left a message for Lambert to call him later. Thomas would do his best to help Wolf Lake Consulting catch the thief. He couldn’t spare Lambert tonight, but perhaps the deputy would join Chelsey in the coming days.
The drive to Kane Grove took longer than expected. Traffic inside the city slowed to a crawl, and by the time Thomas arrived at practice, it was after three-thirty. The football team had divided into small groups to run drills he didn’t understand. Climbing the bleachers, he sought Marshall Prisco. It was possible the boy wasn’t practicing today because of his injury. LeVar had taught Thomas enough that he recognized the quarterback and receivers. They ran plays near the end zone.
Thomas couldn’t find Prisco amid his teammates. Then his eyes landed on McKenzie’s boyfriend, gingerly walking on the sideline with white athletic tape wrapped from knee to thigh.
A quick jog down the bleachers and Thomas opened the gate and stepped onto the track surrounding the field. A trainer spotted him and moved to block his path until Thomas flashed his badge. Prisco glowered as the sheriff approached.
“Why are you bothering me at practice? Can’t you see I’m busy?”
“You don’t sound concerned about McKenzie, Mr. Prisco.”
“The hell you talking about? I worry about McKenzie all the time. It’s your job to find her. I have a game to prepare for. Anyhow, I told you everything I know.”
“Why don’t you repeat the story for me? I can be forgetful.”
Prisco spat. “I woke up around midnight with McKenzie asleep beside me. Had to take a pee, so I ran to the meadow. I wasn’t gone for more than five minutes. She just disappeared.”
At least Prisco hadn’t changed his story.
“How’s your leg?”
The football star glanced away. “It’s better. Just resting it now. I’ll be good to go for Saturday’s game.”
“From my perspective, the injury bothered you yesterday.”
“My leg tightened up. That’s all. What are you, a football scout?”
“Are you getting along with your teammates?” Thomas asked. “You got into a fight yesterday. What was that about?”
“You don’t understand sports, do you? Jeremy started jawing at me, so we had words.”
“You swung at another player. Do you always react with violence when someone disrespects you?”
“I’m finished talking. Get off the field before someone runs you over.”
A split second after Prisco issued the threat, two players flew past Thomas and landed in a heap. A few feet to the left, and they would have flattened the sheriff. The defender offered the running back a hand and helped him up. Feeling as if a train had almost run him over, Thomas took Prisco’s advice and returned to the bleachers. But he wouldn’t lower the heat on the burner. He intended to watch Prisco like a hawk and send a message that he didn’t trust the football star.
Thomas was halfway up the stairs when a familiar face stopped him in his tracks. There, at the top of the bleachers, his arms adorned in tattoos, shaved head reddening despite the overcast sky, sat the leader of the infamous 315 Royals. Troy Dean. What was he doing here?
“Mr. Dean,” said Thomas, taking a seat beside the gangster. “Here to speak with your Royals compatriot?”
Dean smirked. “Who, Marshall? Nah, man. I’m just a sports fan.”
“Is that right?”
“Kane Grove is undefeated this season. If they win on Saturday, they’ll make the playoffs. Gotta support the home team, right?”
“You’re from Harmon, not Kane Grove.”
“Harmon doesn’t have a collegiate football team, so I come here.”
Thomas held Dean’s eyes. “You haven’t had contact with Marshall Prisco since he left the Royals?”
“Not in a long time, Sheriff.”
“You didn’t speak to him in the commuter lot?”
Dean dropped his head back and laughed. “Do I look like a student? You’re way off base, Sheriff. I’m just here to watch the hometown boys prepare for the big game. Now, if you don’t mind, you’re blocking my view of the field.”
“Stay off the Kane Grove campus, Dean. You’re not welcome here.”
“It’s a free country. I can go anywhere I please.”
“Before I leave, I’ll give your name to the public safety department. They won’t take kindly to Harmon gang members hanging out on campus. Smile for the camera.”
Dean didn’t have time to react before Thomas clicked a photograph with his phone. After he shared the picture with the public safety officers, he’d show it to Prisco’s roommate Doug Eisenmann. If Eisenmann recognized Dean as the man who’d argued with Prisco, Thomas would know Dean was lying and up to something.
“This is harassment.”
“Not at all. You’re not here on Royals business. You’re just a sports fan.”
Dean turned away.
Without question, the gangster was here because of Marshall Prisco. Thomas doubted Dean had ever attended a Kane Grove football game, let alone considered himself a fan.
As Thomas turned to leave, he caught Dean staring at Prisco on the sidelines. Did the gangster have something to do with McKenzie’s kidnapping?
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U nwilling to let Troy Dean out of his sight, Thomas waited at the entry gate outside the stadium. At one point, Troy Dean moved closer to the field and leaned on the railing, staring at Marshall Prisco on the sidelines. The tension in Prisco’s shoulders said he knew the gang leader was right behind him, but he never took his eyes off the field. Thomas photographed the silent interaction. After Prisco limped into the huddle to join his teammates, Dean hopped down from the bleachers. His landing made a bullwhip-crack against the pavement that caused the players to turn their heads. It almost sounded like a gun blast.
Thomas ducked below vehicles and followed Dean through the parking lot. The gangster crawled into his car and drove off.
Was Dean here to intimidate Prisco? The two hadn’t spoken during practice, but the tension had been thick enough to draw lightning from the sky. Speaking of which, the clouds blackened and threatened to unleash a deluge. Wind gusts bit at Thomas’s face as he pulled his jacket together.
When he returned to the stadium, the coaches were leading the players off the field, concerned about the weather. He found Coach Salandy in his office inside the training facility. The coach glanced up in surprise.
“Sheriff Shepherd, you’re back.”
“I noticed Marshall Prisco didn’t take part in practice today.”
“That was my decision. I’m holding him out so he rests his leg. The way he’s progressing, there’s a chance he’ll start Saturday’s game. We need him. If he doesn’t play, we can kiss the conference championship goodbye.”
Thomas removed his jacket and slung it over his shoulder. “What do the other players think of Marshall? You said he gets into his share of altercations.”
“It’s football, Sheriff. Boys will be boys. We’re all friends when we’re winning, and as long as Marshall produces on the field and scores touchdowns, nobody complains about his attitude.”
“His attitude? This is the first time you’ve mentioned an attitude problem. Tell me what you mean.”
The coach held up a hand. “It’s not a problem. Look, ever since the NFL became interested in Marshall, he’s carried an extra layer of confidence. Can you blame him? If the league offered me millions and told me I’d be a star, I’d walk with a swagger too. The bottom line is Marshall shows up on game day and gives his all. If he snaps at a teammate, it’s only because he’s a perfectionist, and he expects the other guys to hold up their ends of the bargain, though it’s unrealistic to assume they’ll contribute as much as he does. He’s the most talented player to suit up for Kane Grove in our program’s history.”
Thomas sensed Coach Salandy was holding something back. He’d been quick to backtrack on his complaint about Marshall’s attitude.
“Your team has a leader, correct?”
“You mean a team captain?”
“Yes.”
“We have four captains—two on offense and two on defense. Why?”
“Which captain knows Marshall best?”
Salandy squinted in thought. “I’d say Shane Washington. Shane is the starting quarterback. He’s played with Marshall for three years.”
“I’d like to speak with him.”
“Sure,” Salandy said, cautiously. “I’ll call him into my office.”
“In private, Coach Salandy.”
“I see. All right.”
Salandy picked up the phone. A short conversation later, he returned his attention to Thomas.
“Shane Washington is in the shower, but my assistant coach will pass along the message. Meet Shane outside of the locker room in fifteen minutes.”
The first raindrops plunked on Thomas’s upturned face on his way out of the training facility. The neighboring red-brick building held the locker rooms and showers. Outside the entrance doors, he ducked under an overhang as the clouds opened. Thunder rumbled; the rain was cold enough to form goosebumps on his skin. Two laughing students with knapsacks held above their heads sprinted toward a dormitory to escape the storm.
Thomas checked his watch as the heavens poured on the Kane Grove campus. He’d only stood here for five minutes, yet the mist had dampened his clothes. Lightning flashed, followed by a boom of thunder that rattled the building. Intent on escaping the storm and warming up, he headed inside. Players were already filing out of the locker room. Most wore shorts and flip-flops, and no one appeared in a rush to run out into the storm. One player, a lanky boy with a flat top and the sides of his head shaved, cut through the throng.
“Are you Sheriff Shepherd?”
“Yes. Shane Washington?”
“Yeah. I understand you want to talk to me.”
“Is there somewhere we can speak without an audience?”
Shane glanced around. “Upstairs. That’s where the track team has their locker room, but they’re not practicing this afternoon.”
The other players eyed Thomas with curiosity and distrust as he followed the team captain up the stairs. A long corridor led to two sets of locker rooms and a gymnasium with a basketball court. The lights were off, and the late-afternoon gloom through the windows provided dim illumination.
“What do you want to talk to me about?” the quarterback asked when they were out of earshot of the team.
“Marshall Prisco.”
At the boy’s mention, Shane stuffed his hands into his pockets and turned away.
“What about him?”
“You’re aware his girlfriend is missing?”
“Everyone on the team knows. You don’t think Marshall had anything to do with it, do you?”
Thomas shifted his body so he faced the quarterback. “You tell me. Has Marshall acted differently lately?”
“You could say that.”
“How so?”
“Marshall has always been conceited, but when the NFL rumors started, his ego blossomed. If you ask me, that’s why he injured himself.”
“What does his ego have to do with his injury?”
“He started dogging it during practice, not going all out. It seemed like he was biding his time until the draft, just concerned about staying healthy. But as any athlete will tell you, worrying about injuries is the quickest way to get yourself hurt.”
“What else?”
Shane set his hands on his hips and leaned against the wall. Before he continued, he glanced at the staircase, as if he feared someone was eavesdropping.
“Marshall is always short on money, and he sneaks out after curfew and doesn’t return until late, sometimes around dawn.”
“How do you know his finances are running in the red?”
“Used to be Marshall would offer to pay when a bunch of us went out for pizza and drinks. He was about to be a multi-millionaire, after all.”
“Was about to be,” Thomas emphasized.
“With all that’s going on with his leg, his future is uncertain. Now he won’t go out with his teammates, and if he does, he mooches off everyone.”
“Any idea where he goes when he breaks curfew?”
“No, but it doesn’t feel right. He’s up to something.”
“If you find out where Marshall goes, I want you to call me.” Thomas handed Shane a card. The team captain stared at the number in contemplation. “If you’re worried about betraying your teammate’s trust, don’t. He might be in trouble.”
“I suppose.”
Thomas turned to leave and stopped. “Oh, and one more question. Do you know McKenzie Ossman?”
“Sort of. She accompanies Marshall when we go out, but she keeps to herself. It’s crazy what happened. Do you know where she is?”
“That’s what I need to find out. Any reason to believe Marshall would hurt McKenzie? I noticed yesterday that he has a short fuse. Perhaps she upset him and he overreacted.”
“That doesn’t sound like Marshall.” Shane shook his head, then hesitated. “Nah, he wouldn’t hurt his girlfriend.”
“You’re sure?”
“No way I can see inside his head, but I don’t know why he’d attack McKenzie. They seem pretty close.”
“Do me another favor, Shane. Keep your ears open. If you overhear anyone talking about McKenzie, listen to what they say and call me with details. Someone took her, and I’m afraid it’s someone she knows.”
Shane promised he would help.
As Thomas walked away, he couldn’t stop thinking that Marshall Prisco was involved in McKenzie’s disappearance.





35

C helsey felt ridiculous. She’d run stakeouts in bizarre locations before, but never from inside a She Shed.
In all honesty, Amelia Jessen’s retreat didn’t seem like a shed at all. Sea-blue paint created a soothing ambiance, and three cabinets lined the back wall as part of a kitchenette. Two shelves above the sink held white and sand-colored jars marked in cursive. Cookies, Tea, Memories. Chelsey doubted the jars contained what they claimed. The pitched roof was painted off-white and had to be twelve-feet tall at the peak. A small couch faced a comfy chair, and a walnut desk stood opposite the kitchenette. Translucent curtains over the shed’s many windows let in plenty of light during the day, but the deep black of night lurked beyond the panes as she opened her laptop.
Jessen swore she trusted the investigators, yet she’d thrown covers over the couch and chair and insisted the team members wipe their shoes on the welcome mat before entering. Chelsey sighed. Jessen wanted Wolf Lake Consulting to catch the neighborhood prowler, but she wouldn’t allow them to enter her home.
“We should receive pictures from the drone at any second,” Scout said from the neighboring chair.
The teenager leaned forward with her tongue protruding from the corner of her mouth as she set up the computer to receive video footage from the drone. It had taken a lot of debating before Scout convinced her mother to allow her to work tonight. Desperate for help after LeVar canceled, Chelsey had accompanied Scout when she spoke to her mother and sworn she would ensure the teenager stayed in the shed and didn’t chase suspects through the night. She’d also promised to have Scout home by ten, but that seemed like a long shot.
To what degree was she putting the teenager at risk? If anything happened to her team members, especially Scout, Chelsey would never forgive herself.
She needed the girl’s expertise. Like Raven and Darren, Chelsey couldn’t force the drone to communicate with the laptop. Only Scout and LeVar knew what they were doing. Leave it to the Generation-Z crew to figure out this blasted technology.
“Here we are,” said Scout.
A video signal appeared on the laptop. It seemed to be nothing but a rock thrown out of focus.
“What am I seeing? That doesn’t look like the neighborhood.”
“The drone hasn’t lifted off yet,” Scout said, biting her lip so she didn’t chuckle.
“I knew that,” said Chelsey, trying to sound smart.
“Here we go.”
Scout ordered the drone to fly upward. Several seconds later, a bird’s-eye view of Poplar Hills Estates appeared on the screen.
“Whoa,” Chelsey said, sitting back in her chair. “This is perfect. I can see the entire neighborhood.”
Chelsey’s eyes flicked across the screen. At the end of the block, a man aimed a key fob at his car and locked the doors. Across the street, a yellow lab ran through a fenced-in backyard. A few houses from Amelia Jessen’s property, two couples sipped from wine glasses on a backyard deck. A woman set down her glass and slapped at the air. It appeared the bugs had found them.
“There’s Bert Geiger’s house,” Chelsey said, pointing at the tall fence that should have prevented the prowler from escaping. She would have captured him had Geiger not intervened.
Scout tapped her finger against the screen. “And there’s the Shepherd estate.”
“How does it look from the sky?”
Chelsey flinched, not expecting Raven’s voice to boom over the radio. She lowered the volume to an acceptable level.
“Quiet so far, Raven,” said Chelsey. “Where are you?”
“I’m hiding in the trees three houses west of you.”
“I’ll let you know if we see anything.”
“Okay. I’m crossing through the yards now. Gonna head toward the Shepherd residence.”
“Keep a low profile. I haven’t seen the prowler yet, but I don’t want to take any chances.”
Scout brought the drone around for another sweep. When she spotted movement, she zoomed in.
“I’ve got someone behind a brick mansion,” Scout said.
Chelsey studied the screen. “That’s Raven.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. She’s headed toward Thomas’s old house.” Chelsey picked up the radio. “Darren, come in.”
A long moment passed before the state park ranger replied. “I’m here, Chelsey.”
“Are you still in the Rogue?”
“Near the security gates, yeah. So far, all I’ve seen is a woman out for an evening jog.”
“Raven is near the Shepherd estate. If she spots the prowler, he’ll probably head your way.”
“I’m ready.”
Chelsey chewed the inside of her cheek. She could really use a third body on the ground—LeVar, Deputy Lambert, anyone. Too much open space stretched at the far end of the neighborhood. Even if the thief showed up tonight, they’d have to take him by surprise to catch him. She didn’t like their chances if it turned into a footrace.
“Chelsey,” Scout said, “a shadow just crossed through Mrs. Shepherd’s backyard.”
“That’s Raven, remember?”
“Is Raven wearing a hooded sweatshirt?”
Chelsey turned the laptop to face her. If the unknown figure was the prowler, he was right on top of Raven.
“Raven, there’s a guy in a hoodie standing near the hedgerow behind the Shepherd house.”
She hoped Raven didn’t have the volume turned high on her radio.
“I see him,” Raven whispered. “Going dark.”
Chelsey tried to stop her, but Raven ran after the thief before Darren could provide backup.
“Wait, I don’t see the prowler anymore,” Scout said, directing the drone.
