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1
Distance might silence the voices, but demons aren’t bound by miles. They fester in the unspoken fear that stalks the wary.
Calista O’Brien followed Main Street through Wolf Lake. The village was peaceful, but in her mind shadows blotted out the light, and every face hid a secret. She had lived in big cities before coming here, places full of noise and chaos. In Wolf Lake, none of that bustle existed. Here, it was safer. Or at least that was what she told herself.
As the clock ticked past noon, she turned her car and spied the sheriff’s department. She considered going inside and introducing herself to Sheriff Thomas Shepherd, a man she’d read much about. But something held her back. Speaking with a law enforcement officer would bring her too close to the life she was running from. Maybe someday, but not yet. Not after everything that had happened in Rochester. The faces she’d sketched still haunted her. Some were victims of horrible crimes, people whose pain she’d captured in drawings that sometimes felt too real. Others were the monsters who preyed on the innocent.
Her fingers brushed the old scar on her arm, a reminder of an investigation gone wrong. A mass murderer. She had helped catch him, but the nightmares hadn’t stopped. In fact, they’d grown worse. Because for every monster she helped put behind bars, there was another to take his place.
"You’re safe," she whispered to herself. "This place is safe."
But the words felt hollow. She wasn’t sure she believed them.
The car moved on autopilot, leading her away from the sheriff’s department and toward an art store in the village center. She parked in a municipal lot and double-checked the locks before walking away from the vehicle. The bell above the door jingled as she stepped into the gallery. The scent of oil paints and varnish reminded her of art classes in college. She paused, taking in the quiet space, where framed canvases lined the walls like silent witnesses.
Her eyes drifted over the colorful displays, but her mind wandered back to the life she was trying so hard to escape. Here, in Wolf Lake, everything was slower, softer. But inside Calista, that same restless energy hummed, always searching for an outlet.
A large canvas caught her attention. It was an abstract painting with swirls of dark blue, green, and black like the surface of a storm-tossed lake at night. The colors churned together, violent and beautiful. Something about the image resonated with her. This painting would fit her new life. Her new house was perched on the edge of the water, nestled between towering pines that hid her from the world. It was small, a cozy two-bedroom cottage with a wide deck overlooking the lake. In the mornings she could sip her coffee and watch the mist roll over the water. But at night the shadows crept closer and swallowed the view until it felt as though the lake itself might rise and drag her into its depths.
She imagined the painting in the living room, hanging just above the fireplace. It would suit the house’s rustic feel, with its dark wood floors and stone hearth. But part of her hesitated. The swirling colors seemed too close to the storm she couldn’t escape.
“You like that one?”
Calista turned to find an older woman behind the counter, her eyes kind but sharp, as if she saw more than most.
“I do,” Calista said. “It reminds me of the lake.”
“Not surprising. The artist who created this piece grew up in the village.”
“I just wish I could get used to the water.”
“Wolf Lake has a way of getting under your skin. It can be peaceful one minute and wild the next. Wait until winter, when the wind tosses waves against the shore.”
Calista touched the edge of the canvas. “I think I’ll take it.”
“Wonderful choice.”
The woman wrapped the painting, chatting about the history of the village and the artists who lived near the state park. Calista listened, but her mind drifted to the house again, to the way the lake looked at night—calm on the surface, but with skeletal claws lurking beneath.
With the painting tucked under one arm, Calista paused at the end of the street and peered toward the lake. From there, the blue seemed to merge with the sky. Wind whispered through the trees like voices. Danger didn’t disappear because you changed locations. She knew that better than anyone.
A dog barked in the distance, startling her. She turned to look and saw nothing but shoppers hurrying to make their purchases before the lunch hour ended.
Calista pushed the door open to The Broken Yolk Café. The wooden floors creaked underfoot, and quiet conversations drifted from the few patrons scattered around the space. She approached the counter, where a college-age barista with a friendly smile greeted her.
“What can I get for you today?”
“One black coffee, please.” The steady hiss of the espresso machine overrode her voice.
As the barista prepared her order, Calista looked out the window. Beyond the glass, the village carried on with its sleepy rhythm. The sight was comforting—people living simple lives. A part of her wanted to become like them, to blend in and forget.
“Here you go,” the barista said, placing the cup on the counter.
Calista tipped the fellow and found a table in the back. She set the painting on the chair beside her and wrapped her hands around the cup, letting the heat seep into her bony fingers.
As a breeze carried a crumpled bag down the sidewalk, she remembered a folder of crime scene photos spread across her desk. The faces of victims had stared back at her. Young, old. Men, women. Every one of them rendered lifeless by the same hand. A mass murderer terrorized the streets of Rochester for years before the authorities connected the cases.
They had brought in Calista after discovering the fifth body. The killer’s pattern wasn’t clear yet, but the media stirred up panic. All the police had was a blurred surveillance photo from a parking garage. She could still recall the moment she first saw that grainy image—the faint glimpse of a ghostly face as he glanced toward the camera. Not enough details existed to identify the man, but she knew how to fill in the details. The picture was enough for her to sketch what the camera had failed to capture.
She had locked herself in her studio for hours, the charcoal smudging her hands as the face took shape. Every line, every shadow brought her closer to the man behind the murders. The eyes were the worst. Dark, hollow, devoid of any humanity. She could feel his presence lingering over her as she worked. Her hands trembled, but she couldn’t stop. Not until the picture was complete.
The sketch helped the police track him down. His name was Gregory Vance, a quiet man who lived alone in a west-side apartment. His neighbors described him as polite. No one had suspected the horror lurking inside.
But Calista knew. She had seen it in her mind long before they took him into custody.
The sketch led the authorities to his home. On the day of his arrest, the police called her in. They wanted her to see Vance.
And she wanted to see him.
Calista hadn’t expected the killer to recognize her. She was just an artist, a face in the crowd, invisible to the devils she helped capture. But the moment their eyes met, she knew he had been watching her. Studying her.
The memory flashed like lightning against a knife. He’d smirked when he saw her, as if they shared some terrible secret. He’d leaned forward in his seat, the chains around his wrists clinking against the table.
"You can draw my face, as if you own me," he’d said. "But I’m inside you now."
The coffee in Calista’s hand trembled, and she set it down before it spilled. She forced herself to push the memory away. But Vance’s words stayed with her.
This was why she’d abandoned the law enforcement community. How long before she felt normal?
Outside, the sun shone.
Yet a storm was coming. She could feel it in her bones.
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Sheriff Thomas Shepherd sat at the kitchen table, his foot tapping a steady rhythm against the wooden floor. He wasn’t nervous—he didn’t get nervous. It was more like anticipation, an energy that buzzed under the skin.
Across from him, Chelsey sat with her legs tucked under her, cradling a bowl of broth. The sun filtered through the windows of the A-frame. Long beams of light cut through the early morning haze.
“It’s hard to believe we’re getting married next month,” Chelsey said.
Thomas didn’t look up. His eyes were fixed on a list showing the details he needed to iron out before the wedding.
“I triple-checked the guest count,” Thomas said. “Eighty-three people. All within the maximum occupancy guidelines for the backyard space.”
A soft chuckle escaped her lips. “Thomas, it’s not a fire marshal inspection. It’s our wedding. And besides, this is your yard. You don’t need to follow guidelines.”
“Ensuring we don’t exceed space requirements prevents overcrowding. It’s the best way to maintain order.”
She reached across the table and placed her hand over his, stilling his fingers. “I appreciate that you’re thinking of everything. But it’s okay to enjoy the moment. Not everything needs to be mapped out to the exact inch.”
He blinked, processing her words. The logic in her tone conflicted with the comforting structure of his lists.
“I want it to be perfect.”
“It will be. Because it’s us. And because everyone loves you.”
He considered her words before relaxing in his chair. “The weather forecast seems fine, though I doubt they can forecast accurately thirty days in advance. Still, we need to think about storms. Spring weather in Wolf Lake can turn violent, especially with the climate problems and⁠—”
“What are you most excited about?” she asked, diverting his wandering worries.
His brain sifted through the variables: the seating arrangements, the catering, the playlist he’d approved three times. But her question wasn't about logistics. He cleared his throat as an awkwardness settled over him.
“I think, uh, I’m excited about the vows. Saying them out loud in front of everyone.”
Chelsey raised an eyebrow, her surprise obvious. “The vows?”
“Words matter. When you say something out loud, it becomes real. Binding. It’s the most important part of the day, and I want to get it right.”
She rounded the table and placed a kiss on his cheek. “You’re going to be perfect. You always are.”
Would he be? His mind flashed through the countless moments he’d fallen short in his own eyes—times he’d misread social cues or missed the nuance in someone’s tone. But Chelsey never seemed to mind. She understood him better than anyone else. And she loved him. By God, she actually loved him the way he did her.
“The backyard is ready,” he said, shifting the conversation back to safer ground. “I’ll reinforce the beams on the gazebo. It will hold the lights you want.”
“See? You think of everything,” she teased, returning to her chair and taking another sip of broth.
Thomas glanced outside, where the backyard met Wolf Lake. The new gazebo stood a stone’s throw from the guest house where LeVar lived. It was a peaceful place where they’d soon exchange vows. Quiet. And structured. That’s what he liked most about living in the A-frame that his late uncle had built. The predictability of the home’s walls. The four seasons, which never changed. But even here, a part of him couldn’t shut down and stop planning every detail.
“When I think about the wedding,” he said, “I see every piece. Where the flowers sit. The guests. What could go wrong, and how to fix it before it does.”
“Don’t forget to enjoy yourself. That’s important too.”
“Of course I will. I love you. That’s all that matters.”
Enjoying their wedding day felt like a challenge. He wasn’t used to letting go of control.
Before she could reply, Jack padded into the kitchen, his massive paws thudding against the floor. The wolf-like dog nudged Thomas’s leg, his tail wagging expectantly.
“Looks like someone is ready for his morning walk,” Chelsey said.
“I’ll take him around the yard. I can check the conditions for the guests.”
Chelsey shook her head, amused. “Or you can enjoy the walk and forget about the conditions.”
He grabbed Jack’s leash. Tigger, their tabby cat, scurried past his ankles.
Thomas clipped the leash on Jack’s collar and opened the door. The morning air hit him, cool and crisp. April in Wolf Lake could be unpredictable. Yet today seemed normal enough, starting chilly before the sun brought a mild afternoon. Outside, he put his worries on pause. Jack did his business. Then Thomas unclipped the leash and let the dog chase a bird and exhaust himself. As if Jack ever tired. He wondered why he ever bothered to put the dog on a leash; Jack would never leave his side.
Thomas returned inside with Jack trotting along with boundless energy despite the chase around the yard. He hung the leash on the hook. Jack padded over to his water bowl and lapped up the water Chelsey had set out.
Chelsey looked up from her broth. “You didn’t check the yard, did you?”
Thomas shrugged. “Jack did. It’s fine.”
As he settled back into his seat, someone knocked on the sliding glass door. Jack's ears perked up, but the tail wag gave away the visitor. Thomas already knew who it was.
“LeVar,” Thomas said.
He opened the door to find LeVar Hopkins bouncing on his toes to fend off the chill. “Morning, Thomas,” LeVar said. “I thought I’d swing by before we all head out. Carpool, Chelsey?”
Chelsey placed the bowl in the sink. “I was just about to suggest a carpool. Let’s save the gas and ride together. Plus, we can go over the investigations on the way.”
Thomas hesitated for a second, his mind already shifting into organizational mode and calculating the logistics of changing his routine. He was supposed to drop off Chelsey today, but a playful challenge in her eyes snapped him out of it.
“Thanks, LeVar,” Thomas said. “That means I can drive straight to the station.”
LeVar gave Jack a quick rub behind the ears before making his way to the table. “So, what’s the case today?”
“We’ve been working on a missing person’s case,” Chelsey said. “A woman named Lauren Douglas. She disappeared two weeks ago. Her family thinks she just ran off, but some things don’t add up.”
“Yeah, Raven and Darren are deep into the woman’s background. And we have another case that just popped up. Some disturbances out near Harmon Springs.”
Thomas sat, his curiosity piqued. “What disturbances?”
LeVar rubbed his chin, as if figuring out the best way to describe it. “It’s weird. People are reporting noises at night. Screams, doors slamming, stuff like that. At first it sounded like a ghost story, but Raven thinks there’s something more. Might be a prowler.”
Chelsey sifted through the investigation documents. “Harmon Springs hasn’t called us in yet. Hopefully it’s a dead end.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because I don’t want you and Scout getting excited about another paranormal investigation.”
LeVar’s mouth hung open. “But I don’t believe in ghosts.”
“Oh? The way you two go on, you could have fooled me.”
Thomas opened his wallet and ensured he had enough money for lunch. “If you need backup, let me know. Our caseload is pretty much empty.”
“That’s a change.”
“I know. I kinda like it.”
Chelsey sighed. “And yet we’re overwhelmed at Wolf Lake Consulting. A local business owner hired us to look into missing stock from his supply warehouse. It seems like simple employee theft, but I still want to take a look. Wolf Lake never stays quiet for long, I guess.”
“Hundred percent.”
“Whatever cases you choose to investigate,” Thomas said, “keep me updated. I can give you Aguilar or Lambert.”
“But before we get to work, we need to make sure Thomas won’t bail on us for the Magnolia Dance,” Chelsey said.
Thomas twitched. “I’m not bailing. I just don’t want to go.”
LeVar pushed the dreadlocks off his shoulder. “You don’t enjoy dancing in front of people? Come on, Shep Dawg. You know how many views the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department would get on IG if we post you dancing?”
“I don’t dance,” Thomas muttered.
“We’ll see about that. I’ll teach you some moves. Just don’t hurt yourself out there. Chelsey and I might need you for backup, and I don’t want you in traction before your wedding day.”
“I’ll leave the dancing to you two,” Thomas said.
Chelsey set her bag strap over her shoulder. "You know, Thomas, Wolf Lake has been unusually quiet over the last few weeks. It’s almost unsettling."
LeVar folded his arms. "Yeah, but you know what they say: It’s always quiet before the storm. Something’s bound to happen soon."
Thomas glanced at LeVar from the corner of his eye. "Superstitions don’t dictate reality, LeVar. Statistically, periods of quiet are normal. It doesn’t mean trouble is coming. You’re misinterpreting statistical variability."
"Man, I love how you can make an everyday saying sound like a weather report. Periods of quiet are normal, you say? Aight. I’ll buy that. But trust me, something is brewing."
"Oh yeah, something is definitely in the air." Chelsey nudged LeVar with her elbow. "Maybe it’s a ghost, LeVar."
"Now you’re baiting me." LeVar grinned, pointing a finger at her. "Ghosts? Nah, but I sense trouble. Give it a day or two."
Thomas huffed. "There’s no such thing as a sixth sense about trouble. You’ve been watching too many horror movies."
"All I’m saying is, every time things get too calm, an event shakes it all up. It’s practically a law of nature. Wolf Lake doesn’t stay boring for long."
"Maybe the storm is just you teaching Thomas to dance," Chelsey said.
"You know what? That might be it. I’ll bring the storm to Magnolia Dance. Thomas, my man, you’ll be a TikTok sensation."
"I’m not going viral for dancing," Thomas protested. "Not now, not ever."
"We’ll see," LeVar said, his eyes twinkling with mischief. "Just wait till you hit the floor. A couple of moves, a little groove, and boom. Nightshade’s finest, shaking his tail feather. I bet you can pull it off. You have a way of surprising people."
"I’ll surprise you all right. By standing still." Thomas set his hands on his hips, trying not to laugh. "You handle the dancing. I’ll focus on keeping order."
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At the sheriff’s department, Thomas had almost finished the paperwork for an underage driving arrest when the phone rang. Deputy Veronica Aguilar picked it up, giving Thomas time to save the document. It only took a few moments for Aguilar’s forehead to crinkle with worry. She gestured for Thomas to join her.
"Missing kid at the park," Aguilar said, hanging up. "Mother’s frantic. Says he was near the playground and she turned her back for just a minute."
Thomas was already on his feet, grabbing his radio and gesturing for Aguilar to follow. "Let’s move. We’ll take my cruiser."
The ride to the park was short but tense. Thomas kept his thoughts organized, mentally preparing for the steps they needed to take. Missing children were always high priority, and time was critical.
When they arrived, a scattering of families enjoyed the sunny afternoon. Children laughed on swings and slides. Thomas spotted the mother beside a park worker, pacing a hole in the ground as tears streamed down her face.
"Mrs. Hamilton," Thomas said as he approached. "I’m Sheriff Thomas Shepherd. This is Deputy Aguilar. We’re here to help."
The woman wiped her tears with trembling hands. "He’s gone. I—I only turned away for a second, I swear. He was right here, near the playground. I looked back, and he was gone."
The first task was calming the woman. Thomas kept his tone soothing. "What’s your son’s name?"
“Tyler. He’s five.”
“Can you describe him?”
“He was wearing a red hoodie and white Nike sneakers. Tyler loves to play on the slide.”
"Okay, Mrs. Hamilton," Thomas said, jotting the details on a notepad. "I need you to stay calm. We’ll find Tyler. I need you to stay here with the park staff in case he comes back."
Her hands continued to shake. She didn’t want to stay put with her son missing.
“Please, Mrs. Hamilton,” Aguilar said.
“Okay, okay. Hurry. Tyler couldn’t have gone far.”
When they were out of the mother’s earshot, Thomas turned to Aguilar. "Check the playground first, then sweep the wooded area. I’ll coordinate with the park staff and talk to the picnickers. Keep me updated on the radio."
“Right, Thomas.”
Aguilar headed toward the playground, her hand on the radio strapped to her vest.
Thomas approached a group of parents gathered under a pavilion whose eyes were drawn to the commotion. Smoke billowed from a grill.
He flashed his badge. "Has anyone seen a boy, about five years old, wearing a red hoodie?"
They shook their heads, concern knitting their brows. A father with a toddler on his shoulders lowered the boy and held him close. "I saw a kid in a red hoodie earlier, playing by the jungle gym. But I didn’t see where he went."
"How long ago was that?" Thomas asked, his pen hovering over his notepad.
"Maybe fifteen, twenty minutes ago. Since then, nothing. I was a little busy with the grill. Sorry."
Next, Thomas approached a pair of teenagers sitting along the park’s edge, their bikes tossed lazily on the grass. "Either of you notice a young boy running around here? Red hoodie?"
The taller of the two boys shrugged. "Nah. We’ve been here for like an hour, just hanging out. There are so many kids around, they all blend together."
Thomas didn’t linger. He moved on to a woman pushing a stroller. He repeated his questions, then worked his way through the other park goers, gathering information.
His radio crackled. It was Aguilar. "Sheriff, I’m near the wooded area. No sign of the boy. Playground is clear. I’m pushing deeper into the trees."
"Copy that. Keep me posted."
As he finished questioning another couple, he considered the possibilities. It was rare for a child to wander far and leave the park. A predator? He needed to expand the search perimeter.
Thomas walked to the park entrance, where a maintenance worker trimmed the hedges. "Excuse me, sir," he said, flashing his badge again. "We’re looking for a missing boy, five years old, red hoodie. Have you seen anyone matching that description?"
The man wiped sweat from his brow. "Haven’t seen him, Sheriff. But I can call over to the other maintenance workers and let them know. We can keep an eye out."
"Please do."
Thomas entered the park's main building, a modest structure with large windows overlooking the playground. Inside, a young woman stood behind a counter, organizing brochures about local wildlife. She looked up as he entered, frowning when she recognized his uniform.
"Hello," Thomas said. "I'm looking for a missing boy named Tyler Hamilton. He's five years old and was last seen wearing a red hoodie. Have you seen him?"
The woman tapped her chin in thought. "Yes, actually. I saw a little boy matching that description about half an hour ago. He was near the playground."
"Did you notice where he went?"
"I'm sorry, I didn't. It got busy here, and I was helping some visitors."
Thomas didn’t want to ask the next question, but he knew he needed to. "Have you noticed any strangers hanging around? Anyone who seemed out of place?"
"No, most of the people here today are regulars—families, joggers, dog walkers. Nothing suspicious."
"Is there anywhere else in the park that might attract a child's attention? Somewhere he might have wandered off to?"
The woman appeared ready to say no before she snapped her fingers. "Kinda, yes. Our maintenance crew brought in a new slide this morning. It's over on the far side of the park, beside the old oak grove. It's not set up yet, but sometimes kids get curious about new equipment."
The sheriff felt a spark of hope. "Can you tell me where I can find this slide?"
She pulled out a map of the park and pointed to a spot beyond the main playground area. "Right here. It's a bit isolated, and the path isn't obvious."
"Thank you," Thomas said. "You've been a big help."
He stepped outside and reached for his radio. "Aguilar, this is Thomas."
Aguilar's voice came through the speaker. "Go ahead."
"I have a possible lead on Tyler's location. There's a new slide waiting to be installed near the old oak grove on the far side of the park. Head over there and check it out. I'll send you the coordinates."
"Copy that," Aguilar replied. "Ready for the details."
He relayed the location then hurried across the park and toward the new slide. As he jogged, he scanned the area, alert for any sign of the boy.
His radio buzzed again. "Thomas, this is Aguilar. I've reached the new slide area. No sign of Tyler yet, but I'll do a thorough search."
"Understood. I'm about two minutes away."
As Thomas navigated a path, he passed clusters of trees and shrubs. The sounds of the main playground faded, replaced by bird calls. It was quieter here—a place where a boy might feel adventurous and lose himself.
He was almost at the slide when his radio came to life.
"Thomas, I found him," Aguilar said.
This was the first time since Mrs. Hamilton had called the station that Thomas could breathe again.
“Where is he?”
"He's sitting under the slide. Seems a bit shaken, but unharmed."
"Nice work, Aguilar." Thomas picked up his pace. "I'm almost there."
When Thomas arrived at the site, he found Aguilar crouched beside Tyler, who sat cross-legged near the unassembled slide pieces. Dirt smudged the boy's hoodie, and tears streaked his cheeks.
"Hey there, Tyler," Thomas said, kneeling beside him. "Your mom was worried about you."
Tyler looked up. "I didn't mean to make her worried. I just wanted to see the slide."
"We understand," Thomas said. "New things can be really exciting. But it's important to stay where your mom can see you."
"I guess I got lost."
Aguilar cleaned the boy’s face with a rag. "You’re safe now. We’ll bring you back to your mom. She's waiting at the front of the park."
Thomas offered his hand, and after a moment's hesitation, Tyler took it. As they started walking back, Thomas whispered to Aguilar. "Any signs of anyone else around?"
She shook her head. "Strangers? None that I could see. Looks like Tyler came here on his own."
"A happy ending. I wish they all turned out like this."
When they returned to the main area of the park, Mrs. Hamilton rushed forward, her face a mixture of worry and relief. "Tyler!"
"Mom!" Tyler let go of Thomas's hand and ran into his mother's arms.
She hugged him. "Don't you ever run off like that again. You scared me half to death."
"I'm sorry," the boy said into her shoulder.
Thomas gave them a moment before stepping forward. "Mrs. Hamilton, Tyler was curious about the new slide on the far side of the park. The workers haven’t assembled the slide yet. I’m glad he didn’t climb on the equipment and hurt himself."
“Thank you so much, Sheriff,” Mrs. Hamilton said. “I didn't even realize there was a new slide.”
"And I’ll mention to the park staff that the area is unsecured. Other children might wander over out of curiosity."
After ensuring Tyler was okay, Thomas and Aguilar headed to the main building.
Aguilar looked over her shoulder. "Well handled."
"Thanks," he said. "I want to check in with the park manager before we go."
They returned to the main building, where the young woman greeted them. "Did you find the boy?"
"We did," Thomas confirmed. "He was by the new slide, just as you thought."
She rubbed her forehead. "I'm so glad."
"However, the area isn't safe," Thomas said. "The caution tape isn't enough to keep curious kids away."
"You're right. I'll talk to the maintenance crew. We'll get proper barriers up."
"Appreciated," Aguilar said.
"Thank you again for finding that boy."
When they reached the cruiser, Aguilar stretched her arms above her head. "All in a day's work."
Thomas checked his watch. "Still time left in the day."
She laughed. "Ever the optimist."
"I’d better get us back to the station. Maybe I can finish that paperwork."
"Now that's wishful thinking," she said.
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At Wolf Lake Consulting, the aroma of garlic and onions filled the kitchen, blending with the earthy scent of olive oil heating in a skillet. Chelsey stood at the stove, stirring the mix while LeVar chopped fresh basil on the countertop.
Her thoughts returned to this morning’s conversation with Thomas. He was doing his best, but she knew he was struggling to compartmentalize their wedding plans. Thomas placed too much pressure on himself. The wedding didn’t need to be perfect. All he needed was to be himself.
"We should add the tomatoes now," LeVar said, sliding the cutting board over.
Chelsey scooped the bright red cherry tomatoes into the pan. "This is going to be the bomb. Fresh pasta always beats takeout."
The lunch boiled in a large pot, steam rising as they prepared a simple but hearty lunch.
"How’s that salad coming along?" Chelsey asked, glancing at the small bowl of greens next to LeVar.
"Almost there," he said, tossing in cucumbers and drizzling balsamic vinaigrette over the top. "You think Darren and Raven will like this?"
"They'll love it. We should cook together more often. It’s a pleasant change of pace."
A bell rang as the front door down the hall opened. Footsteps followed, and soon Darren and Raven stepped into the kitchen, bringing with them woodsy scents.
“Something smells amazing,” Raven said, leaning against the doorframe.
Running a hand through his hair, Darren yawned. "Hope you made enough for four."
"Always," Chelsey said, pointing to the simmering pan. "Pull up a seat. We’re almost done."
As Darren and Raven settled at the kitchen table, Darren massaged the back of his neck. "It has been nonstop at the park lately. You can tell the spring season is picking up. I’ve had everything from lost hikers to raccoons overrunning campsites."
“Raccoons?” Chelsey asked. “I swear, those things are as bold as ever. They knocked over our garbage can a few nights ago. What a mess.”
“Jack didn’t scare them off?”
“Ha! He was sound asleep in bed.”
"They’ve gotten worse. People don’t understand that you can’t leave out food. Campers think the forest has its own janitors. I've had to issue more fines for improper food storage in the last two weeks than I did all of last year."
LeVar grabbed a bowl and filled it with fresh pasta. He handed it to Darren. "And the tourists?"
Darren took a bite and issued a pleasureful moan. "Don't get me started on the tourists. Some come out here thinking it's a resort. I had one guy complain that there aren’t enough phone-charging stations at the campsites. I’m trying to keep the place as natural as possible, and he’s talking about needing Wi-Fi."