The video image of the neighborhood wavered as the drone pitched in the wind. It was enough to make Chelsey dizzy. She stared at the screen. They couldn’t lose the thief now. Raven was so close.
“There he is,” Scout said, almost hopping out of her chair.
The teenager jabbed a finger at the screen. But now the hooded figure was way down the street, near Bert Geiger’s residence. How had he crossed the neighborhood in seconds?
Chelsey’s gaze stopped behind the Shepherd house. Someone was tugging at the sliding glass door and trying to get inside.
“If that’s the prowler, then who is behind Geiger’s house?”
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T he conflicting reports on the radio confused Raven. According to Chelsey, the man in the hooded sweatshirt was behind Lindsey Shepherd’s estate, yet the drone had captured the same man several houses away seconds ago. How fast was this guy?
Raven edged along the Shepherd estate and peeked around the corner. At first, she didn’t see anyone in the backyard. A grunt pulled her head toward the sliding glass door. There he was.
The thief wore a black sweatshirt with his face hidden inside the hood. He used a tool to jimmy the lock. Crude method, but the guy seemed determined. Not wanting to give herself away, Raven crept behind a hanging swing. A little closer and she’d be able to make out the thief’s face. From his agility and broad shoulders, she assumed the creep was an athlete. Young. In his late teens or early twenties.
Closer. He hadn’t sensed her yet.
Had anyone alerted Thomas’s mother? She was in danger.
The moment the latch popped on the door, Raven sprang out of hiding and dove at the thief. He glimpsed her at the last second and twisted out of the way as she snatched his leg. The prowler kicked out and drove the air from her belly. She gasped and rolled over, regaining her footing as he took off running toward Bert Geiger’s house.
“Target on the move,” Raven announced into the radio. “Headed your way.”
“I’ll cut him off,” Darren said.
Raven’s breath returned as she hustled through the dark backyards. Though the thief was a powerful runner, she was faster. In seconds, she closed within a dozen steps of him as he dodged between trees, leaped shrubs, and hauled himself over fences. With every step, she gained on him.
When she was a few paces behind, a lawn sprinkler kicked on at precisely the wrong moment and sent a jet of water into her face. She coughed and expelled water, cursing as she stumbled after the thief. First Bert Geiger and his squirt gun; now a sprinkler system. Lady luck followed the prowler wherever he fled.
It wasn’t long before Raven closed the gap again. She was angry now, frustrated, and soaked to the bone. No way she’d allow the man to escape this time.
Flood lights turned on behind houses. Shouts from porches claimed the prowler was in one yard, then the next. But the neighbors were wrong. She was almost close enough to touch the thief.
The creep looked over his shoulder. Though the hood disguised his face, she saw his eyes widen. Good. She wanted him to see the shark before it bit him in half.
Raven launched into the air and struck the thief. Her shoulder drove into the small of his back. He cried out and tumbled forward with Raven on top.
The prowler kicked and squirmed, but she stayed on his back and wrestled him to his stomach. His arms powered free of her grasp. It felt as if she fought a mountain.
“I need help!” she yelled.
Where was Darren? He had to be close. She prayed for him to hurry, knowing it would take both of them to control the prowler.
Footsteps crashed through the bushes. Thank goodness.
“Darren, grab his legs. I’ll—”
In the blink of an eye, she realized it wasn’t Darren running at her. The second hooded figure held a stout, rectangular object in his hand.
She turned away. Too late. Stars filled her vision after the brick crashed down on her head. Her legs became rubber, arms useless and hanging limp by her sides.
Raven fell forward as Darren called to her from the neighboring yard. Her body refused to respond, and the thief had escaped with his partner.
“Raven,” Darren said, brushing blood off Raven’s brow as her eyes rolled in their sockets. “What’s wrong?”
“I can’t move my arms or legs.”
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O n the way to the hospital, Darren cast a wary eye at Raven. She kept drifting in and out of consciousness. After finding Raven behind a mansion, he’d scooped her into his arms and carried her to his truck, not considering that doing so might put her at greater risk. She’d told him she couldn’t move her arms or legs.
No, she wasn’t paralyzed. He pushed the worst-case scenario out of his mind and focused on getting her to the emergency room. As he drove, it occurred to him he’d never radioed Chelsey. She had to wonder where Darren and Raven were and if something terrible had happened. Had the drone captured Raven lying injured in the grass, or had Scout directed the device to follow the fleeing suspects?
He didn’t want to worry Chelsey. There was no reason to overreact until a doctor assessed Raven.
She’s not paralyzed.
Two paramedics in the emergency entryway noticed Darren struggling to carry Raven from the truck and rushed to help. A few minutes later, he sat alone in the waiting room, wringing his hands. He’d told the emergency workers everything. While they pursued two suspects, one had struck Raven from behind with a brick. She hadn’t moved since, and she couldn’t stay awake.
Now he dropped his head into his hands and sobbed. He loved her. When he dreamed about the future, she was always a part of it. Life without Raven would be empty, gut-wrenching.
Unable to sit still, he paced the room. A man with a bloody bandage around his arm occupied a yellow plastic chair while he waited for a doctor to see him. He’d looked perturbed that someone had jumped the line, but after glimpsing Darren’s face, the man lowered his gaze and busied himself with a fishing magazine.
Every few minutes, the doors to the operations area opened and Darren spun around and braced himself for news. Doctors and paramedics came and went. None so much as glanced at him.
His phone rang. Chelsey. What should he tell her? Considering how the private investigator had acted over the last month, Darren doubted she could handle the truth. Learning Raven’s life hung in the balance—No, it didn’t. She’s injured, but she’ll be fine. She has to be—would push Chelsey over the edge. Raven and Chelsey weren’t just private investigators. They were best friends, inseparable and always supportive in times of stress. Chelsey needed Raven in her life as much as Darren did.
He bit his tongue and let the call go to voicemail. Chelsey would hate him for keeping her in the dark, but until he figured out how to break the news without shattering the woman, he would ignore the calls.
Why hadn’t the sheriff’s department sent a deputy to help?
That wasn’t fair. With an unsolved murder and a missing college student on their plates, Thomas and his team were stretched thin.
Darren lost track of time. He might have paced for a few minutes or an hour before a doctor in a white lab coat pushed through the doors and looked his way.
“Mr. Holt?”
Darren’s brow dripped with sweat. “Doctor, how is she?”
“She’s awake and talking,” he said, “but I suspect she sustained a concussion. A few times, we needed to remind her of where she was. She said something about the prowlers getting away and needing to chase them.”
“Raven is a private investigator. She took a thief by surprise, and his partner struck her with a paving brick.”
“She’s going in for an MRI. The images will give us more answers.”
“Will that verify her concussion?”
“No, a concussion isn’t visible on an MRI. We’ll look for skull fractures or a brain bleed.”
Darren’s heart skipped a beat. “When will you know for sure?”
“As soon as the tests come back. Within the hour.”
“What about her paralysis? Can she move her arms and legs?”
“Yes,” the doctor said. Darren released his breath. “Temporary paralysis sometimes occurs after brain trauma. That her movement returned so quickly is a positive sign, but I’m concerned.”
“Can I see her?”
“Not yet. We’ll continue to assess Ms. Hopkins, and if she checks out fine, we’ll move her to another room and test her cognitive function. I’ll let you know as soon as the results come in.”
With that, the doctor strode through the doors and disappeared down a long white corridor. Darren fell into a chair. They’re testing her cognitive function. Did Raven have permanent brain damage? As the possibilities raced through his head, his phone rang. It was Chelsey again. He couldn’t ignore her forever. Sooner or later, the truth would come out. How would he break it to Chelsey without upsetting her?
“Darren, where are you? What happened to Raven?”
Darren lowered his head and grabbed his hair. “We’re at the hospital.”
“The hospital?” Chelsey’s shout made Darren flinch. “Why are you at the hospital? Is Raven okay?”
“She fell and injured herself during the pursuit. The doctor is running tests. They’re just precautionary.”
“You’re lying.”
“Chelsey, there’s nothing to worry about.”
“Then why did you leave without telling me? I’ve been worried sick. Give me the truth, Darren.”
Darren closed his eyes and cursed himself. He never should have hidden the truth from Chelsey. She deserved to know.
“Raven caught the prowler, except he had an accomplice. The other guy struck her in the head with a brick.”
“Oh my God.”
“She’ll be fine. They took her in for an MRI, and she probably has a concussion.”
“I’m dropping Scout off at home,” Chelsey said. “Then I’ll drive to the hospital.”
“You don’t need to. The doctor isn’t allowing visitors. There’s nothing you can do right now.”
“I can be there for my friend. Darren, you should have told me.”
“I know,” he said, scrubbing his face. “Everything happened so quickly. My only concern was getting Raven to the hospital.”
“Give me fifteen minutes to get there.”
The call ended, and Darren stared at the empty room. Between the doctor’s initial prognosis and Chelsey’s call, he hadn’t seen the man with the bandaged arm leave. He rose from the chair and began pacing again.
Raven had to be all right.
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W an afternoon light shone through the windows of Wolf Lake Consulting. It seemed the sun had burned out and couldn’t produce heat. Twice the furnace had kicked on inside the converted house, and that was unheard of in September.
Chelsey picked up the phone. This time she refused to take no for an answer. Thomas would provide her team with a deputy or he’d never hear the end of it.
She’d spent most of last night at the hospital, too wired to sleep. A little after midnight, the doctor had provided reassuring news. Raven’s MRI had come back clean. No bleeding or swelling on the brain, no skull fracture. Raven had been lucky. Damn lucky. Under less stressful circumstances, Chelsey would have needled Raven for having too hard a head, but she kept picturing her friend unconscious in Darren’s arms as he carried her to his truck. She’d almost lost her best friend.
“I’m sending Deputy Lambert to meet with you,” Thomas said over the phone. “He’ll sit in during your afternoon meeting and accompany you tonight.”
Chelsey’s team planned to meet this afternoon after LeVar returned from class and Scout got out of school.
“That’s the least you can do, Thomas. Remember, I can’t use Raven. The doctor warned her to take it easy for the next few weeks.”
“I’m not finished. I’ll also provide two more deputies in unmarked vehicles, which we’ll position around the neighborhood. We’ll form a net that the prowlers can’t escape from.”
That could work. With Darren and LeVar hiding in the field and three deputies helping the investigators, they might finally catch the thieves.
“That’s all I wanted. Thank you.”
“Raven is my friend too, Chelsey. I didn’t sleep a wink after you returned from the hospital.”
Chelsey tugged a lock of hair. Why was she blaming Thomas? His deputies were doing the best they could.
“I know you were worried about Raven. But there are two prowlers now. They won’t be easy to catch.”
“Lambert was right,” Thomas said. “He tried to convince me that two thieves were working together, and now we have proof.”
“Is your mother all right?”
“The attempted break-in shook her up, but she’s fine now. Of course she still won’t allow either of our teams inside the house, so you’ll need to make do.”
“Thomas, have you spoken to her about Shepherd Systems?”
He paused for a heartbeat. “No.”
“Would you please talk to her? You can’t hide from your mother forever.”
“I will. Just as soon as Deputy Aguilar returns. She’s running surveillance on McKenzie Ossman’s uncle.”
“Rocky Simmons, right?”
“That’s him. We never figured out why he was at the abandoned housing development, or who was inside that house.”
“Could it have been McKenzie?”
“It’s possible. That would be a perfect place to hide someone.” A phone rang in the background. “Chelsey, I need to go.”
“All right, Thomas. Thanks again for sending the deputies. Talk to you tonight.”
Chelsey returned to her computer. The mountain of case files on her desk had doubled now that she had to take Raven’s share of the workload. The doctor had diagnosed Raven with a concussion and prescribed two weeks of rest—no computers, no staring at her phone, and certainly no field work. At least she would recover, provided she followed the doctor’s orders.
With blurry eyes, Chelsey filed another case folder. The door opened down the hallway, and she was surprised to hear LeVar and Scout talking. Her eyes flicked to the clock. How was it three o’clock already?
“Good day at school?” Chelsey asked the teenage girl.
Scout set her book bag on a desk at the rear of the office. “Not really. I couldn’t concentrate after last night.”
“I don’t blame you. All I could think about was Raven and what might have happened. I promise we’ll catch the prowlers tonight. You’re in, right, LeVar?”
“Nobody hurts my sister and gets away with it,” he said, sliding into a chair. “But what makes you so sure we’ll close the deal tonight?”
“Thomas is sending us three deputies—Lambert plus two in unmarked vehicles.” On the office security feed, a cruiser pulled into the parking lot. “Speak of the devil. Here’s Deputy Lambert now.”
At the same time, Darren’s Silverado stopped beside the cruiser. Seeing Raven step out of the vehicle shocked Chelsey.
“What is she doing here?” Scout asked, staring at the monitor.
“If she means to work, she has another thing coming.”
Lambert shook hands with everyone and ruffled Scout’s hair, as though she were five, not fifteen. Darren pulled up a chair. Everyone eyed Raven, who wore a padded bandage on the top of her head.
“You know, sis,” LeVar said, smirking, “the diaper fits better on the other end.”
“Stuff it, LeVar,” Raven growled. She touched the bandage. “Not in the mood.”
Chelsey set her hands on her hips. “You shouldn’t be here. Why aren’t you in bed?” When Raven didn’t answer, Chelsey turned to Darren. “And why haven’t you locked her in the cabin? You know she can’t be trusted.”
“She insisted on coming,” Darren said. “Technically, the doctor never said she couldn’t leave the house, only that she can’t use electronics or chase prowlers.”
Chelsey threw her hands up. “We’re surrounded by computers.”
“I want payback,” Raven growled. “When I catch the scumbag that hit me, he’ll wish his parents never met.”
“You’ll do nothing of the sort. We have LeVar, Darren, and three deputies to help tonight, and you’ll be at home, sleeping.”
“You can’t stop me from working.”
“I’ll cancel the surveillance. I mean it, Raven.”
Raven muttered something under her breath and folded her arms. “Fine.”
“She has the grumps too,” Darren said. “Another concussion symptom.”
“She’s fortunate she still has a head,” LeVar said, “even if she covered it with a diaper.” The corner of Raven’s mouth curled up, despite her best efforts to remain sullen. “I always said God had reversed her head and her—”
Raven pointed at her brother. “Watch it, LeVar. I might have a headache, but I can still whip you from sunrise to sundown.”
“Whatever,” Chelsey said. “Raven, you can help us plan tonight’s mission, but I don’t want you anywhere near Poplar Hill Estates.”
“You’d better catch those guys. They don’t want to deal with me after I recover.”
“Duly noted.”
LeVar scowled. “We aren’t running operations out of a She Shed again, are we?”
“We’re not. Before you arrived, I took a call from our old friend, Bert Geiger.”
“You mean the water-park cowboy?”
Scout covered her laugh.
“Who put funny flakes in your cereal bowl this morning? Geiger offered to let us use his study.”
“How gracious of him,” Raven said. “If it wasn’t for Geiger, the thieves would be in jail.”
“I’ll run operations from the study,” Lambert said, “and I’ll park my own vehicle in Geiger’s driveway so we don’t tip off the thieves that something is up. Two deputies in unmarked vehicles will occupy choke points at either end of the neighborhood. With Scout directing the drone, we can watch the prowlers without drawing attention. LeVar and Darren will remain mobile.”
“What about me?” Chelsey asked.
“You’ll help me coordinate the search.”
“Seems like a waste of resources. We only need one person to run the drone and another to coordinate. Put me in the field. A third investigator will increase the odds that our thieves won’t escape.”
Everyone stared at Chelsey, including Lambert. They all knew she hadn’t recovered from the kidnapping.
“Are you sure?” asked Darren. “Two investigators plus two deputies should be enough.”
Chelsey looked at Raven. “If you hurt my friend, you hurt me. Revenge will be sweet.”
Raven’s eyes misted over. Everyone sensed Chelsey’s determination. No one argued against her decision.
With Deputy Lambert’s help, they constructed a foolproof plan. The mood in the room lifted at every passing minute.
Tonight they would catch the prowlers and finally wrap up the investigation.
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I nside his office, Thomas grumbled to himself. The judge had denied his request for a search warrant. As expected. There wasn’t enough evidence to implicate Rocky Simmons in his niece’s disappearance. Truth be told, there wasn’t a shred of evidence, except that the guy was an uncaring jerk who needed money.