Chelsey set four glasses of kombucha on the table. "You’d think people would want to disconnect when they go camping."
"You’d think," Darren said. "But no. They want to post photos of their adventure on social media." He made air quotes around adventure.
Raven took a plate of salad from LeVar. "Darren, I don’t know how you deal with that every day. People can be so clueless about nature."
“Being a ranger is a twenty-four-hour job. The animals are more active. I had a report of a bear sighting near a trailhead yesterday. Could be the same one that was hanging around last summer.”
LeVar set down his fork. "A bear? What do you do when people report bears?"
"Well, first I tell them to stay calm, which they never do," Darren said, smirking. "Then I get out there and assess the situation. Usually, the bears aren’t interested in people. They’re just foraging. But I’ve had to remind people more than once to stick to the marked trails and keep their distance."
"Are you expecting this season to be busier than last year?" Chelsey asked.
"Definitely. Wolf Lake State Park is getting more popular, and with popularity comes more responsibility. More people, more problems. But I love it. Keeps me on my toes."
Raven rolled her eyes. "He says that now, but wait until mid-July when he’s ready to throw his ranger badge into the lake."
"For now, I’m handling it. It’s good to be outside. Beats sitting inside a police station."
Darren had retired from the Syracuse PD to become the ranger of Wolf Lake State Park.
Chelsey wiped her hands on a paper towel and turned to Darren. “You know, LeVar and I could help you out at the park whenever you need extra hands. Perhaps someday we’ll get downtime between cases.”
LeVar pointed at Darren. “Yeah, I wouldn’t mind doing something physical. Get out of the office, away from the screens.”
Darren was clearly amused by the offer. “I appreciate it, but it’s not all hiking trails and bear watching, you know. There’s a lot of grunt work. And those raccoons don’t scare easy.”
“Typical man trying to protect his turf,” said Raven.
“We’ve had our own hands full, though,” Chelsey said. “Wolf Lake Consulting just had a record profit month. And I can’t take any credit for it.”
All eyes turned to Raven, who shook her head. “You’re going to make me sound like I’m some kind of marketing guru. It’s not that complicated.”
“Don’t be modest. Raven is the reason we’re raking in so many clients. She revamped our marketing strategy, and it’s paying off.”
“Are you that much of a genius, sis?” LeVar asked.
Raven shrugged, but her eyes sparkled with pride. “We were doing fine before, but I noticed we weren’t reaching enough people outside of our regular client base. I thought, why not expand our online presence? With Scout’s help, I built out a new website, added a blog where we post relevant articles on private investigations, and started using social media more strategically.”
“Strategically how?” Darren asked, taking a bite of pasta.
“Well, I researched what people are looking for when they need a PI. Things like missing persons, corporate investigations, fraud detection. I made sure our content reflected that. SEO is key, so I optimized the site for search engines. It sounds technical, but it’s just making sure we use the right keywords. Then I created ad campaigns targeting local businesses and individuals who might need our services.”
Chelsey jumped in. “She also implemented email marketing. We send out regular newsletters and update clients on our services, offering insights into how we solve cases. It’s brilliant.”
“It wasn’t all me. The team put in a lot of effort. But yeah, we’ve had a lot more clients since making those changes.”
“You’re not just a tech whiz, you’re an entrepreneur. No wonder we’re rolling in the profits,” LeVar said.
His sister waved him off. “It’s about being proactive. The clients are out there. You just have to know how to reach them. We’re also diversifying. Instead of relying only on local cases, we started pitching to clients in surrounding counties and cities. And it’s paying off.”
“So what’s next for Wolf Lake Consulting?” asked Darren.
Chelsey glanced at Raven, letting her take the lead.
“We’re scaling up and getting more inquiries from bigger clients—businesses, legal firms, even government contracts. It’s only going to grow from here. I’m thinking about bringing on another investigator if this keeps up.”
LeVar let out a low whistle. “Big plans. You’re making us look good.”
“Good?” Chelsey asked. “Try unstoppable.”
“You guys are building an empire while I’m fighting raccoons in the woods. Seems like I need to up my game,” Darren said.
Raven laughed, but there was pride in her eyes as she looked at Chelsey. “We’re doing all right. There’s still plenty of room to grow.”
Chelsey leaned back, letting the conversation continue, but her thoughts were on Wolf Lake Consulting’s success and whether it was sustainable. She felt gratitude as she looked at Raven. Without Raven's sharp mind and relentless drive, the private investigation firm would have gone under months ago. They'd been struggling, their profits too low to keep the lights on. Chelsey had been on the verge of making some tough decisions. But Raven stepped in, revamped the business plan, and now they were thriving.
Yet, much as she appreciated Raven's genius and hard work, a nagging concern lingered in the back of her mind. Could they keep up the momentum?
Chelsey glanced at LeVar, who was laughing about something Darren had said. LeVar was a rock, a natural investigator with instincts she could always trust — but he was also Thomas’s junior deputy. His part-time hours with the consulting business were getting stretched thin, especially with the sheriff's department ramping up its operations. LeVar was juggling too many balls, and she knew how seriously he took his role as a deputy. What would happen if his workload increased or if he chose between the two jobs?
Then there was Darren, busy as ever at the state park. He loved his work, but it left little time for the consulting side of things. His skills were invaluable, and Chelsey couldn’t imagine losing him either.
And Scout. Bright, eager Scout. Chelsey smiled thinking of her. Scout was the future, there was no doubt about that. The girl was already planning to graduate early and head off to Kane Grove University. She had a sharp mind for detective work, and her skills in research and tech dwarfed the other investigators’ knowledge in those fields. But Scout had her own path to follow. College would take her away from Wolf Lake Consulting, at least part of the time. Could they keep leaning on the teen?
The caseload was growing faster than expected. What had started as a trickle was now a flood, and the inquiries weren’t slowing down. Sure, they had more cases and bigger clients, but that also meant more responsibility. And more stress.
Chelsey looked at Raven, who was still talking about their future, her words filled with optimism and ambition. Chelsey admired that about her best friend. But she knew better than anyone that growth came with challenges. They needed more hands. Another investigator or fewer cases.
For now, though, she shoved the worries aside. Today they were celebrating progress. Tomorrow they would figure out the rest.
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The clock ticked past three at the sheriff’s department. Soon the day shift would give way to the evening crew, and Thomas would return home to work on the wedding plans again.
He sat behind his desk, trying to focus on the report in front of him, but his mind kept wandering. The flicker of a failing light only added to his distraction. He tapped a pen against the desk, staring at the words without seeing them.
In the bullpen, Deputy Veronica Aguilar leaned against the file cabinet, arms crossed, giving him a look that Thomas recognized. It was the I'm-not-letting-this-go look, and it usually meant she was about to bring up something he didn't want to talk about.
"You know what’s coming up, right?" Aguilar asked.
Thomas groaned, not bothering to look up from the report. "No, and I don't want to know."
"The Magnolia Dance. It’s this month."
"I already told Chelsey and LeVar, I’m not interested."
Aguilar shook her head, walking over to sit on the edge of his desk. "Oh, come on. You’re the sheriff. People expect you to show up. It’s like tradition or something."
"I’m not obligated to attend public dances." His fingers tightened around the pen, which he set down a little too carefully.
"Right, sure. But you know everyone will talk if you’re not there. Besides, Chelsey will be there. LeVar, Raven, the entire gang. You wouldn’t want to miss out, would you?"
"You know why I’m not interested."
Aguilar raised an eyebrow, feigning innocence. "You’re not still thinking about our date, are you?"
“It wasn’t a date.”
She snickered. “Obviously. I’m teasing you. Lighten up, Thomas. You’re worried it will happen again, right?”
Thomas closed the report. "Of course I am."
It was impossible not to remember. His first Magnolia Dance as a deputy had been a disaster. He had agreed to escort Aguilar, and things had gotten out of hand. Chelsey’s old boyfriend—drunk and obnoxious—picked a fight. Thomas tried to stay out of it, but the man pushed him too far, insulting Aguilar and begging for a confrontation. One thing led to another, and Thomas ended up arm-locking the man in the middle of the dance floor.
It wasn’t his proudest moment.
"You’re still thinking about that fight, aren’t you?" Aguilar said. "Thomas, that was a fluke. Chelsey’s ex is long gone, and now you’re the sheriff."
"I lost control," Thomas said, his mind replaying the scene as if it had happened yesterday. "I can’t risk another incident. Not with so many people watching."
"Please. You’re not worried about altercations. This is about you avoiding public events. You’re not a social butterfly, and dances aren’t your thing. But you should show up for the community. They respect you, Thomas. They want to see their sheriff."
Tension settled between Thomas’s shoulders. "I suppose."
"Besides, Chelsey is looking forward to it. You really want to disappoint her?"
"No. I don’t."
"Then consider going. It will be fun. I promise."
He knew she was right. Showing up was part of the job, like it or not. But the obligation of being "the sheriff" in front of the entire county felt like too much.
Still, disappointing Chelsey wasn’t an option.
Aguilar lingered near Thomas’s desk, not letting the subject drop. "You need to loosen up and have fun for once. The Magnolia Dance is a local holiday. It will be good for you."
"I need to concentrate on the wedding," Thomas replied, organizing a stack of papers. "Our day is less than a month away. There’s too much to plan, too much to coordinate. I can’t waste time on distractions."
"Oh please, you’ve had that wedding planned down to the last flower petal for weeks. One night at a dance won’t set you back."
"I’m serious. The guest list alone has—" Thomas started, but Aguilar cut him off.
"Has already been finalized. You’re just making excuses." She tilted her head, giving him a look that dared him to argue.
"I’m not good at these kinds of things, Aguilar. Crowds. Lots of noise. It’s overwhelming."
The door to the station opened, and Deputy Lambert strolled in, greeting them as he tossed his hat on his desk.
"Afternoon, Thomas. Aguilar," Lambert said. He removed his jacket and prepared for the evening shift.
Aguilar jumped at the opportunity. "Hey, Lambert, you want to hear something funny? Thomas is trying to weasel out of going to the Magnolia Dance."
Lambert’s head shot up. "Oh really? You can’t be serious, Thomas. The sheriff of Nightshade County is obligated to attend. I’m pretty sure it’s written into the by-laws."
"That’s not a thing," Thomas said, looking from Lambert to Aguilar. “Don’t try to fool a fool.”
Lambert chuckled. “Sure it is. You’re the face of law and order around here. Our very own Walker, Texas Ranger. Not that Chuck Norris has anything on you. Remember when you took down Chelsey’s ex?”
Aguilar shot Lambert a look of warning, and the taller deputy raised his hands.
“If you don’t show up, people are gonna think you’re too high and mighty,” Lambert said. “They’ll think you’re hiding something. Like your inability to cut a rug.”
“I’m not a dancer,” Thomas said.
"You have to be there, if for no other reason than to make sure nothing happens. You know how people can get after a few drinks."
“Too well.” Thomas’s jaw tightened; they had him cornered. There was no escaping this, not with both deputies ganging up on him.
“Thomas?”
"Fine," Thomas relented, rubbing his temples. "I’ll go. But I’m not dancing."
"We’ll see about that. Once the music starts, everyone dances."
Aguilar grinned in victory. "I knew you would come around, Thomas. You’ll survive, and who knows? Maybe you’ll even have fun."
Thomas didn’t share her enthusiasm, but the decision was made. He would attend the dance, for Chelsey, for his friends, and because there was no escaping the inevitable.
“Fine, fine.”
"See? That wasn’t so hard. Now, let’s hope Chelsey teaches you some moves before the big night." Aguilar gave him a playful punch on the arm.
"Let’s just get through the shift first."
Lambert pulled out a chair and turned on his computer monitor. “Busy today?”
Thomas clicked the paperwork against his desk. Everything had been documented to a T.
“We received a call about a missing boy at the park earlier today,” Thomas said. “The mother was in a panic. Her boy wandered off, but we found him hiding under a slide pretty quickly. Scared, but unharmed.”
“Sounds straightforward. Why do I sense there’s more to the story?”
Aguilar chimed in, her tone more casual as she adjusted her belt. “Thomas already finished the paperwork, so there’s nothing left on your end. But he’s been tense since we left the park.”
Thomas started to protest and stopped. She was right. “It’s nothing.”
“You’re stressed about the wedding, aren’t you? I mean, it’s right around the corner, and you’re a detail guy,” Lambert said.
“I have the wedding plans under control.”
“Something with the boy, then?”
The sheriff's attention drifted toward the window as he hesitated. The day had been peaceful after the incident at the park, but there was a nagging feeling in the pit of his stomach, a sense that something wasn’t quite right. He didn’t like feelings he couldn’t explain.
“It’s difficult to put it into words. Ever since the park, I’ve felt disoriented. Like something’s off. I can’t place it. We found the kid before he got into trouble. But...”
“You think we missed something important?” Aguilar asked.
Thomas clenched his jaw, hating that he didn’t have a concrete answer. “I’m not sure. It just doesn’t feel like it’s over.”
“Look, it’s natural to feel protective, especially when kids are involved,” Lambert said. “This is just the pressure of everything else—wedding, department responsibilities—piling up.”
Aguilar didn’t appear convinced that Lambert was right. “But if something’s bugging you, it’s worth looking into, even if it’s just to clear your mind. In Wolf Lake, we don’t leave loose ends hanging.”
Thomas didn’t believe in coincidences. Ever since they'd left the park, he sensed they had walked down the tracks and dodged a runaway train. And he could hear the whistle screaming at them again.
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At the desk inside her bedroom, the cool glow of a laptop lit Kara Winterberg’s face. She hunched over the keyboard as messages from an online chat filled the screen. Outside, the world was vibrant with early spring, but inside, Kara’s room felt closed off and suffocating. Just the way she preferred things.
She hadn’t opened her window in days, though the weather had finally warmed. Her noise-canceling headphones muted the hum of traffic from the street.
The chatroom was her sanctuary, a space where she could disappear behind her screen name and speak freely, which she never did face to face. Mostly, she read what others posted, soaking in the conversations without drawing attention to herself.
Today, as usual, she kept her responses short. "LOL" here, "Yeah, I get that" there. It was easier to blend in and carried less risk of typing the wrong response.
She shifted in her chair. A pill bottle rattled against the edge of her desk. She glanced at it. The label bore her name: Kara Winterberg, 10 mg. Just another reminder of what she fought against every day. The anxiety was a constant buzz beneath her skin that never quieted. She reached for the bottle, hesitated, then placed it down. Her therapist said the medication would help her manage her worries, but sometimes Kara wondered if it only made her feel more distant, more detached from the world.
A notification popped up on her screen. TrustMeGirl had sent her a message. Kara’s pulse quickened as she clicked to open the text. This was one of the few conversations she looked forward to.
TRUSTMEGIRL:
Hey, you around? I was thinking we could finally meet IRL. You said you’re from Kane Grove, right? Me too. Sort of. I’m from Kane Grove, actually. We could hang out.
KARA’S FINGERS hovered over the keys. Meet in real life? The idea of leaving her room, of putting herself out there, made her chest tighten. But TrustMeGirl understood her, or at least pretended to. They’d been chatting for weeks now, and she was the closest thing to a friend Kara had. Her anxiety creeping up, Kara typed out a response.
KARA:
Yeah, maybe. I’ll think about it. School is busy. You know how it is.
HER CURSOR BLINKED for a long moment, then the chat remained silent. No response yet. She closed the chat window, sat back in her chair, and stared at the bedroom walls. Posters of landscapes and movie characters lined the walls. They felt more like shields than decorations.
The air in her room was thick with isolation, but here, within her digital world, Kara felt safe enough to breathe. She didn’t need to face the people at school who whispered behind her back, or deal with the teachers who barely noticed her slipping grades. Online, she controlled her world.
Kara jumped when someone knocked on her door. Her fingers flew to the trackpad. She closed the chat window as the knocking continued. The screen blinked black as her laptop shut.
“Kara?” Her mother’s voice came from the hallway, suspicious and probing.
Kara straightened in her chair, breathing more slowly. “Yeah, Mom?”
The door creaked open, and her mother’s head popped through the crack. She scanned the room, her eyes narrowing when they landed on Kara's closed laptop.
“What are you up to?”
“Finishing my homework,” Kara stammered, doing her best to look casual though her pulse was hammering in her throat.
Her mother entered the room, her gaze sweeping over the desk, the posters, and finally landing on Kara’s face. There was a hint of doubt in her eyes, and Kara knew the probing was about to begin.
“You’re not messaging anyone, are you?” her mother asked.
“No, Mom. I’m catching up on school. That’s all.”
Her mother crossed her arms, standing at the edge of the room as if she wasn’t convinced. “You remember we talked about this, right? You need to be careful who you talk to online. There are people out there who pretend to be someone they’re not.”
“I said I’m doing schoolwork. Nothing else.”
Her mother’s eyes lingered, as if trying to detect a lie. The seconds dragged on painfully. Kara kept her expression neutral.
Just go away. Give me space for once.
“Okay, but if I find out you’re talking to people you don’t know, we’re going to have a serious conversation.”
“Got it, Mom. I promise. Can I get back to my school stuff?”
“Fine.”
With one last glance, her mother backed out of the room and closed the door. Kara slumped. Every conversation with her parents exhausted her. Her fingers twitched, itching to open the laptop.
Then she turned the lock on the bedroom door and returned to the computer. She glanced again at the screen. The chat remained quiet. Maybe TrustMeGirl was busy, or perhaps Kara’s last response had made her seem uninterested.
She was about to give up when the notification alarm pinged. TrustMeGirl had responded.
TRUSTMEGIRL:
I totally get it. School can be overwhelming. I’m not a big fan of it either. Honestly, that’s why I enjoy chatting with you. You seem real, you know? Like you get it. I don’t have many friends IRL because of my anxiety. I always feel like people are judging me or whispering behind my back. Do you ever feel that way?
KARA’S HEART skipped a beat as she read the message. It was like TrustMeGirl had reached into her head and pulled out her exact thoughts. She felt that way all the time, like everyone at school was staring at her, seeing through her, or worse. She typed back before she could second-guess herself.
KARA:
Yeah, I do. It’s hard to explain to people who don’t get it. Everyone just says ‘don’t worry so much,’ but it’s not that easy.
THE REPLY CAME ALMOST INSTANTLY.
TRUSTMEGIRL:
Exactly! It’s like, you know it’s all in your head, but it still feels real, right? That’s why I don’t do meetups or parties. Too many people. Too many things to go wrong. But with you, it’s different. You’re easy to talk to. We understand each other. That’s why I was thinking, maybe we could meet up sometime? Just you and me, no pressure.
KARA’S PULSE QUICKENED. Meeting someone from a chatroom seemed risky. But TrustMeGirl wasn’t like the others. She wasn’t some stranger trying to lure her into something dangerous. This girl was like Kara, struggling with the same feelings, dealing with the same anxieties.
She hesitated, chewing on her lip as she thought about what to type.
KARA:
I don’t know. Meeting people in person is hard for me. What if it’s weird?
TRUSTMEGIRL:
I know what you mean. But it doesn’t have to be weird. We could meet somewhere in public, like a coffee shop or a park. No big deal, right? It’s just two people who already know each other, hanging out. Besides, I think we’d both feel better if we had an actual friend to talk to. Someone who gets it.
KARA’S HANDS paused over the keyboard, her mind spinning. TrustMeGirl made it sound so simple. It was tempting. But there was still that gnawing doubt, the voice in the back of her head that said, What if something goes wrong?
KARA:
I just don’t want it to be awkward.
TRUSTMEGIRL:
I promise it won’t be. We can take it slow, no pressure. And if it’s too much, we can call it off. No harm, no foul. I wouldn’t push you into anything you’re not comfortable with.
KARA STARED AT THE SCREEN. She wanted to trust this girl, but the meeting felt like a giant leap of faith. What if she wasn’t who she seemed to be? But then again, TrustMeGirl had been nothing but kind, patient, and understanding. Someone like her couldn’t have bad intentions.
KARA: I’ll think about it. I’m just not sure yet. Gotta figure out what to tell my parents.
TRUSTMEGIRL:
That’s okay. No rush at all. Whenever you’re ready, let me know. And if you need to talk before then, I’m always here. You’re my bestie.
KARA SIGNED off and closed her laptop.
She exhaled. For now, she could live her life in safety from behind a screen. But TrustMeGirl’s promise lingered in her mind. Meeting might not be so bad.
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The next day, LeVar balanced two pizza boxes in one hand while he opened the door to Wolf Lake Consulting with the other. Afternoon sunlight slanted through the windows and drew white stripes across the office floor. Chelsey sat behind her desk, absorbed in paperwork, while Raven typed at her computer.
LeVar entered, holding the two large pizza boxes high above his head like a trophy. "The pizzas are here."
Raven looked up from her screen. "Let me guess—two large, one for us and one for you, right?"
Her brother set the boxes on an empty desk. "Well, you know me. Bottomless stomach and all. Gotta keep the energy up if we’re gonna solve mysteries and chase down perps."
Chelsey stood and stretched. "I don’t know how you can eat that much and stay in shape, LeVar. It’s unnatural. Did you make a deal with the devil?"
"It’s a gift," LeVar said, patting his abs. "But don’t worry. You can have some of my pizza too. I’m generous like that."
"Generous? You’re just making sure we stay too full to outrun you," Raven said.
LeVar shrugged, grabbing a slice of pepperoni pizza. "All part of my strategy. Keep my competition slower and less hungry."
Darren, who had been in the kitchen, returned with a pack of bottled water.
"Well, I won’t complain. We could all use a break. It’s been a long week." Chelsey grabbed a slice.
"Speaking of which," LeVar said between bites, "how’s the latest case shaping up?"
Raven leaned back in her chair, the glow of the computer screen reflecting in her eyes. "We made headway. That missing person, Lauren Douglas? I dug into her financials, and there were a few things that didn’t add up. A couple of large withdrawals before she disappeared. Felt shady."
Chelsey wiped her hands on a napkin before she picked up a file from her desk. "And I followed up on those withdrawals. Turns out they came directly from Lauren herself."
"You’re saying she’s not missing? She was just running?"
Flipping through the pages of the report, Chelsey nodded. "Lauren was involved in some illegal activity. I traced those large withdrawals to a series of wire transfers, all leading to an offshore account. She was funneling money from her employer, a local tech firm. Embezzlement, plain and simple."
"Wow. So she was on the run, trying to cover her tracks?"
"You bet. Once we pieced it together, I forwarded the information to the police. They tracked her down in Syracuse this morning. She was planning to leave the country."
LeVar whistled. "That was quick work. Case closed?"
"Case closed. Lauren is facing charges for embezzlement and fraud. The police handled the arrest, and her employer is pressing charges." Chelsey shut the file with a satisfying thud.
Darren, who had been quietly listening while leaning against the kitchen counter, finally spoke. "Sounds like she dug her own grave. What was she thinking, trying to run like that? People always get caught."
"Desperation does strange things to people. She thought she could start a new life, but there were too many loose ends. She wasn’t careful."
LeVar grabbed another slice of pizza. "Guess she learned the hard way. So what’s next for us? Anything else on the horizon? What about the ghost story up at Harmon Springs?"
Chelsey laughed. "We’re still calling it a ghost story?"
"Until we figure out who—or what—is causing all the disturbances, yeah, it’s a ghost story."
"I’m looking into recent parolees in the area. Could be someone trying to lie low," said Raven.
"We’ve got a lot going on. Good thing I brought enough pizza to fuel us through the day."
"Just try to leave us some, LeVar."
He winked. "No promises." LeVar took a long drink of water before setting down the bottle. “Oh, and I’ve got some news.”
“What’s up?” Raven asked.
“It’s official. Scout is graduating early from Wolf Lake High.”
Chelsey’s eyes lit up, and she almost dropped her slice. “What? That’s wild. I know she’s been working hard, but I figured she would pull back.”
“She’s a genius,” Raven added. “Not surprised at all. What’s the plan?”
LeVar cleared his throat. “She’s going to join me at Kane Grove University this fall.”
The room went silent for a moment as everyone processed the news, then Darren slapped him on the back. “Well, look at you. You’re going to have your best friend on campus with you. Better keep an eye on her.”
Scout. At Kane Grove University. LeVar tried not to show his worry. His friend, who’d followed him everywhere in Wolf Lake, was about to follow him into a world where they’d no longer be under the watchful eye of her mom or their friends. That might mean trouble.
It wasn’t that he didn’t want her there—Scout had always been special, sharp beyond her years, with instincts that matched his own. But the thought of them living unsupervised at college stirred something deeper, more complicated, inside him. Scout was only sixteen. A college girl, sure, but much younger than a normal freshman.
“It will be interesting,” he said.
Chelsey noticed the change in his voice. “You okay with that, LeVar? It’s a big change, her being there with you.”
He struggled to sound casual. “I’m proud of her. She’s brilliant. But Scout is young, and college is different. It’s not like high school, and I have to make sure she stays focused and doesn’t get caught up in anything crazy.”
“You’re right,” Raven said. “College can be intense. But she’ll have you to look out for her. It’s good she has someone she trusts.”
“Scout isn’t a typical sixteen-year-old,” Chelsey said. “She’s smart enough to handle herself.”
LeVar forced himself to ignore how beautiful his best friend had become. “True. But I’m responsible for her. Naomi never would have agreed to let Scout graduate early if I wasn’t there to watch over her.”
How could he betray Scout’s mother? The conversation continued, with the others discussing Scout’s upcoming adventure at college. His feelings, the ones he’d buried for so long, were surfacing in ways he wasn’t ready for.
He told himself everything would work out. Nothing would change. But deep down, LeVar knew his relationship with Scout had already shifted.
An alert popped up on LeVar’s phone. He glanced at the screen, eyes narrowing as he read the law enforcement message flashing in bold letters. A fugitive. He tapped the screen and scrolled through the details.
“Just got an alert,” LeVar said, tilting the screen so Darren could see the details. “Colin Brawdy escaped from prison in Buffalo. The police convicted him for a string of armed robberies across Western New York, mainly targeting family-owned stores. He shot three of the victims, though none fatally. A witness spotted him in Treman Mills last night, and the cops found an abandoned vehicle. Looks like he’s on the move.”
Chelsey and Raven paused, their pizza forgotten.
“Armed robberies and shootings?” Raven said. “Sounds like a guy we don’t want anywhere near Wolf Lake.”
LeVar grabbed a notepad and copied the coordinates of the latest sighting. "He’s dangerous, but Treman Mills is several miles from Wolf Lake. I hope he doesn’t head this way."
“Yeah, the odds are slim he’d come through here,” Darren said. “But if he’s looking for places to hide, Wolf Lake isn’t out of the question. Lots of remote areas outside the village.”
“He might think this area is quiet enough to avoid detection. Not to mention we have enough tourist traffic coming through that a stranger might not stand out,” LeVar said.
“Do you think he’ll head toward the Finger Lakes?” Chelsey asked.
“Wolf Lake is remote enough, but he’ll need supplies and a place to stay until the heat dies down. The village isn’t ideal for long-term hiding.”
“I’ll check with Thomas,” LeVar said. “I’m sure he’s already on the lookout.”
“We should alert local businesses,” said Chelsey. “He has a history of robbing Ma and Pa stores.”
LeVar knew Brawdy wasn’t likely to come through Wolf Lake, but in his line of work, it was best to prepare for the unexpected.
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In a chair beside the fireplace, Thomas stared through the window of his A-frame. The lake road ran past the house, and except for a neighbor returning home, no vehicles moved past. Jack lay curled at his feet, lifting his head when the occasional bird flew by outside. The sun was dipping low over Wolf Lake, casting a golden hue across the water.
Why was he so consumed with the village park? Danger was near, though he couldn’t explain how he'd come to that conclusion.
Chelsey came into the room and set a cup of tea on the side table. She sat on the couch across from him, tucking her legs under her.
"You’ve been quiet all afternoon," she said. "What’s going on in that head of yours?"
Using his fingers as a makeshift comb, Thomas untangled the mop of hair atop his head. He really needed a trim.
"Aguilar and Lambert have been on my case all day. They’re pushing me to go to the Magnolia Dance."
Chelsey tilted her head, amused. "Pushing you? As if you need a push to show off your moves on the dance floor."
He opted to ignore the barb. "They think it’s a good idea for the sheriff to show up. You know, to tell the community that I’m part of the celebration. But I’m not interested in being the center of attention. I’d prefer to keep a low profile…if I go."
"If? Thomas, it’s a community event. People expect you to be there. Besides, you’ve been the sheriff for how long now? You’re a familiar face."
"Yeah, but it’s so close to the wedding. We have so much to plan. I don’t think going to a dance is the best use of our time."
She sipped her tea and studied him before speaking. "It’s not like we’re getting married tomorrow. The wedding is still weeks away. And honestly, Thomas, we both could use a break from planning. Why not go? We could have a little fun before everything gets hectic."
"Fun isn’t the issue. I don’t enjoy being in the spotlight. You know that."
"But you don’t have to be the center of attention. We can go, stay for a bit, then leave whenever we want. It’s not a big deal. And who knows, you might cut loose and have a fun time. As far as the wedding goes, we’ve done everything we can for now. The gazebo is ready, the guest list is sorted, and we’ve got the catering lined up. You’re just looking for an excuse to avoid the dance."
Thomas opened his mouth to protest but closed it. She had a point. "I don’t want to go, but I also don’t want Aguilar and Lambert to think I’m blowing off the village."
"Then don’t," she said. "We’ll go together. You, me, Raven, Darren—LeVar too. We’ll keep it low-key, just us."
The thought of a quiet evening with his friends, away from the pressures of the sheriff’s department and the wedding, seemed appealing. But Thomas still felt uneasy about being in a crowded space with so many eyes on him.
A knock on the door brought Jack to his feet. Thomas craned his neck and peered out the front window.
“That’s Raven and Darren.”
Thomas headed to the door with Jack at his heels, the dog’s tail wagging. Chelsey set down her tea.
Raven and Darren were on the porch when Thomas opened the door. Raven’s dark braids caught the light from the setting sun. Darren, towering beside her in his forest ranger uniform, raised a hand in greeting.
“Afternoon, neighbors,” Darren said. “We’re not interrupting, are we?”
Thomas stepped aside. “Never. Come in. We were just talking about the Magnolia Dance.”
“The dance, huh?” Raven asked. “Chelsey wants to drag you to another public event?”
“Something like that,” Thomas said. When he closed the door, he threw the bolt. They all gave him a questioning look, but he didn’t explain. That undefinable fear returned. Something was wrong in Wolf Lake.
Jack sat and let Raven and Darren pet him, his massive paws thudding against the wooden floor in excitement. He nuzzled Darren’s leg, tail whipping back and forth, while Tigger barely glanced up from his spot on the couch as if to say, I’m not impressed.
Chelsey entered the dining room and pulled out two chairs. She passed out bottles of soft drink and set the hot kettle in the center of the table. “Sit and grab a drink. We were just talking about keeping things low-key at the dance, but I have a feeling Raven won’t let that happen.”
“Oh, you know it,” Raven teased, sinking into a chair. “You’re going to have a great time, Thomas. Especially with me and my brother around.”
“Why not me?” Darren asked.
“Because you’re worse than Thomas.” Raven cocked her head at her boyfriend. “This guy refuses to leave his seat and dance.”
“I have two left feet.”
“It’s all in your head, Darren. I’ve seen you bobbing your head to your favorite songs. You have rhythm.”
“Yeah, I can tap my foot to a Zeppelin classic. But that’s different from throwing out my back to C + C Music Factory.”
Thomas waited until Raven and Chelsey sat before taking a chair. Darren joined them at the table, brushing a few dog hairs off his pants.
“After we returned to the state park this afternoon, Darren had an interesting conversation with the woman staying in cabin 6,” Raven said.
“Oh?” Thomas asked.
“The mother came to visit when she saw my truck pull into the parking lot,” Darren said. “She was pretty rattled.”
“Rattled? Why?” Chelsey asked.
“She said her teenage daughter had been talking to someone online. Some creep pretending to be another girl, someone who understood her problems. They were chatting in one of those anonymous forums, and the person suggested they meet in person. The girl was smart enough to tell her mom before it went any further.”
Tigger leaped onto Thomas’s lap, and he stroked the cat’s fur.
“Did the mother get any details? Did she report the incident?” Thomas asked.
“She didn’t get too many specifics,” Darren said. “But it’s the same old story, isn’t it? Kids talking to strangers online, thinking it’s harmless. They don’t realize who they’re dealing with.”
“It’s terrifying,” Raven said. “These predators, they know exactly how to manipulate vulnerable kids. They pose as friends, someone who gets them. By the time the kid realizes what’s happening, it’s too late.”
Chelsey refilled her mug with hot water. “It’s getting worse. I’ve been reading up on how online predators target teens, especially those who are lonely or struggling. They know the right buttons to push, and before you know it, they’ve wormed their way into these kids’ lives.”
Thomas stayed silent for a moment, working through the information. “Did the family get a screen name?”
“If she did, she didn’t say,” Darren replied. “The daughter was too embarrassed to share the conversation. They’re only here for a few days, so I’ll check in with them before they leave.”
“We need to increase community awareness,” Raven said. “These cases keep popping up. We need to teach kids the dangers of talking to strangers online.”
“I’ve been thinking about starting an outreach program with the schools, warning kids and parents about the risks. It’s getting out of hand, and it’s not something we can ignore.”
While Thomas wrote himself a note, Jack gave a low woof, nudging his hand.
“Looks like Jack agrees with you.” Darren chuckled.
“It’s scary. These kids, they’re so trusting, and these predators take advantage of them,” Chelsey said.
“What worries me is how easy someone can target a kid who’s searching for a friend.”
Darren’s words went unanswered for a long time.
“Wolf Lake Consulting should help,” Raven said. “We can team up with Thomas’s outreach program and offer workshops on internet safety.”
“I like that idea,” Chelsey said. “We’re already working with clients on cybersecurity cases. This would be a logical extension, but more focused on protecting the most vulnerable.”
Thomas glanced around the table, grateful for his friends. “Let’s make it happen. We can’t stop every predator, but we can do our part to make sure kids stay safe.”
“It’s settled, then. We’ll bring the fight to these bad actors.”
“Glad you’re on board, Thomas,” Darren said.
“Now, about that Magnolia Dance…”
Thomas groaned as the conversation shifted to lighter topics. He no longer heard their laughter and jabs. Dark days lay on the horizon.
In Wolf Lake, danger crept out of the shallows.
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Calista bolted upright in bed, breath jagged as if she'd just outrun death itself. The scream that had torn from her throat echoed in the room’s stillness. Yet the terror clung to her like a second skin. She scrubbed a hand across her face, disoriented, the nightmare’s edges still sharp and vivid. She remembered a figure, faceless and relentless, chasing her through a labyrinth of shadows.
Exhaling, she sought to ground herself in the safety of her bedroom. The dream wouldn’t release her. Her sheets, soaked with sweat, clung to her legs as she swung them over the side of the bed. Her feet touched the cold floor. The digital clock appeared blood-red. 4:03 a.m. She knew she wouldn’t sleep again. She never did after a nightmare.
Padding barefoot across the room, she slipped into the hallway, her floor creaking under her weight. Outside, the world was black. An impenetrable darkness pressed against the windows. Wolf Lake lay beyond in a vast, empty mirror of the sky, but she didn’t dare look. Her body felt electric, every nerve frayed and exposed, waiting for the dream to bleed into reality.
In the kitchen, she moved like a ghost, opening the cabinets. She found the coffee grounds and set the kettle to boil. Steam rose and twisted in the air like the fog that always blanketed the lake during the predawn hours.
Calista examined the backyard through the sliding glass door. Trees surrounded the house, their gnarled branches scratching at the sky. Her house perched on the western edge of the lake, girded on three sides by woods that seemed to go on forever, though the copse only extended to the lake road. At night, the trees were monsters.
The lake hid beneath the fog. She could sense the water—its presence dark and cold, like a predator lurking just beyond the tree line. Even during the day, the lake unsettled her. But at night, it was something else entirely. Something dangerous. Why had she come to Wolf Lake?
She poured the coffee into a chipped mug. The warmth seeped into her skin, but it did little to banish the chill running through her veins. She’d witnessed the figure from her dream countless times. No matter how far she fled, it always came closer.
She unlocked the back door and edged it open to let in the cool morning air. The chill brushed against her skin. She scanned the yard. The trees stood sentinel, and no wind stirred the leaves. Nothing moved in the darkness. Nothing human, at least.
Calista took a long sip of coffee. Staring into the black, she wondered if she could ever escape the shadows that had followed her to Wolf Lake. An animal howled in the night. It was a mournful sound she’d heard too many times, in places much darker than this village.
She carried her mug to the table near the window, where her laptop sat closed as if in accusation. The silver casing gleamed under the glow of the kitchen light. She hesitated before opening the computer. The clock ticked as she navigated to her email inbox.
The screen loaded, and sure enough, dozens of unread messages looked back at her. Each came from an agency or police department. They all wanted the same thing. These were desperate pleas from detectives trying to close cases they couldn't crack, and victims' families longing for answers only she could give. The responsibility felt unbearable. She had left that life behind for a reason.
One email stood out from the others. It was marked with a priority flag from the Seattle Police Department. The subject line read: URGENT—Cold Case, New Lead, Need Forensic Sketch Artist ASAP.
Calista clicked the message. Years ago, she had worked with Seattle PD on a brutal case involving a series of home invasions that left three families dead. The killer evaded capture, even after she sketched multiple witness reports. Now, according to the email, a new witness had come forward, claiming to have seen the killer’s face before one of the murders. They needed her.
No, they needed another forensic artist. She was retired.
She read the request again. Bile rose in her throat. Seattle had haunted her for months after the last investigation. Every night, she had sketched and re-sketched until her fingers bled, until the terror infected her own dreams. She’d vowed never to return to that city, but the pull of unfinished business gnawed at her. If she could help, should she?
Her eyes shifted to another email, this one from the Atlanta Police Department. They were working a fresh case—an abduction, possibly linked to human trafficking. The girl had gone missing three days ago, and the clock was ticking. A witness claimed to have seen the abductor’s face, but the description was vague. They needed her to coax out the details before the trail went cold.
A missing girl. Those cases always hit her the hardest. There was something particularly cruel about a young life stolen before it bloomed. The parents must be sick with worry, counting down the minutes as hope slipped away. Calista had helped rescue abducted children before. Could she sit this one out, knowing that her skills might make the difference?
But the memories rushed back. The killers’ faces appeared, lurking behind her eyelids. No matter how many cases she solved, no matter how many times she helped bring justice, there were always more.
The inbox contained an abyss of lost hope. Temptation gnawed at her resolve, but she’d promised herself Wolf Lake would take her away from the horrors.
The coffee had gone cold in her hands. Outside, the first hints of dawn crept over the horizon. Light spilled across the lake’s surface and made the fog appear ethereal.
She set the mug on the counter and shook off the last remnants of her nightmare. Her body lurched with exhaustion. A pile of unopened mail lay on the table. Rifling through the stack, she saw nothing of importance—just the usual bills and local circulars, advertising yard sales and family-owned diners.
But one envelope, made of thicker paper with scalloped edges, stood out. She slid her finger along the seal and opened it, pulling out an invitation printed in bright floral lettering: The Magnolia Dance—A Night of Music, Dancing, and Community at Wolf Lake.
The dance would take place within two evenings. In a village that small, a dance was probably the social highlight of the season. The idea of it felt... kitschy. Small-town Americana in its purest form.
Calista pictured herself dancing with strangers and snorted, amused by the absurdity. She imagined the twinkling string lights, the picnic tables with red-checkered tablecloths, the couples swaying on a makeshift dance floor. It seemed so quaint, so innocent. And not for her.
But wasn’t that the point of coming to Wolf Lake? To escape and forget the investigations that had ruined her life?
She set the invitation on the table and tapped her fingers in indecision. Perhaps attending the Magnolia Dance would help. It was about time she met her neighbors. Immersing herself in the local life, the mundane rhythms of Wolf Lake, might tether her to a new reality.
Here, there were no grisly murders, no faces etched in charcoal and ink. Just a sleepy community on the edge of a lake, where the biggest excitement was a springtime dance.
Calista set aside the mail and entered the backyard. Pale tendrils of mist stretched across the water like fingers holding on to the night. She rested against the porch railing as her eyes followed the outlines of the trees that bordered the water, their shadows retreating as the first light of dawn fought through.
The lake’s residents were beginning to stir. A few lights turned on in the distance. No sirens. No distant screams or screeching tires. It was time to start over. Wolf Lake didn’t know who she was. She was no longer the forensic artist haunted by the lives she couldn’t save. She could just be Calista O’Brien, the new village resident.
The fog dissolved in the morning light and revealed the glassy surface of the lake. A part of her longed to do the same and let go.
Calista pressed her hand to the rough wood of the railing, bringing herself back to the present. The world was waking up, and so should she.
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Hiding in the back row of her calculus class, where the shy and the disinterested avoided the teacher, Kara Winterberg tore a sheet of paper from her notebook and picked at the edges. The whiteboard shone at the front of the room. She had never liked math. It felt like another language, one she couldn’t grasp no matter how hard she tried.
Mr. Dunlap, the precalculus teacher, scribbled equations.
“All right, class,” he said. “Remember, we’re working with limits here. As we approach infinity, we must understand the behavior of these functions.”
His marker squeaked across the board, drawing lines and numbers that seemed to blur together
“Take this example. The limit of 1 over x as x approaches zero. Can anyone tell me what happens here?”
A few arms shot up, but Kara’s hand stayed firmly in her lap. She never raised her hand. The anxiety of getting the answer wrong, of being called on, kept her from participating. Her stomach twisted as she glanced at the numbers on the board.
Mr. Dunlap called on a boy in the front. “Brian?”
“The limit doesn’t exist,” Brian said. “It approaches infinity.”
“Correct. When x approaches zero from the positive side, the function shoots up toward positive infinity. But from the negative side, it drops to negative infinity. That’s why we say the limit does not exist.”
With glazed eyes, Kara wrote a note. It was hard to focus. She kept expecting her fellow students to turn their heads and stare at her. Even now, she could feel anxiety creeping up her spine, making her pulse race for no reason she could discern.
“Now let’s look at another example.” Mr. Dunlap moved to the next equation. “We have the limit of x squared minus 9 over x minus 3, as x approaches 3. What do we do here?”
Kara couldn’t concentrate. Her fingers toyed with the zipper of her backpack, and her eyes shot to the clock. Twenty more minutes. That’s all she needed to endure. Twenty more minutes of this suffocating pressure before she could escape to the relative safety of lunch, where she could hide behind her headphones and pretend she was invisible.
As Mr. Dunlap’s voice droned on, the numbers and equations became meaningless noise. This was Kara’s normal—always on edge, always feeling like she didn’t belong.
“Kara?”
Her head snapped up. Mr. Dunlap was looking right at her, waiting for an answer though she hadn't heard the question. All eyes fixed on her.
She swallowed hard. “Uh.”
He glanced at the board. “What happens to the limit as x approaches 3?”
Kara’s face flushed with heat, the pressure mounting as she tried to make sense of the equation. She didn’t know. She never knew. Her voice stuck in her throat.
“I…I’m not sure,” she mumbled, wishing she could sink into the floor.
Mr. Dunlap’s expression softened. “It’s okay, Kara. You’ll get it with practice. Just remember, when you see a fraction like this, factor it first before plugging in the value.”
She nodded, though the information didn’t register. She was grateful he hadn’t challenged her with another problem.
The phone buzzed. Kara looked around, hoping no one noticed, then slowly slid her hand under the desk to check the message.
Her screen lit up with a notification from the chatroom app. TrustMeGirl had messaged her again.
Kara bit her lip, trying to focus on the numbers Mr. Dunlap wrote across the board. She knew she should ignore the message and pay attention to class. When she felt sure no one was watching, she unlocked the phone and tilted it to read the message.
TrustMeGirl: Right now, I’m sitting in class, hoping the social studies teacher won’t call on me. What about you?
It seemed as if this new friend had known Kara all her life. She too seemed shy and anxious at school.
Kara: I’m in math, and it’s totally the same. Can’t wait for the day to end.
TrustMeGirl: Right? It’s like these teachers sense fear and go for the jugular. I swear, they want to torture us.
Kara: LOL. You might be right.
TrustMeGirl: We’re so alike. Hey, I’ve been thinking about our last conversation and really think we should meet up. I know it’s scary, but we’re kindred spirits. We could hang out, get coffee, and make fun of our teachers. Wouldn’t that be hilarious?
Kara shifted in her chair. TrustMeGirl remained steadfast in her desire to get together. And Kara understood why—it was nice to imagine a friend, someone like her, someone who understood the constant struggle of feeling out of place. But she also remembered Mom saying how dangerous it could be. Her mother had told her enough horror stories online about people pretending to be someone they weren’t, luring others into traps. Of course, Mom worried too much. She’d grown up before the internet existed and didn’t understand.
Kara: No offense, but how do I know you are who you say you are?
No response. Weird.
Kara stuffed the phone into her pocket. Her mind buzzed with conflicting thoughts. Had TrustMeGirl’s teacher caught her texting? Or was she offended by Kara’s message?
TrustMeGirl seemed so kind and genuine. They’d discussed their struggles with anxiety, about feeling like outsiders, and how hard it was to connect with others. This online friend understood Kara in ways no one else at school did. But should she take the risk and agree to meet?
Another message arrived. Feigning interest in the lecture, she removed the phone again.
TrustMeGirl: I get it. I really do. It’s scary to trust people. But I swear, I’m dealing with the same fear. Do you know how hard it was for me to ask you? I have social anxiety too, and it’s so hard. I wouldn’t lie to you, Kara. We could meet in a public place, somewhere safe. I just feel like we’d be friends forever, you know?
Kara stared at the message, her chest tightening. TrustMeGirl’s words comforted her, almost like an embrace. She felt a connection forming between them.
Kara: Give me a night to think it over.
The response came immediately.
TrustMeGirl: Okay, no pressure. Just let me know when you're ready. I'll be here.
Kara released a breath, relieved that TrustMeGirl didn’t push harder. As Mr. Dunlap’s voice droned on in the background, Kara wondered about her online confidant. What if TrustMeGirl was the real deal? What if she was missing out on meeting the one person who actually understood her?
As Kara tucked her phone away, Mr. Dunlap's voice cut through her thoughts like a guillotine.
"Kara Winterberg," he called from the front of the room, "is there something more important on your phone than what I'm teaching? You know the rules. No phones during class."
Kara froze. She glanced around. The eyes of her classmates snapped toward her. Whispers rippled through the room.
"N-no," she stammered, her face flushing hot.
He pointed at his desk. "Bring it up here. Don’t make me wait."
She didn’t want to rise. The last thing she wanted was everyone judging her, but there was no escape. She waded between the desks and approached her teacher, every step part of a death march.
"Since your phone seems to be more interesting than my lecture, you can leave it with me," Mr. Dunlap said. "You may pick it up from the principal’s office after school."
The room burst into laughter. Kara’s face burned. She held back tears as she rushed back to her seat, head down, willing herself to disappear.
The whispers continued, students snickering behind their hands. Her skin prickled with shame as she tried to ignore them.
The clock on the wall slowed to spite her. The humiliation never ended here.
Finally, the bell rang, signaling the end of class. Kara bolted from her seat, shoving her books into her backpack and rushing from the room before anyone could make fun of her.
She hurried down the hallway, unable to keep her emotions in check. Her vision blurred as hot, frustrated tears filled her eyes. She hated this school, these people, and most of all, she hated herself for getting caught.
TrustMeGirl wouldn't judge her like this. She understood what it was like to be the outcast. Maybe they should meet after all. What was the worst that could happen?
Kara pushed through the bathroom door and locked herself in a stall. She let the tears fall and sank onto the toilet lid.
You know you want to meet her. Why are you waiting?
The voice in her head demanded attention.
Wiping her eyes, Kara sniffled. Tonight she would give TrustMeGirl her answer.
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LeVar worked at his desk in the quiet corner of Wolf Lake Consulting. His screen displayed the last few lines of a criminal justice paper he’d been writing, a case study for his class at the community college in Harmon. He stretched his neck. Across the room, Raven and Chelsey were deep in conversation with potential clients over the phone.
He tapped out the last sentence of his assignment, satisfied with the work but mentally drained. He saved the document and pushed the mouse away. The clock read three. At any second, Scout would arrive from high school.
The hustle of the office faded into the background as he thought about his friend. She had texted him all day, excited about college.
As if on cue, footsteps moved down the hall, and there she was—Scout Mourning, her backpack slung over one shoulder. She wore a sundress that stopped above her knees, exposing her legs. He turned his attention back to the computer before she noticed he was looking.
"Hey, LeVar," she said. "Busy saving the world?"
LeVar snickered. "Not yet. I needed to finish a paper for class. You’re early. Didn’t expect you for fifteen minutes."
She dropped her bag next to his desk and plopped into the chair across from him. "Yeah, I bailed on my study group. They were going over stuff I already know. Figured I’d come here and start on my work."
"Skipping out on your study group? You’re slacking, Scout."
She rolled her eyes. "I’m not slacking."
"Uh-huh," LeVar muttered, but the smile never left his eyes. "So, what’s up?"
Before the teen answered, Raven ended her call. "Hey, Scout. You want a donut? LeVar brought enough to feed the entire village, as usual."
"Sure. I’m starving. Any glazed left?"
“No, he ate all of them. Cinnamon?”
“Heck, yes.”
LeVar grabbed a donut from the box and handed it to her. "Here. A little sugary energy after class never hurt."
“I’m pretty sure the studies say it does.”
“Live a little,” he said.
LeVar studied Scout for a moment, noticing how much she’d grown, how sharp and confident she seemed. She wasn’t the kid he used to look after. And that stirred something inside LeVar that made him uneasy.
She’s only sixteen. Let it go.
Scout took a bite of the donut. "Dang, that’s good."
"Don’t talk with your mouth full, Scout," Raven teased from across the room. "We heard you made a pretty big decision."
"Yeah, I’m starting college early! I’m so excited."
Chelsey, who had just finished her conversation, turned her chair to face them. "That’s incredible, Scout. Few people can pull off graduating early, let alone starting college at sixteen. You’re going to do great."
Raven looked from LeVar to Scout. "You guys will attend Kane Grove together? That’s beyond cool."
"Yep. I’ll be a freshman in the fall."
"College life is no joke," LeVar said. "You better be ready for those all-nighters. It’s a whole different game."
“Please, I’ve been preparing for this,” Scout said. “I can handle it.”
"Yeah, but can you handle being around the most popular dude on campus? You know I’ll be the king of Kane Grove."
"I’ve handled that reality since we met. What’s another four years?"
Everyone laughed.
“LeVar, don’t make things harder for her,” Chelsey said. “She’ll need to focus. No distractions, especially from you.”
LeVar threw up his hands in mock surrender. "Hey, hey, I’m focused! You know me, I juggle all this PI work without breakin' a sweat. Private investigations, my deputy role, college—it’s all about the hustle."
"For real, though. How are you going to manage so many duties? You already have a full plate."
"Easy. I’m built different. When I was in Harmon, I had to juggle a lot worse. This? This is cake, fam. I handle the cases, take my classes, and still got time to keep y’all in check."
Scout laughed. "LeVar, you act like you are Superman or something."
"Nah," LeVar said, flashing a grin. "I’m just me, and Super LeVar is enough to get the job done. Hundred percent."
Raven gave him a level look. "Just make sure you don’t burn out."
"Not gonna happen. I’m a hustler by nature. If anything, y’all should be worried about keeping up with me. College won’t slow me down."
"Well, I guess we’ll see if you can live up to your own hype. Something tells me you’ll survive. The Hopkins family doesn’t know how to quit."
LeVar grabbed another donut. "You know it, Raven. I ain’t even started yet."
"Okay, Mr. Hustle, but those roads between Kane Grove and Wolf Lake are no joke in the winter. People slide into ditches all the time. And with your schedule? You’re gonna be driving tired. I don’t want to get a call saying you ended up in a snowbank."
"Raven, you’re always worrying. I’ve driven these roads since I got my license. I have it under control."
"Yeah, until you don’t," said Chelsey, who had been listening. "LeVar, she’s right. Those roads are deadly, especially when storms hit. Black ice, low visibility, snow drifts across the road. You might think you have it covered, but nobody is invincible in a New York winter."
LeVar paused, his cocky grin fading just a little. He hated when Chelsey got that look on her face—the one that made him think twice about his decisions. She wasn’t Raven, always fussing over him, but when Chelsey had something to say, he knew better than to brush it off.
"I hear y’all," he said. "But what am I supposed to do? My future depends on graduating, and I’m not giving up work."
"Well, maybe you don’t have to," Chelsey said. "What if you rented a place near campus? You could stay there a few nights a week when the weather gets bad. That way, you’re not risking your life."
"I concur with Chelsey," Raven said. "There’s no need to be on the road every day. A second rental is expensive, but it’s a safety net. You can still come home during clear weather, see us, do your work, and stay safe when things get rough."