Still, it rankled Thomas that the bankrupt business owner had photographed the abandoned development, including the lone house at the back of the lot. That was the perfect site to hide a kidnapping victim, and he’d discovered proof that someone had been inside the house.
A chill rippled through Thomas. All that open land. Was McKenzie Ossman buried in a shallow grave?
He ran through the list of suspects—Rocky Simmons, Marshall Prisco, Chase Phillips, and Nick Hanson. Simmons needed money, and Prisco’s injury might have torpedoed his NFL future. According to Kane Grove’s quarterback, Prisco was always short of cash. What about Chase and Nick? Chase owned a truck, so he didn’t seem to have money issues, and Nick carried himself like someone who never lacked. Yet college students often struggled with money, and Prisco’s two friends had visited McKenzie hours before she vanished. Plus, Aguilar had verified that the tread markings along the shoulder matched the tires on Chase’s truck. That proved nothing. Chase and Nick had already admitted they were there.
As Thomas considered his next move, the light on the desk phone blinked.
“Yes, Maggie?”
“You have a visitor, Sheriff.”
“Now isn’t the best time. Can you send them away?”
“It’s your mother.”
Thomas froze and clicked his tongue.
“Sheriff?” Maggie asked. “Are you there?”
“Uh, send her in,” Thomas said, straightening the items on his desk and placing two pens in the top drawer.
Wait. He wasn’t a child anymore. Mother couldn’t stomp into his office and accost him for keeping his room messy. Or could she?
He stood as her heels clicked down the hallway. For days he’d put off meeting with her about Shepherd Systems. No doubt she was furious with him for shirking his responsibility.
“Thomas,” she said, closing the door behind her.
Without asking, she removed her coat and draped it over the chair. She sat, crossed one leg over the other and assessed him.
“Mother, I wasn’t expecting you.”
“Oh? How many messages must I leave with your girlfriend before you return my calls?”
Her mouth twisted on girlfriend.
“If this is about the attempted break-in, I assure you I’m dealing with the matter.”
“I’m not worried about some rogue pilferer sneaking around my backyard. This is about our legacy, Shepherd Systems. Last I checked, you owned the company. Your father and I chose you because you’re a Shepherd and the best choice to run the business. But you insist on playing cops and robbers as if you were six years old. The company could be on the brink of disaster, and you’d never know.”
Thomas groaned. “That’s not true. I put Naomi Mourning in charge of daily operations. She’s the most qualified person to keep the family business on top. The sales division continues to pile up record quarter after record quarter, and that’s because of Serena Hopkins. Shepherd Systems is in fine hands. If there was a problem, I would step in.”
Mother wore a doubtful expression. “Would you? Really, Thomas, it’s time you grew up. How long will you play the role of detective or sheriff? It’s unbecoming of a Shepherd, and frankly, I don’t know what to tell my friends when they ask me why you choose to work for a pittance.”
Thomas thought they were past this. Before he gained control over his emotions, he slapped the top of the desk. Mother jumped, and beyond the closed office door, the department turned quiet.
“That’s enough, Mother. I love you, and Shepherd Systems will always be important to me, but you can’t—won’t treat me like a child anymore or disparage my career. Like it or not, it’s time you accept I’m the sheriff of Nightshade County.”
A tear formed in her eye. He could count on one hand the times he’d seen his mother cry and still have a few fingers left.
“What if something happens to you, Thomas?” she sobbed. “Who will run Shepherd Systems after I’m gone? I won’t live forever, you know?”
“You’re sixty, Mother, not a hundred. From where I sit, you haven’t lost a step. You certainly still have your fire.”
“There are no guarantees. Thomas, I’m a year older than your father was when he passed. Strokes, heart attacks, cancer. They can strike at any time.”
“Is that what this is about? You’re worried about dying?”
“How will I live my life if someone shoots my son?”
He fell back in his chair, stunned by the sudden outburst. Mother never lost control of her emotions.
“I think I understand now.”
He rounded the desk and hugged her without saying a word. She sat woodenly in her chair, not returning the hug. Her chest hitched with unbidden sobs.
When he didn’t release her, she asked, “What are you doing, Thomas?”
“Something we should have done long ago. I love you, and I refuse to leave you alone.”
She dropped her head on his shoulder. “You can’t guarantee that.”
“There are no guarantees, except that we’ll all go when our time comes. It’s up to us to live to the fullest while we can. We can’t allow fear to govern our choices.”
“Who are you? Tony Robbins? Motivational speaker—that’s a much safer profession than law enforcement.”
He chuckled. “Careful, Mother. You just made a joke. Don’t ruin your image.”
She set a hand on his chest and moved him away, reclaiming her space. “I’m not kidding, Thomas. There isn’t a night that I don’t fall asleep worrying about you. You’re my son, and you’re . . . special.”
“You learned long ago that my Asperger’s is a gift, not an excuse. Didn’t you and Father always tell me I could be anything I wanted to be?”
She waved his point away. “Of course, but we envisioned you running a Fortune-500 company, then returning to take over the family business after Father and I retired.”
“You can’t plan my life around your wishes.”
She dropped her head. “No, I suppose I can’t. But you can’t blame a mother for protecting her child.”
He exhaled and returned to his chair, still holding her gaze. “When you spoke to Chelsey, you refused to let her team work inside the estate. Why?”
“Chelsey isn’t a law enforcement officer, and I won’t have pretend investigators tracking mud on my carpets.”
“Would it have made a difference if Deputy Lambert asked?”
She didn’t answer.
“Why don’t you like Chelsey?” he asked.
“I never said I didn’t.”
“You don’t need to say it. Actions speak louder than words.” He reached across the desk and took her hand. “Mother, I intend to marry Chelsey.”
She pulled her hand from his grasp and covered her heart. “Marry? But you can’t.”
“Why not? I love her.”
“She hurt you, Thomas. She hurt you, and she’ll do it again.”
“That was a long time ago. For goodness’ sake, we were just kids.”
“Chelsey Byrd broke your heart, and your father and I had to pick up the pieces. Weeks passed before you spoke. It was almost like you were a child again, back when we didn’t understand why you rarely communicated and hid in your shell. Before the doctor told us what was—”
“There wasn’t anything wrong with me then, and there isn’t now.”
“Her depression, Thomas,” she said. “What if it returns and she pushes everyone out of her life like she did when you were high school seniors?”
“Then I’ll be there for her. We’re adults. Life taught us not to make the same mistakes.”
Mother stared down at her clasped hands. After a long wait, she nodded.
“You really love her, don’t you?”
“Always have, always will,” he said, smiling.
She stood and straightened her blouse. “Well, this is all rather sudden.”
“You always knew this day would come.”
“Perhaps.” Mother lifted her chin. “My apologies, Thomas. It seems I’ve made a fool of myself today. I’ve acted in a way unbefitting a Shepherd.”
He went to her and touched her shoulder. “Then perhaps we need to rethink how a Shepherd acts. For my entire life, I struggled to express emotion. Don’t go down that path. It’s dark, and there isn’t a light at the end of the tunnel.”
“Promise me you’ll be careful.”
“With my job or Chelsey?”
She kissed his cheek. “Both. I won’t lose you, Thomas.”
“No, you never will.”
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M cKenzie woke with a start. Locked inside the dusty closet, she’d lost all concept of time. How long had she dozed? Not long, judging by the exhaustion dragging down her shoulders.
Infinite darkness piled around her body, crowding her, stealing the air from her lungs. She extended her arms and touched each wall, verifying for her claustrophobic mind that the space hadn’t contracted since last she’d checked. And she checked often. Every few minutes while she was awake.
She lowered herself and pressed her face against the tiny space between the floor and the bottom of the door. Try as she might, she couldn’t tell if it was day or night. The air beyond the enclosed space was deceptively fresh. The bedroom held a stale, dusty atmosphere, like the attic of an abandoned house. Still, anything was better than the air in the closet.
Blind to her surroundings, McKenzie tested the lock and found it jammed as before. The tiny enclosure only held so much air—no, that wasn’t true; this was another cruel trick of the mind—and her lungs rasped as she struggled to breathe. She felt sick to her stomach, light-headed, moments from passing out. Yet the need to find a way out kept her fighting.
The bedroom door creaked open. She froze. He was back.
How long her kidnapper had left her alone was anyone’s guess. Day might have turned to night and the sun risen again. Every second inside the tiny enclosure lasted an eternity.
The floor groaned as he approached. She crawled away and reached for something to defend herself with. But what?
Then she remembered the pen. She’d hidden it inside a hole in the wall. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to take out an eye or stab an eardrum. But how would she find it with no way to see?
“Are you enjoying the darkness?” he asked from the other side of the door.
That voice. It was familiar. Marshall or one of his friends? Why would they kidnap her?
“You’re running out of air, McKenzie. Soon you’ll panic and claw a hole in your throat so you can breathe.”
The closed door muffled his voice, making it impossible to identify her captor. Yet she was certain she knew him.
“Your username and password,” he said. “Give them to me, and I’ll let you out of the closet. Think about it, McKenzie. Fresh air, the walls not closing in on you and stealing your breath. No more panic attacks. But I warn you: Things will get much worse if you don’t cooperate.”
McKenzie pawed at the wall. The hole had to be here. It was below shin level when she’d first discovered it. But where?
“Don’t pretend you’re unconscious. I hear you moving around. Give me the account information, and I’ll release you.”
She didn’t reply. He issued a frustrated groan and unlocked the closet.
Her fingers brushed the crack in the plaster. She thought about the rat. If it was hiding inside the hole when she reached for the pen . . .
McKenzie snatched the pen as the door swung open. The sudden light scorched her eyes. All she saw was the silhouette of a man reaching out.
She jammed the pen at his eye. He squealed and stumbled backward.
The pen had missed the mark, but it had gouged a hole into his cheek. With a burst of rage, he snatched McKenzie by the hair and threw her. She struck the wall. Pain rocketed down her shoulder.
As her eyes adjusted to the brightness, he grabbed her from behind and dragged her from the bedroom. Her sneakers scraped against an unkempt hardwood floor. Laughter mingled with his anger.
“That was a mistake. I warned you this would get worse.”
Her legs kicked as he hauled her down a staircase. Cracked plaster marred the ceiling; a spider hung from a web in the corner. She hooked an ankle around the banister and held on, but he ripped her free and dragged her through a foyer. His hand strayed too close to her mouth. She bit his thumb. He cried out and clubbed the side of her head until her jaws sprang open.
“Bitch!”
A powerful arm wrapped around her neck as he pulled her through a kitchen, past a stove stained with crusted food dripping down the sides. A door opened, and before she realized what was happening, he carried her into the backyard she’d seen while locked inside the bedroom. Fresh air. How long had it been since she breathed the scents of grass and leaves?
Something was wrong. Why would he bring her outside?
The soil vanished under her feet. She fell backward. Her body seized when she landed against solid wood. She lay in a box of some sort.
Not just a box. A makeshift coffin.
There was no time to glimpse his face before he threw the lid shut.
Darkness.
She pounded the lid as metal scraped metal. My God, he was locking her inside.
“No, please!”
“Too late, McKenzie. You had your chance.”
No air. The space was too small, too constricting.
She screamed as dirt rained on the coffin. He meant to bury her alive.
“Please, I’ll do anything you say!”
He piled more dirt over the lid. Soon McKenzie couldn’t hear his laughter anymore, just the shovel plunging into the earth and the dirt and rocks piling on the coffin. The air supply dwindled. She would suffocate in minutes.
Something long and sinuous touched her cheek. A snake. She screeched and batted at the beast.
Not a snake. A tube. Instinctively, she wrapped her lips around the tube and inhaled.
Yes, she could breathe. The tube extended above the ground and kept her from suffocating.
McKenzie jumped when his voice boomed in her ear.
“You have a two-way radio,” he said. “I’m turning mine off for the rest of the day while you think about your disobedience. Tomorrow, perhaps you’ll cooperate.”
The radio went dead. He left her to die beneath the earth.
She screamed until she lost consciousness.
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B ert Geiger’s study reminded Chelsey of Lindsey Shepherd’s library. Books lined the shelves. Instead of classic literature, they displayed pulp thrillers and mysteries. It was obvious the man wished he was a modern-day Sherlock Holmes. The pudgy homeowner stood half a head shorter than Chelsey, and she wondered anew why he’d frightened her in the dark. Even if he’d held a real gun, the man appeared harmless.
Two junior deputies were already in place at opposite ends of Poplar Hills Estates. LeVar and Darren hid among the houses. This time, Amelia Jessen had warned the neighborhood that the investigators would move through their yards. They couldn’t afford another misunderstanding.
Beyond the window, a sickle moon lay against a black sky. Scout and Deputy Lambert sat at a desk and peered at the laptop as the teenage girl readied the drone for takeoff.
“So you can control the drone from here?” Geiger asked. “Amazing, just amazing. I can’t believe how much technology has advanced since I was your age.” He wrung his hands. “Not that I’m that old, mind you.” He glanced at Chelsey and pulled his eyes away. “It’s terrible what’s happened to this village. Used to be nobody needed to lock their doors, and now neighbors don’t trust neighbors. I’m sure thankful we have investigators like you to catch these thieves.”
Deputy Lambert shared a look with Chelsey.
Geiger paled. “You would have caught them had it not been for me. I never should have aimed a gun at you—though it wasn’t actually a gun, only a toy my nephew left at the house.” His face brightened. “I own a real one now.”
Lambert’s eyes widened. “You keep a gun in the house?”
“Purchased the gun this morning, as a matter of fact. It’s a good one. Nine-something or other.”
“A nine-millimeter?”
“Yeah, I think that’s it. Hold on, I’ll show you.”
“That’s really unnecessary—”
Geiger ran off as Scout checked the settings on the drone and tested the camera.
Lambert tried not to smirk. Down the hall, boxes rustled, cabinets opened and closed, and objects tumbled and crashed to the floor. It sounded as if the homeowner was rearranging furniture, not searching for a weapon. A moment later, he hustled back to them with a proud, glowing face. To Chelsey’s consternation, the man held a 9mm gun. It appeared to be a Glock.
“Isn’t she a beauty?” Geiger beamed.
Lambert slowly rose from his chair. “Did anyone train you on how to handle a gun, Mr. Geiger?”
“Train me? Uh, no. But I have an appointment at the shooting range next Thursday.”
Geiger’s hands trembled with excitement.
“That gun isn’t loaded, correct?”
“Loaded? No, of course not. At least I don’t think it is. Now where did I leave that instruction manual?”
As the homeowner wandered off, muttering to himself, Chelsey didn’t know whether to laugh or run for her life. Geiger was the last person who should own a gun. He was more likely to shoot himself than thwart an attacker.
“I’d better get into position,” Chelsey said, preparing to enter the night.
“Wouldn’t you rather stay for the comedy show?” Lambert asked, tilting his head toward the hallway where Geiger had disappeared.
“That man should never hold a gun.”
“I wouldn’t trust him with a book of matches.”
Somewhere in the home, glasses rattled. Geiger muttered an expletive. A little while later, he returned with a tray of drinks. He’d tucked the gun into the waistband of his jeans.
“Thought you’d like something cool to drink,” he said. “Don’t worry. They’re non-alcoholic.”
“I’ll pass,” Chelsey said. “I need to get in place before the action starts.”
“Are you sure? It won’t take long to—”
Geiger drew in a breath when the glasses toppled off the tray and spilled.
“I’ll grab a towel,” Scout said.
“Thank you, my dear. They’re in the cabinet at the end of the hall.” Geiger scratched his forehead. “Oh, now look at what I’ve gone and done. I made a mess. And the carpet is brand new. Oh, my.”
“Perhaps you should let me hold the gun tonight,” Lambert said.
“The gun?” Geiger blinked. “Yes, right. That might be for the best.”
Chelsey winced as the man slipped the Glock out of his jeans and handed it to Lambert. Was this guy for real?
Darren’s voice came over the radio. “How’s it going at home base?”
“As well as expected,” Chelsey said. “I’ll tell you everything later.”
“Is the drone up?”
“Give us a few minutes. We had . . . an accident.”
“Roger that. All clear in the neighborhood.”
Scout rushed into the room with an armful of towels. Geiger got on his hands and knees and mopped up the mess.
“That’s my cue to leave,” Chelsey said. “Thank you for the hospitality, Mr. Geiger.”
“It’s nothing,” the man said as he scrubbed the carpet. “Darn it all. I’ll never get these clean.”