Scout seemed to be picturing the arrangement in her head: she and LeVar together, no parents looking over their shoulders, and a rental off campus. Was she thinking what he was thinking? Hopefully not.
Still, he mulled over the plan. The idea made sense. He’d never admit it out loud, but the thought of driving those icy roads late at night, exhausted after class or a shift at the sheriff’s department, wasn’t appealing. Maybe they had a point. He was already paying Thomas to rent the guest house, but the sheriff had given him such a deal that LeVar had plenty of money left. Plus, he was putting in a few shifts at The Broken Yolk to cover incidentals.
"Okay, I’ll think about it," he said. "Next week I’ll check the rental spots near campus and see what’s out there. Could be nice not having to drive through a blizzard just to get to class."
"That’s all we’re saying," Chelsey said. "Better to be safe than sorry."
"Yeah, yeah, I hear you." LeVar flashed a grin. "But don’t think I’m soft just ’cause I’m thinking about renting a place. I’m still gonna hustle harder than both of you combined."
"We’re just trying to keep you alive, tough guy," Raven said.
"Well, I love you too. Both of you." LeVar grabbed another donut and pointed it at his sister. "But snowbanks don’t scare hustlers."
He was just finishing his next donut when the door to Wolf Lake Consulting opened with a jingle. A man entered the office, hesitating at the threshold as if deciding whether to step inside or bolt. Clearly nervous, he fidgeted with his hands inside his coat pockets.
Chelsey was the first to greet him. “Hello. Can I help you?”
The man shuffled in, his head down. “Uh, yeah. I was hoping to talk to someone about... hiring a private investigator.”
She gestured at the chair across from her desk. “Of course. Please, have a seat. What’s your name?”
“Kameron,” he said, sitting down with visible reluctance. “Kameron Gallo.”
“Nice to meet you, Kameron. What can we help you with today?”
Kameron shifted and glanced at the others in the room. LeVar and Raven exchanged curious looks, while Scout dove into a search engine optimization project aimed at attracting more clients.
“This is embarrassing,” Kameron said, wringing his hands together. “I’m not really sure how to say this.”
“Take your time,” Chelsey said. “We handle all sorts of cases here.”
Kameron inhaled. “It’s about my house. My wife and I moved in a few months ago, just outside of Wolf Lake. Everything was fine at first, but lately things have been happening.”
Chelsey frowned. “Things?”
“Strange things. Noises, mostly. They started yesterday and come from the walls and attic. At first I thought it was just the house settling, you know? But it’s getting worse. My wife McKenna is so upset she slept in the car last night.”
Scout, who had been listening from the corner of the room, couldn’t hold back any longer. “Noises in the walls, like scratching and banging? Cold spots? Flickering lights?”
He turned to her in surprise. “Uh, yeah, all of that. The scratching especially. It starts around midnight, and it doesn’t stop. We thought maybe we had mice or squirrels, but we had an exterminator come this morning.”
“What did he find?” Raven asked.
“Nothing.”
Chelsey glanced at Scout, who was vibrating with excitement.
“Mr. Gallo, I have to be honest with you,” Chelsey said. “This doesn’t sound like a case we typically take. We deal more with missing persons, fraud, that kind of thing. Have you considered getting a contractor to inspect the house? It could be something structural.”
Kameron’s face tightened with frustration. “I worked as a contractor. This isn’t a structural issue. My wife is ready to leave, and I don’t know what else to do. I’m not saying I believe in ghosts or anything, but I need someone to take a look. Please.”
Chelsey hesitated, not sold on the idea. She glanced at Raven, who shrugged in a ‘why not’ sort of way.
“You really want to hire us to look for ghosts?” Chelsey asked.
“Yes. We need answers.”
Scout bounced in her seat.
“All right,” Chelsey said. “We’ll take the case. But just so you know, we’re going to approach this logically. We’ll inspect the house and determine if there are any environmental causes for the noises. No promises on the ghost hunting.”
“That’s all I’m asking. Thank you so much.”
LeVar chuckled under his breath. “Guess we’re ghostbusters now, huh?”
Raven checked their schedule. “We’ll set up a time to come by your house. Does tomorrow afternoon work for you?”
“That’s perfect. Thank you again. I’ll be waiting.”
As Kameron exited, Scout’s eyes followed him out. As soon as the door closed, she spun around in her chair. “Did you hear that? Scratching behind the walls, banging, cold spots. A paranormal investigation!”
Chelsey gave Scout a sidelong look. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. I want to figure out what’s going on. It probably won’t involve ghosts.”
“Yeah, right,” LeVar said, “but if we end up catching a poltergeist on camera, I’m uploading the video to my IG. This one is going viral.”
“I hope it’s not something worse than ghosts,” Raven said. “Who knows what’s lurking in those walls?”
“We’ll find out what we’re dealing with tomorrow,” Chelsey said. “But no promises, Scout. This is still a private investigation firm, not a ghost hunting show.”
“Hey, a girl can dream,” Scout replied.
Chelsey couldn’t help but laugh. “Fine. Tomorrow, we’ll debunk a haunting at the Gallo house.”
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Thomas adjusted his collar for what felt like the hundredth time as he scanned the twinkling lights strung over his head. The Magnolia Dance was in full swing. Couples twirled on the dance floor, their laughter rising above the music. The scent of barbecue and freshly cut flowers hung in the air. He wasn’t one for crowds, certainly not when there was loud music and forced cheerfulness that made his skin crawl.
Worse yet, Darren and Raven had bailed on the dance after two trees fell across the ridge trail at Wolf Lake State Park. They needed to clear the path. Thomas had figured he could find a quiet corner with Darren and ignore the celebration. Not anymore.
Chelsey looked radiant, her smile lighting up the night as she linked arms with him and led them into the dance. Her laughter bubbled over when a passing couple waved and congratulated them on their upcoming wedding. Thomas managed a tight smile as he searched for an escape route.
He didn’t want to be here. His pulse rocketed. The voices sounded like static when the television failed.
Thomas glanced at Chelsey. His future wife beamed as she took in the festive scene. She was in her element, and he owed it to her to at least try to enjoy the night. He had a wedding to prepare for. The occasion was going to be big—family, friends, coworkers. Events like this were just practice, right? He could get through this.
“Relax,” Chelsey said, nudging him with her hip. “You look like you're marching to the gallows.”
“I’m trying. There are a ton of people here.”
“I see that. But you don’t have to talk to everyone. Stick by me, and we’ll have fun.”
Her words calmed the buzzing in his head, though he kept searching for problems. Being the sheriff of Nightshade County meant staying alert. His senses sharpened. He noticed how the lights wavered in the breeze, the way the DJ adjusted the sound equipment. Thomas cleared his throat when he spotted two teenagers sneaking drinks from the punch bowl.
“I’d better do something about that,” he said.
“While we’re there, why don’t we grab our own drinks?” Chelsey suggested, tugging him toward the refreshment table. “Something to ease you into the night.”
He followed, weaving through the crowd, too aware of how close people were. He caught sight of a few familiar faces from the village. Part of him wanted to retreat into a corner, away from the noise.
When they reached the refreshment table, the teenagers scattered and left their cups behind.
“Way to go, Walker, Texas Ranger,” Chelsey said.
“Stop calling me that.” Thomas laughed.
She handed him a cup of punch. “To surviving the Magnolia Dance.”
He raised the cup half-heartedly. “To survival.”
Chelsey took a sip, but Thomas barely tasted his drink.
Deputies Lambert and Aguilar spotted Thomas and Chelsey near the refreshment table and squeezed through the crowd. Aguilar reached them first, her dark curls bouncing as she moved. Lambert followed close behind.
“Well, well, if it isn’t the sheriff himself,” Aguilar said. “Back for round two at the Magnolia Dance. I hope we won’t need you to take down any ex-boyfriends this time.”
Chelsey snorted, but Thomas’s expression remained neutral. The memory returned to him. That night had been a disaster; it hadn’t been his finest moment.
Aguilar grinned, obviously enjoying herself. “I mean, I don’t know if I can handle another wrestling match between you and Chelsey’s old flame.”
Chelsey rolled her eyes. “Please. For the love of all that’s holy, let’s not bring up my ex.”
“Oh, don’t worry. I’m sure if he shows up drunk again, Thomas will remain calm for once. Right, Sheriff?”
Thomas groaned. “I’ll behave.”
Lambert hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. “Where’s the fun in that?”
“Maybe I’ll keep you on a leash this time,” Chelsey said.
“Sounds kinky.”
Thomas should have found amusement in Lambert’s sarcasm. But what if something else went wrong? Crowds were unpredictable. His fingers tapped restlessly against the cup of punch.
“Relax, Thomas,” Aguilar said. “No one’s here to start trouble tonight. It’s just a dance. You can leave the sheriff’s badge at home for a few hours, can’t you?”
“I suppose so,” said Thomas.
Chelsey leaned into him, her warmth making his heart quicken. He wished they could call it an early night and go home to…
Aguilar straightened her shoulders. “Just remember, if anything happens, I’m the one making the arrest this time.”
“Trust me, you won’t have to.” Chelsey patted Aguilar's arm. “I’ve got him under control.”
Lambert sipped his drink. “Speaking of control, what’s the word on your wedding planning, Thomas? Everything on schedule?”
Thomas turned to the tall deputy, his sense of order returning. “Everything is set. Final preparations are happening next week. Nothing out of place.”
“Of course it’s all on schedule. I bet you have everything planned down to the minute.”
“You wouldn’t be wrong,” Chelsey said.
“Well, as long as there’s no brawling at the wedding, we’ll call it a success.”
“No brawling. Just vows, cake, and dancing.”
“As for dancing...” Aguilar raised her eyebrows suggestively. “You gonna show us your moves, Thomas? I hear Chelsey is a terrific dancer. Can you keep up?”
The sheriff's stomach roiled at the thought of stepping onto the dance floor in front of so many people. “We’ll see,” he said. “One thing at a time.”
The group found a table away from the dance floor, where the music wasn’t as loud and the dimmed lights created a more relaxed atmosphere. Thomas slid into a chair beside Chelsey. Lambert and Aguilar settled into two seats across from them, the conversation shifting back to work, as it often did when they were together.
“Got a weird call earlier,” Lambert said. “A parent called in, all upset. She’s worried her kid has been talking to strangers online—people hiding behind screen names.”
Aguilar tapped a fork against the table. “If it’s happening on the internet, there’s no way to track where the conversations are happening, let alone who’s behind them. The stranger might live on the other side of the country.”
“Or outside of the US,” Thomas said.
“Exactly what I told her,” Lambert said. “But she’s convinced we can help. The woman says her son has been acting more withdrawn than usual and not sleeping well. She claims she found weird messages when she glanced at his phone.”
“Did the kid tell her who he thought he was talking to?” Chelsey asked.
“The kid isn’t talking,” Lambert replied. “Won’t say a word about it. His mom is frantic and believes it could be a creeper pretending to be another teen.”
“Nine times out of ten, it’s just kids fooling other kids,” Aguilar said. “But it pays to take these incidents seriously. The problem with the internet—it’s like trying to find a needle in a haystack.”
Thomas, who had been listening, spoke up. “We can be proactive.”
“How do you figure?”
“Education and outreach. We can get ahead of these situations by educating kids and parents about the dangers of talking to strangers online. It’s not enough to respond to these complaints after they happen. By then, it’s too late.”
“Thomas wants to visit the schools,” Chelsey said. “And I’d like to involve Wolf Lake Consulting.”
Aguilar leaned forward, interested. “You mean, like talking to students directly?”
“We can’t prevent everything that happens online, but we can make sure kids understand the risks and parents are more vigilant about what’s happening on their children’s devices. It comes down to awareness.”
“It’s so easy for someone to pretend to be a young kid online,” Aguilar said. “Kids trust too easily when they think they’re talking to a peer. Then the situation spirals out of control.”
Lambert set down his drink. “You’re not wrong. I’ve seen it happen. Kids disappearing after meeting up with people. It’s a growing problem.”
Thomas glanced around the table. “If we can prevent even one kid from becoming a victim, it’s worth it. I want us to start a program, go into the schools, talk to kids about online safety, and involve the parents.”
“I like it,” Aguilar said.
As the conversation drifted to lighter topics, Aguilar pointed to an unfamiliar woman in the crowd. “Hey, Thomas. See that lady?”
The unknown woman stood at the rear of the room, apart from the crowd. She was tall, her dark hair falling in loose waves around her shoulders, and her eyes carried an air of quiet intensity as she observed the dance floor.
Thomas was careful not to stare. She was undeniably beautiful, striking even, but Chelsey sat beside him.
“I think her name is Calista O’Brien,” Aguilar said. “She’s a big-time forensic artist who used to work with various law enforcement agencies. I read about her. Real deal.”
Forensic artists didn’t frequent Wolf Lake. Thomas wondered why Calista would choose such a quiet tucked-away place like Wolf Lake to settle.
“She’s been here a while?” Thomas asked, trying to sound casual.
Aguilar shrugged. “The grapevine says she moved here a few weeks ago. I haven’t seen her around.”
“The Calista O’Brien?” Lambert asked. “My buddy at Rochester PD worked with her a few years ago. He said she’s a genius. Do you know how many famous investigations she has solved?”
Chelsey caught the end of the exchange and moved closer so she could hear over the music. “Who are we talking about?”
“Calista O’Brien,” Aguilar said. “Forensic artist. She worked on high-profile investigations, I’ve heard. She’s a big deal.”
“What’s she doing in Wolf Lake?”
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The dancing was in full swing, but Thomas’s attention kept drifting to the solitary figure near the edge of the room—Calista O’Brien.
It wasn’t his style to approach strangers in social settings, but something about her presence tugged at him. Maybe it was her connection to law enforcement. Or maybe it was the shadow in her eyes, a look he knew all too well. She had seen too much and carried dark memories.
“I’m going to introduce myself,” Thomas muttered to Chelsey.
She gave him a surprised look. “She doesn’t appear as if she wants company.”
“Why don’t you come with me?”
“It might be better if you go alone. If we all swoop down on her at once, she’ll get uncomfortable.”
“I know the feeling.”
He pushed through the crowd and dodged twirling couples until he stood a few feet from Calista. She had her arms crossed loosely over her chest, studying the crowd, her expression distant.
Thomas cleared his throat to announce his presence. “Excuse me, Calista O’Brien?”
She turned, her expression guarded. “You know my name?”
“I’m Sheriff Thomas Shepherd. My deputy recognized you. I wanted to come over and introduce myself.”
She stared at him for a moment, then extended her hand. “Nice to meet you, Sheriff. I’ve heard about you.”
“All good things, I hope.”
“Small towns have a way of making you feel as if you know everyone, even when you haven’t met.”
He ushered her toward the wall when a group of dancers came too close. “That’s true. Do you live in Wolf Lake?”
Calista paused. “For now. I wanted a fresh start, a change of pace.”
Thomas caught the subtle evasion in her tone. “I hear you used to work as a forensic artist.”
Her face contorted into something unreadable—reluctance, or a hint of pain. “I did. But that’s behind me. I don’t do that kind of work anymore.”
He sensed she’d buried her reasons for stepping away. This wasn’t something she wanted to share with a stranger at a dance. “Wolf Lake is a fine choice. I was born here and moved back after a… complicated past.”
“Complicated pasts seem to have a way of catching up to us, don’t they?”
Before Thomas could respond, Chelsey appeared at his side. Lambert and Aguilar lingered a few steps behind.
“Thomas, aren’t you going to introduce me?” Chelsey asked.
Thomas hoped Chelsey wasn’t jealous of the beautiful stranger.
“Of course,” he said, stepping aside. “This is my fiancée, Chelsey. Chelsey, this is Calista O’Brien. She just moved to our village.”
“A pleasure,” Chelsey said, shaking Calista’s hand. “Thomas mentioned your work as a forensic artist. That’s impressive.”
Calista gave a polite nod. “Thank you. But like I told the sheriff, that part of my life is over.”
At that moment, Deputies Lambert and Aguilar squeezed closer. Thomas made introductions.
Lambert extended his hand. “Deputy Lambert. Welcome to Wolf Lake.”
“Thanks,” Calista replied, though her expression remained distant, as if the introductions were something she’d prefer to avoid. “So many people here.”
Aguilar jumped in. “Wolf Lake is a nice place to settle down. You’ll find it hard to leave once you get comfortable.”
“We’ll see.”
The unease was plain in her tone, but Thomas didn’t press the issue. Whatever she was running from, it wasn’t something she’d share with people she had just met.
Lambert’s curiosity got the better of him. "I’ve heard your name before, Calista. You worked on some high-profile cases, didn’t you? FBI, cold cases, and other famous investigations. Didn’t you help solve that string of disappearances in Seattle?"
The woman's body tensed. Thomas spotted the subtle shift in her posture, her arms closing as if she wanted to shrink away from the conversation. Her eyes hopped to the exit.
"That was a long time ago," Calista said.
Undeterred, Lambert continued. "I read about Seattle. You were instrumental in identifying that suspect, right? The one who evaded capture for years?"
Thomas could see this wouldn’t sit well. He glanced at Aguilar, who also seemed to sense Calista’s discomfort. Lambert kept going, his admiration of her work clouding his judgment.
"What was it like working with the FBI? You must’ve had access to some top-tier resources."
Calista dipped her head. "It wasn’t glamorous. A lot of long hours and faces I’d rather forget."
“I’m sure that kind of work takes a toll,” Thomas said, stepping in. “No need to talk about investigations at a dance. We’re here to enjoy ourselves, right?”
Calista’s eyes showed gratitude. "I’m just trying to fit in."
Lambert blinked, realizing too late that he’d overstepped. "Oh, right. Sorry, I didn’t mean to⁠—"
"It’s fine," Calista said.
But Thomas could see that her mind was already pulling away from the conversation, retreating into itself. Just like he did.
Chelsey, ever attuned to moods, changed the subject. "Wolf Lake has beautiful scenery, kind people, and a vibrant community. You’ll love it here."
"I’m hoping this place gives me what I need."
Thomas felt a quiet concern for Calista. Whatever demons followed the woman, they wouldn’t relent just because she changed addresses.
Chelsey took Calista’s hands in hers. "How about you come over for dinner sometime? We’d love to have you."
Calista looked caught off guard. "Oh, I don’t want to impose."
"Nonsense. We’re neighbors now. Besides, it’ll give you a chance to relax and get to know the locals. We’re a tight-knit community, and it’s always nice to see a fresh face."
The newcomer considered the offer for a moment, but something in Chelsey’s easy manner seemed to soften her resistance. "I appreciate the gesture. Are you certain?"
"For sure. I’m no gourmet chef, but we’ll whip up something good. Right, Thomas?"
Thomas nodded, though he didn’t know when they would find the time to entertain. "We’d love to have you over."
Calista relented with a nod. "Okay. Maybe I’ll take you up on dinner."
Chelsey clapped her hands together. "Great. Give me your number, and I’ll be in touch to set up a date."
The two women exchanged phone numbers.
As Calista excused herself and moved into the crowd, heading toward the quieter corner, Aguilar nudged Lambert with her elbow. "Nice going, Lambert. You couldn’t read the room? She didn’t want to talk about her past."
Lambert’s face reddened and he rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. "I didn’t know. I just thought it was cool, the work she’s done. In no way did I want to make her uncomfortable."
"Well, you almost scared her away. People like Calista O’Brien don’t come to Wolf Lake because they’re looking for applause. She’s running from something."
"Easy, Aguilar. I’ll lay off next time."
Aguilar gave Lambert a playful jab on the shoulder. “When you stalk over like the Jolly Green Giant without a can of peas, you frighten the locals.”
“But that’s my superpower.”
“Indeed.”
Thomas stayed silent, his mind elsewhere. Lambert was right about one thing. Calista’s past was impressive, but her demeanor shifted the moment her old work came up. But what still nagged at him, what he couldn’t figure out, was why she’d chosen Wolf Lake.
Greetings were shouted over the chatter. Thomas craned his head as LeVar entered the dance hall with his usual swagger. He wore a crisp short-sleeved black button-up shirt paired with dark jeans and bright white sneakers that glowed under the dance floor lights. His dreadlocks were tied back, giving him a polished yet laid-back vibe. Beside him, Scout was a vision of youthful energy, dressed in a simple, fitted red dress that stopped just above her knees. Her long dark hair cascaded over her shoulders, and her classic black flats added a casual flair to her look.
LeVar spotted Thomas and made a beeline for him, pulling Scout along. "Shep Dawg!" he called out.
Thomas was happy to see them.
"Nice of you to make a grand entrance," Thomas said.
"You know how we do." LeVar looked down at his date for the night. "Scout talked about this dance all day, so I had to bring my A-game."
Scout gave a wave to the group. "I wish they would play something more upbeat."
Before Thomas could reply, the DJ spun a track that caught everyone’s attention. The heavy bass thumped through the speakers as the unmistakable beat of a famous hip-hop dance song filled the air.
"Oh, now this is what I want to hear," LeVar said. He grabbed Thomas, eyes gleaming with mischief. "Come on, Shep. Time to show these people how we do it."
Thomas tried to tug away, but his junior deputy held a firm grip. "I don’t think so. Not really my thing."
LeVar wasn’t having it. "You can’t sit this one out. Not when the music is calling you." He looked at the others. "Scout, Aguilar, Chelsey, Lambert—back me up here."
Chelsey grabbed Thomas’s free hand. "You’ve been holding out on me all these years. I want to see those moves."
"Yeah, Thomas," Aguilar said. "Tonight we dance. No fighting."
Even Scout joined in, laughing. "Don’t make me do this alone, Thomas."
Thomas glanced at their expectant faces. Was he really going to do this? In front of the entire village? Yes, he was. "Make way for Shep Dawg."
LeVar whooped in triumph. "That’s what I’m talking about. As Tom Brady says, let’s go!"
The music blasted, and to everyone’s surprise—including his own—Thomas let go. At first, his movements were stiff, but then the rhythm took hold. He relaxed, his body moving in sync with the beat. The group cheered him on as he showed off some shockingly smooth moves.
Don’t overthink this. Let the music guide you.
LeVar joined in, sliding into a freestyle that brought even more energy to the room. Scout and Chelsey weren’t far behind, following with their own spins and steps, dancing with carefree joy.
As the music pulsed through the room, Thomas surrendered to the moment. The crowd cheered more loudly, amazed by his hidden talent. How many times had he danced in front of a mirror in the safety of his bedroom? This was it. No more hiding.
For one magical night, Thomas Shepherd brought the house down.
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The next morning at Wolf Lake Consulting, Chelsey sat at the head of the room, tossing up her hands in disbelief. She looked at the others, LeVar, Raven, and Darren, all wearing varying expressions of amusement and curiosity. But it was the girl sitting across from her that had Chelsey trying to wrap her head around the situation.
"I can’t believe I’m actually asking you this, Scout," Chelsey said. "But it looks like we need you to brief the team on ghost hunting and the paranormal."
Scout hopped to her feet and adjusted her ponytail. "You want me to give a briefing on ghost hunting? Like…seriously?"
Chelsey pinched the bridge of her nose before releasing a chuckle. "Yes, seriously. Kameron Gallo says his house is haunted, and we agreed to take the case. If we’re going to do this, I want to make sure we go in with a plan. I know you’ve done this before with your friend Liz."
"And LeVar. Liz is on vacation this week, but I have all the equipment. I can show you guys how it works."
Raven rocked in her chair. "All right, Scout. Let’s hear it. What kind of ghost-busting gadgets are we talking about?"
"Okay. So first, we’ve got the EMF meter—electromagnetic field meter. This measures electromagnetic fluctuations in the air. Many investigators believe spirits give off energy. If we get high readings in certain areas of the house, we can prove the paranormal exists."
"Or it could just mean faulty wiring."
Scout shrugged. "Yeah, that’s always possible. But if the wiring is fine and the EMF meter goes off, then we’ll have the evidence we need."
Skeptical but willing to go along with the plan, Chelsey jotted a note. "What else?"
"Then there is the EVP recorder. EVP stands for electronic voice phenomenon. It’s basically a digital audio recorder, but investigators use them to pick up sounds and voices we can’t hear in real time. After an investigation, you go back and listen to the recordings to see if you captured a ghost."
LeVar set his feet on his desk. "Like 'Get out' in The Amityville Horror."
Scout laughed. "Hopefully not. But sometimes, the recorder catches whispers and unexplained noises. Ghost hunters believe the whispers are communications with spirits."
Chelsey sat forward, her interest piqued despite herself. "And we have one of those?"
"Yep. I have a digital recorder we can use. We’ll leave it running in different rooms, especially in the attic and beside walls, since that’s where Kameron Gallo said he heard noises."
"What else?" Darren asked, reclining in his chair but listening closely.
"We also have infrared cameras," Scout explained. "They help us see in the dark, and they pick up temperature changes in a room. Spirits cause cold spots, so if we catch any sudden drops in temperature, we’ll know ghosts are close."
"Temperature changes," Chelsey repeated, taking more notes. "Okay, what else?"
"Finally, there’s the spirit box," Scout said, her excitement growing. "It scans through radio frequencies and creates white noise. Spirits manipulate the noise to form words and phrases. It’s kind of hit or miss, but it’s worth trying."
LeVar smirked. "Sounds like we’re about to host our own episode of Ghost Hunters."
Chelsey gave him a pointed look. "I’m still not convinced this is the right approach, but I’m willing to play along."
“We have everything we need to investigate the Gallo house,” Scout said. “And even if we don’t find proof of the paranormal, I’m sure you’ll figure out what is causing those disturbances.”
"All right. Let’s give it a shot. This afternoon, we’ll head over to the Gallo house and find out what we’re dealing with."
“Don’t get me wrong, Scout,” said Raven. “I love your enthusiasm. But ghosts? Really? I don’t buy it. There’s always an explanation.”
“Yeah, I’m with Raven,” Chelsey said. “No offense, but I think we’ll be debunking whatever’s going on at the Gallo house rather than proving it’s haunted.”
“Guess we’ll see who’s right soon enough,” said LeVar. “Personally, I think the place is probably just creaky.”
Darren, who had stayed out of the conversation to this point, cleared his throat. “Well, I don’t know about that.” His tone was calm, but something in his voice caught everyone’s attention.
Raven frowned and turned to face him. “Wait. What’s that supposed to mean?”
“There was this case back when I was still with the Syracuse PD. It was during the early days of my career. I don’t talk about it much because, well, no one ever believes me. But it’s the reason I don’t write off the paranormal anymore.”
“You never told me about this.”
“That’s because I knew you’d roll your eyes at me.”
“What happened?” Chelsey asked.