“The drone is in the sky,” Scout said.
At the girl’s announcement, Geiger climbed to his feet and squeezed between Scout and Lambert for a better view. The deputy rolled his eyes. Maybe it wasn’t such a great idea to run operations from Geiger’s study.
“What resolution,” said Geiger. “I must get myself one of these.”
Chelsey pictured the man smashing a drone through Lindsey Shepherd’s window. She hoped he’d find a safer toy to tinker with.
“I can see everything,” he continued. “There’s Amelia’s house. Oh, and that’s Mrs. Antonelli pushing her cat.”
“Pushing her cat?” Lambert asked.
“In a stroller. Mr. Kittles is her baby.” Geiger drew himself up. “But I don’t know who those men are.”
He jabbed a finger at the screen. Scout turned to Lambert.
“Two males with hooded sweatshirts,” Scout said.
Chelsey leaned over the teenager’s shoulder. “Where are they?”
“Heading this way,” Lambert said. “Brash, aren’t they?”
The deputy radioed the two deputies, as well as LeVar and Darren. Chelsey sprang into action.
This time, she wouldn’t allow the thieves to escape.
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“T ake the drone lower,” Lambert told Scout. “But not too low. I don’t want them to see it.”
Scout chewed her lip and altered the settings. The ground seemed to rise toward the camera as the drone descended. Her hands tingled with electric energy while she brought the flying device closer and closer to the unidentified men. The girl had never believed the thieves would return again, yet here they were, strutting down the sidewalk as if they owned the neighborhood. Why should they worry? Every attempt to catch them had ended in disaster.
“That’s close enough,” Lambert said. “Were it not for the hoodies, I could make out their faces.”
“What are they doing?” Geiger asked, squeezed between Scout and Lambert. He seemed to have forgotten the spilled drinks.
“They’re searching for a house where the owners are asleep for the night.”
Lights filled the windows of every house on the block. The clock read 8:30. Most people wouldn’t turn in for another hour or two.
Lambert moved to the window and peeked between the curtains.
“They’re coming closer,” Scout said.
The deputy spoke into his radio and turned back to them. “I have an idea. Mr. Geiger. I want you to turn off every light in the house.”
The homeowner frowned. “Every light? We won’t be able to see our hands in front of our faces.” His eyes widened with understanding. “Ah, you mean to draw the thieves to my home like moths to a light—or in this case, to a lack of light.”
Scout steered the drone to avoid electrical lines while it followed the two unknown men. She clamped her mouth shut. Someday, she would hunt criminals with the police or the FBI, but she was only fifteen. Was she ready for a dangerous encounter? Deputy Lambert meant to lure the thieves into the house. She kept working as Geiger scurried from room to room, flicking off lights. Soon the two hooded figures would approach the property. He needed to hurry.
Before long, pitch black surrounded them, save for the dim glow of the laptop. Scout turned the screen so it faced away from the window.
“They’re stopping,” Lambert said, peeking over Scout’s shoulder.
“It looks like they’re talking to someone on a cell phone,” she said.
Geiger scampered back to them, out of breath. “That’s it, deputy. I turned off all the lights. Is the trap working?”
Lambert shifted his jaw. “I’m not sure. Yours is the only house on the block without a light shining, but I’m parked in the driveway. They must know someone is home. What I’d really like to figure out is who they’re talking to.”
Scout sneaked a glance out the window. As the two men conferred, she spotted movement in the bushes across the street. LeVar, Darren, or Chelsey? She wasn’t sure. The deputies would stop the men if they fled the neighborhood. For now, all everyone could do was watch and wait.
“They’re leaving,” Scout said, pointing at the screen.
Had the thieves sensed the trap? Lambert frowned when the two men turned away and headed back the way they’d come.
“I’m going after them,” the deputy said.
“But they haven’t done anything. Don’t you want to catch them in the act?”
“They’re not giving us a choice. Once I get them to the station and turn up the heat, they’ll talk—”
He stopped when a door creaked open downstairs.
Someone was in the house.
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A  third prowler. That was the only explanation.
On Lambert’s orders, Scout stayed in the study with Geiger. The deputy held a finger to his lips and slipped into the hallway, gun in hand.
“I wish he’d let me keep my new Glock,” Geiger said.
“Quiet,” said Scout.
Geiger nodded and crouched beside the desk where Scout worked. At any second, she expected gunfire or a fight to break out. She hoped Lambert was all right. No sounds came from within the house. To occupy her mind, she focused on the two hooded men as they wandered down the sidewalk. The drone hovered high above, but the powerful camera captured their progress in sharp detail without tipping them off. They must have checked out the neighborhood and phoned their accomplice, who lay hidden in the backyards, waiting to strike. The thieves had outsmarted them again.
“Why haven’t we heard anything?” Geiger whispered, referring to Lambert.
Scout wondered the same thing, though she wished the man would stay quiet. He fidgeted and shifted, the floor groaning under his weight. Minutes had passed since Lambert left them. She assumed he’d contacted his partners and alerted the mobile investigators that someone had broken into the house.
At least she hoped so. What if the prowler had taken Lambert by surprise and rendered him unconscious? The thief might be creeping up the stairs right now.
Geiger inhaled when a floorboard squeaked in the hallway.
“Deputy Lambert?” he mouthed.
Scout shook her head. No, someone else was upstairs and coming this way.
The homeowner trembled. If he hadn’t allowed two of the thieves to escape, Scout might have felt bad for him.
A shadow interrupted the darkness and slid across the floor. Whoever it was must be right outside the study. Where was Lambert?
Thinking fast, Scout landed the drone in someone’s backyard and closed the laptop. She pointed at the closet in the corner. Geiger immediately crawled inside without waiting for her. Batman, he was not.
She joined him and edged the door shut just as a silhouette walked in front of the entryway.
Please pass by.
He didn’t. The prowler paused as though listening for their breaths. He entered the study and walked toward the closet.
Geiger yelped, and Scout put a hand over his mouth.
Closer. He must know where they were hiding.
The shadowed figure reached for the door.
“Freeze!”
Sudden light flooded the room. Deputy Lambert stood in the doorway with his gun trained on the unknown man. The prowler hid his face inside a deep hood, but Scout could tell he was tall and strong.
“On your knees. Hands behind your head.”
The prowler complied. With the deputy’s gun aimed at him, there was no escape.
Lambert cuffed his wrists and pulled the hood away. A shocked expression came over the deputy’s face as Geiger followed Scout out of the closet.
“I don’t believe it. Marshall Prisco, you’re under arrest for breaking and entering.”
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T homas jumped out of his cruiser and hurried to the steps outside Bert Geiger’s home. A crowd of neighbors had gathered on the sidewalk, talking among themselves and pointing. He recognized Amelia Jessen, and his mother watched from the back of the crowd, a bathrobe tied around her waist. She gave him a hesitant smile and wandered back to the estate.
Though Lambert had revealed the thief’s identity over the phone, Thomas was still shocked to see Marshall Prisco, the star wide receiver for the Kane Grove football team, cuffed and hanging his head.
“What about the other two?” Thomas asked.
“They escaped,” Lambert said.
“How? We had them surrounded?”
“They evaded the patrol units, but we know who they are. After I caught Prisco, Scout got the drone in the air and found his accomplices running through the backyards. The drone moved close enough to catch them on camera. Chase Phillips and Nick Hanson.”
“This is insane.” Thomas rounded on Prisco. “How long have you and your buddies been running this scheme?”
Prisco clamped his lips together and looked away.
“Where will we find your friends?” Thomas asked Prisco.
Again, the football star refused to reply.
“Don’t want to talk? Fine. Let’s go to the station. The media will love hearing about a local celebrity stealing money off kids’ desks.”
Prisco’s mouth twisted and formed an argument, yet he stayed quiet.
As a junior deputy led Prisco to a cruiser, Thomas turned back to Lambert.
“Where did the Wolf Lake members wander off to?”
Lambert cocked his head at the house. “Darren and Chelsey are inside. Chelsey is angry over not catching the other two. She was right on their heels when they passed behind Amelia Jessen’s house. I think she blames herself for Phillips and Hanson escaping.”
Thomas bit back a curse. When would that woman stop carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders? It wasn’t her fault they’d escaped.
“I take it nobody in the house was hurt?” Thomas asked Lambert.
“Negative, except I’m uneasy leaving Geiger alone.”
“Why is that?”
“Mr. Squirt Gun bought the real deal this morning, and he doesn’t have a clue how to handle it. I held on to the gun this evening but had to give it back. With reservations, mind you.”
Thomas glanced toward the front steps. Geiger stood with his chin held high, the gun tucked into the waistband of his jeans, as he watched the cruiser pull away with Prisco in the backseat.
“Maybe you should hang around for a few minutes and give him a lesson.”
“T-Thomas,” Lambert stammered.
“You’ll hate yourself in the morning if he blows a hole in his foot.”
Lambert’s shoulders sank. “I suppose I can show him a thing or two. The first lesson will be how to lock the gun in a safe and forget the combination. Forever.”
“Deputy.”
“Yes, yes. I’ll help him.”
Lambert draped a friendly arm around Geiger’s shoulder and led him inside. Thomas shook his head and approached his cruiser. A junior deputy crossed the street to meet him.
“Sheriff,” the deputy said. “Deputy Hopkins captured the other two prowlers.”
“How?”
“Hopkins drove to the Kane Grove campus and caught them in their dorm room. They were packing their belongings. Seemed they meant to vanish forever.”
“Thank you, deputy. Good work tonight. Meet you back at the station.”
So LeVar had come through again. He wasn’t working for the sheriff tonight, but that hadn’t stopped him from nabbing two thieves. The sky was the limit for LeVar. The FBI or CIA waited in his future. Heck, the teenager could hang around and become sheriff someday.
When Thomas arrived at the station, the junior deputy who’d delivered the good news walked a cuffed Marshall Prisco to the interview room. The boy hadn’t yet requested a lawyer, and Thomas knew this was the time to strike.
Lambert, who’d finished teaching Bert Geiger how to care for a gun without shooting himself, joined Thomas for the interrogation. Despite the double-team tactics, they couldn’t convince Prisco to talk. For several minutes, he sat in a chair and stared at the table without speaking.
“Are you funneling money to the 315 Royals?” Thomas asked. “Are they behind this operation? I saw Troy Dean at practice, and your roommate confirmed Dean spoke to you in the school parking lot.”
Prisco poked his tongue against his cheek but refused to answer. Lambert gave Thomas an exasperated glance.
“Did you talk Chase Phillips and Nick Hanson into helping you? Or are they running the show?”
No answer.
“I figure a guy like you must be in charge. You’re a leader, right?” Thomas leaned forward, trying a different angle. “It’s a shame what happened to your leg.”
Prisco raised his head.
“Yeah, I found out about the injury. You’re not as fast as you used to be. It only takes a little lost speed for the scouts to forget about you.”
The boy rolled his shoulders, working a kink out of his neck.
“That’s it, isn’t it? For over a year, you expected a multi-million-dollar contract. You made poor financial decisions, believing the money would arrive, and now you’re broke. So you and your little friends came up with an idea: hitting rich neighborhoods and stealing from children.”
The football star pursed his lips, fighting his desire to refute the sheriff’s argument.
“Talk, Prisco,” Lambert said. “The judge will go easier on you if we tell him you cooperated.”
When no response came, Thomas moved in for the kill. “That’s why you kidnapped McKenzie. You knew about the trust fund. Stealing her money would solve all your problems. Where are you keeping her?”
“I’m not keeping McKenzie anywhere,” Prisco finally said.
“What about Chase and Nick? Are they hiding her somewhere?”
The boy looked away.
“Tell us where she is,” Lambert demanded. “We won’t stop searching until we prove you and your friends took McKenzie. Come clean now, and you’ll be doing yourself a favor.”
“Don’t you care about your girlfriend?” Thomas asked. “Is she suffering while you scheme up new ways to pay your debts?”
Prisco lifted his face to the ceiling and smiled.
“What do you suppose your friends will say when we shine the spotlight on them?” Lambert asked. “Think they’ll protect you? They won’t. You’re not a future millionaire anymore; you’re just a small-time football player with a mountain of debt and no scholarship. Nobody will remember your name. Chase and Nick will tell us you’re behind McKenzie’s kidnapping, and you’ll go to federal prison for a long, long time.”
“Unless you cooperate,” Thomas said.
“I didn’t kidnap McKenzie,” Prisco said. “I’m not talking without a lawyer present.”
The sheriff nodded at the junior deputy, who stood in the doorway. “Lock him up.” As the deputy led Prisco out of the room, Thomas rose from his seat. “Your friends aren’t as strong as you. They’ll talk, and they’ll tell us everything.”
Thomas was certain the football player was behind McKenzie’s kidnapping. He just needed to prove it.
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U nder the watchful glare of the deputies, Chase Phillips and Nick Hanson slumped in chairs outside the interview room. Chase, the smaller of the two, hung his head in shame. Thomas discerned red around the boy’s eyes, a sign that he’d been crying. Nick wore a smug, confident grin and held a challenge in his eyes. He’d be a tough nut to crack, but Thomas was sure he could force the boys to talk.
LeVar sat on the edge of his desk, arms folded and a smile on his face as he told another deputy about capturing the thieves.
Deputy Lambert nudged Thomas with his elbow and lifted his chin at the two captured boys. “How do you wish to handle this? Interview them at the same time and get them to turn on each other, or divide and conquer?”
Thomas rubbed his chin. “Divide and conquer. Stick Chase in a holding cell across from Prisco.”
“Why not throw Nick in the clink first? I can’t wait to watch him break. Cocky, isn’t he?”
“Because Nick is too overconfident to let a short time in a cell bother him. Nick will leave the cell smugger than ever. But Chase . . .”
“I see where you’re going. All right, I’ll take the kid to his cell and meet you in the interview room.”
“Sounds good. Before I go in, I’ll dig up everything I can find on Nick. I guarantee this kid has more than a few skeletons in his closet.”
Thomas scanned through Nick Hanson’s records. Just as he thought, this wasn’t the boy’s first offense. He printed the report and brought it with him. By the time he took a seat across from Nick, Lambert joined him for the interrogation. The deputy’s wink told Thomas the plan was working to perfection. Chase hadn’t responded well to his cell, and reality was hitting home. It would hurt most people. Everybody except for jerks like Nick.
“You and your friends have had a helluva month,” Thomas said. “Tell me, Nick: How many homes have you broken into? Don’t deny the obvious. We already spoke to Marshall.”
“Did that prick give us up?” Nick cursed. “Figures. The plan was his idea—knocking off rich neighborhoods.”
“So you admit to breaking and entering?”
“I never broke into anyone’s house.”
“Who did?” Thomas asked. “Chase? Marshall?”
“Marshall.”
“What roles did you and Chase play?”
“We were the lookouts. You know, to make sure the police weren’t coming. I never stole from anyone.”
“You’re accomplices,” Lambert said. “That doesn’t recuse you.”
Nick smirked. “Did we hurt anyone? I mean, come on. Those people are rich. What’s a few hundred dollars here and there? They can afford the loss. Probably got it all back from the insurance company.”
“You almost make it seem like you were Robin Hood, except you kept the money instead of distributing it to the poor.”
“All those houses Marshall hit—those people are fine. They won’t miss the cash.”
“You stole money out of a child’s bedroom.”
“Not me. Like I said, Marshall broke in. We were just along for the ride.”
Lambert pointed at Nick. “You’re in a ton of trouble. Both of you are. Unless you want to spend years in prison, you’d better tell us what Marshall Prisco is up to. Why would a football star rob houses in wealthy neighborhoods?”
Nick lifted a shoulder. “Because it’s fun, I suppose, and the money is awesome.”
“That’s hardly a reason. I thought Marshall was months away from a major payday? Is he robbing houses because the NFL doesn’t want him anymore?”
“You’ll have to ask Marshall.”
“What’s in it for you and Chase?” Thomas asked. “Don’t tell me you risked life and limb for the thrill. How much is your take?”
“Nothing.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Then prove I’m lying.”
“Is Marshall behind on his tuition payments?” Lambert asked. “Kane Grove doesn’t award athletic scholarships.”
“Not my business.”
“He must have a reason to turn into a prowler. Is he working with the 315 Royals?”
“I’m not Marshall’s keeper.”
“Are you positive you didn’t help Marshall break into houses?”
“Positive.”
“Ever done anything like this before?”
“Of course not.”
The sheriff opened a folder and slid a police report across the desk.
“During your senior year of high school, the police charged you with breaking and entering.”
Nick swallowed before composing himself. “That was a prank. I never stole anything.”
“Help us understand.”
“My history teacher. He gave me an F on an essay. Look, I never claimed to be an A-student, but I spent a lot of time on that paper. I could see him giving me a C, but that F was personal. He was out to get me, so I got him instead.”
“Says here,” Thomas said, jabbing a finger at the report, “you spray-painted racial slurs on the walls.”
“It was a joke. My teacher blew everything out of proportion.”
“Hmm. Do you have a problem with people of color?”
“I played football. Half the team was black.”
“The coach kicked you off the team.”
“Because I partied with a fraternity, not because I was racist. Come on, man. Marshall is black, and he’s my friend.”
Thomas removed a photograph of Raven Hopkins from the folder.
“Last night, you assaulted an African-American woman. You could have killed her.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Come on, Nick,” Lambert said. “We know it was you. After Raven caught Marshall, you hit her with a brick. She lost consciousness and ended up in the hospital. Do you always hurt women, or did you target her because she’s black?”
“You’re putting words in my mouth. Can you prove I did what you claim? Did she identify me?”
Raven hadn’t, but Thomas knew Nick was the one who hit her. He was already fed up with Nick’s attitude.
“Where’s McKenzie Ossman?” Thomas asked.
“Haven’t you already asked me about McKenzie? Dude, I don’t have the slightest. I swear.”
“Based on your history of violence, I wonder if she insulted you that night at the campsite, and you returned to exact revenge.”
“I would never injure a woman. Sheriff, I’m a ladies’ man. Why would I bite the hand that feeds me?”
Thomas checked the clock. Chase had been inside the cell for a half hour and had to be panicking. Still, he wanted the boy to stew a little longer. He’d never expected to break Nick during the first interview. Chase was the target. If the two accomplices had helped Marshall Prisco abduct McKenzie, Chase was the most likely to talk. Armed with the sheepish boy’s testimony, they’d nail Nick to the wall.
After the interview concluded, Lambert walked Nick to the holding cell.
“Bring out Chase. It’s time to find out who’s lying and who’s telling the truth.”
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T homas wasn’t surprised when Chase Phillips entered the interview room with chapped, puffy eyelids. The boy must have cried while locked in the holding cell. Handcuffed, he followed Lambert’s directions as the deputy, who stood several inches taller, marched him to his seat. It looked like an angry father leading a disobedient child.
As Chase squirmed, Thomas made a show of sifting through his papers and making notes. Lambert did the same. The longer they waited, the more the boy’s paranoia grew.
“Terrible sitting inside a cell, isn’t it?” Lambert asked without looking up from his notes. “Imagine what prison is like. You’ll have a cellmate, someone a lot bigger than you.” Lambert lifted his head. “All those convicts, and Nick and Marshall won’t be there to protect you. Fortunately, you’re a good-looking boy. They’ll love you in prison.”
A shiver rolled through Chase. He looked as if he wanted to throw up.
“How long has this been going on?” Thomas asked. “Hitting neighborhoods for cash and jewelry.”
“Not long,” Chase said. His voice squeaked. “Three or four weeks.”
“Over this time, how many houses have you broken into?”
“A few dozen. Maybe more. Sometimes there’s no cash lying around. People use credit cards and Venmo.”
Thomas glanced at Lambert. Had they just caught Nick in a lie?
“Tell me, did Marshall send you and Nick inside to rob those places?”
Chase shook his head. “Not always. Sometimes Nick and Marshall broke in together, or someone did it alone. We always had one or two people outside.”
That confirmed Nick wasn’t telling the truth about Marshall doing all the stealing.
“To keep watch.”
“Right.”
“This was Marshall’s idea?”
Chase lowered his gaze. “Yeah, but I never should have gone along with the plan. I’ve done nothing like this before, I swear. But we all needed the money.”
He wasn’t lying. Thomas had checked Chase’s records, and the boy was clean.
“Yet you bought that nice truck. You weren’t truthful with me, Chase. I looked up your financial records. Not only did you take a loan on the truck, you missed two payments in May and June. But before you lost the truck, you paid the loan in full last week. Seems crime is a lucrative business. How much did you make?”
The boy’s cheeks colored. “Just enough to pay off the loan.”
“Tell us how you split the money—you, Nick, and Marshall.”
“Even. We all took a third of the cut.”
“How much was that for you?”
“About five thousand dollars.”
Lambert whistled through his teeth. “That’s a lot of money.”
“I was going to quit,” the boy said. “It’s not like I needed the cash anymore, and breaking into houses was too risky.”
“When did you learn Poplar Hills Estates had hired a private investigation team to catch you?”
“We figured it out pretty quickly.”
“But you didn’t stop.”
“I told Marshall and Nick we needed to back off until things cooled down. But they wouldn’t. Especially Marshall. He didn’t have enough money to quit.”
Chase bit his tongue, realizing he’d said something he’d meant to hide.
“Why does Marshall need money?” Thomas asked. “Loans? Tuition?”
“I guess.”
“What about professional football?”
“He’s finished,” Chase said, shaking his head. “Teams lost interest after he injured his leg.”
“Injuries heal.”
“Have you seen him run? He’s still faster than me, but I don’t work out anymore. All it takes is a few tenths of a second added onto your sprint time, and you aren’t pro material.”
“I need the truth, Chase. Is Marshall working for the 315 Royals? If the three of you are tied up in gang activity, this will only get worse.”
“He’s not. Believe me. Marshall quit the Royals in high school.”
“We have witnesses who saw Marshall talking to Troy Dean on school grounds, and I spotted Dean at football practice this afternoon. Marshall is running with the Royals again, and you’re part of it.”
The color drained from the boy’s face. “No way. I would never join a gang.”
“You’re lying, Chase. When I prove it, you’ll be in even more trouble.”
“Marshall didn’t rejoin the Royals.”
“Then why was he talking to Dean?”
“Because.”
Chase dropped his head.
“Go on.”
“Look, it’s not Marshall’s fault. The Royals approached him over the summer. Accused Marshall of talking to the cops and said no one leaves the Royals. They threatened to kill him.”
“But he’s still alive.”
“Dean said Marshall could buy his way out of the Royals. Fifty thousand dollars.”
“Fifty thousand,” Lambert said. “Marshall told you this?”
“At first, Marshall laughed it off. Once April came and the NFL drafted him, he’d have millions to spare.”
“Then he injured his leg.”
“It wasn’t Marshall’s fault. When Dean got impatient waiting for the money, he showed up on campus. Everywhere Marshall went, Dean was there. That’s how he got the idea to rob houses.” The boy implored them with his eyes. “But we never wanted to hurt anyone. Just grab the cash and go.”
“You hurt someone last night,” Thomas said. “Raven Hopkins, a private investigator with Wolf Lake Consulting. You could have killed her.”
“That was Nick. He panicked after she caught Marshall.”
“Where were you when Nick assaulted Ms. Hopkins?”
“On the other side of the fence, but I saw it. I warned Marshall and Nick to take a night off, but they didn’t listen.”
“The way I see it,” Thomas said, tapping a pen against the case folder, “Marshall needed to rob houses for another five or ten months to make fifty thousand dollars. I doubt Dean would wait that long. Is that why you kidnapped McKenzie Ossman? To steal her trust fund?”
Chase froze. A confused look came over his face. He glanced from Lambert to Thomas.
“Marshall never said anything about kidnapping people. We were there the night McKenzie disappeared. Why would Marshall kidnap his girlfriend?”
“I think you know why,” Thomas said, leaning forward. “Stealing McKenzie’s money would solve his money problems. Breaking and entering is one thing, Chase, but kidnapping someone and holding her for ransom—”
“No way! We didn’t kidnap anyone.”
Thomas narrowed his eyes. Was the boy telling the truth? The sheriff believed so, yet his instincts nagged him that Marshall knew where McKenzie was. Perhaps Nick and Chase weren’t involved in the abduction.
Which meant Marshall had gone into business for himself.
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I nfinite black.
There was something crawling inside the subterranean casket. Something McKenzie couldn’t see. Its legs scraped the wood as it skittered up and over the inside of the underground prison. A wound on her leg puffed and itched. She didn’t know what was locked inside this deathtrap with her, but it would feast on her flesh until the psychopath let her out.
If he ever would.
For hours she’d begged him to release her, even promising to give up the username and password he sought. But the madman had made true on his promise and turned off his radio.
The kidnapper’s warning had come to fruition. Things could most definitely get worse for her. Trapped beneath the ground with the weight of the world crumbling down on her prison, she almost longed for the dusty closet.
She was delirious—clawing at the lid and walls, yanking clumps from her hair as she willed her body to stop trembling.
No oxygen existed in the prison. McKenzie sucked for air but found none. Then she remembered the tube and placed her lips around the end.
There. She could breathe again. But for how long? What if the other end plugged up somehow? What if something with too many legs wiggled inside the tube and entered her lungs when she inhaled?
She couldn’t allow herself to lose control. There had to be a way out of this predicament. Even if she was forced to tell him where to find the rest of the trust money and how her father had divided it among multiple accounts, she would. If only he’d turn on the radio and stop torturing her.
The dark pressed on McKenzie. Her shoulders stiffened, crammed together inside the casket. This time it wasn’t her mind exaggerating her plight. The enclosure was as tight as her worst fears had conjured.
Confusion gripped her. The girl felt lightheaded.
Perhaps if she yelled into the tube, someone would hear. But who? When she’d studied the landscape outside the window, she hadn’t seen a neighboring house.
She was alone, trapped. And that thing was still inside the casket and chewing holes in her skin.
This was where she would die.


THOMAS FOUGHT to calm himself as a handcuffed Marshall Prisco sat across from him. Deputy Lambert folded his arms. The second interrogation hadn’t produced new information. The football star refused to admit he had anything to do with McKenzie Ossman’s disappearance.
Thomas opted for a different tactic.
“Your friends came clean about the 315 Royals,” the sheriff said. “How long have you been working for Troy Dean?”
That did the trick. Prisco recoiled at the accusation.
“I have nothing to do with the Royals,” Prisco said. Thomas noticed the boy touching his nose, a common tell when someone was lying. “How many times do I need to repeat I quit gang life?”
Thomas passed a photograph of Dean staring at the former gangster. He’d printed it off his phone.
“Troy Dean sure seems interested in you. He was at football practice this afternoon.”
“That proves nothing.”
“It verifies what Nick and Chase said—that you’re working for the Royals again.”
“I can’t control who shows up at practice. Did it ever occur to you he likes football?”
“Dean doesn’t care about Kane Grove University or its team. He was there to speak with you, Marshall. Tell me why.”
“I haven’t spoken to him since I quit. It’s been years. Why won’t you get off my back? I’m not in a gang.”
“Are you telling me you’ve had no contact with Troy Dean?”
When Prisco didn’t reply, Thomas nodded at Lambert, who placed his thick forearms on the table.
“Your roommate caught you talking to Dean in the commuter lot. We showed him a picture, and he identified the gangster. You lied to us, Marshall. How many more are you hiding behind?”
Prisco glanced around the interview room, as though searching for a way out.
“Fifty thousand dollars,” Lambert said. The boy’s eyes became white saucers. “Yeah, your buddies told us everything. That sure is a helluva lot of money. But not for you, I suppose. You’re about to be a millionaire.” Lambert slapped his forehead. “Oh, wait. You injured a leg.” The deputy grinned when Prisco stiffened. “It’s sad that the pros don’t want you anymore. I wonder how many checks you wrote that you can’t cash.”
The football star’s eyes glazed over. He seemed to shrink several inches, his muscular frame suddenly ordinary.
“The truth,” Thomas said, a warning in his voice.
“You don’t get it,” the boy said. “They follow me everywhere.”
Thomas clicked his pen and wrote. “The Royals?”
“Especially Dean.”
“What do they want from you?”
“They told me I could buy my way out of the gang.”
“That’s what the fifty thousand is for?”
“More than that. Dean wants ten percent of my rookie salary as well.”
“But there won’t be a rookie salary,” Thomas said. “Dean doesn’t know, and now you can’t pay him. Is that why you kidnapped McKenzie?”
“I didn’t take her.”
“You keep telling me that, yet you were the last person to see her. The trust fund money is your motive. You need it to pay Dean.”
“No!”
Lambert slapped the desk. Prisco flinched.
“Does Dean have her?” Lambert asked.
Prisco hesitated before issuing another denial. Troy Dean had taken McKenzie Ossman. Thomas was sure now.
“Tell me where he’s holding her,” the sheriff said.
The football player kicked the table into Thomas and Lambert and leaped to his feet. A split second later, he was running for the door. With his hands locked by the cuffs, he had no way to grab the handle.
As Lambert and Thomas recovered and pushed the table off their laps, the door opened. LeVar wrestled Prisco to his stomach and placed a knee on the small of his back.
“Going somewhere?” LeVar asked.
“Get off me, Hopkins. I swear I’ll put a bullet in your head the next time I see you.”
“Keep talking, genius. Didn’t you take it to heart when the sheriff read you your Miranda rights? Everything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law, even if you’re a dumb ass.”
“Haul him up,” Thomas said. “We got everything we need from him.”
“You’re going away for a long time,” Lambert said. “Let’s hope Troy Dean doesn’t have contacts in prison.”
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“A re you certain Troy Dean’s name doesn’t show up in your searches?” Thomas asked.
Chelsey sighed over the phone. “I’ve followed every trail I could find. Dean hides his money better than a mafia boss. According to official records, he doesn’t own or rent.”
A full day had passed since the sheriff’s department had arrested Marshall Prisco and his accomplices, but they were no closer to finding McKenzie Ossman. Prisco refused to talk about the 315 Royals, a sure sign that Thomas had yanked the truth out of the football player. Dean had McKenzie, but Prisco wouldn’t say where.
“He’s not homeless.”
“We both know that. If you believe the reports, Dean didn’t earn a cent last year, yet he purchased a new car. His name doesn’t show up in property records, and he didn’t pay local or school taxes. This guy is slippery.”
“Thanks, Chelsey. We couldn’t find anything on Dean either, but I hoped you would unearth something.”
“You think he’s behind McKenzie Ossman’s disappearance?”
“I do,” Thomas said, “and I’m positive Marshall Prisco helped. The problem is, Prisco’s apartment isn’t conducive to holding a captive, and Dean is like a ghost.”
“Good luck finding him. I don’t mean to blow you off, but I should finish the Poplar Hills report and put the investigation to rest.”
“We still need to talk.”
She huffed. “Stop worrying about me, Thomas. Everyone deals with pressure. It’s nothing I can’t handle.”
“Never said you couldn’t.”
“We’ll sit down and discuss matters soon. In the meantime, find that poor girl.”
The call ended. Thomas stared at the phone, wondering if Chelsey would ever make time to talk about her anxiety issues. He didn’t want to accept everyone’s beliefs that she’d quit therapy. Why would she do that? After the Kenneth Wendel nightmare, she needed someone to talk to, a professional who would lead her out of the dark.
He put his concerns aside and focused on Troy Dean. For over a year, the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department had collaborated with Harmon PD to nail the gangster. Everyone knew he ran the 315 Royals, a gang linked to countless assaults and a handful of murders. Yet Dean vanished whenever the Royals drew scrutiny from the authorities. The consensus was he rented multiple apartments around Harmon under assumed names and kept moving, confusing the police. If Dean had avoided property records, couldn’t he own a home outside the city, a perfect place for hiding a kidnapping victim?
Thomas hoped he wasn’t too late. By now, Dean might have stolen McKenzie’s trust fund and murdered the girl. He shouldn’t allow himself to think like that, but he was a realist. The girl had been missing for seven days.
His radio squawked.
“Yes, Aguilar?”
“Remove Rocky Simmons from the suspect list,” Aguilar said.
The motor in the background told Thomas that she was driving.
“Okay, but why?”
“I followed him to the abandoned development this morning. Thomas, he’s buying the land so he can start another dealership.”
Thomas frowned. “That implicates him even more. Where did he get the money? His business went bankrupt.”
“I checked with the city, and he indeed secured a bank loan. All I can think is he must have socked money away after the last dealership dissolved. He’s still struggling financially, but the bank gave him the loan. It seems the city is hellbent on developing that land.”