Darren seemed to consider how much he should tell them. “It was a domestic disturbance call. Routine, right? Except when we got there, the family—mother, father, and two kids—were absolutely terrified. They swore up and down that there was something in their house. Not a burglar, not an intruder. Something. They described strange noises, objects moving on their own, and doors slamming shut. We chalked it up to stress. But then, while we were standing in the living room interviewing everyone, we all heard this loud bang come from upstairs. It was like someone had thrown a heavy piece of furniture against the wall.”
Raven shot Darren a skeptical smirk. “Okay, weird, but not proof of a ghost.”
“That’s what we thought too. So my partner followed me upstairs to check it out. The kids huddled together, and the parents were too scared to move. But when we got up there, the room was freezing. I mean, middle of July, and it felt like we were standing in a meat locker.”
Chelsey’s mouth fell open. “And?”
“And nothing was out of place. No broken furniture, no signs of a struggle, nothing that would explain the noise. But then the door slammed shut behind us, so hard that the windows rattled. My partner, who didn’t believe in any of this stuff, went pale. We opened the door, got the family out of there, and later that night, the house caught fire. No one knows how it started.”
Raven stared at him. “You’re pulling my leg.”
“I knew you’d say that.”
“You never went back?” LeVar asked.
“After the house burned down, we aided the fire department in searching for a cause. Never found one. We closed the case. But I’ll tell you this. After that night, I stopped dismissing people who swore they’d seen something they couldn’t explain.”
Scout, who had been sitting quietly, finally spoke. “See? That’s what I’m talking about. Not everything has a logical explanation.”
“Fine. I’ll admit that’s a weird story. But you still won’t convince me until I see it for myself,” Raven said.
“I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” said Scout. “Later today, we’ll either confirm a haunting or find out the Gallos have bad plumbing.”
“Or raccoons,” LeVar added.
“I’m telling you, LeVar,” Darren said, “there’s more to this world than we understand.”
“I’ll admit, some of the stuff we saw during the ghost hunt with Scout and Liz? It made me wonder. I’m not saying I’m a believer or anything, but there were definitely things that didn’t have a simple explanation.”
“People don’t want to believe in the paranormal because it’s too weird to consider,” said Scout. “But sometimes there is no other explanation.”
“There was this one time when Liz had her EMF reader going wild. We thought it was just faulty equipment. Then, when we reached the second floor of that abandoned mansion in Wolf Lake, doors started opening and jamming shut on their own. No wind, no faulty hinges. It was enough to make me uneasy. I don’t know if it was a ghost or something else, but it wasn’t normal.”
Chelsey listened to LeVar and Scout, but guilt made her wary of accepting this case. “I feel bad about accepting Kameron Gallo’s money. We’re private investigators, not ghost hunters. We can’t exactly guarantee we’ll solve their issue.”
Raven swiveled her chair to face Chelsey. “Ghosts or not, something is causing those noises, and that’s what they’re hiring us to figure out. We can solve this by finding out if their problem is faulty wiring, pests, or something the Gallos didn’t consider. In the long run, we’ll save them money. They won’t need to waste cash on contractors who might rip them off, telling them they need to replace half their house.”
“Raven makes a good point,” said LeVar. “They’re being disturbed at night, and it’s affecting their lives. It doesn’t matter if it’s ghosts or raccoons. We’ll figure it out.”
“I suppose if we approach this as solving a mystery and not chasing after spirits, it makes more sense. I don’t want to make false promises,” Chelsey said.
She looked at her fellow investigators. Although she didn’t believe in ghosts, she could still solve this mystery.
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Calista stood by the large bay window of her new house, the soft late morning light spilling across the hardwood floors. Towering pines swayed in the breeze. The morning cold had burned off, but she found herself rubbing her arms to ward off an undefinable chill.
Across the water, she could make out the A-frame house that belonged to Sheriff Thomas Shepherd. It was easy to spot from here. She thought about their brief encounter at the Magnolia Dance. She hadn’t realized it then, but something about their meeting felt significant. Was it fate, or another one of life’s coincidences?
Thomas Shepherd saw beyond her story. It was as if he could peer into her mind and read her thoughts. Though she was doing her best to live in obscurity here in Wolf Lake, she wondered if staying under the radar would be more difficult than planned.
A ripple crossed the lake’s surface, catching her eye. The water was peaceful now, but much like her past, it harbored depths she didn’t want to explore. Thomas Shepherd explored those depths. He would dig and pry until he uncovered what was hidden.
She stared out at the A-frame, wondering if their paths would cross again. It was easier to tell herself that choosing Wolf Lake had been a random choice, a spur-of-the-moment decision to escape her past life as a forensic artist. But she wasn’t naïve enough to think she could outrun her mind. No, that darkness always followed her.
With a sigh, Calista turned away from the window to pace until she worried she would wear out the floors. She rubbed her temples, trying to fend off a migraine. Restlessness gripped her, and the quiet left too much space for her thoughts to wander, for the ghosts of her past to take up residence in her mind.
Unable to resist the pull, she approached the laptop. The familiar chime of new messages greeted her, and she instinctively knew what was waiting. Her inbox was cluttered with emails she had ignored for days—requests from police departments across the country, detectives desperate for her help, families begging for closure.
Her eyes landed on the latest message. It was from Seattle PD. Again.
SUBJECT: Urgent: Cold Case – New Lead
From: Detective Scott Albright, Seattle Police Department
CALISTA,
I hope this message finds you well. I understand you stepped away from forensic work, but we hit a breakthrough on the home invasion case from years ago. You remember it. The one with the families. A new witness has come forward, claiming to have seen the suspect's face the night of the last murder. We need a fresh sketch, and no one else can do what you do.
Please, we’re so close to finally closing this case. The victims' families are waiting for answers. You don’t have to come to Seattle. We can do everything remotely, but we need your expertise. This could bring the closure everyone has been waiting for.
I know it’s a lot to ask. But you’ve never let me down before. Please think about it. This might be the last piece of the puzzle.
—SCOTT
CALISTA CLOSED HER EYES. She’d come so close to capturing the face of the monster responsible for those horrific murders.
Her fingers drummed on the tabletop. She could say no. She could ignore the email, delete it, and pretend it had never arrived. But that familiar itch had returned. Scott was a good man who meant well. The need to help, to finish what she’d started, tugged at her.
She lowered the screen. Could she turn her back again? Was it only a matter of time before Seattle PD dragged her back to forensic art?
Deciding she needed fresh air, Calista grabbed her jacket. A breeze swept across the lake and blew back her hair. She zipped her jacket and began walking along the edge of the water.
She walked until the houses dotting the shoreline grew smaller and fewer. The farther she got from the west-side development, the more the world around her changed. Trees grew more gnarled and ancient, their branches twisting toward the sky like bony fingers. The quiet grew deeper and squeezed her chest, making her aware of every breath.
Before long, Calista had covered four miles, but she didn’t stop. She pushed on, her legs leading her up and down hillocks and around the north side of the lake. The ridge awaited. Here, the trail grew steeper, the path narrowing as she ascended. She could hear the roar faint at first, then deafening as water crashed against rocks.
Lucifer Falls.
She had read about the falls in the papers last year while she lived in Rochester. The state park ranger had discovered bones in the riverbank below the falls, bones that had lain hidden for years, buried beneath layers of sediment and time. The investigation that followed had led Sheriff Thomas Shepherd to capture a serial killer who used the falls as his dumping ground.
Calista reached the top of the ridge, and there it was—Lucifer Falls, its powerful cascade crashing down in a violent torrent of white water. The sound was like rolling thunder, drowning out the bird calls and wetting her face, as though the falls were warning her to stay back. She stayed rooted in place and watched the water rage against the rocks. The spray rose in a ghostly veil.
Wind whipped at her face.
Her gaze locked on the torrent of water crashing over Lucifer Falls. The mist that hung in the air cooled her skin. It was as if the falls were calling her, whispering to her through the roar of water. Why had she come here? Why had she chosen Wolf Lake, of all places?
She wondered if she had moved to this village because of the story about Sheriff Thomas Shepherd and the serial killer. Had the story planted a seed in her mind? Had the idea of a small town with a lurking evil, like the ones she used to hunt, drawn her here?
Calista shook her head, trying to dispel the thought.
That’s madness.
She hadn’t come here because of some subconscious desire. She had come here to start over.
Yet, standing in front of the falls, watching its violence and undeniable beauty, it was hard to convince herself. Maybe the darkness wasn’t following her. She was following darkness.
Calista surveyed the ridge and spotted the trail that wound along the side of the park, heading down toward the ranger’s cabin. Darren Holt, the park ranger, lived there. A part of her considered stopping by and introducing herself.
But no. She didn’t need to revisit the past.
Calista turned away from the falls and started back down the trail, her legs heavy as she realized how far she’d walked. She looked once more toward the path leading to the ranger’s cabin but resisted the temptation to follow it and instead continued westward. The lake gleamed below.
The day grew warmer and springlike. Halfway home, she removed the jacket and tied the arms around her waist.
Calista arrived back home an hour later, her legs aching. The wind shifted, and now the lake’s surface rippled in dark, erratic waves. She draped the jacket over a kitchen chair.
Parched, she poured herself a glass of water and moved to her laptop, sitting at the table. As she checked the local news, a headline caught her attention.
DANGERS OF ONLINE PREDATORS: Stalking Incidents Rising in Wolf Lake Area
CALISTA CLICKED ON THE ARTICLE. The piece described a sharp increase in reports of online stalking, particularly of teens and young women in the Wolf Lake area. Local law enforcement had issued warnings to parents to monitor their children's online activity. There were several incidents of strangers posing as friends and luring victims into dangerous situations.
She skimmed the rest of the article. The more she read, the more uneasy she felt—stories of young people who had fallen prey to predators.
Why had she come to Wolf Lake? Had something about this village drawn her back into the fold?
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That afternoon, the Wolf Lake Consulting team gathered outside the Gallo house. Chelsey parked on a country road two miles outside of Wolf Lake. The farmhouse rose at the end of a gravel driveway, its white paint peeling and graying with age. The roof sagged in places, and one shutter had broken free, dangling from a single hinge.
As they approached, the wind howled through the trees, making the rusted weathervane atop the house creak. Weeds grew tall around the front porch and strangled the old wooden steps. The windows were dusty and smeared, giving the place a forlorn, abandoned feel.
Chelsey stepped out of the car first.
"This place gives me the creeps already," Scout said, eyeing the broken-down porch.
Raven studied the far side of the property. A dilapidated shack, barely held together by rotting beams, slouched against a row of trees. Its roof had caved in on one side, leaving a gaping hole that revealed a mess of old tools and wooden planks inside. The boards creaked and swayed with the wind, as if the shack might collapse at any moment.
"What's that for?" LeVar asked, pointing toward the shack. "Storage or something?"
Darren said, "It might be an old workshop. Either way, it’s not holding up much longer."
Chelsey glanced at Scout, who was already pulling out her ghost-hunting equipment. "Well, Scout, I hope you find something here because the house alone is enough to give me nightmares."
Scout slung the bag strap over her shoulder. "You never know. Old places with history hold a lot of energy."
They made their way up the creaking steps to the front door. Chelsey tapped the doorbell.
The front door opened, revealing Kameron Gallo; he looked just as nervous as he had when he'd first met them at the office. His face was drawn, his eyes darting around as though the house might betray him.
"Glad you could make it," he said, stepping aside to let them in.
Inside, the house wasn’t much better. The entryway was dimly lit, and the floorboards creaked with every step. The faded wallpaper curled at the edges, and the air had a musty quality. Even if this place wasn’t haunted, Chelsey knew the Gallo family had its work cut out for them to keep the house standing.
"These noises you mentioned," Raven said. "They happen at night?"
"Yeah," Kameron said, rubbing the back of his neck. "In the walls and the attic. Like something is moving around. But when I check, there’s nothing there. McKenna believes it is more than just an old house settling. I don’t know what to think anymore."
Chelsey exchanged a glance with Raven. "We’ll look around and see if we can figure out what’s going on."
Scout, already holding an EMF meter, glanced toward the staircase leading up to the second floor. "Are we free to explore?"
Kameron waved a hand. "Go ahead. Just be careful. This place has a way of getting under your skin."
McKenna Gallo stepped out of the kitchen and wiped her hands on a dish towel. She looked exhausted, her eyes ringed with dark circles. She brushed a strand of hair behind her ear as she joined the group.
“I didn’t think I could stay the night,” McKenna admitted. “But this is our home now, and I don’t want to run.”
“First things first,” Raven said. “Have you ruled out vermin? Sometimes old houses attract rats or mice, and they can make a lot of noise in the walls.”
“I thought that too,” Kameron said. “I put out traps and checked for droppings. Then I searched through the attic and the crawlspace under the stairs. No signs of vermin at all. I’ve even had pest control out here. Same story. They found nothing.”
“No droppings, no signs of entry, but all that noise?” She glanced at Chelsey, who shared her partner’s skepticism. “That’s strange.”
“Any leaks or structural issues?” Chelsey asked. “Old wood can groan. If the foundation shifts or the roof has issues, it might sound like something moving around.”
“We had the house inspected when we moved in,” Kameron said. “It passed with no problems. I mean, it’s old, sure, but it’s solid.”
Resting against a doorframe, LeVar chimed in. “Okay, but real talk. Are we sure it’s not some kind of prank? Teens messing with you? I mean, country roads, houses like this. People get weird ideas.”
Kameron seemed pained. “We don’t have neighbors nearby, and the house locks up tight at night. I don’t believe anyone is pranking us.”
“Sometimes, places like this attract attention of a different kind,” Darren said.
Raven gave him a look. “Again with the ghost stories?”
“I’ve seen enough to keep an open mind. Houses carry histories. Call it energy, call it spirits. Whatever it is, it can cause disturbances.”
McKenna wrung her hands. “So you believe in the paranormal too?”
Darren didn’t answer, but his expression spoke volumes.
“We have the equipment to prove spirits exist,” said Scout. “EMF readings, EVP sessions, infrared cameras. If something is here, we’ll find it.”
“Here we go. The ghost squad is on the case,” LeVar said, lifting his chin at Scout.
“You had better believe it.”
Ever the voice of reason, Chelsey said, “Look, regardless of whether this is paranormal or not, we’ll investigate the house. Our goal is to solve your problem, and if there is a logical explanation, we’ll find it. And if not, we’ll deal with that too.”
McKenna’s shoulders sagged. “I just want to feel safe in my home.”
Chelsey offered her a reassuring nod. “With your permission, we’ll start with a full sweep of the house. We’ll set up cameras and sensors. We’ll look at everything—paranormal or otherwise.”
“Be our guests.”
The Wolf Lake Consulting team geared up, each of them bringing their own approach to the investigation.
Chelsey kneeled at the base of the staircase and peered into the narrow crawlspace that extended into darkness. A stale odor seeped from the gap beneath the steps. She flicked on her flashlight, but the thin beam barely penetrated the black void.
Raven crouched beside her. "Are you sure you want to go in there?"
"We need to cover every corner, right? Might as well start here."
The others stood behind her as she slipped into the crawlspace. Chelsey immediately sensed the closeness of the walls. On her hands and knees, she squirmed forward. Her hands skimmed the rough wooden beams above her head. She feared an unseen rusty nail would tear open her scalp. Gosh, this space went further than seemed possible.
“You all right?” Darren asked.
He sounded a long way off. But that was impossible. Wasn’t it?
“I’m still searching,” Chelsey called over her shoulder.
“Want any help?”
“You won’t fit. The space it too tight.”
By God, it was tight. She found it difficult to breathe.
Don’t panic.
Then the flashlight died. The world plunged into total blackness. Her breath quickened.
"You good?" LeVar called from behind her.
"Yeah, I’m fine," Chelsey lied, trying to sound casual. She wasn’t about to admit how much the darkness was getting to her. "Tight quarters in here, and my flashlight is acting up."
As if her words had forced the batteries to obey, the light turned on again. Thank goodness.
She pushed on, her shoulders scraping against the walls. The farther she went, the closer the walls and ceilings crept. The beams grew lower, forcing her to duck her head. Her hands became slick with sweat.
There was no end to the crawlspace. It just kept going, disappearing into an abyss of darkness. Did it descend into the basement or climb into the attic? If she continued, would she circle the house?
Chelsey no longer knew where she was. She couldn’t turn around—the space was too tight. Her head spun. She couldn’t remember which way was out.
She needed to get out—now.
“Okay, I’m coming back,” she called, hoping her voice didn’t betray the panic rising in her chest.
Nobody replied.
“Did you hear me?”
As she tried to back up, her foot caught on something, wedging her even more tightly between the beams. She pulled, but her shoe was stuck, and the more she struggled, the more wedged she became.
Her light wavered again, the beam sputtering before it went out completely.
Pitch black.
Panic flared. She couldn't see, couldn't move.
Then she heard a pounding, like a fist beating against the wood. It was coming from deep inside the house. Was something in the crawlspace with her?
"Raven!" she screamed, her voice cracking. "Raven, I’m stuck. Get me out of here!"
She could hear shuffling from outside the crawlspace. Raven’s voice cut through the panic.
"I’m coming, Chelsey, hold on."
Chelsey struggled to pull herself free, but her leg remained pinned, and the pounding came again, as if a dead weight had collided with the beams. It felt like the entire house was alive, throbbing with an unseen force.
Hands grabbed her from behind. She screamed.
"I got you," Raven said as another flashlight fell across Chelsey’s body.
With a tug, Raven pulled her free.
Chelsey scrambled backward. She gasped as Raven dragged her into the open. They stood over her with shocked expressions.
"Are you injured?" Raven asked.
"I’m fine. Just got stuck. What was that pounding noise?"
LeVar and Darren exchanged glances, confusion on their faces.
"We didn’t hear any pounding," LeVar said.
"How could you not hear it? It was loud, like someone fell against the wall."
Raven squeezed her shoulder. "We didn’t hear any sounds, Chelsey. You were probably just reacting to claustrophobia."
Chelsey stared into the black space beneath the stairs. The pounding wasn’t in her head. Something was inside the house.
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An hour before the day shift ended, Thomas sipped a spinach and berry smoothie at the sheriff’s department. A petty theft report lay on the bullpen desk in front of him. Lambert and Aguilar hovered nearby.
“I gotta say, Sheriff,” Lambert said. “Where did those moves come from? You’ve been holding out on us. Half the town is still talking about how you tore up the dance floor at the Magnolia Dance.”
Thomas stared at the report in front of him, trying to keep his face neutral, though a hint of color touched his cheeks. “I wasn’t that good.”
Aguilar leaned a hand against the wall. “Not that good? You had people cheering. You were out there busting moves like it was some kind of secret talent. C’mon, where’d you learn to dance like that?”
Thomas hesitated for a moment, his eyes still fixed on the report. “When I was a kid, I used to... practice. In front of a mirror. Inside a locked bedroom.”
Lambert clapped his hands together. “The image of you dancing busting moves to Young Thug. Oh, man. That’s priceless.”
“Practice makes perfect,” Aguilar said. “Maybe we’ll see a repeat performance at the next dance.”
Thomas shot her a sidelong glance. “Don’t count on it.”
Aguilar’s desk phone rang, offering Thomas a reprieve. She picked it up. Her smile faded as she listened to the person on the other end. A few seconds later, she set the phone down with a frustrated groan.
“Another one,” she said.
“Another what?” Thomas asked.
“Online chat complaint. This time from a mother who caught her daughter talking with some stranger. Same story. The kid swears it’s another teen, but the mom believes it’s an adult pretending to be someone they’re not.”
Lambert sat beside her. “This is getting ridiculous. But unless someone commits a crime, there’s not much we can do. We don’t even know who’s behind the screen. The internet is a big place. These teens might be conversing with someone in Wolf Lake or Tokyo. Parents need to step up and monitor their kids.”
“That’s easy to say, but these parents are scared,” Aguilar replied. “This is becoming a pattern, Thomas. Different kids, same story. Strangers luring teens in chatrooms, and parents don’t know how to handle it.”
“It’s a fine line to walk.” Thomas set down his smoothie. “On the one hand, Lambert is correct. Without evidence of a crime, there’s little we can do. On the other hand, we can’t ignore the risks these kids are taking.”
Lambert shrugged. “We can’t police the whole internet, Thomas. Parents have to be the first line of defense.”
There was still a hint of concern in Aguilar's eyes. “True, but these complaints are piling up. If some teen disappears, we’ll all wish we had done more.”
Thomas tapped a pen against the desk, considering his options. “I don’t like the idea of being reactive. We need to get ahead of this. I spoke with the principals at Wolf Lake High and the elementary school. They want me to come in and give a presentation.”
“That’s a good idea. We can work with the school district and get some materials into their hands. Maybe even hold assemblies. How soon do they want you to speak?” Aguilar asked.
“Not until late May.”
“Can you call them back and get in sooner?”
“I think I need to.”
Lambert rolled his chair away from Aguilar’s desk. “It’s going to be an uphill battle. The internet has a grip on these kids. Even when they aren’t on their computers, they’re looking at their phones. Teens are addicted to their screens.”
“We can’t control what they do online,” Thomas said. “But we can give them the tools to make smarter choices. I’ll call the principals again. Can you help me put together a presentation?”
Aguilar straightened in her seat, already in problem-solving mode. “I’ll take the lead and create the presentation. I have materials we used in a training program last year. It shouldn’t be too hard to adapt for the kids.”
Lambert gave a thumbs-up. “Count me in. I’ll pull together some stats on online predators, keep it real without scaring the hell out of them. We need to make sure parents don’t freak out either.”
“Perfect. I want to hit them with facts but make it approachable. No need to sensationalize, but we can’t sugarcoat the dangers,” Thomas said.
Aguilar jotted notes on her pad. “I’ll start with the basics: what to look for in suspicious online behavior, how to set boundaries with strangers, and what teens can do if they feel uncomfortable.”
“Maybe we can throw in real-life examples, ones that aren’t too graphic,” Lambert said. “Keep it local if possible and make it hit closer to home. That will wake them up.”
“I’ll start calling the schools again,” Thomas said, rising from his seat. “I’ll see if we can bump up the schedule and get in there this week. If this problem is escalating, we need to move fast.”
“Good idea. The sooner we get in front of these kids, the better.”
“Give me an hour to get you the first draft,” Aguilar said.
Thomas offered a smile. “Thanks. Both of you.”
He returned to his office and dialed the principal at Wolf Lake High. The conversation was brief but productive. The principal expressed the same concern Thomas held, and after a few minutes of back-and-forth they agreed to schedule the presentation for Friday.
Next, Thomas called the elementary school. The principal there was just as eager to bring him in, especially after hearing about the recent complaints. She squeezed him into a slot the following Monday. Thomas hung up, a weight lifted from his chest. Things were moving in the right direction.
As he stared at the phone, his relief drained away. Something was wrong in Wolf Lake.
A familiar unease crept up his spine. A predator was escalating.
He rose from his chair and reentered the bullpen, where Aguilar sat at her desk, surrounded by printouts and notes as she prepared the presentation for the schools.
“Had an idea, Lambert,” Thomas said.
“You’re worried this is happening statewide,” said Lambert.
“Are you a mind reader?”
“It’s a gift. Anyhow, I already jumped into the database. Been running searches on missing teens in Upstate New York, but so far nothing jumps out. It’s mostly standard stuff, like runaways and family issues. No clear connection to online predators.”
Thomas looked over Lambert’s shoulder at the results. "Same chatrooms, same online groups?"
"Not that I can tell. But kids run away, Thomas. It’s a fact of life. I’m not seeing anything that stands out. These runaways seem like isolated incidents."
"Maybe." Thomas’s instincts told him something was off, but he hadn’t found a trail worth following. "I have a bad feeling about this. We’ve had too many complaints in a hurry. Whoever this is, they’re getting more brazen. Lambert, what are our options for tracking down this online predator within protocol?"
"Well, we can start with basic monitoring, such as tracking IP addresses of suspicious activity. But that requires cooperation from the ISPs, and without proof of a crime, getting warrants will be tough. We could also set up decoy accounts and pretend to be teens in these chatrooms. See if we can bait the predator into making contact."
Thomas considered the idea. "That would work, but we need someone trained for undercover chatting. Online stings can get tricky."
"True," Lambert agreed. "We’ll need to go through the proper channels to set up a sting. It could take weeks. And we’re not even sure if this person is local."
Aguilar chimed in. "What about collaborating with other agencies? If we connect with state departments, we might get a better picture of who is behind this. And if this predator is active in more than one state, we’ll have a strong case for federal involvement."
“I like that,” Thomas said. “Get in touch with the state task force on cybercrimes. Let’s see if they have any similar cases. I want to catch this person before any of our kids disappear.”
"I’ll make the calls."
As Aguilar began the legwork, Thomas knew the clock was ticking.
Lambert faced Thomas. "You really think this guy will escalate, don’t you?"
Thomas didn’t answer right away, his gaze distant. Finally, he spoke. "I know he will."
And when the predator struck, Thomas would be there to stop him.
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At Wolf Lake Consulting, Chelsey sat at her desk, phone pressed against her ear as she listened to McKenna Gallo. She had a notepad open in front of her, but the few notes she had written already told her this was going to be an impossible case. After getting stuck in the crawlspace, Chelsey had worried the other investigators. They wanted to leave, but she insisted on listening for the pounding sounds. The noises never occurred again, and Chelsey wondered if her coworkers thought she was losing her mind.
“I swear, it started up again the moment you left,” McKenna said. “Kameron and I heard it—scratching and pounding in the attic and the walls. It’s worse than before.”
Chelsey sighed, trying to keep her tone neutral. "I understand, Mrs. Gallo. I just want to make sure we're covering all bases here. Are you absolutely certain these noises aren’t being caused by animals getting inside? We’ve seen cases where raccoons or squirrels get into old homes."
“No. It’s not animals. We’ve been through this already. Kameron set traps. We checked the attic and the crawlspaces and found nothing. No droppings, no signs of anything living in there.”
“All right, if you’re sure. We’ll have the team come by and recheck the property. Maybe there’s something we missed during the initial sweep.”
“There’s something in that house,” McKenna said, her voice wavering. “This feels wrong. As if we’re being watched. I can’t explain it, but I don’t think we’re alone in the house.”
Chelsey rubbed her forehead, not quite believing what McKenna was saying but also not wanting to dismiss her concerns outright. “We’ll be there. I’ll bring the team, and we’ll go over everything again. Have faith, Mrs. Gallo. We’ll figure this out.”
“Thank you. I just don’t want you to think we’re wasting your time.”
“It’s never a waste of time,” Chelsey replied, hoping she sounded more confident than she felt.
She hung up the phone and looked across the room at Raven, who was sitting at her desk, scrolling through emails. "The Gallos claim the noises started again. They swear animals aren’t causing the sounds."
Raven rolled her chair over to Chelsey’s desk. "You believe them?"
"I don’t know what to believe, honestly. But they’re adamant that it’s something more than animals. Whatever it is, they’re freaked out."
“Guess we’re crawling under the stairs again.”
Chelsey turned to the rest of the team. LeVar was already looking up from his own paperwork, interested.
"I think we need to go back and do a more thorough check of the house," LeVar said. "We might have missed something the first time. If they’re sure it’s not animals, I don’t have an explanation. But we have to try again."
“We won’t find a ghost, LeVar,” Raven said. “You know that, right?”
"It doesn’t matter. The Gallos are paying us to solve their problem. Even if it’s not supernatural, there’s something making those noises, and it’s our job to find out what."
Darren glanced at his watch and stood. "I’d love to stick around for this mystery hunt, but I’ve gotta get back to the state park. Busy season is running me ragged, and I have campers coming in. I’ll check in with you guys later."
"Good luck out there," Chelsey said, giving him a wave as he grabbed his jacket and headed out the door.
Once Darren was gone, Scout riffled through the bag of paranormal equipment at her feet. "If we’re going to do this, we need to conduct a full paranormal investigation. Like the real deal. We left too soon today."
"Go on, Scout. Let’s hear your plan."
Scout didn’t need encouragement. "I suggest we set up cameras in every room, especially the attic and the crawlspace where Chelsey got stuck. We can use EVP recorders to catch unexplained sounds and voices. And we should do a thermal scan to see if there are any cold spots, you know, like classic ghost activity."
Raven raised an eyebrow, unimpressed. "Cold spots? EVP recorders? Scout, this isn’t some haunted mansion movie. We’re supposed to be solving a mystery here, not chasing shadows. And with Chelsey almost hurting herself, it’s time we get serious about natural explanations."
"I am serious. If there’s even a chance that something paranormal is going on, don’t you think we should investigate it properly? At least rule it out."
Chelsey felt torn between the two sides. "I don’t know what to think anymore. Sure, I don’t believe in ghosts. But after what happened in the crawlspace, I don’t know what to say."
"You got stuck, Chelsey," Raven said. "The Gallo house is old. Floors and walls settle, boards warp. It happens."
"I didn’t just get stuck. I heard something," Chelsey insisted. "A pounding. None of you heard it, but it was there."
LeVar exchanged a glance with Chelsey, his usual confidence tempered by the uncertainty in the room. "Maybe Scout is right. We don’t have to believe in ghosts, but we can at least keep our minds open. If it turns out to be something explainable, great. The TikTok videos will be priceless. If not, we’ll cross that bridge when we get there."
Raven shook her head but didn’t argue further. "Fine. But I’m telling you, this paranormal angle is wasting our time."
“Believe what you wish,” Scout said, “but don’t come screaming to us when a phantom floats down the staircase.”
“As if.”
"Come on, LeVar. Back me up here. You remember the mansion we investigated with Liz in Wolf Lake? You saw what I saw. There’s no way you can deny that we encountered the paranormal."
"I don’t know, Scout." LeVar gave a half-hearted shrug. "I think your imagination was running wild. Mansions are creepy places, especially at night. That place even got to me."
Scout’s face fell; she was disappointed by LeVar’s reluctance to admit what they’d experienced. "You’re kidding, right? You were with me when the doors slammed shut on their own. And those cold spots? Don’t act like they didn’t scare you."
LeVar smirked, but Chelsey saw doubt in his eyes. "I’m just saying there’s always an explanation. Maybe the wind caught the door, or the house was settling."
Sensing the tension, Chelsey brought the conversation back to something more practical. "We can start by revisiting the places where the sounds were the loudest—the attic, the crawlspace, and inside the walls. I’m thinking we should check for structural issues, such as loose beams, pipes, or faulty wiring that might cause the lights to flash."
"Right," LeVar said. "I’ll examine the heating system. Sometimes old boilers or air ducts can make weird noises when the temperature changes. Ancient heaters can leave cold spots too."
"And while we’re at it, we should rule out animals for good. I know Kameron swears there are no droppings, but motion-activated cameras around the house will catch something crawling inside."
Raven set an ankle on her knee. "If we don’t find structural issues or spot animals, what’s left?"
"That’s what we need to figure out," Chelsey said. "We’ll also run sound tests. A sound meter can pinpoint where the noises are coming from. When we locate the source, we’ll identify the cause."
Scout, still determined to investigate the paranormal angle, asked, "Can we at least bring the EVP recorder and thermal cameras? Just in case?"
"Bring everything. But our focus is going to be on finding a practical explanation."
"Deal. And if we find something else, you’ll all see that I’m right."
LeVar nudged Scout. "Don’t get your hopes up, girl. Even if you catch Casper, Raven will swear it was a trick of the light."
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Chewing on the end of a pen, Kara sat cross-legged on her bed. The muffled sound of her parents’ argument filtered from the living room.
“I told you not to spend money on that stupid car. We can’t afford another payment.” Her mom’s voice was sharp and filled with frustration.
“And I told you it’s an investment. The old one isn’t reliable, and I need to get to and from work. We’ll just have to spend more later if we don’t replace it now,” her dad shot back.
Kara’s grip tightened around the pen as she heard the heavy thud of something dropping on the kitchen counter. Her mom again, this time sounding exhausted. “We don’t have any room in the budget for your ‘investments.’ Have you even looked at the bills? The city wants a twenty-five percent increase for the water, and our electricity usage is through the roof.”
“You can thank Kara. She’s the one on her computer day and night. Besides, I’m the one paying the bills. Don’t act like I’m in the dark.”
“If you buy this damn car, you figure it out,” her mom said. “You tell me everything is under control. That’s all you ever say. I’m sick of it.”
Kara clenched her jaw, trying to block out the familiar routine. It wasn’t like they fought all the time, but when they did, it was always the same. Money. Stress. Dad defending himself and Mom breaking down. She leaned back against the pillows, letting the argument blur into background noise. She couldn’t deal with their drama tonight. Not after everything that had happened at school.
Mr. Dunlap’s voice echoed in her mind. “Miss Winterberg, would you care to share whatever is so important on your phone with the rest of the class?”
The snickers from her classmates had been like needles pricking at her skin, making her shrink into her chair.
“Place it on my desk. Now.”
She lifted her head, half expecting to find the teacher staring down at her. Her face burned at the memory. The laughter that had followed her back to her seat still taunted her.
Kara tossed the pen on the floor and curled up in bed, hugging her knees to her chest. Why did everything have to be so hard? Why couldn’t she just blend in? Or just disappear? School, her parents, the constant noise in her head. It was all too much.
Her phone lit with a notification. She hoped it was another message from TrustMeGirl. Not this time. It was just a notification from the chatroom app, reminding Kara that the digital world was still waiting for her, a place where no one knew or judged her.
She stared at the screen, her thumb hovering over the app icon.
Not until I finish my homework.
But what was the harm in checking the forums? It would only take a second.
Kara’s phone buzzed. This time, it was another message from TrustMeGirl. She hesitated before unlocking the screen, the familiar mix of excitement and anxiety bubbling in her chest.
TRUSTMEGIRL: Hey. So I was thinking about why you’re nervous, but how about we finally meet? I’m not far from you. You know the village park in Wolf Lake? It’s in public. There will be people around. Totally safe. I promise I’m real. I think we’ll hit it off, Kara. Let’s meet this evening, okay? Like before seven. It will still be light out.
THE IDEA of meeting TrustMeGirl was both terrifying and thrilling. But did she believe this person? The stories her mom had told her about online predators returned to her. What if TrustMeGirl wasn’t who she said she was? What if this was some kind of setup?
Then again, TrustMeGirl had been so kind, so understanding. She seemed like someone Kara could talk to, someone who understood the crushing weight of anxiety and isolation. She hadn’t pushed too hard. Instead, she’d been patient, waiting for Kara to feel comfortable.
“If you feel so strongly about the electricity bill, tell your daughter to turn off her screens,” her father said downstairs.
“She’s your daughter too,” Mom replied.
The village park was a safe place, right? During the evening, people walked their dogs, families walked on the paths, and kids played on the swings. It was only an hour until sunset, but surely there would be plenty of people around.
Kara chewed on the inside of her cheek. She could reach the park in ten minutes if she rode her bike. She could go, meet her, and if anything felt off, she could leave. Heck, she wouldn’t even have to get too close. If she arrived early, she could observe from a distance, right? That way, she could know for sure if this was real.
She typed a response.
KARA: I dunno. I’m still kind of nervous. But okay. I can meet you at the park, just for a little while.
THE RESPONSE CAME ALMOST INSTANTLY.
TRUSTMEGIRL: Yay! Don’t worry, Kara, it will be fine. I’ll be by the swings around six-thirty. See you soon!
KARA LET OUT A SLOW BREATH, feeling the decision settle uneasily in her chest. She glanced at the clock—6:05. She had enough time to grab her bike and make it to the park before the sun set. Her parents were still arguing downstairs. But would they allow her to leave?
She crawled off the bed and pulled on a sweatshirt. Her mind raced with a hundred different scenarios. What if TrustMeGirl really was her new best friend? What if this was the connection she’d been waiting for?
Kara grabbed the phone and stuffed it into her pocket. One last look at her reflection in the mirror showed a nervous girl with wide eyes and a heart that wouldn’t stop pounding.
Maybe this would be fine. This was her chance to befriend someone who understood her.
Kara hovered at the top of the stairs, listening to her parents’ voices rise and fall in another pointless argument. She took a hesitant step down the stairs. Then another.
“I’m going to a friend’s house,” she called out, trying to sound nonchalant. Her mom paused mid-sentence.
“You’d better get back before it gets too dark,” her mom said, distracted, as her dad continued talking over her.
Kara slipped out the front door before Mom changed her mind. The cool air hit her face, and she pulled the strings on her hoodie. She hurried to the side of the house, where her bike leaned against the garage. The sun dipped lower, casting black shadows across the street.
As she pedaled through the neighborhood, the wind picked up, biting at her cheeks and ears. The houses became fewer, their windows glowing warmly against the growing dusk. She kept her head down, the rhythmic clicking of her bike’s gears the only sound in the evening’s stillness.
The village park was a few blocks from her house, past a row of gnarled old trees that lined the main road. But as she approached the entrance, unease tightened her throat. The park looked...empty.
She slowed her bike as she coasted into the park, eyes scanning the area. The playground appeared deserted. One mother stood near the swings, her arms wrapped tightly around herself, warding off the chill. Kara noticed the little girl on the swing. She was small, only six or seven, and wearing a bright pink coat that stood out against the gray backdrop of the park.
Something wasn’t right. The girl sat perfectly still, not kicking her legs or moving the swing, just staring straight ahead. Her mother called to her, but the girl didn’t respond.
Kara dismounted her bike and set it against a bench as she watched the strange scene. The mother called out again, more loudly this time, but the girl remained motionless.
There was an eerie stillness to the park, broken only by the creaking of a swing’s metal chains blown by the wind. No other kids were around. No dog walkers, no joggers.
The clock read six thirty. Where was TrustMeGirl?
The little girl on the swing didn’t move. The mother glanced briefly at Kara, offering a strained smile, but her focus remained on the child.
Kara scanned the park. No one her age, no sign of TrustMeGirl. Doubts festered.
Was this a joke?
TrustMeGirl had tricked her, just like the kids at school did, setting her up to be humiliated. It wouldn’t be the first time. Kara looked at her phone. No new messages. Nothing.
She tucked her phone into her hoodie pocket and stepped deeper into the park, walking past the swings and along the small wooded area behind them. Rustling branches stirred. She paused, listening.
This was a mistake. She shouldn’t have come.
Before she could turn back, something crashed through the underbrush. Kara froze, her eyes widening in terror.
A man with wild eyes burst from the trees. His footsteps thundered across the ground as he charged toward her.
Kara’s instincts took over. She spun and ran. Her legs pumped, adrenaline surging through her body. He was right behind her.
Her bike.
Get to the bike!
She felt his breath on her neck as she sprinted. Behind her, the man’s footsteps pounded. Icy fear shot through her veins.
She reached the bike and swung her leg over the seat. The man lunged toward her, his hand grazing her arm.
The tires spun on the dewy grass. Then they caught hold.
The park blurred past in a whirl of darkening trees and fading light. Her legs burned, her lungs screamed for air, but she kept pedaling.
Faster. Faster.
She didn’t stop until the lights of her house appeared.
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Thomas slid into the driver’s seat of his cruiser. Tension settled in his shoulders as he fired up the engine. Aguilar buckled her seatbelt, her face set in determination. The call had come thirty minutes ago, pulling Thomas from his quiet evening beside the lake. A possible abduction attempt at the village park. His gut churned, instinct already telling him this was linked to the online predator.
As the cruiser sped through the village, Thomas kept his eyes on the road while he spoke.
“This fits the pattern. It begins online. Then the stalker escalates and tries to snatch a teen.”
“It seems connected to the chatroom complaints,” Aguilar said.
“It has to be. Different kids, same MO. Strangers gaining their trust online and luring them to isolated places. God, I hope he didn’t catch this kid.”
“If it is the same guy, this is the first time he’s made a physical move on someone.”
“That we know of,” Thomas corrected, gripping the steering wheel more tightly. “These types don’t jump from online grooming to physical attempts without a reason. He’s getting bolder. Every report points to someone testing the waters.”
“Trying to see how far they can push before they get caught,” Aguilar agreed. “I hope we aren’t too late.”
The park came into view. Lamp lights illuminated the empty playground. Thomas pulled the cruiser to a stop beside the entrance. There was already a small group gathered there. A mother stood near the swings, talking to a park maintenance worker. Her face was pale, her hands clenching together nervously. A child clutched the mother’s leg.
Thomas and Aguilar climbed out of the vehicle and hurried forward.
"Over here," the woman called to them. "It was so fast. I barely saw him. He came out of nowhere."
Thomas gave the child room. He could see that the girl was terrified. "Miss, we need you to tell us everything you saw. What exactly happened?"
The mother shifted her feet and introduced herself as Corianne. "There was a girl on a bike. She looked young, maybe high school age. I didn’t know her, but she was hanging around, looking nervous. Then a man came out of the trees and ran after her."
“Did she escape?”
“I…I think so. It was getting so dark, I couldn’t tell.”
Thomas’ stomach dropped. What if the stalker had the teenager now? "And you didn’t recognize the man?" he asked.
She shook her head. "No. He looked rough—dirty clothes, wild hair. I yelled that I was calling the police, but he didn’t even look my way."
Aguilar flipped open her notepad. "We need to identify this teenager. Do you remember what the girl was wearing? Or which way she went?"
"A hoodie, I think. The girl biked toward the main road. She was too far away to recognize."
Thomas glanced around the park, his instincts prickling. The swings creaked on their rusty chains, and the dark tree line loomed just beyond the path.
Chatroom conversations, online predators, and now a physical abduction attempt. Whoever this was, he wasn’t lurking behind screens anymore. He wanted a victim.
“This is the same guy, Aguilar,” Thomas whispered.
Thomas and Aguilar turned to Corianne, who stood protectively over her daughter, Lily. The girl nestled against Corianne’s side, clutching her mother’s jacket. Her breathing was uneven, as though she had been holding it for too long.
"Lily, honey," Corianne said, running a hand through the girl’s hair. "The officers are here to help. You’re safe now."
But Lily didn’t respond. She only pressed herself tighter against her mother, her small frame trembling as though she was on the verge of breaking.
Thomas noticed something different about the way she moved. The girl didn’t meet his gaze. Her lips parted slightly, but no sound came out.
Corianne gave him an apologetic look. "Lily doesn’t speak. She’s been mute since birth and communicates with me through sign language."
He squatted to get on Lily’s level, careful not to startle her. "Lily, we just want to ask you about what you saw. We’re here to make sure that man doesn’t hurt anyone else. Is that okay?"
The girl looked at her mother, who signed with quick, precise movements. Lily’s eyes followed the motions of her mother’s hands, nodding, though her face remained pale and uncertain. After a pause, Lily hesitantly signed something back to Corianne.
"She says the man came out of the trees and ran after the girl on the bike," Corianne interpreted. “He wanted to hurt her. Lily is scared for the girl.”
Thomas felt an icy knot form in his stomach.
"Can she tell us anything about the man?" Aguilar asked, stepping closer.
Lily drew away from the deputy, but Corianne signed again to Lily, who shook her head with a furrowed brow. More hand movements followed.
“She didn’t see his face,” said Corianne. “He was too far away. But she saw him chase the teenager.”
Thomas read the concern in Aguilar’s expression. He just wished Lily would tell them more.
"Thank you, Lily," Thomas said. "You did well. We’re going to find that man and make sure he doesn’t hurt anyone, okay?"
Lily looked at him with uncertainty before she buried her face in her mother’s jacket again.
Corianne gave a weary smile. "I’ll stay with Lily and calm her down. If you need anything more, I can stay."
"We’ll investigate the park. Take your daughter home. She looks cold."
Thomas and Aguilar walked along the park’s border, the thick woods shadowed and still as night set in. Thomas searched the ground for any sign of a struggle. Aguilar walked ahead, her flashlight cutting through the darkness as they approached the spot where Corianne said the man had emerged from the trees.
"Look here," Aguilar said, crouching by a low-hanging branch. "It snapped clean off. Someone came through in a hurry." She inspected the ground. A few feet away, she pointed to an indentation. "We have a shoe print."
Thomas shined his own light on the mark. The print was shallow, but distinct enough to tell it was from a heavy boot. The edges blurred into the soft earth. He snapped a photograph.
“Definitely fresh,” Thomas said.
Aguilar struggled around the trees. Their lights swept over the undergrowth, but the trail ended as abruptly as it had begun. There was no more evidence.
Thomas glanced back toward the park, where Corianne was escorting Lily to their car.
"We need backup," Thomas decided, pulling out his radio. "I’ll get a team down here to search the woods."
Aguilar continued the investigation while Thomas radioed dispatch. As he requested additional units, his concern deepened. The girl could be anywhere. Worse, the man might have her now.
After he finished his call, Thomas rejoined Aguilar. They interviewed the maintenance worker, who hadn’t witnessed the chase or seen the stranger.
Ten minutes later, the deputies arrived. Thomas led Aguilar back to the cruiser. He felt as if he should do more. Not only was he unsure whether the girl had escaped, he didn’t even know her name.
The cruiser door closed and locked them inside with the deafening silence. They exchanged theories about the predator as he drove, but he was no closer to identifying the man.
Back at the station, Aguilar ran a search for missing persons in Nightshade County.
“No reports,” Aguilar said, glancing up from her screen. “Nothing in Nightshade County in the last forty-eight hours. Whoever this girl is, nobody reported her missing.”
Thomas exhaled. "Let’s hope she got away."
The deputy clicked through a few more windows on her screen. "What now? We checked the park. No further evidence, no witnesses except Corianne and Lily. Until someone comes forward, it’s a dead end, Thomas."
“I wish you wouldn’t put it that way.”
“Poor choice of words.”
"Maybe she wasn’t reported missing because she’s still on the run."
"If she escaped, she could be hiding from this guy, too afraid to come out."
"Possibly. But we can’t assume anything," Thomas said. "Lily saw his face. I’m sure of it. She knows more than what she told us."
Aguilar tilted her head. "You think she’s holding back?"
"Not intentionally. The poor girl is traumatized. But I could see it in her eyes. There’s more she wants to communicate. She just...can’t."
"I don’t know how to get through to her, especially after how she reacted when I approached. Am I that scary, Thomas?"
“Only when you’re at the gym.” He’d hoped the joke would lighten his mind, but it didn’t. Thomas hated not having answers. "I’ll speak to Corianne and see if she can help us reach Lily. Maybe if she feels safe, she’ll remember something important."
"If anyone can reach her, it’s you."
"She’s our best lead. Let’s put out a notice to other departments, just in case there was a similar incident nearby."
"I’ll make the calls," Aguilar said.
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Kara burst into her bedroom and slammed the door behind her. She collapsed on her bed, her whole body trembling as the tears came fast and hot. Why had she been so stupid? The scene played over and over in her mind—the stranger exploding out of the trees like a nightmare made real. She’d barely escaped.
Burying her face in her hands, she choked back sobs. She was such a fool for believing TrustMeGirl was real, that this girl was a friend. They had bonded over their shared anxieties, their loneliness. Kara had wanted so badly to believe she’d found someone who got her—someone who wasn’t pretending.
And all along, she’d been talking to a man. A freak. A monster who wanted to snatch her.
She lifted her head. The laptop screen still displayed the last message from TrustMeGirl.
WE COULD MEET in a public place, somewhere safe.
SAFE? Kara had believed that too.
Her hands trembled as she reached for the laptop, her fingers hovering over the keyboard. She opened the chat window, staring at the long string of messages between her and TrustMeGirl. Each was nothing but a betrayal.
The blinking cursor taunted her with its silence. Kara slammed the laptop shut. She didn’t want to see another message, another lie. She had to cut off everything—block TrustMeGirl, delete the chatroom app, throw her laptop out the window if she had to.
Except she couldn’t breathe. She felt so stupid, so reckless. Her mom had been right to worry, but she hadn’t listened. Now she was paying the price. Everything she tried failed. The world was a hateful place.
Another surge of tears came. Kara pulled her knees to her chest and cried into the fabric of her hoodie.
What was she going to do now? She couldn’t tell anyone. Her parents would blame her, and she had no friends at school.
The knock on her bedroom door startled her. Kara wiped her eyes.
"Kara? Honey?" her mother said from the other side. "Is everything okay? Can we talk?"
Kara froze, her throat tightening. What could she say? She couldn’t tell Mom the truth and admit how careless she’d been.
"Kara, please." Her mother knocked again, more insistent this time. "I’m here with your father. Let us in. We’re worried about you."
She glanced at her laptop, guilt twisting her insides. If she told them everything, they would never trust her again.
A click brought her head up. Someone was using a bobby pin to unlock the door.
Kara’s mother stepped inside. Behind her, Dad stood in the hallway, arms crossed, anger evident in his posture.
“Kara, what’s going on?” her mother asked, coming to sit on the edge of the bed. She reached out, brushing a stray tear from Kara’s cheek. “Why are you crying, honey? Did something happen?”
Kara sniffed, pulling her knees tighter to her chest, unable to look her mother in the eye. “No, nothing happened.”
Her father stepped forward, his voice much less gentle. “Kara, don’t lie to us. Something is obviously wrong.” His eyes swept the room before settling on her laptop, still closed and sitting on her desk. “Did someone hurt you? If they did, I’m calling the sheriff right now.”
The girl flinched at the mention of the sheriff. The thought of the police getting involved made her feel sick. “No one hurt me.”
“Then what is it? Why are you locked inside your bedroom, crying your eyes out? You’ve been acting strange for days.”
Her mother shot him a glance, silently telling him to ease up. “Sweetie,” Mom said, “we’re worried about you. You don’t have to talk about it right now if you’re not ready, but we need to know if you’re okay.”
Kara wiped her face, feeling the heat of shame rising up her neck. How could she tell them she had been talking to a stranger online, and that it had almost cost her everything?
Before she could stop herself, the words spilled out.
“I lied to you and went to the park,” she said.
Her father’s brow furrowed, his arms dropping from their crossed position. “The park? I thought you said you were going to a friend’s house. You weren’t drinking, were you?”
“I was going to meet someone. Someone I met online.”
“Online? Kara, are you out of your mind? Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?”
Her mother put a calming hand on his arm.
Kara felt the full weight of her father’s disappointment pressing down on her. “I’m sorry, okay? I thought she was a friend.”
“Kara, we talked about this. You can’t trust strangers online. Do you realize what could have happened?”
The memory of the man chasing her flashed through Kara's mind. “I messed up, okay? It won’t happen again.”
“Kara, did something happen at the park? Did this girl try to hurt you?” her mother asked, squeezing her shoulder.
“It wasn’t a girl. It was a man. He chased me, but I got away.”
Her father’s face paled. “I’m calling the sheriff. Right now.” He turned toward the door, already pulling the phone from his pocket.
“No!” Kara cried, her voice rising in panic. “Please, don’t. I don’t want them involved. I just want this to go away.”
“This is serious, Kara. Someone tried to hurt you. The sheriff needs to know.”
Mom stroked Kara’s hair. “Your father is right. We need to report this. It’s the only way to make sure you’re safe.”
“What if they blame me?”
“No one’s going to blame you, Kara. The person who tried to hurt you—he’s to blame. And we can’t let him hurt someone else.”
Kara looked from one parent to the other, her emotions a tangle of fear, guilt, and confusion. She didn’t want to deal with the sheriff or relive what had happened. Deep down, she knew her father was right. But that didn’t make coming forward any easier.
Dad’s face tightened with frustration as he stepped back toward her desk, his attention zeroing in on the laptop. “Show me the conversation,” he demanded.
“No! That’s my private stuff. You can’t just⁠—”
“You lost the right to privacy when you lied to us. Hand me the laptop.”
“Dad, please.”
But he wasn’t listening. He snatched the laptop from her desk before she could stop him. Opening the computer, he looked at the screen. His face hardened.
“I don’t believe this,” he muttered as he scrolled through the chat logs. “You were talking to some stranger the whole time?”
Kara didn’t respond. She couldn’t. The humiliation was overwhelming. She felt so small and stupid.
He thrust the laptop toward her mother, his eyes filled with disgust. “Look at this. Read what this person said to her.”
Kara’s mom hesitated before accepting the laptop. She started reading.
“No,” Mom whispered. “No, no, no.”
Kara watched as her mother crumbled.
“How could you do this to your mother?” Dad snapped.
Mom broke down and buried her face in her hands. “Oh, Kara. We could have lost you.”
Kara stood frozen. She was drowning in a sea of guilt and fear.
“This person is dangerous,” Dad said. “I want his name. Now.”
“I didn’t know his name,” Kara cried. “I thought she was real. She said she was just like me.”
“We’re calling the sheriff, whether you like it or not.”
He stomped into the hallway with the phone pressed to his ear. Mom couldn’t look at her.
But this wasn’t over. TrustMeGirl, whoever he was, had almost captured Kara. And he was still loose.
What if he targeted another girl?
What if he came after Kara again?
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The clock in the sheriff’s department ticked past nine o’clock. The desk lamps kept the night at bay. Outside, the darkness thickened, and the occasional vehicle hummed past the windows.
Thomas hunched over a map of the park, frowning as he traced the paths they had searched. Aguilar sat across from him offering suggestions while Lambert paced. Both lead deputies were working overtime, and Thomas felt grateful for their company and expertise.