“Fair enough. I have another job for you. I want you to find Troy Dean and follow him. It doesn’t matter how long it takes. I need to know where he sleeps and if he owns a place outside of Harmon.”
“I’m fifteen minutes from the city,” she said. “What do you want me to do if I find him? He’ll run if he sees a sheriff’s cruiser.”
She made a good point.
“Be discreet. Watch him from a distance. I’ll send Lambert in an unmarked car and get Harmon PD to assist us.”
“Why the sudden interest in Dean?”
“I’m positive he’s working with Marshall Prisco.”
“Does Dean need McKenzie Ossman’s money?”
“A million dollars is a million dollars,” said Thomas. “Greed can force anyone to make rash decisions.”
Thomas found Lambert at his desk.
“Big Boss Man,” Lambert said. “Ready to take Troy Dean off the street? It’s been a long time coming.”
“I’m sending you in an unmarked car. Aguilar is en route to Harmon.”
“You’re not coming?”
“I’ll catch up to you in a few hours. Our murder investigation might be linked to the kidnapping after all.”
“Vincent Cheshire? What makes you think he was involved?”
“I need to research a few things. If I find new information, I’ll contact you.”
“As you wish.” Lambert stood and set his hat on his head. “I’ll let you know the minute I spot Dean.”
Thomas retreated to his office after Lambert left the station. In front of his computer, he called up everything he’d found on the murder victim from the state park—ex-con, no gainful employment at the time of his murder. Cheshire’s name had popped up on a rental search. He’d lived on the dangerous side of Harmon in a studio apartment.
No gainful employment, yet he’d afforded an apartment.
The address sat in the middle of 315 Royals’ territory. Was Troy Dean the killer who’d left Cheshire beside Lucifer Falls?
Why would the gangster murder an ex-con?
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T homas’s stomach performed flip-flops. He hadn’t suffered from motion sickness since he was a child, but Lambert kept taking them through a confusing maze of Harmon side streets as they looked for Troy Dean. The search seemed fruitless. It was almost as if the gang leader knew Thomas suspected him of murder and kidnapping and had gone incognito.
The sun hung low, its rays blocked by tall buildings. Black shadows stretched across the city, and the pungent scent of garbage choked the air. Soon it would be night, and they were no closer to finding Troy Dean or locating McKenzie Ossman.
“What else did you learn about Vincent Cheshire?” Lambert asked.
The deputy sensed Thomas felt sick, or perhaps he noticed the green tinge on the sheriff’s cheeks. He wanted to keep Thomas talking so his mind stayed off the motion sickness. Lambert hung a right past a magazine stand, and Thomas covered his mouth.
“Cheshire’s records don’t show much, but I spoke to the prison warden. He put me through to a guard who knew Cheshire.”
Lambert glanced at Thomas from the corner of his eye. “What did he say?”
“Vincent Cheshire was a schemer, always searching for some way to generate cash. That’s what got him into trouble. He moved from one shady business decision to another, selling drugs and pimping prostitutes.”
“Gang affiliations?”
“No, but the guard told me Cheshire had big plans for when he got out of prison. He kept his cards close to his vest, but the guard was sure Cheshire meant to return to his previous way of life. The guy wasn’t the brightest bulb in the pack.”
“And he lived in 315 Royals territory. You figure he went into business for himself and drew Dean’s attention?”
“That’s precisely what I believe. The Royals use an illegal prostitution ring to generate the lion’s share of their money. If Cheshire tried to compete with them, Dean had a reason to see him eliminated.”
On most days, Dean hung out near the adult video store on the far side of Harmon. He liked to watch over the hookers and ensure the johns paid for their services. But not this evening. The gangster had gone into hiding, another clue that he’d taken McKenzie.
“There he is,” Lambert said, pointing at a shadowed alleyway strewn with garbage.
“That’s Dean. Easy does it. He won’t expect an unmarked vehicle, but hang back. I don’t want him to spot our uniforms.”
“You got it, boss.
Dean hopped the curb and aimed a key fob at a sports car parked behind a moving van. The headlights flashed, and Dean climbed inside, but not before he surveyed the road. His paranoia ran sky high. No doubt he was up to something.
“Wait until this train of cars passes,” Thomas said, checking the mirrors. “I want a few vehicles between his and ours.”
A Subaru rumbled by, and Lambert pulled into traffic as Dean turned without using his blinker.
“Want me to nail him?”
“Let it go. The important thing is Dean leads us to where he’s hiding McKenzie. Writing him a ticket won’t get us anywhere.”
They trailed the gangster for five city blocks. Aggressive drivers swung in and out of traffic, testing Lambert’s patience and making it harder for them to keep Dean in sight. He was driving above the speed limit and cutting from lane to lane. It seemed he was in a hurry to get somewhere.
Twilight covered the sky as Dean turned out of Harmon and sped down a country road. There were no vehicles between Dean and his pursuers. Though Lambert maintained a safe distance, they were too easily seen.
“What do you want me to do?” Lambert asked. “He’s bound to notice us if he hasn’t already.”
“Kill the lights.”
The deputy switched off the headlights. For a moment, the road turned dark. Lambert eased off the gas until his eyes adjusted. His hands wrapped around the steering wheel, and he sat forward, one foot pressed to the gas.
“You’re doing great,” said Thomas. “Give him space. It’s too dark for him to spot us now.”
A curve tested Lambert’s sight. He navigated the bend with skill and poise. When they came out of the curve, Dean was farther ahead.
“Should I close the distance?”
“We’re fine where we are.”
Ten minutes passed. Dean took them down lonely roads, up a hill that passed a farm, then back into the valley. Thomas recognized a road sign.
“He doubled back,” Lambert said. “He must be onto us.”
“Perhaps,” Thomas said, squinting his eyes in thought. “He hasn’t tried to run, so maybe he’s just being cautious.”
Darkness spread across the land. If Lambert didn’t turn on the headlights soon, he risked crashing the vehicle. Thomas glued an eye to the GPS. Dean had crisscrossed the same roads two times. Was this where he was hiding McKenzie?
“I don’t like this,” Lambert grumbled. “He should have stopped by now.”
“He must know we’re following him.”
“Want me to pull him over?”
“On what cause? Except for driving like a maniac through the city, he’s done nothing wrong.”
Dean’s car approached an intersection. He slowed the vehicle before turning.
“He rolled through a stop sign. That’s our excuse.”
Thomas ground his teeth. “Okay, do it.”
He placed the flashers on the dashboard as Lambert caught up to their target. Dean kept driving.
“Pull over,” Lambert muttered.
As though the gangster had heard, he stopped the sports car along the side of the road. There was no shoulder to speak of. One wrong move would land the unmarked cruiser in a ditch.
Lambert radioed dispatch and requested backup. The deputy took a breath before he looked across the seat at Thomas.
“Ready?”
“Be careful. Remember who we’re dealing with.”
Thomas knew Dean wouldn’t lose a wink of sleep if he shot and killed two law enforcement officers. The gang leader would die before he spent a day in prison.
They both wore Kevlar vests, yet Thomas couldn’t stop thinking about the cop-killer bullet he’d pulled out of the wall. Lambert approached the driver’s side window as Thomas checked the rear of the vehicle and moved toward the opposite door.
A tinted window lowered. Dean grinned at Lambert. Tattoos covered the man’s body. His arms were taut cords. On Thomas’s order, Dean lowered the passenger’s side window too.
“Can I help you, officers?”
“License and registration,” Lambert said.
“Did I do something wrong? I wasn’t speeding, was I?”
“License and registration.”
Lambert’s hand stayed close to his holster as Dean reached across the seat and opened the glove box. Thomas shone a flashlight inside the vehicle, watching the gangster’s every move. The glove box popped open, and Dean fished a New York State vehicle registration card out from under a maintenance manual and handed it to Lambert. Then he opened a black wallet and retrieved his driver’s license.
“You drove through a stop sign at the last intersection,” Lambert said.
“Sorry about that,” Dean said. “Hard to see out here with no streetlights.”
“Where are you headed tonight?”
“Just out for a drive.”
Lambert lifted the radio to his lips and updated dispatch. The backup cruiser was five minutes away.
Before the deputy questioned Dean again, Thomas’s flashlight picked out a woman’s Kane Grove sweatshirt lying across the backseat.
“That your sweatshirt?” Thomas asked.
Dean seemed confused by the question before his eyes landed on the piece of clothing. Thomas and Lambert had no time to react.
The revolver materialized out of nowhere. Dean must have kept it in his back pocket.
The gangster drew the gun on Lambert and fired.
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W elts covered McKenzie’s flesh. Tiny bite holes, each spot marking where the multi-legged creature had stolen a drop of blood.
Can’t breathe.
She reached for the air tube and inhaled. Oxygen wouldn’t come to her. It was as if the tube grew thinner, constricting, strangling the airflow. This wasn’t all in her mind. The bite marks were real, as was the lack of oxygen. Something restricted the pathway. She was going to suffocate and die.
McKenzie searched for the radio. Her head spun, her mind refusing to focus. The radio was here somewhere.
Somewhere in the consuming darkness.
Her hand closed over the device. She dropped the radio two times before it reached her lips.
“Please . . . where are you? Why won’t you answer me?”
The kidnapper had left her to die. Which confused her. How would he get her money if she suffocated?
“I’ll tell you everything. The account information. Please.”
No response.
Her throat burned when she swallowed. When was the last time she’d tasted water? Before he locked her in the closet. The lack of fluids added to her delirium. Weakened her body. Made it seem as though she wallowed in a pit of mud.
Don’t panic.
Except this was exactly the time to panic. He’d abandoned McKenzie and left her to suffocate in this coffin. She felt the weight of the world pressing down on the box, on her chest, on her heart.
Barely alive, she pressed the call button and muttered the account information. The numbers emanated from her subconscious, as did the password. There was nothing left to her conscious mind.
Again, he didn’t respond.
A jolt of terror shot through McKenzie when she realized he had every reason to kill her now. She’d given him what he wanted, and in doing so, signed her death warrant.
The radio fell from her hands, banged against the floor of the box, and fell still. Soon she would see her parents again. There was nothing left to do now but die.
Her eyes fluttered shut.


THOMAS SHOUTED in warning and pulled the gun from his holster. The thunder from the gangster’s gunfire filled his ears, the flashes like lightning. To anyone, the sudden blasts would have been a shock. To Thomas, it seemed the gun was right beside his ear, each shot echoing through his mind and causing his legs to waver.
His own gunshot blew through the open window and ripped into the dashboard, missing Dean’s head by less than an inch.
He didn’t see Lambert. The deputy had leaped aside when Dean pulled the gun. Thomas wasn’t sure if the bullet had struck Lambert or missed by a hair. Either way, the deputy wasn’t responding to Thomas.
The sheriff fired as the car started moving. One bullet tore away the side mirror. Glass rained on the pavement. Dean aimed the gun across the passenger seat and squeezed the trigger. In the sheriff’s mind, he pictured the house in Los Angeles, heard himself call out to the other officers before the rival gang stopped and opened fire. He felt the bullet tear into his back, the agony as he squirmed through the grass, crawling to cover his injured partner.
Dean slammed his foot against the gas.
Thomas fired. One shot ricocheted off the bumper. The second shattered the rear windshield. Dean was getting away.
As Dean drove off, Thomas saw Lambert. The deputy lay dazed but breathing. Thank goodness. He was about to call officer down into his radio when Lambert crawled onto his hands and knees.
“Are you hit?” Thomas asked, grabbing his arm.
“Missed me,” he croaked. Lambert struggled to his feet and held Thomas until his legs steadied. “Don’t let that bastard get away.”
Thomas helped Lambert stumble back to the cruiser. Thomas barked into his radio. Dean was on the run.
With the dashboard light swirling, Thomas took Lambert’s keys and rocketed down the country road. Dean was a long way ahead, but the sheriff was an expert driver. It didn’t take long for him to catch up. Now he rode Dean’s bumper, the headlamps of the cruiser reflecting like twin suns in the gangster’s mirrors. As Thomas drove, Lambert updated their position. The state police responded and would block the road.
The sports car sped forward. Thomas stomped the gas pedal and caught up. He tried to clip the side of Dean’s bumper, a technique designed to spin the fleeing vehicle. Expecting the attempt, the gangster accelerated again, opening the distance between the sports car and cruiser. Thomas’s unmarked vehicle didn’t contain a powerful engine like the standard cruisers. If this turned into a race, he would lose.
In the background, voices came through the radio. They were all white noise to Thomas. He was dead set on catching up to Dean and navigating the curves.
The sheriff overheard Lambert say, “The state police blocked the road at the County Route 26 intersection. We’ve got him.”
Thomas nodded and drove with gritted teeth. He almost clipped Dean’s bumper again, but the gangster swerved into the oncoming lane, then ripped the wheel to the right. Thankfully, nobody was coming in the opposite direction.
It seemed they’d raced down this desolate stretch of road for hours before Lambert pointed.
“Lights. That’s the roadblock.”
All at once, the state police SUV appeared as if it had risen from the ground. Dean didn’t spot the troopers until the last second.
The gang leader slammed his brakes short of the roadblock. His sports car spun until it pointed back toward the way he’d come. Right at Thomas.
The sheriff didn’t allow Dean to take off again. He hit the brakes and blocked the road. Lambert jumped out of the cruiser before the vehicle came to a stop, his gun aimed at Dean’s tinted windshield.
“Out of the car!”
“Let me see your hands!”
The troopers, using the SUV for protection, trained their weapons on the sports car. Thomas joined Lambert. He prayed Dean would obey their commands. The last thing he wanted was a shootout that placed the officers at risk.
After what seemed an eternity, the window lowered on Dean’s car. His hands appeared through the opening.
Thomas raced from behind the cruiser. With Lambert’s help, he yanked the gangster from the car and secured his wrists in handcuffs. Dean’s gun tumbled through the open door and clanged against the blacktop.
The sheriff read him his rights. But where was McKenzie Ossman?
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T roy Dean sat in the back of the state troopers’ SUV, hands cuffed behind his back. He refused to talk. Every time Thomas grilled him about McKenzie Ossman, the gangster stared straight ahead, smug. A hint of a grin appeared at the corners of his mouth when Thomas brought up Vincent Cheshire.
Wherever McKenzie was, Dean wouldn’t tell them. Had he already murdered the girl?
While Lambert continued the fruitless questioning, Thomas retreated to their cruiser and grabbed his phone. The tiny screen would suffice. He called up a map of their surroundings. After the state troopers took Dean away, Lambert joined the sheriff.
“Here’s where we picked up Dean outside of Harmon,” Thomas said, jabbing his index finger at the screen. “And here’s where he doubled back. I don’t think he knew we were following him at the time.”
“We were almost back to that spot when I pulled him over,” Lambert agreed. “County Route 4 bisects this road about a quarter mile to the north.”
Thomas grabbed his radio. A minute later, another deputy fed them a list of nearby residences. There weren’t many.
“Dean’s name isn’t listed on any of those properties,” Lambert said, reading the screen over Thomas’s shoulder.
“It wouldn’t be. He’s good at keeping his name clean. There’s an empty house a half mile to the west. No owner for over a year.”
“We can check it out, but it seems like a shot in the dark.”
“It is,” Thomas agreed, “but what else do we have to go on? Dean needed somewhere to hide McKenzie. An empty house in the country sounds perfect.”
Lambert was too woozy to drive. Almost losing his life had rattled the deputy. As Thomas drove, Lambert navigated and kept dispatch up to date with their location. Another cruiser would meet them at the residence.
They stopped before a gray, paint-chipped two-story home with an overgrown lawn and a roadside mailbox tipped on its side. The windless night sounded dead, not a peep from the crickets. If there were any left alive after the unusual cold. The quiet amplified each footstep as they followed a crumbling driveway to the front of the house. A rubber welcome mat lay in front of the door. Thomas removed his gun. He wasn’t taking any chances.
There was no need for a lock pick. The knob turned, and the door swung open, the first sign that someone had been here in recent days. Lambert flicked on his flashlight and swept the beam across the entryway. A stairway rose before them. What might have been a living room stood to the right, and a hallway on the left led to a kitchen. Dust blanketed everything—the floor, the banister, the steps leading to the second floor. If the realty company intended to sell this house, someone needed to clean.
Thomas sneezed. Dust played havoc with his allergies, but it revealed shoe prints leading up and down the stairs and from one room to the next.
“Someone was here,” Lambert said.