“No sign of the guy or the girl,” Aguilar said. “The deputies scoured the neighborhood and questioned everyone within a half-mile radius. Nobody saw the chase. Not even the regulars at the diner near the park.”
Thomas grew frustrated. Somebody should have witnessed the abduction attempt. “No missing teens reported either?”
Lambert shook his head. “Not a one. If the girl didn’t make it home, her parents never reported the disappearance.”
“Or worse, they don’t know she’s in danger yet,” Thomas muttered, glancing out the window. His mind kept replaying the scene—Lily’s terror and the way she'd clung to her mother. She knew something. But every time he’d tried to reach her, she pulled further away.
“I want to talk to Lily again,” Thomas said. “She saw the man, and I’m sure she knows more than we’ve gotten out of her. But I’ve been hitting a wall every time I try. I don’t have the expertise.”
“It’s not your fault. The girl is afraid,” Aguilar said. “She went through a lot tonight.”
“I understand, but we’re running out of time. This guy is a predator, and every minute counts.”
“I know some sign language,” Lambert offered. “Not a lot, but I could try. Maybe it will help Lily open up, knowing we’re making the effort to communicate in a way she’s comfortable with.”
Lambert wasn’t fluent, but it might be enough to bridge the gap.
“We have nothing to lose, and I can’t let this trail go cold. Set it up for tomorrow afternoon. Reach out to Corianne.”
Aguilar asked, “Think the mom will let us speak to Lily again?”
“I hope so. For the teen’s sake.”
Thomas straightened and pushed away from the table before glancing at the clock again. Time was slipping away, and with no witnesses except for Lily, they were at a standstill.
Behind him, the station doors opened. Lambert met two visitors in the entryway and brought them back.
“Thomas, this is Arnold and Frederica Winterberg,” Lambert announced. “They’re with their daughter Kara. You’ll want to hear what they have to say.”
Thomas immediately recognized the tension between the three—Arnold’s brow furrowed in frustration, Frederica’s eyes glistened with worry, and Kara looked pale and withdrawn as if trying to disappear into her hoodie.
He looked at Aguilar. They both sensed who Kara was—the mystery teen from the park. Relief flooded through him. She was safe. But questions swirled in his mind.
“Sheriff Shepherd?” Arnold asked. His tone was sharp and simmering with frustration. “We need to speak with you. Something happened to our daughter, and we want answers.”
Thomas motioned them toward the interview room. “Come with me. May we get you anything to drink? Bottled water?”
“No, thank you. I want to get this over with.”
Aguilar followed them into the interview room. Kara’s parents sat down, but the teen lingered by the door with reluctance. The girl’s sagging shoulders and deference to her father told Thomas the parents were smothering her.
“Please, sit,” Thomas told the teen.
Kara sat, her lowered head making her look smaller than she was.
Arnold wasted no time. “Our daughter was nearly abducted tonight. She went to the park alone, and some predator tried to grab her. This shouldn’t happen in a village like Wolf Lake. I pay my taxes, and I want something done.”
Frederica put her hand on Kara’s arm. “We told her a hundred times not to talk to strangers online, but she never listens.”
“Please, let’s hear Kara’s side first,” Thomas said. He turned his attention to the girl. “Kara, can you tell me what happened? Take your time.”
Kara hesitated, her eyes darting from her parents to Thomas.
The father stared down at his daughter. “Tell him, Kara.”
The pressure from her parents was only making things worse. Kara’s lip trembled, and she glanced at her father before speaking.
“I was talking to someone online. I thought she was a girl like me, my age. She called herself TrustMeGirl. We’ve been talking for a few weeks.”
Arnold stiffened in his seat, biting back his frustration. “And you thought it was a good idea to meet this stranger in the park at sunset?”
His daughter flinched, shrinking further into her chair. “I thought she was real.”
The shame was written across Kara’s face. She had made a mistake, but the last thing she needed was her parents’ anger.
“Kara, what happened when you reached the park?” Aguilar asked.
“I didn’t see anyone at first. Then this man came out of the trees. He ran after me. I got scared and rode away on my bike.”
Frederica sobbed.
Arnold clenched his fists. “Why didn’t you call the police?”
Kara’s eyes filled with tears, and she struggled to breathe.
Thomas intervened and addressed the parents. “I understand this is a terrifying situation, but we need Kara to speak freely. Let her take her time.”
Shooting Thomas a hard look, Arnold managed to keep his mouth shut.
“I’m sorry. I thought I was meeting a friend. But when I saw the man, I knew it was a trap.” Kara wiped her eyes with the back of her sleeve.
“You did the right thing by running, Kara,” Aguilar said. “You’re safe now, and that’s what matters.”
“But what if this man tries again?” Frederica asked. “He could hurt another teen.”
“We’re going to do everything we can to make sure he doesn’t,” Thomas said. He glanced at Aguilar, signaling her to take notes. “Kara, we need to know more about this person you were talking to. You said you chatted for a few weeks?”
Again, Kara hesitated, but under her father’s glare she spoke. “Yes, a few weeks. She seemed nice at first. We talked about school, anxiety, stuff like that.”
“And you never thought for a second that this could be dangerous?” Arnold asked.
“Kara, do you still have the conversations with TrustMeGirl? We need to see them,” Thomas said, ignoring the father.
“Yeah, they’re on my phone,” said Kara.
The father scowled. “You should have told us about this from the beginning.”
Thomas raised a hand, diffusing the situation. “Right now, what’s important is that we figure out who this person really is. We’ll need access to the conversations.”
The sheriff looked at Aguilar, gesturing for her to continue as he stepped out of the room to brief Lambert. But Lambert gave him more bad news. Escaped convict Collin Brawdy had been on the run for a few days, and now someone had spotted the man near Kane Grove University.
Lambert placed a pin on a wall map to mark the latest sighting. Was it a coincidence that the convict was loose and an unknown man had tried to kidnap Kara Winterberg? The escape had occurred in the last seventy-two hours, but Brawdy had computer access in prison. Perhaps he was TrustMeGirl.
Thomas reviewed the map of sightings. “Kara described a man with dirty clothes, scruffy hair, around six feet tall. She didn’t see a face. But that matches Brawdy’s description, and we know he’s on the move. Tell me about Kane Grove University.”
“An eyewitness spotted someone who looked like Brawdy near the campus.”
“We can’t ignore the possibility that he’s the one who chased Kara. If he’s here, he’s a major threat.”
Lambert rubbed the scruff on his cheeks. “We’re low on help tonight. Most of our deputies are out patrolling around the park.”
Thomas couldn’t afford to let this lead slip through the cracks. “I’ll call LeVar. He has a foot in both worlds—Wolf Lake and Kane Grove. I’ll have him follow up on the sighting and see if he can speak to the witness.”
“Makes sense.”
Striding to the window, Thomas dialed LeVar.
After a few rings, LeVar’s familiar voice came through the line. “Shep Dawg, what’s up?”
“LeVar, an eyewitness spotted Collin Brawdy near Kane Grove University. I need you to check it out and determine if the witness is reliable.”
“Brawdy? Damn, okay. I’m on it. I’ll head to Kane Grove now.”
“And check for other witnesses. I need confirmation that he was heading in this direction. We had an attempted kidnapping at the village park tonight, and Brawdy might be the perpetrator.
“Got it. I’ll keep you posted.”
If Collin Brawdy lurked in the area, Kara wasn't the only one in danger. Everyone in Wolf Lake was at risk.
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Inside Wolf Lake Consulting, LeVar hung up the phone, his thoughts stuck on Collin Brawdy and the potential danger lurking near Kane Grove University. He looked over at Chelsey and Raven, who were finishing up at their desks. The seriousness in his expression caught their attention.
“What’s going on, LeVar?” Chelsey asked, setting down her notebook.
“We have a situation. Thomas called. There was a Collin Brawdy sighting near Kane Grove University. I’m heading there to investigate.”
Raven closed her desk drawer. “The escaped convict?”
LeVar grabbed his jacket from the chair. “Thomas thinks Brawdy might have chased a girl at the village park a few hours ago. I’m going alone for now, but it would be good to have a second set of eyes.”
Chelsey reached for her keys. “You’re not going alone. We’re coming with you.”
LeVar appreciated the offer, even if part of him wanted to handle things solo. “Thanks, y’all. I won’t say no to backup.”
They piled into Chelsey’s Honda Civic, with LeVar riding shotgun and Raven in the back. The engine roared as they hit the road, the air growing cold enough for the windows to fog. LeVar gathered his thoughts, considering the danger if Brawdy was loose in Kane Grove or Wolf Lake.
Chelsey brought up a lighter topic. “Pretty wild that you’re attending Kane Grove University in the fall, huh? Excited?”
“Yeah, I can’t wait to start. It’s been a long time coming.”
Raven rested her arms on the back of his seat. “You know that campus pretty well already. Shouldn’t be too hard finding someone who can confirm the sighting.”
“Truth,” LeVar said. “I’ve been on that campus enough times to run the school.”
“It’s a big change, going from community college to Kane Grove. Are you ready for the workload?” Chelsey asked.
“It’s gonna be a lot. But I’ve always been good at juggling. Besides, it’s not like I’ll be doing it alone. Got you guys to back me up if things get crazy.”
“You’d better believe it. But don’t ask me to write your papers.” Raven smirked.
“Sis, I want to pass my classes, not hand in your rantings and ravings.”
LeVar appreciated their support more than he let on. The idea of starting at Kane Grove had him excited, but also a little nervous. It wasn’t just about classes; it was about living a new life, building something beyond Wolf Lake and Harmon, even if his heart would always stay tied to life beside the lake.
As they approached the city of Kane Grove, the conversation turned back to the task at hand. LeVar kept his eyes on the horizon.
“Brawdy is hiding from the police, but I sense he is looking for a place to hole up. It’s important to find out if he was really here.”
The exit for the university appeared. Chelsey clicked her turn signal. “After we track down this witness, we’ll see where the trail leads.”
They had to handle this right. Collin Brawdy wasn’t someone to mess with.
The campus was deserted except for a handful of students trekking from the library to the dorms. Stone buildings loomed ahead, lit by soft lights. The university had always felt peaceful to LeVar, but tonight there was an underlying tension. A dangerous convict was close.
Once they'd parked, LeVar led the way inside the dining hall. A service worker stood by the counter, wiping her hands on an apron as the clatter of dishes echoed in the background. She looked up, startled by their arrival.
“Did you report the Collin Brawdy sighting?” LeVar asked, flashing his badge. “I’m Deputy LeVar Hopkins with the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. We need to ask you a few questions about what you saw.”
“Yeah, I saw him,” the service worker said. “At first, I didn’t realize it was Brawdy. He looked...I don’t know, normal, I guess? But then I saw his picture online this evening and recognized the guy. I’m positive it was Brawdy.”
“Tell us exactly what happened. Take your time.”
The woman wiped her hands again and glanced over her shoulder. “It was yesterday, late afternoon. He was driving a gold pickup truck. It was old and kinda beat up. I remember because it stood out. I’ve never seen that truck around here before. He pulled up to the back lot near the loading dock. I thought little of it at first. Students are always coming and going, and people drop off stuff for the kitchen all the time.”
“Did he say anything to you?” LeVar asked.
“No, he didn’t get out of the truck. He just sat there for a while, like he was waiting for something. Then he drove off slowly, like he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. If you ask me, he wanted to steal food. We dump the leftovers around that time.”
“Did you get a look at his face?”
“Yeah, I did. He had a scruffy beard, dark eyes, kinda wild-looking. But I didn’t realize he was a criminal until I saw his mugshot online earlier. I nearly dropped my phone.”
Chelsey leaned in. “Raven and I are going to check with the other workers and see if anyone else spotted Brawdy.”
“Good idea. Let me know if you find anything.”
After Chelsey and Raven left, LeVar continued the interview. “Did you catch the license plate number?”
The woman furrowed her brow. “I think it was an out-of-state plate. Not New York. Maybe Pennsylvania or Ohio. I didn’t get the numbers, though. Sorry.”
“That’s okay. You’ve been helpful already. How long was he parked behind the dining hall?”
“Maybe ten minutes. Like I said, he didn’t exit the truck, and he didn’t talk to anyone.”
“Did anyone approach the truck? Any other vehicles come by while he was there?”
The woman shook her head. “No, not that I remember.”
LeVar scribbled a few notes on his pad. “Do you think you’d recognize him again if you saw him?”
“Definitely. I’ve been looking at his mugshot all night.”
“Good. If he comes back, or if you remember anything else, call the sheriff’s department. Here’s my card.” LeVar handed her a card with the station’s number on the front.
“I will. I just want him caught. That guy looks like the devil.”
LeVar thanked her and stepped outside, pulling his jacket tight to fend off the night. He scanned the area for Chelsey and Raven. His phone buzzed in his pocket. It was a message from Thomas, who wanted an update. He sent a reply and filled him in on the interview.
Chelsey and Raven returned from the hall, their breath visible in the cool night air. They approached LeVar, who stood at the curb, still holding his notepad.
"Anything?" LeVar asked.
“We talked to several people, but nobody else saw Brawdy,” Chelsey said.
“The service worker seems legit. She freaked out after she saw his mugshot online. According to her, Brawdy had a gold pickup.”
“Think he stole a vehicle?” Raven asked.
“If I were in his shoes, I would. It seems like he was scoping out the place. Or, like she said, maybe he was after some food from the kitchen.”
“Should we head back to Wolf Lake?”
“First I’m calling the department. Maybe we can trace that truck.”
LeVar stepped away from the group as the phone rang.
“Sheriff’s department, Deputy Aguilar speaking.”
“Aguilar, it’s LeVar. I’ve got a lead on Brawdy. A woman at Kane Grove University spotted him in a gold pickup yesterday afternoon. I’m thinking it was stolen, but she didn’t get a plate number.”
“Gold pickup, huh? I’ll run a search for stolen vehicles in the area.”
LeVar waited as Aguilar tapped on her keyboard. Chelsey and Raven conferred in hushed voices.
A minute later, Aguilar came back on the line. “Got something. A 2018 gold Supercrew was reported stolen in Montour Falls, New York. Pennsylvania plates. Stolen yesterday morning. Matches the description you gave me.”
“Montour Falls is less than an hour from Kane Grove.”
“We’ll put out an alert for the truck. I’ll get units in Montour Falls to keep an eye out, but if Brawdy is that close, we have bigger issues.”
“No doubt. Thanks, Aguilar.” LeVar ended the call and turned back to Chelsey and Raven. “Confirmed. That gold truck disappeared from Montour Falls.”
Chelsey blew out a breath. “So he’s close.”
“And looking for a place to hide out,” LeVar said, scanning the darkened campus.
In a few months, he would begin his junior semester at Kane Grove University. This would become his new home. And he intended to keep it safe.
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They arrived back in Wolf Lake an hour before midnight. LeVar would meet Aguilar at the station in five minutes. Chelsey and Raven gave him expectant looks.
“I know y’all want to keep looking for Brawdy,” LeVar said. “But it’s late. You both need to rest.”
“Are you sure?” Raven asked. “An extra set of eyes never hurt.”
“Aguilar and I will handle the search.”
“I wish you’d let us help,” Raven said.
“You’ve done plenty already. We still need to solve that issue at the Gallo residence. If we have to continue looking for Brawdy tomorrow, we can juggle our workload and get the private investigators involved. Right now, I’m good.”
“LeVar is right,” Chelsey said. “We’ll be no good if we’re running on fumes. After a good night’s sleep, we can pick this up in the morning.”
Raven rubbed her eyes. “Fine, LeVar. But you’d better call if anything happens.”
LeVar slid into his Chrysler Limited. “You got it.”
At the sheriff’s station, Aguilar stood waiting under the glow of a streetlight, her arms crossed against the night air. LeVar stretched his legs once he was out of the car. After the trip from Kane Grove, it felt good.
“You’re working late,” LeVar said.
Aguilar smirked. “You know me. Can’t sit still when something big is happening. Brawdy won’t stay hidden for long. He’s bound to make a mistake. Question is, where does he go next?”
LeVar leaned against her cruiser, hands buried in his pockets. “If he’s still in the area, he needs food and shelter.”
“We have deputies watching the major thoroughfares, but I’ve got a feeling he’s sticking to the back roads.”
“Agreed,” LeVar said. “Now that we have the plate numbers, we can search for the truck. Brawdy might have ditched the vehicle by now, but it’s a start.”
Aguilar pulled out a map of the area and spread it on the hood of the cruiser. “Thomas set up a perimeter here and here,” she said, pointing to two areas on the map. “We can sweep the woods and check abandoned buildings. Thomas believes Brawdy is the stalker who chased that girl at the park.”
“I only heard tidbits. Give me the full picture.”
She told him about Kara Winterberg and the incident at the village park.
“It’s a long shot, but it might be the same guy.”
Aguilar handed LeVar the keys, and he hopped into the driver’s seat. He studied the shadows as they cruised through the village. Aguilar sat beside him, flipping through notes on her phone as they passed down another side street, their headlights cutting through the darkness.
After a while, every street looked the same. They had been searching for two hours. The gold Supercrew wasn’t in Wolf Lake.
The clock on the dashboard said 3:00 a.m. His eyes felt heavy and he stifled a yawn.
"As you said, Brawdy might have switched vehicles."
LeVar nodded, his jaw tight. They had searched every back road, every shadowed alley, and nothing. He hated coming up empty, knowing that Brawdy was close.
As they rolled through the village square, he slowed the cruiser to a stop and leaned back in his seat.
"We’ve covered everything we can tonight. No sign of that truck." He rubbed a hand across his face, feeling the grit of exhaustion. "Maybe we’re searching in the wrong place. If Brawdy is smart, he left the state."
"What do you suggest?"
LeVar tapped his fingers against the wheel, thinking. "For one thing, make sure the media runs a picture of the vehicle. We have a description of the truck. Get the word out there. If he’s still driving the Supercrew, someone is bound to spot him. He can’t keep a low profile forever."
"Yeah, that could work. The more eyes we have on this, the better. I’ll get on the phone with the station and make sure they contact the TV and radio stations."
"For certain. Put pressure on Brawdy. If he knows we’re closing in, he might panic and slip up."
"I'll make the call now. We’ll make sure every news outlet runs that picture."
"It’s the best shot we have at flushing him out."
They had done everything they could for tonight. Now they had to wait, and he hated waiting.
LeVar yawned again. The adrenaline was wearing off, and the lack of sleep made him want to catch a catnap while Aguilar spoke to dispatch.
When she finished the call, they sat in the cruiser for a few minutes, neither of them saying much as they listened to the engine. The silence felt easy, companionable. There wasn’t much more they could do until the media ran the truck’s picture, or Brawdy came out of hiding.
Aguilar shifted in her seat. “So, are the rumors true? I heard about Scout graduating early.”
“Yeah. It’s true. She’s heading to Kane Grove University in the fall.”
After a moment's hesitation, she asked, “Is that gonna be a problem? I mean, you two have gotten pretty close, haven’t you?”
LeVar scratched his arm. He’d been wrestling with that exact question for too long. His friendship with Scout had always been strong, but lately something had shifted between them. They weren’t just friends anymore, were they?
“We’ve gotten close. I’ve been trying to keep my distance. Platonic, you know. But—” He stopped short, suddenly aware of how much he was saying. Maybe it was the exhaustion, maybe the long night had worn him down, but something was loosening his lips.
“But what?” Aguilar insisted.
He wondered whether to keep going. He hadn’t talked about his true feelings with anyone, hadn’t even fully admitted them to himself. But now, in the quiet of the early morning, it felt like the words were right there, waiting to spill out.
“I’ve been fighting my feelings for a long time and trying to keep our relationship in check. But it’s hard. There’s something between us, Aguilar. And it’s not just friendship anymore. I’ve felt it for a while now. Hell, she feels it too. I see it in her eyes.”
Aguilar studied him for a long moment before speaking. “LeVar, she’s sixteen.”
“I know. I’m not stupid. She’s too young for me. I get that. I’ve been telling myself that every day.”
“LeVar, listen to me. Be careful. I know you care about Scout, but even though she’s starting college, she’s just a kid. No matter how mature she seems, she’s still figuring things out. You can’t act on your feelings.”
LeVar stared out the windshield. He knew Aguilar was right. Of course she was right. But the storm inside him wouldn’t cease. In quiet moments, his thoughts always drifted to Scout. And how to get himself out of this pickle.
“I’m not gonna do anything,” he said. “I wouldn’t cross that line. Never. But it doesn’t change what’s going on in my head. I’ve tried to ignore it, tried to shut it down, but I can’t help myself.”
“Here is what you do. Keep being the person you’ve always been. Protect her, but don’t push for more. She has her life ahead of her, and you need to let her grow without adding complications.”
LeVar didn’t argue. But he couldn’t turn off his feelings.
“I hear you,” he said, his throat tight. “I won’t mess this up.”
Aguilar squeezed his arm and pulled back, watching him carefully. “Good. Because you’re better than that. And Scout deserves someone who’s thinking with their head and not acting on urges.”
LeVar leaned his head back and stared at the roof of the cruiser. He was tired—so damn tired. And this wasn’t something a few hours of sleep would fix. He had to get control of himself.
“I needed to hear that.”
He just hoped he could keep himself from crossing a line he could never come back from.
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Frost glistened in the morning light. Calista stood at the sink, the scent of last night’s dinner lingering in the kitchen. Dishes clinked as she rinsed them and set them on the drying rack. She glanced out the window, her eyes tracing the calm expanse of Wolf Lake, which shimmered under the brightening sky. Across the water, Thomas Shepherd’s A-frame stood like a sentinel, its wooden beams catching the soft light of early April. The days were stretching longer now, the chilly mornings giving way to mild afternoons.
Calista dried her hands on a dishtowel. Her memory drifted back to the Magnolia Dance. She had almost talked herself out of attending, but meeting Thomas and his deputies had stirred something inside her. There was a curiosity there, a pull she hadn’t felt since leaving Rochester. She wasn’t sure if it was the small-town charm or Thomas’s quiet presence, but instinct told Calista fate had led her to Wolf Lake.
The way the deputies had known about her former life as a forensic artist hadn’t come as a surprise. Yet it unsettled her. Even in Wolf Lake, she couldn’t escape her past. No matter where she traveled, someone knew her story. Knew about the sketches, the killers she had placed behind bars. Thomas had been kind enough not to press her for details, though she’d caught the curiosity in his eyes.
Calista stepped away from the window. The past had a way of catching up.
She wiped down the counter. Maybe she should have told Thomas the truth. Maybe it would have been easier to lay everything out and explain why she’d fled Rochester and her career, why the idea of picking up a pencil and sketching another face filled her with dread. She sensed he would understand.
As she crossed the living room, her eyes fell on the painting she’d bought from the art gallery—the storm-tossed lake, its dark blues and greens swirling in violent harmony. She sank into the armchair by the window. The A-frame gleamed in the distance, and for a moment she wondered if Thomas was looking out too, watching the same lake from his side of the shore.
She closed her eyes. Was it fate that brought her to the dance? If so, what was her purpose in this village?
The phone rang. She glanced at the screen and saw Mom flashing.
“Hey, Mom,” she said, propping her legs on the ottoman.
“Calista, darling, how are you? I’ve been thinking about you. How’s the new house?”
“It’s good, Mom. Peaceful.” Calista kept her tone light, though the word peaceful felt more like a hope than a reality. “The lake is beautiful, especially in the mornings. You’d love it here.”
“Oh, I bet I would.”
Even through the phone, Calista heard the wince in Mom’s voice. The arthritis was getting bad again.
“I’ve been looking at the photos you sent me,” her mother continued. “It’s so remote. Are you sure you’re okay living out there all by yourself?”
Calista smiled, imagining her mother sitting in her recliner in Schenectady, probably knitting or reading the paper. “It’s not that remote. There’s a village, and I’ve met a few people. Actually, this village has more going on than I expected.”
“I’m glad you’re meeting people. You always were good at making friends.”
“I don’t know about that, Mom. But I went to a dance the other night. Met the local sheriff and a few deputies.”
“A dance?” Her mother’s voice rose in surprise. “Look at you, getting out there. You haven’t been to a dance since…well, since you were in high school, I bet.”
“It was nice. Different from what I’m used to.”
“I’m so happy to hear that, honey.”
“How are you doing, Mom?”
“Well, you know.”
Mom’s voice trailed off, the grief of Dad’s death evident in what remained unspoken.
“Yeah,” Calista whispered, feeling the ache in her chest. “It’s been three years already. Doesn’t seem real.”
“Three years.” Her mother sighed. “It never gets any easier, does it? I still find myself talking to him sometimes, out of habit. I’ll be in the kitchen, and I’ll turn around to ask him something, and then—” She paused, clearing her throat. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re closer now. Knowing you’re only a few hours away makes me feel better.”
“Me too, Mom. I’ll be able to visit more often.”
“That would be wonderful.”
“How are your hands?” Calista asked.
“Depends on when you ask. I can barely hold a knitting needle on some days. Others are fine. I suppose that’s part of getting old.”
“Have you told the doctor? You should get it checked out.”
“I did. He says I need to rest my hands more, which is impossible. What am I supposed to do, just sit here and twiddle my thumbs? Oh, wait. That would make things worse.” Mom laughed. “But I’m managing. You don’t need to worry about me.”
“I always worry about you. You’re all I have.”
There was a brief silence before her mother’s voice returned, softer this time. “And you’re all I have, Calista. I’m so proud of you, you know that? You’ve been through so much, but you’re still standing. Your father would be proud.”
Calista swallowed hard before speaking so as not to reveal her emotion. “That means a lot.”
“Are you sure everything’s okay in Wolf Lake? You sound distant.”
“I’m adjusting. New place, new routine.”
“You know I’m always here for you.”
“I’ll come visit soon, okay? Maybe next weekend.”
“I’d love that. I’ll make your favorite. How does lasagna sound?”
“Yummy. You make the best lasagna.”
They chatted about mundane things—her mother’s neighbors, a new bakery that had opened up down the street, spring turning warmer. But as they said their goodbyes, Calista wished they lived closer.
After the call ended, she watched two boats streak across the lake. It was a perfect day to enjoy the water. So why was she inside, climbing the walls?
She clicked on the TV. The local news anchor’s voice filled the space.
“A DISTURBING REPORT from the Finger Lakes village of Wolf Lake, where a near kidnapping took place yesterday evening. The police are asking for any information that might help identify the man responsible. Witnesses were unable to describe the suspect clearly, but authorities believe the individual may still be in the area.”
CALISTA SAT UP STRAIGHTER. The footage cut to an image of the village park, quiet and shadowed in the early evening light. Yellow caution tape fluttered along the playground, and a few officers stood by the trees. She thought she recognized Deputy Aguilar. The reporter continued.