“Those shoe prints are different sizes. Dean wasn’t alone.”
“Marshall Prisco?”
“That’s my guess, but be prepared for anything.”
If Dean had an accomplice, that person might be inside the house.
They cleared the downstairs, then climbed the staircase. A series of prints marred the floor outside an empty bedroom. The closet door stood open. Two long strands of hair lay on the floor.
“McKenzie Ossman?” Lambert asked.
“Could be. But where is she?”
Whoever had broken into the empty house wasn’t here now. Thomas’s nerves pulled tight. Dean might have killed McKenzie and buried her in the countryside. She could be anywhere.
A second set of deputies arrived as Thomas and Lambert investigated the upstairs. In a room at the end of the hall, Lambert’s flashlight picked out a folding cot in the corner. There was something on the floor beside the cot.
“That’s a purse,” Thomas said.
When he knelt for a closer look, he spotted a handheld radio lying on its side. Why would Dean need a radio?
As Lambert directed the beam at the purse, Thomas fished inside and discovered a wallet. McKenzie Ossman’s driver’s license photo stared back at him.
“She was here,” the sheriff said. “But why the radio?”
“Perhaps Dean used it to communicate with his partner.”
A chill that had nothing to do with the gelid interior swept over Thomas. “Dean used a radio to communicate with McKenzie. She’s hidden nearby.”
But where?
Thomas grabbed the radio and pressed the call button. Nobody answered. He tried again and got no response.
“I don’t know,” Lambert said, unconvinced. “Maybe she . . .”
A sound came through the speaker. Faint. It almost sounded like a moan.
“McKenzie Ossman, can you hear me? This is Sheriff Shepherd. Tell us where you are.”
No response.
The deputies peeked into the room. One junior deputy said, “Sheriff, we—”
Thomas cut him off with a raised hand. Another noise came through the speaker. Scratching, as though the person on the other end were clawing her way out of a prison.
“Search the basement and attic,” Thomas told the deputies. “If you find a closet, a large box, anything big enough to hold a body, I want you to tell me.”
As the deputies climbed toward the attic, Thomas and Lambert raced down the steps. If only the house had power. The flashlight beam left too much unseen. Dean must have locked McKenzie away and tortured her until she gave him the trust fund. The sounds on the other end of the radio were the only evidence that she was still alive. But if she wasn’t strong enough to reply, would she survive until they found her?
Every few seconds, Thomas spoke into the radio, encouraging McKenzie to stay conscious and hang on. They were coming for her. Lambert led the search, but the flashlight never found where Dean was hiding the kidnapping victim.
On a whim, Thomas pushed through the back door and entered the starlit yard. A rusty, dilapidated shed leaned at the rear of the property. The sliding door stood open. Nobody was inside.
With growing desperation, Thomas ran his gaze over the yard. The grass grew to his knees, wilted and yellow at the tips. Beyond the property, a meadow grew.
“What’s that?” Lambert asked, directing the beam toward a disturbance in the center of the yard. “Is that a hose?”
From a distance, the object looked like a cobra ready to strike. Thomas hurried forward with Lambert beside him.
“Someone dug a hole,” Thomas said.
That was an understatement. Someone had excavated a massive trench and covered it. A shovel lay in the grass.
Lambert knelt. “That’s not a hose. It’s a tube.”
A tube sticking out of the ground. To provide air?
“He buried her alive.” Thomas picked up the radio and ordered the other deputies to meet him in the yard. When they arrived, he said, “There’s another shovel in the shed. Grab it and help us dig.”
Lambert set down the flashlight and jammed the shovel into the soft earth. As he heaved dirt over his shoulder, Thomas dropped to his knees and clawed at the soil with his hands. He hadn’t heard a sound over the radio for several minutes. They couldn’t be too late now.
Using the shovels, the deputies dug deeper into the ground. Thomas knelt beside them and scraped at the dirt. Soil blackened his hands, and his fingertips bled. He’d broken a nail to the quick. Despite the chill, sweat poured off his brow. The sheriff was breathless as he fought the earth. Lambert, still digging, set a free hand on Thomas’s shoulder.
“Sheriff, you’re bleeding.”
“She’ll suffocate. We have to get her out of there.”
“Killing yourself in the process won’t do her any favors. Let us use the shovels.”
“No time.”
Thomas was focused on one thing—clawing through the ground until he found where Dean had hidden McKenzie. His raw fingertips scraped against wood.
“Here it is,” the sheriff said. “It’s a wooden box. Clear the top.”
The deputies dropped down and brushed the soil off the lid. No latch. Thomas pried his fingers between the slats and ripped the top open.
McKenzie Ossman lay unconscious in the box, hands folded over her chest. It reminded him of the way morticians posed the dead for a final viewing. Bite marks covered McKenzie’s face and arms. A black beetle half the size of Thomas’s fist crawled across the girl’s cheek. Repulsed, Thomas flicked the thing away.
With Lambert’s help, Thomas scooped the girl out of the makeshift coffin and set her on the ground.
She wasn’t breathing.
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“I  can’t find a pulse,” Thomas said. “We’re losing her.”
Lambert brushed the dirt off McKenzie’s lips. “The ambulance is on the way.”
It didn’t take a medical professional to assess the girl’s condition.
“She’s in shock.” Thomas glanced over his shoulder at a junior deputy. “Hurry to the cruiser. Get me a blanket, anything we can use to warm her up.”
Before the deputy was three steps away, Thomas peeled off his jacket and draped it across McKenzie’s upper body. The frigid night sent shock waves through his bloodstream. It was all he could do to start CPR before his muscles turned rigid with cold. Lambert took his own jacket off and lay it over the girl’s legs. They needed that ambulance.
“Loosen her clothing,” Thomas instructed.
Lambert and the other junior deputy lent assistance. The girl wasn’t responding.
A call came over the radio. The medical team was ten minutes away. That was too long. They’d lose McKenzie before the ambulance arrived.
“Let me work on her,” Lambert said as Thomas continued CPR. “Your arms are tired.”
“Can’t stop now.”
“Yes, you can. Look at me, Thomas.”
He did. Lambert’s gaze grounded Thomas, and he realized he was in no shape to perform CPR, not after he’d exhausted himself by digging with his hands.
Thomas moved aside and let Lambert continue. McKenzie’s flesh was bone-cold to the touch. Seeing no other option, Thomas removed the jackets and used his body to warm the girl. Maybe it was his hopeful imagination, but he swore he heard a siren in the distance.
The deputy returned with a thick army blanket. As he set it over Thomas and McKenzie, her eyelids flickered. She inhaled sharply and stared in horror at the strangers.
“You’re all right, McKenzie,” Lambert said. “We’re with the sheriff’s department. Nobody can hurt you now.”
It took a few seconds for Lambert’s words to register. McKenzie’s breathing normalized, but her pulse was erratic, and her face remained pasty in the starlight. With two jackets and a blanket to keep the girl warm, Thomas raised himself to his knees. Thank goodness she was alive.
“Should we carry her to the cruiser?” one deputy asked. “I’ll turn on the engine and crank the heat.”
“I don’t want to move her until we’re sure it’s safe,” Thomas said. He turned his attention to McKenzie. “Who did this to you?”
“I never saw his face, but I recognized his voice through the radio.” Her teeth chattered as she recounted the story. “His name is Troy Dean. He runs a gang in Harmon.”
“We know who Dean is, but how did you meet him?”
McKenzie pulled her mouth tight. “Through my boyfriend.”
“Marshall Prisco?”
She nodded. So Prisco and the others had lied to the sheriff’s department. Dean had never lost contact with the former gang member. Thomas wondered if Prisco had ever left the Royals at all.
“Was Marshall involved in your kidnapping?”
The girl shook her head and paused, suddenly uncertain. McKenzie recalled the night someone had taken her while she searched for her boyfriend.
“There were two voices inside the house,” she said.
“Was Marshall there?”
“I couldn’t tell who the other person was, but they argued a lot. Marshall and Troy always fought. I don’t think they were friends. He’d never admit it, but I’m sure Marshall was afraid of him.”
The ambulance arrived. Two paramedics—a thirty-something man with a long face and hair to his shoulders, a young woman with close-cropped hair and multiple ear piercings—rushed to McKenzie’s side. As they assessed the girl, whose color had improved since talking about the kidnapping, another vehicle pulled to a stop in the driveway. It was too dark to make out the four figures until Chelsey jogged over with Raven, LeVar, and Darren.
Thomas rose to meet them halfway. He didn’t want Chelsey to see the coffin and what Troy Dean had done to McKenzie.
“We heard what happened over the radio,” Chelsey said. “There was a shooting?”
“Troy Dean. He fired at Lambert. Everyone’s all right.”
“What about the girl?” Chelsey raised herself on tiptoes and peered over Thomas’s shoulder. “Is she—”
“She’ll be fine.” Suspicion fell over Chelsey’s face when Thomas led them toward the house. “It’s best if we give the paramedics room. They’re taking her to the hospital.”
Chelsey’s eyes landed on something in the yard.
“He buried her alive, didn’t he?”
“Don’t look, Chelsey. It won’t do any good.”
“Thomas, I’m not as brittle as you believe. Have some faith in me.”
There was no point in stopping her. She’d already figured out Dean’s method of torture.
As Chelsey walked to the open grave for a closer view, Raven gave Thomas an exasperated groan.
“She insisted on coming,” said Raven.
“We tried to leave without her,” LeVar said, “but she wouldn’t let us. Stubborn woman.”
Darren lifted his chin at Thomas. “Did Dean murder Vincent Cheshire?”
Thomas glanced toward the paramedics, who wheeled McKenzie to the ambulance. “That’s my theory, but I’ll need proof.”
Raven narrowed a disapproving eye at Chelsey. “This isn’t good for her. She’s already obsessing over what McKenzie went through.”
“Chelsey needs all the support we can give her. She won’t open up to me, but I’ll keep trying.”
“I won’t let her go into a spiral. If I have to whoop her into opening up about her feelings, I’ll do it. That’s what friends are for.”
Thomas smiled at Raven’s sarcasm, but he knew the woman would give her life for Chelsey. If he could only get Chelsey to talk about the abduction. He frowned when she didn’t return. She stared into the open grave, hands cupping elbows, her back to everyone. At a glance from Raven, Thomas walked to the excavated ground.
It wasn’t until Thomas stood beside Chelsey that he saw her shaking. Her eyes were full moons of horror, and her lips moved in silent conversation.
“Chelsey, it’s all right. We saved her.”
It was too dark to see the bottom of the grave. The pit might have extended to the center of the earth.
“She could have suffocated,” said Chelsey, teeth chattering. “What was it like, trapped in that box? Darkness, no room to move, only a tube to help her breathe. That could have been me.”
Thomas touched her cheek. “What?”
“Dean wanted to do this to me. He was in our house, wasn’t he?”
Yes, Troy Dean had broken into the A-frame more than once, including when Chelsey was alone with Jack and Tigger.
“He’s going away for a long time,” Thomas said. “For life if we nail him on the Vincent Cheshire murder. You’re safe now.”
She turned to him. “Am I, Thomas? Are any of us truly safe?”
Chelsey marched past the others.
Raven mouthed, “I’ll talk to her.”
Thomas touched his heart in thanks.
Chelsey was reliving the Kenneth Wendel abduction. Thomas shuddered to think how she would have survived had Dean buried her as he had McKenzie.
When would Chelsey open up about her anxiety and let him help her?
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T he clock read midnight. Thomas hunched over his desk and filled out the last report. He needed to get home and be with Chelsey. Raven was staying at the A-frame until he arrived. Her texts indicated that Chelsey was coming around and acting more like herself. Still, Thomas sensed her slipping away. He felt helpless. Until she acknowledged her issue and sought help, he could do little except be there for her. And that wasn’t enough for a man who strove to control what he couldn’t.
An hour ago, Thomas had left the hospital after interviewing McKenzie Ossman. A pleasant surprise had come when Rocky Simmons and his wife arrived to care for their niece. There were a lot of tears, followed by a promise by the aunt and uncle to look after McKenzie.
On Thomas’s orders, Lambert had driven home for the rest of the night. Aguilar was pawing around at her computer, searching for evidence linking Troy Dean to Vincent Cheshire. They already had Dean on kidnapping and attempted murder—he’d left McKenzie to suffocate in that grave. If they nailed him for the Cheshire murder, the gangster would go away for a long time. The Royals gang might even collapse, though that was wishful thinking.
A commotion brought his head up. Raised voices came from the entryway. He was halfway down the hall to check on the disturbance when he recognized Mother. She was crying, half-hysterical.
“Where’s Thomas? Where’s my child? The television said a sheriff’s official was shot.”
“No, no,” Aguilar said, consoling her. “The news had the story wrong. A shot was fired, but nobody got hit. Thomas is fine. He’s right down the hall.”
“Thank you, deputy,” Thomas said, walking to his mother’s side. “I’ll take her back to my office.”
Mother’s body shook as he led her down the hall, one arm draped around her shoulder. He’d never seen her look so frail, so . . .
He was about to think old, but she certainly wasn’t. Yet it was hard not to see her as such, hunched over like she was, eyes glassy and haunted, hair disheveled as if she’d just woken. Mother never presented herself in public with a hair out of place. That she hadn’t considered her appearance before bursting out of the estate and driving to the office struck Thomas. She was frightened, and he was to blame.
“I should have called you,” he said, sitting her in the chair across from his desk.
She sniffled. “You have important work to do, Thomas. There’s no reason to call me every time something happens.”
He wheeled his chair beside her.
“No, I should consider your feelings. I don’t know why reporters need to exaggerate. A kidnapping suspect shot at Deputy Lambert and missed. The criminal is behind bars, and I sent Lambert home. That’s all that happened.”
Mother lowered her head. “I don’t understand why I’m acting this way. It’s not proper.”
“What’s wrong with expressing your feelings?” He brushed the hair off her cheek. “I’m your son, and you have every right to worry when something happens. It’s my fault for not contacting you.”
He handed her a tissue, and she dried her eyes.
“Times like these make me wish you would take over the family business and put law enforcement behind you forever.” Thomas clenched his jaw, and she raised a placating hand. “Don’t worry. I’m not here to lecture you about Shepherd Systems. A parent should respect her child’s decisions when he becomes an adult. I just wish you took more interest in the business.”
“You’re not aware of this, but every week, Naomi Mourning joins us for dinner and discusses everything that’s happening at the office.” She raised her head, and he nodded. “I’m quite interested in the family business, but I’m not fit to run operations. I found another calling years ago.”
“You always wanted to help people, Thomas. When God handed out hearts, he gave you the biggest.”
“I’m not sure that’s true. You’re lonely, Mother, and I’m never there for you.” She opened her mouth to protest, and he touched her arm. “Don’t convince me you’re not. One can only listen to Amelia Jessen gossip for so long.”
She chuckled. “That’s true.”
“After Father passed, I should have visited you more often. That’s about to change.”
“You have your life.”
“And you’re part of it,” he said, clasping her hand between his. “We’re family.”
She turned her head away. “You’d never know it from the way Father and I raised you.”
“What do you mean?”
“We loved you with all our hearts, Thomas, but how often did we show it? All we concerned ourselves with was what your grades were and which university you’d choose.”
Thomas smiled. “I still remember the look of horror on Father’s face when I chose Cortland over Union.”
Her shoulders hitched with combined laughter and sobs. “I thought he’d suffer a coronary on the spot. We never told you, but we respected your decision. Deep down, we realized you were meant to be an officer of the law.”
“I wish you’d told me this years ago.”
“Idiotic pride. That’s what stood in the way. I was a fool, Thomas, and I still am. You love Chelsey, and the two of you belong together. I didn’t support your decision, and I treated Chelsey unkindly when she approached me about the burglaries.”
“Chelsey is a forgiving person, Mother. I’m certain she won’t hold it against you.”
“Please extend my apologies.” She set her hands on her lap and lifted her chin. “I would like you and Chelsey to join me for dinner this weekend.”
Thomas lifted a brow. Was this really his mother?
“Don’t you dare say no,” she said. “Your mother has spoken.”
He wondered if Chelsey was in any shape for a dinner outing. “Lindsey Shepherd always gets what she wants.”
She winked at him. “You’d better believe it. Now you will do me one more favor.”
“All right.”
“Put a ring on Chelsey’s finger. She loves you, Thomas, and I suspect she’s confused over why you haven’t proposed.”
Was his lack of a long-term commitment contributing to Chelsey’s anxiety?
“I’ve tried, Mother, but it seems whenever—”
She tutted. “A Shepherd never makes excuses.”
“You’re right,” he said, straightening his back.
Maybe that was the answer. Was he doing everything to support Chelsey? Certainly not as long as he procrastinated over the proposal. He’d told himself she wasn’t ready. But perhaps he was the one who was too scared to commit.
Mother tossed the tissue into the garbage and stood. “Now that I know you’re safe, I’ll finally get a proper night’s sleep.”
“Thank you for caring.”
She kissed his cheek and patted his face. “I’m sixty, Thomas. It’s time I had a daughter-in-law and grandchildren.”
Lindsey Shepherd as a grandmother. The very thought befuddled him.
“You’re getting a little ahead of yourself. I still need to propose.”
“Then get to it. No more wasted time. Remember, a Shepherd—”
“Never makes excuses,” he said, finishing her sentence.
“Do as your mother says.”
He watched her turn away and waddle down the hallway, the fear that something had happened to her son still lingering in her bones. Then she was gone.
Thomas pushed the chair behind his desk and fell into the seat. Did that just happen? In the past week, he’d witnessed more emotion from Mother than she’d displayed in a lifetime.
That firmed up his resolve. Since his sophomore year of high school, he’d loved one woman with all his heart. What was he waiting for? A surge of excitement bubbled into his chest. He was going to do it.
Tomorrow he’d ask Chelsey to marry him.
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T homas opened his eyes to the mid-morning sunlight. How late had he slept? After working until two o’clock in the morning, he’d returned home and found Raven downstairs with Chelsey sound asleep on the couch. Together they’d wrapped a blanket around Chelsey’s shoulders and walked her to the bedroom. Now Chelsey’s side of the bed lay empty. Not a surprise. Though the weekend had arrived, she never slept past sunrise.
A pan clanged downstairs, and the scent of toast traveled beneath the bedroom door. She must have heard him stir and started his breakfast.
He sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. The window stood open, the curtains dancing with the wind. He reached to rub the goosebumps off his arms before realizing he wasn’t cold. Slipping into his clothes, he ambled to the screen and inhaled the blessedly warm autumn air. For once, it wasn’t frigid. The late-September breeze seemed summerlike.
The window shrieked when he hiked the pane higher. He promised himself that he would fix the problem today. There were too many things he kept putting off.
His gaze moved to the closet, the last place where he’d concealed the ring. Downstairs, water ran in the sink. Indecision froze him in place. What if she said no? Could they continue living together with that specter following them around? Or would she pack her belongings and leave him for good?
The closet door creaked open. He pawed inside the pocket until his hand closed over the box.
After brushing his teeth and combing the knots out of his hair, Thomas found Chelsey with a bag in hand. His shoulders sank. He’d only just awoken, and already she had one foot out the door. Jack clicked over to Thomas and licked his leg. Tigger was drinking from his bowl.
“Your breakfast is on the table,” Chelsey said. “I’ll be back in two hours.”
Thomas hid the ring box behind his back.
“Before you go, there’s something I need to ask.”
“Is this about what happened last night?” She held his eyes. “I’m handling the situation, Thomas.”
“But—”
“We’ll talk when I return home.”
She left before he could wrest the words he longed to speak from his brain.
I’ve never loved another woman but you, Chelsey, and I want to spend the rest of my life by your side.
Her Civic rolled out of the driveway and raced up the lake road. Thomas slumped into his chair with Jack staring expectantly at him, as if the dog wondered why he hadn’t popped the question.
That wasn’t why Jack gave him a look of indignation. Couldn’t be. The dog wanted Thomas to toss him a slice of toast and half his egg.
“I tried, Jack,” Thomas said, forking the egg into his mouth. He chewed without tasting the food. “She won’t let me help her. What kind of husband would I make? Don’t answer that.”
The dog woofed.
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C helsey chewed her lip inside the waiting room. She hated blowing Thomas off, but this was something she needed to do for herself. And for him.
A tattered tissue lay in her hand. Dried tears had left streaks on her cheeks. She was the only person in the room, except for the administrative assistant, who sat on the other side of a glass window. The man smiled at her now and then as he worked.
Chelsey had tapped every ounce of willpower to make herself come here. She needed help, and the nightmares wouldn’t stop if she kept running away. There was no escaping your own truths.
“Dr. Mandal will see you now,” the man said.
No sooner did he finish speaking than the door to the doctor’s office opened, revealing a tall woman with straight sable hair that draped almost to her mid-back. Chelsey’s eyes were immediately drawn to the doctor’s prominent nose—long, almost like a ski slope, yet beautiful. Dr. Ryka Mandal had worked wonders with Thomas and Deputy Aguilar, and since Aguilar had gone through a similar ordeal, Chelsey hoped the psychiatrist could help.
“You must be Chelsey,” Mandal said, offering a hand. “I’ve heard so much about you.”
Chelsey wondered what Thomas had told the doctor. Her life was an open book, and more than a few pages were torn.
Mandal invited Chelsey inside and closed the door. It was like entering a different world. Curtains at the windows filtered the sun and made the interior seem bathed in caramel. An air purifier hummed in the corner.
Chelsey wrung her hands as she sat across from the doctor. She’d visited many therapists since she was eighteen, yet this felt different. Perhaps it was because Mandal already knew things about her through Thomas. No, that wasn’t it. The doctor had a way of calming Chelsey just with her presence.
Mandal crossed her legs and set a notebook on her lap.
“Let’s start by talking about Chelsey Byrd,” the doctor said with a smile. “Whatever comes to mind.”
Chelsey spoke about Wolf Lake Consulting and her job as a private investigator. That led her back to when she’d traveled from one region of the country to the next, finding her purpose before she fell in love with investigative work. And that brought her to the major depression that destroyed her life.
“I didn’t just leave Thomas,” Chelsey said. “I pushed everyone away—my friends, my family. But that made things worse. So I determined to fight my depression and win. Then I could have my life back.”
“Your records show you sought therapy.”
“Yes, though I never stayed with one doctor for long.”
“Why?”
She shrugged. Until now, she’d never considered why.
The conversation moved to the abduction.
“Tell me about him,” Mandal said, jotting a note.
“I met Kenneth . . . I mean, Kenny a long time ago. He was my friend’s cousin. There were a bunch of us in the neighborhood that night. After dark, we divided into two teams and chased each other through the yards. Kenny caught me. I thought he meant to tag me. Instead, he . . .” Tears welled in Chelsey’s eyes. She cleared her throat. “He would have raped me, but the others pulled him off. Kenny never came around again.”
“You didn’t see him after that night?”
“Not until this year.” Chelsey recounted the investigation which had led her into the madman’s clutches. “But he watched me for almost two decades.” She shivered. “I still don’t understand his obsession.”
For a long time, Chelsey talked about the nightmares. She didn’t understand why they’d stopped for weeks before returning with ferocity.
“I just want it to be over,” Chelsey said.
“Considering what you went through, it’s normal that you’re still experiencing nightmares. What about anxiety during the day? Does it affect you?”
“Sometimes.”
“How so?”
Chelsey folded her arms. “Sometimes when it’s quiet, my heart will race and my palms will get sweaty. There’s never a reason. It’s like my brain thinks I’m in danger, and I can’t shut it off.”
“Panic attacks. Have they ever hospitalized you?”
“Once.”
Mandal kept writing as Chelsey spoke. Afterward, she set the pen and pad aside.
“Earlier, you described yourself as a workaholic.”
Chelsey smirked. “My partner, Raven, wants to punch me in the throat. I’m forever taking on investigations, too many to keep up with. I drive her batty.”
“According to what you’ve told me, business couldn’t be better. I’ve heard acquaintances mention Wolf Lake Consulting, yet I never see an advertisement on television or in the newspaper. That tells me word of mouth supports your firm.”
“I suppose that’s true.”
“Why take on work that your staff can’t handle?”
“To stay ahead. There are always competitors fighting for clients.”
“From where I sit, your closest competition is light years behind.” Mandal held Chelsey’s gaze. “You don’t allow yourself to sit still because you’re worried depression will catch you again, and because a part of you believes Kenneth Wendel can still hurt you.”
Chelsey rubbed her arm instead of responding.
“Kenneth Wendel never had power over you. And now he’s gone.” Mandal brushed her hair back. “For many, depression is a chemical imbalance. You’ve taken antidepressant medication for over a decade, but you’re at the lowest prescribed dosage.”
“Should I be on something stronger?”
“Why? You’re a wildly successful self-made entrepreneur, and you’re active and have friends. None of what you’ve said concerns me you’re on the verge of depression. You’re experiencing anxiety after a traumatic event. I can help with that.”
“Like you helped Deputy Aguilar and Thomas.”
“I can’t speak about my clients, but I’ve helped many people overcome anxiety.”
“I don’t want to take more medication.”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Medication might be required, but if so, I expect it will only be for a short while. We’ll manage your anxiety through hypnotherapy and meditation. But first, we need to determine the root causes of your fears.”
Chelsey scrunched her brow. “The abduction. What else would there be?”
“I sense there’s something else. How is your relationship with Thomas?”
A sense of warmth ran through Chelsey. She smiled. “He’s a wonderful man.”
“You’re lucky to have him.”
“Without question.”
“Isn’t he lucky to have you?” Mandal asked.
Chelsey’s mouth froze open. She scratched her arm.
“Considering how long you’ve known each other,” Mandal continued, “I’m surprised the two of you aren’t engaged.”
Trepidation made Chelsey glance away.
“Talk to me, Chelsey. What’s really bothering you?”
Chelsey didn’t know where the tears came from. It was as if she’d held them inside for decades, and now the dam was bursting.
“I’m afraid he wants to propose,” Chelsey said, sobbing.
“Why does that upset you?”
She choked on tears. The doctor handed her a box of tissues.
“Thank you.” Chelsey dried her cheeks. “I’m not sure. For months, I wanted to marry him, but now whenever I imagine him proposing, I get these panic attacks.”
Mandal didn’t follow up with a question. She remained patient and waited for Chelsey to spit it out.
“I just feel like he could do better. Why should he saddle himself with my baggage? I hurt him once.”
Mandal rested her hands on her knees. “Would you ever hurt him again?”
Chelsey shook her head. “Never.”
“Then what are you afraid of?”
Good question. Only a monster would injure Thomas Shepherd, and she loved him to the moon and back.
“Why should Thomas spend his life with someone like me?”
Mandal gave Chelsey an opportunity to elaborate, but there was nothing left to say. It had all spewed forth, and even Chelsey was surprised by her own words. But they were true. Despite being born with Asperger’s, Thomas had overcome heartbreak and an overbearing family, excelled in college, joined the LAPD and risen to detective, then saved countless lives as sheriff of Nightshade County. Chelsey had grown up with supporting parents and still turned out to be a basket case.
“What I’m hearing from you,” Mandal said, “is you don’t believe you’re worthy of love.”
Chelsey shifted in her chair and lowered her eyes.
“I want you to do something for me, Chelsey. Name the people in your life that you consider loved ones.”
She scrunched her brow. “Why?”
“Please, just go along with it.”
“All right,” Chelsey said, setting her hands in her lap. “Thomas, obviously. My parents. Definitely Raven. I don’t know what I’d do without her.”
“Anyone else?”
“Scout and Naomi Mourning. They’re wonderful people. Oh, and Darren. He’s Raven’s boyfriend and the ranger at the state park.”
“Very good. Go on.”
Chelsey smiled. “LeVar. He brightens my day whenever he’s around. My aunts and uncles, my cousins.”
“Sounds as if you have many loved ones in your life. Do they return your affection?”
“Yes.”
“And would you say they’re intelligent people capable of making rational decisions, especially about a person’s character?”
“Sure.” Chelsey raised her eyes, understanding where Dr. Mandal was heading.
“The people you most respect say you deserve love, Chelsey. So why don’t you believe them?”
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A  vibrant blanket of autumnal oranges, yellows, and reds covered the landscape. Because of the unusual chill, the leaves had changed early this season, a blessing for anyone who appreciated nature’s beauty. Yet the cold had receded since the weekend, and Wednesday afternoon brought a return to summer with temperatures in the seventies. It was the perfect start to October.
On the lake road, a few houses displayed pumpkins and cornstalks. One neighbor had erected a Halloween skeleton. More decorations would follow as the end of the month drew closer. For now, the people of Wolf Lake celebrated the final warm days of the year.
Smoke from the charcoal grill drifted through the bedroom’s open window. While Thomas waited for the coals to gray, he stared at the closed closet door. Everyone was outside except for Chelsey, who was preparing a red bean salad downstairs.
This was it. If Thomas didn’t pop the question today, he would never work up the nerve. What if she turned him down? All their friends were at the cookout. Besides shattering his heart, Chelsey would make it too uncomfortable for Thomas to put on a cheerful face.
No, she loved him, and Chelsey had changed since Saturday. She’d even enjoyed herself at dinner with Mother. The two of them had carried on as if they were long-lost friends. Or mother and daughter. Chelsey no longer jumped at shadows, nor did she flee the house whenever Thomas was around and a quiet moment arose. And there was a faint, knowing grin that formed on her lips whenever they spoke. It was almost as if she could read his intentions.
But what if he were wrong?
He shook his head. There was no point in making himself crazy.
Thomas opened the closet and fished inside the jacket pocket, searching for the ring. For a panicked moment, he couldn’t find it. Then he realized he was searching the wrong pocket. He needed to slow his racing brain. His hand closed over the ring box, which he slipped into his back pocket. Now for the hard part.
Each step down the staircase brought him closer to his fate. He could smell the fresh salad and hear the clink of spoon against porcelain as Chelsey mixed the ingredients. His mouth was a scorched desert.
She turned when he entered the kitchen. “You look like you swallowed a live fish.”
From the way his stomach flopped, he couldn’t argue with her assessment.
A concerned look came over her face. “Thomas, are you ill?”
“Not at all,” he said, shaking the cobwebs from his head. “In fact, I’ve never felt more alive.”
Her eyebrows lifted. Before she could reply, he took her hands in his.
“When we first met so many years ago, I felt like I’d known you forever. Since then, I’ve never imagined a life without you in it. Even while we were apart, I kept you in my heart.”
Chelsey gaped and her eyes turned glassy.
“These last few months have been wonderful. Yes, we’ve faced challenges, but we’ve worked through them together. Sharing a home with you has made me so content, so happy.”
“Thomas, I—”
He pressed his finger to her lips.
“I love waking up in the middle of the night, rolling over, seeing your sleeping face, and knowing I’m right where I belong.”
Happy tears rolled down her cheeks when he dropped to one knee and removed the ring from his pocket.
“Chelsey, I’ve had many dreams in my life, but none more beautiful than to spend forever and a day by your side. Will you make me the happiest man in the world and marry me?”
“Yes,” she said, crying. “A million times, yes!”
He slipped the ring on her finger. It wasn’t the largest diamond from the jewelry store, but it belonged on her, the perfect complement to her radiant beauty.
She tugged him to his feet and pressed her lips against his.
Thomas’s head spun. He wasn’t certain how long they’d kissed. Time lost all meaning while they embraced.
When they parted, she grinned. “Nobody proposes like that anymore.”
“I do.”
“You’re an amazing man, Thomas Shepherd, and I can’t wait to be your wife.”
A clawing at the glass made Thomas turn his head. Jack stood on his hind legs, tongue lolling as he smiled at them.
Thomas snickered. “I think that’s his way of telling us we’re late for the party.”
She raised her hand and stared at the ring. “I can’t believe it.”
“Neither can I, but it’s real.”
Chelsey gave him a playful jab. “What took you so long, Sheriff?”
“It’s not easy to catch the bad girl.”
She purred. “Bad girl, eh? Wait until tonight.”
Thomas’s heart skipped. “How am I supposed to wait now?”
“Patience, my future husband.”
Together, they walked into the backyard, their hands clasped, both overwhelmed with joy. It didn’t take long for Raven and the others to spot the engagement ring. Everyone hurried to Thomas and Chelsey. There were tearful congratulations, high-fives, and slaps on the back. LeVar even fixed his eyes on his sister and said, “You’re next, sis.” Which made Darren pale before he shared a smile with his girlfriend.
Thomas was sure of one thing as he celebrated the occasion with his closest friends.
Life sure was beautiful.


The Thomas Shepherd series continues in book two
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