“THE TEENAGER, whose name has been withheld, managed to escape. The sheriff’s department is increasing patrols around the area and warning residents to stay alert. At this time, no arrests have been made, but police are urging parents to keep a close watch on their children.”
THE CAMERA ZOOMED in on a dark patch of woods at the edge of the park, the place where the man must have come from. A predator. A man who was still lurking in this small town.
Calista felt the pull again—the instinct to do something, to help. She reached for her phone. The phone number for the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department glowed back at her. She knew what she could offer—her skills, her experience. Maybe they needed someone to flesh out the criminal’s face.
But the thought of getting involved again made her sick. No more nightmares. Yet, with a predator in the village, how could she stay on the sidelines?
Her thumb hovered over the call button, but she hesitated. Would Thomas even want her help? He didn’t seem the type to ask for it unless it was absolutely necessary. And what if she was overstepping? What if, by offering her help, she opened a door she couldn’t close?
She lowered the phone.
The TV droned on in the background, the reporter moving on to another story, but the words blurred in her mind. Outside, the wind died. Deceptive.
A storm was on the horizon.
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The man stormed into his house, slamming the door behind him so hard the walls shuddered. His face twisted into an ugly mask of rage as he kicked over a chair and sent it crashing. His breathing came fast, labored. The failed abduction made his insides boil. He grabbed a glass from the counter and hurled it against the wall. Shards flew across the floor.
How had he let her get away? She was right there, a perfect target. He had watched her, planned everything with care. But at the last second, she had slipped through his fingers, pedaling off into the darkness like a frightened deer. And now his plans were coming apart.
"Stupid, stupid, STUPID!" he roared, slamming his fists down on the counter.
Veins bulged in his arms. He had been so close. All he needed was another few seconds, just long enough to grab her, and she would have been his. He paced the room like a caged animal, his fury mounting with every second.
He grabbed the remote and turned on the TV, jabbing the buttons as though they were to blame for his failure. The screen blinked to life, and a news report filled the room. The local station originated in Syracuse, a short drive from Wolf Lake. They were covering the incident. Vultures.
The image on the screen showed a reporter standing at the village park, her face serious as she spoke into the camera.
“WE’RE HERE LIVE at the Wolf Lake Village Park, where a chilling kidnapping attempt took place last evening. Authorities are still searching for the suspect, described only as a man who chased a teenage girl through the park. The girl, who has not been identified, managed to escape, but the police are warning residents to stay vigilant.”
THE CAMERA PANNED to the empty swings swaying in the breeze.
“AS YOU CAN SEE,” the reporter continued, “this once peaceful park is now the center of an ongoing investigation. Officers are combing the area for any evidence that might lead them to the suspect. Parents in the village are frightened, especially with reports that this may be connected to a series of online interactions with the victim.”
THE MAN’S CHEST TIGHTENED. They didn’t know who he was—at least not yet. But they were looking. He could feel the walls closing in around him, the pressure mounting. Could they trace the conversation?
No. He had always been careful. It wasn't easy luring kids online without leaving a trail, but he had mastered the process. The trick was never to use anything that the authorities could trace back to him.
His laptop sat on the table, its screen black. He didn’t dare turn it on. Not yet. Layers of firewalls and VPNs that bounced his connection through multiple countries encrypted the device. Even if the police tried to trace his IP address, they’d end up somewhere in Eastern Europe or South America. It was all part of the plan.
When he chatted with Kara—as TrustMeGirl—he used a burner phone linked to nothing: a disposable SIM card, purchased with cash, and only activated when he was ready to use it. He never kept the phone on for long, switching it off after each conversation and only logging in from public Wi-Fi spots where surveillance was non-existent, like gas stations or seedy motels.
The man buried his online persona under layers of fake accounts and usernames, all created using random generators and secure email addresses he would abandon after a few conversations. He knew the patterns of law enforcement—how they could track timestamps, triangulate signals. He wasn’t sloppy and didn’t allow slip-ups.
Every time he connected with a new target, he scrubbed the device after each session, wiping all traces. Temporary chat apps, ones that deleted messages immediately after being read, were his preferred tools. He never used the same app twice.
He also created fake profiles on social media to gather information on potential targets. These profiles were convincing enough to pass scrutiny—a picture of a teenage girl, posts about mundane topics like school and homework, everything designed to make the victim feel safe. But none of it led back to him. He stole every picture from some obscure corner of the web, and he crafted posts to fit his fictional personality.
The man grinned to himself. He had evaded capture for so long. The police couldn’t trace him—not with the way he moved. He was smarter than the cops and their tech teams. The authorities wouldn’t be able to follow the digital breadcrumbs he left behind.
He would just lie low for a while and change tactics. But he would never stop. There were always more kids online, waiting for someone to lure them in.
He glanced at the TV again as the report shifted to a conversation with an expert on online predators. The supposed expert spoke about the dangers of unsupervised internet use, about how predators were becoming more sophisticated. But they didn’t know how sophisticated. He was always a step ahead, and he intended to keep it that way.
The screen switched back to the studio, where two anchors sat behind the desk, their expressions grave.
“THANK YOU, MEGAN,” the anchor said before turning to the camera. “This incident has raised alarms, particularly in light of growing concerns about the dangers of online predators. According to experts, teens who spend a significant amount of time online are increasingly at risk of being targeted by adults posing as peers.”
THE OTHER ANCHOR NODDED SOLEMNLY.
“THAT’S RIGHT, Dave. What’s especially troubling is how these predators can exploit vulnerable young people through chat rooms and social media, luring them into dangerous situations by pretending to be someone they’re not.”
THE MAN SNEERED. These idiots were painting him as a monster. They didn’t know him. They didn’t understand. He wasn’t a simple predator. He was smarter than that.
“THESE PREDATORS,” the female anchor continued, “often spend weeks or even months grooming their victims, gaining their trust before attempting to meet in person. Authorities recommend that parents monitor their children’s online activities closely and report any suspicious behavior immediately.”
THE MAN STOPPED in front of the TV. He formed a fist and prepared to shatter the screen.
Careful now. Contain yourself.
He had to be more careful. This wasn’t over. Not by a long shot. Kara was still free and gullible. But he’d need to change his approach. He couldn’t afford another failure.
He turned down the volume. The girl had escaped, but Wolf Lake was a small village. He knew where she lived.
The man’s fingers tightened around the remote as the reporter continued.
“THERE ARE unconfirmed reports that a witness may have seen the attempted abduction,” she said. “Authorities have not released any details yet, but Sheriff Thomas Shepherd and his deputies are said to be pursuing every lead in hopes of catching the suspect before he strikes again.”
A WITNESS.
Who could it be? That girl had bolted out of the park before he could get close enough, and no one else had been around. At least, not that he’d noticed. But if someone had seen him…if they could describe him to the police, everything would unravel. He wouldn’t be able to hide behind his screens forever. The authorities couldn’t trace him online. But a physical description? Too many people in Wolf Lake knew him.
He had to find out who this witness was. He couldn’t risk them identifying him.
The man thought back to the park. It had been empty!
Or had he missed someone?
He needed to deal with this. No one would stop him. Not the police, not the sheriff, and definitely not some scared little witness.
Not if he got to them first.
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Thomas steered his cruiser across the village. Aguilar sat in the passenger’s seat, flipping through her notes from the previous day’s encounter at the park. In the back, a department translator adjusted her glasses, preparing herself for the task ahead.
Sarah Whitman, the sign language translator, was in her mid-thirties, with soft auburn hair always tied back. She had a calm presence, making her an ideal person to work with traumatized individuals like Lily. Sarah wasn’t originally from Wolf Lake. She had moved there five years ago from Ithaca after marrying a man who had grown up in the small village.
Her background was in social work, but she had found her true calling as a sign language interpreter after working with deaf children during a stint at a community center in Ithaca. She had studied American Sign Language (ASL) to connect with more people and had become certified, working in schools, hospitals, and occasionally on law enforcement cases that required her specialized skills. Her experience with children made her uniquely qualified for situations like this.
Thomas had first discovered Sarah’s talents a few years ago when the department responded to a domestic violence situation involving a deaf woman and her hearing husband. The woman was unable to communicate with the officers. Sarah arrived on the scene and built a rapport with the woman, then facilitated crucial communication that helped resolve the case.
After that, Thomas had kept Sarah’s name in the department’s contact list, knowing her skills would be needed again. He had great respect for her. Sarah was methodical, empathetic, and unflappable in tense situations.
He also knew how crucial Lily’s testimony would be in identifying the predator. But so far, the girl had been too terrified to give them anything concrete.
“We need to approach this differently,” Thomas said. “At the park, she shut down on us. It’s important to make her feel safe this time.”
“Pushing her won’t help,” said Aguilar, “but we have to get through before we lose this guy. The girl saw something. She knows more than she’s saying.”
Sarah chimed in from the back. “I’ll do what I can, but if she’s too frightened, we may need more time. Trust takes a while to build with kids, especially when they’ve been through trauma.”
At Corianne’s house, Thomas pulled the cruiser into the driveway. The modest home sat on the edge of town, a single-story house with faded blue siding. Corianne’s car sat out front. Curtains blocked their view through the windows.
“Let’s approach Lily as gently as possible,” Thomas said as they approached the front door.
Corianne answered before Thomas knocked. She looked weary but made them feel welcome.
“We wanted to check in with you and Lily,” Thomas said. “I believe Lily saw something that could help our investigation. We’ve brought Sarah Whitman, who specializes in sign language, to help us communicate with her more easily.”
“Lily is still frightened,” Corianne said, appearing cautious. “She’s been having nightmares, and every time I ask her about what she saw, she clams up.”
“We understand,” Aguilar said. “Nobody will push her. We’ll make her feel comfortable. Maybe she’ll open up if she knows she’s safe.”
Corianne glanced down the hallway, where Lily’s bedroom was. “I’ll get her.”
A few moments later, Corianne returned with Lily. The girl looked even more fragile than she had at the park, her shoulders hunched and her face pallid. She clung to her mother’s side, her small hands fidgeting with the hem of her shirt.
“Hi, Lily,” Thomas said with a gentle smile. “It’s good to see you again. You remember me from the park, don’t you? This is Sarah. She knows sign language and is here to help us talk.”
As he spoke, Sarah interpreted with sign language.
Lily didn’t respond, but her attention shifted to Sarah. The translator signed a simple greeting.
Hello, Lily. My name is Sarah. I’m here to talk with you today, if that’s okay.
Lily didn’t sign back, but she watched Sarah closely.
Aguilar sat on the couch to be at eye level with the girl. “We need to know if there’s anything you can tell us about the man at the park. It’s important to ensure he doesn’t hurt anyone.”
Lily’s eyes darted to her mother.
Corianne nodded encouragingly and stroked her daughter’s hair. “It’s okay, Lily. You can tell them what you saw.”
The girl looked back at Thomas, her brow furrowed, but she didn’t sign. The room fell into a tense silence.
Sarah signed again.
Can you show us how you felt when you saw the man? You don’t have to talk about him, but can you tell us how you felt? Were you scared?
Lily bit her lip, her eyes brimming with tears. She didn’t respond.
“My daughter is scared,” Corianne whispered, her voice breaking. “She won’t talk about it, Sheriff. I’ve tried everything.”
Thomas exchanged a glance with Aguilar, each reading the frustration on the other’s face. They were hitting a wall.
“Let’s not rush the process,” Thomas said. “Lily’s safety and comfort are our priority.”
Sarah signed Thomas’s words to Lily, but the girl only shook her head, refusing to talk.
Aguilar tried another approach. “Lily, do you like to draw? Could you draw a picture of what you saw in the park?”
Lily’s gaze shot to the deputy, her expression uncertain. Corianne retrieved a piece of paper and some crayons and placed them in front of Lily.
But the girl shook her head again and pushed away the paper.
“It’s no use,” Corianne said.
Thomas ran a hand through his hair. He needed a description, but pushing Lily would only make things worse.
“We’ll try again in a day or two,” Thomas said, standing. “Maybe after a little more time, Lily will feel ready to talk.”
Corianne appeared worn out. “I hope so. Thank you for being patient.”
As they left the house and walked back to the cruiser, Aguilar sighed. “We won’t get anything out of Lily, not while she’s this scared. Given how far away Corianne and Lily were from the chase, I doubt she can tell us much.”
“Perhaps. But I have a feeling Lily knows who this guy is.” Thomas stared at the house for a moment before turning to the translator. "Thanks for your help today, Sarah. I know it’s tough, but your patience meant a lot to Lily and Corianne."
“I wish we could have gotten something out of her,” Sarah said. “Sometimes, with kids like Lily, it takes time. She might open up when she feels safer.”
"I hope you’re right."
Sarah climbed inside the vehicle and closed the door.
With the translator out of earshot, Aguilar leaned against the cruiser, her brow furrowed with thought. "I read about Calista O’Brien working with a blind witness. She helped the person recall crucial details that no one else could. Darn impressive. Calista worked with their other senses and prompted them to visualize things in a unique way. Maybe she could help with Lily. If she can work with a blind witness, she might reach Lily."
Thomas contemplated the idea. Calista O’Brien. He remembered her from the Magnolia Dance and knew her reputation as a forensic artist. Yet the woman had made it obvious she’d left that life behind.
Still, Aguilar had a point. If Calista had experience working with witnesses who couldn’t communicate through conventional means, she might be the key to bypassing Lily’s fear.
"Perhaps she’s not done with this line of work, even if she thinks she is. I’ll reach out to her. It’s unconventional, but we’ve tried everything else, and time isn’t on our side."
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After the morning frost melted, Calista kneeled in the grass, her fingers working through the soil as she planted a row of yellow flowers along the side of her house. The ground was soft from the recent rain, making it easy for her to dig holes for each bulb. The bright flowers contrasted with the thoughts that swirled in her head. They brought a splash of color to the gray landscape that still felt unfamiliar.
Wolf Lake wasn’t Rochester. It was quieter, but somehow more unsettling. She wanted to make this place feel like her own, starting with the yard. Flowers would help, she hoped.
Just as she was patting the soil around the last bulb, she heard a pickup truck pull up. Calista looked over her shoulder and saw Sheriff Thomas Shepherd in her driveway, his figure silhouetted against the mid-morning sun. What was he doing here? She wiped her hands on her gardening gloves and stood with a polite smile.
“Morning,” Thomas said.
“Good morning, Sheriff,” Calista said, tossing aside her gloves as he approached. “What brings you by? Something I should be worried about? My stereo didn’t keep the village up all night, did it?”
Thomas chuckled. “No, nothing like that. I was just in the area and figured I’d stop by. See how you’re settling in.”
Calista looked across the lake. “It’s different here. Peaceful, but it takes some adjusting. I’m trying to make the place feel like home.” She gestured to the flowers she had just planted. “Figured a bit of color would help.”
“Chelsey has been on my case about pruning the rose bushes. You’re doing a terrific job. Those flowers will brighten up the yard. This time of year, Wolf Lake comes alive. By the summer, you’ll feel the charm.”
“I hope so. It’s quiet, but that’s why I came here. So much crime in the big cities.”
Thomas studied her. “That’s why so many people choose Wolf Lake. The secret is getting out.” He winked. “People here, they’re welcoming, and they don’t pry. Not too much, anyway. Everyone has their secrets, but we take care of each other.”
His choice of words made her flinch. She knew he wasn’t making small talk. He was feeling her out, prodding at the walls she’d erected.
“I appreciate the camaraderie. Though I imagine as the sheriff you know more than most about the people who move here.”
Thomas gave a small shrug. “I know enough to help when needed. And you? Everything okay with the new house?”
“It’s getting there,” she said, her voice measured. “A few repairs needed.”
“I’m handy. Not bragging, but I learned from my uncle. He built the A-frame Chelsey and I live in. The man taught me everything I know.”
“If I need help, I’ll holler.”
“And the village?” he asked, slipping his hands into his pockets.
“This is a slower pace than I’m used to. I’m not used to retirement, so I’m trying to adjust to having all this free time.”
“Ah, your work as a forensic artist?”
She glanced away. “Yes. I needed to step away from that world. It got too heavy, too much for one person to carry.”
“I can imagine,” Thomas said. He paused, as if weighing his next words. “Wolf Lake is the perfect place to let that weight go. People here don’t ask for more than you’re willing to give. You saw a lot, didn’t you?”
God, those eyes. They appeared kind, but they saw everything.
“You could say that.”
“I understand. Believe me, I do. If you ever want to talk about it, Chelsey and I are here.”
“Thank you, Sheriff. You’re a kind soul.”
They stood in silence as the breeze stirred the leaves. Calista glanced at Thomas again, her tuned hearing tracing the subtle patterns in his speech, her eyes spying the way he held himself with a certain stiffness. She had read the articles—Sheriff Thomas Shepherd had overcome challenges to rise to his position. Asperger’s, a condition on the autism spectrum. But she didn’t need the articles to know. It was obvious in the way he approached conversations, the precision of his words, and the careful way he maintained eye contact just a little too long before looking away.
There was something comforting in Thomas’s honesty, though. No pretenses. Everything he said, he meant. She respected that. It was refreshing compared to the manipulation and deceit she’d witnessed in her former career.
As she bent to grab another planter, Thomas continued.
"I’m not one to pry, Calista. But having someone to talk to can help."
She pushed the bulb into the soil and patted down the earth. "I’ll keep that in mind."
He seemed satisfied with her response, though he didn’t leave. She turned her attention back to the flowerbed, digging down to where the worms burrowed, and let the quiet drift between them.
Finally, Calista stood and wiped her hands on her jeans. Thomas seemed calm but purposeful, like someone who had rehearsed his next words a thousand times in his mind.
She knew what was coming. This wasn’t a social visit to tell her about the benefits of Wolf Lake.
“I saw the news,” she said before he could speak. “About the predator stalking people online.”
Thomas didn’t react, but his eyes lingered on hers longer than usual. He gave a slow nod. “I figured you had.”
The tug of duty stirred in her chest. Months had passed since she’d left her old life behind, months of trying to forget. First Seattle PD had requested her assistance; now Sheriff Thomas Shepherd wanted her to revisit the old horrors and deliver justice. So much for a quiet existence beside the water. At least she knew why Thomas was standing in front of her now. She read it in his eyes—the silent request.
“This was never about welcoming me to the lake. Right, Sheriff?”
“I wouldn’t go that far. Having you in our community is a pleasant surprise.”
“But you want more.”
Thomas tilted his head. “Yes, that’s true.” He swatted at a buzzing fly and took a step closer. “I need your help, Calista. This predator is escalating. We already had a close call with a teenager at the park. She escaped, but the next kid might not be so lucky.”
Her stomach tightened. The news report played in her memory—a faceless man lurking in the trees, chasing after the vulnerable. Was this why fate had brought her to this village? The sheriff’s department needed her skills and experience. She could help him. But monsters waited behind those closed doors.
“I came here to start over, Thomas,” she said quietly. “I’m done with police work. If you knew about the nightmares, you would understand.”
“I understand. But you have a gift, Calista. One that could help us stop this guy before it’s too late. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t serious.”
Calista stared at the row she had just planted. The tug between her desire for a peaceful life and the duty to help pulled harder now, like a rope being stretched to its breaking point. Here she was, being asked to step back into a world she had never escaped from.
“I don’t know if I can do that anymore,” she said. “If I don’t take control of my emotions, I’ll be of no use to you. Give me time to consider your proposal.”
Thomas didn’t argue, but his expression revealed the urgency of the situation. “Don’t think for too long. Whoever this predator is, he’s losing control. We need to stop him before he hurts someone. And we’re running out of time.”
His words made her draw back. She didn’t trust herself to respond.
“I’ll bid you farewell for today,” he said, returning to his vehicle. “I hope we meet again, Calista.”
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At his desk inside Lakeview Assurance, the man flipped through a stack of claims forms. As an insurance adjuster, his day-to-day tasks were mundane, the sort of work that bored most people to tears. Reviewing property damage, assessing the validity of claims, and coordinating with repair contractors was routine. But he was good at it—he knew how to be thorough and close cases efficiently, all while hiding in plain sight.
Today his inbox overflowed with the usual: car accidents, minor property damage, and homeowners' claims from a spring hailstorm. He opened a file on his computer and sifted through a report about a dented fender and a smashed taillight. It was easy to categorize this case. Nothing major. He typed a note to approve the claim and sent the file for processing.
He didn’t hate his job. In fact, it allowed him to disappear. He was just another cog in the corporate machine, blending in among the rows of cubicles in a mid-tier insurance company. Nobody paid attention to him here, and he liked it that way. The less attention he attracted, the better.
His phone rang, startling him for a moment before he composed himself and answered in his usual professional tone. “This is Lucas. How can I help you?”
The voice on the other end droned on about an auto accident claim from two weeks ago. He clicked through the file, found the details, and gave the customer the status of their reimbursement. All the while, his mind wandered back to how close he’d come to catching that girl at the park.
“You have a nice day too,” he said, ending the call.
He stared at the screen. No more mistakes. He had made one error and allowed the situation to slip out of his control. That wouldn’t happen again. He would be smarter. He would be patient.
The next case involved a water leak in a basement, probably from an old pipe. The homeowners claimed significant damages, but he suspected they were exaggerating. He knew all the tricks people used to get more money from insurance companies. He flagged the file for further investigation and added a note to request a property inspection.
His phone buzzed with a text. The message reminded him about a team meeting later in the day. Another boring conference call during which everyone pretended to care about numbers and performance metrics. He ignored the message and refocused on the paperwork. The insurance claims were nothing more than a front, a mask he wore every day. But when he left the office, he became something else entirely. That was when he claimed his true power.
Angling his monitor so the others couldn’t see, Lucas Gorgetti pulled up the traffic camera footage from across the road to the village park. This footage was making the rounds in the law enforcement community, and the authorities had stupidly shared it with Lakeview Assurance, unaware that he worked there. Until the footage arrived, he hadn’t known about the new traffic camera. But he knew now.
His coworkers went about their day while he pieced together something far darker than insurance reports.
The video played on his screen. Cars moved in and out of the neighborhood, each carrying potential witnesses. Who had seen him? Who had been close enough to recognize his face?
His eyes darted toward a silver Honda. He zoomed in, noting the plates. A mother and her daughter had gotten out ten minutes before the chase. The mother seemed preoccupied, but that girl…
He remembered her. She had sat on the swing, staring blankly into the park. Motionless. Silent. She was off, different. Had she noticed him?
Lucas clicked back to an insurance file, not registering the details. Another auto accident. Another case to close. His attention slipped, pulling him back to the footage. He returned to the silver Honda.
Perhaps he was focusing on the wrong person. Had the mother seen his face?
If either the mother or the daughter recognized Lucas, the police would find him. He ground his teeth.
The clock on his computer reminded him of the impending meeting. He dismissed it with a quick keystroke. He would show up and pretend to care about the company’s performance metrics, but his mind would remain elsewhere—locked on this search.
There could be no loose ends. No witnesses.
“Gorgetti, what are you doing?”
His boss’s question rang out across the office. Mr. Patterson was an overweight man with a booming voice, one that made everyone shrink into their cubicles when he spoke. He had the build of someone who enjoyed shouting orders more than doing any actual work.
Lucas minimized the camera footage as Patterson strode over, a stack of files clutched in one hand. He loomed over Lucas’s desk like a thundercloud, ready to rain down another load of work.
“Need you to prioritize these claims.” Patterson slammed the files down with a thud, his eyes already scanning the rest of the office. “We have two big accounts needing resolution by the end of the week. These homeowners are blowing up our phone lines, so I want these closed out. Got it?”
Lucas masked the irritation bubbling under his skin. “I’m on it.”
Patterson stared at him for a beat, as if waiting for more enthusiasm. When none came, he added, “Also, corporate is breathing down my neck about the backlog. I need you to clear another ten claims by tomorrow. Stay late tonight if you have to.”
But he needed to find the mother and daughter.
“Gorgetti!”
“I’ll get it done,” Lucas said.
“Good. I know I can count on you. Keep at it.”
Patterson moved to the next unfortunate soul on his hit list and left Lucas drowning in paperwork. The stack of files threatened to topple. Lucas stared at them for a long moment before his hand crept toward the mouse.
There were more pressing matters than insurance claims.
He reopened the traffic camera feed, his eyes narrowing on the silver Honda. He rewound the footage to the moment when the car entered the park. His pulse quickened as he paused the video and zoomed in. The license plate came into view, blurry at first. With a click, he sharpened the image.
Just a little more.
His frustration mounted. The world kept throwing mundane obstacles in his way. He glanced at the files on his desk, the endless emails pouring in, and clenched his fists. They could all wait. His true work demanded attention.
The plate numbers became legible. He scribbled them on a scrap of paper. Now he just needed to run the sequence through a database. He needed to find out who that car belonged to and who the witnesses were.
On the video, the woman held her daughter’s hand as they crossed the parking lot and walked toward the swings. The girl appeared young, maybe eight or nine years old.
Yet the girl didn’t speak. She gestured—quick, fluid motions with her hands. Lucas froze.
Sign language.
He rewound the clip, watching more closely now. The little girl used her hands to communicate.
The girl had seen him, but she hadn’t screamed or called for help. Because she couldn’t. But she had witnessed the chase.
Lucas ran a hand through his hair, feeling the prickling heat of panic warm his skin. The walls were closing in again.
The little girl couldn’t speak. But that didn’t mean he didn’t need to silence her.
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LeVar strolled into Wolf Lake Consulting with a swagger. He balanced a box from The Broken Yolk in one hand.
“Look what I got,” he said as he held the box aloft like a trophy.
Chelsey, sitting behind her desk, lifted her palms. “What is it this time? Twelve donuts for you and maybe one for the rest of us?”
Raven laughed from her spot at the window. “More like two dozen. You know LeVar can’t help himself.”
Her brother shot her a playful glare. “Hey, I’m thinking of y’all too. Don’t act like you’re not excited about these beauties. Besides, they ain’t donuts.”
“Tofu bites?”
“Shut it. I scored pastries.”
He placed the box on Chelsey’s desk and revealed a tempting assortment of strawberry, blueberry, and raspberry pastries. The sweet smell filled the office, making his stomach growl.
“I swear, you’re trying to fatten us up,” Chelsey said as she reached into the box.
“Oh, like the witch in Hansel and Gretel,” Raven said.
“You and your sweet tooth, LeVar.”
“I’ve got a fast metabolism, aight?” LeVar snatched two pastries for himself. “The amount we’ve worked lately, I’ve earned these calories.”
“We should set up a LeVar fund for feeding his cravings. At this rate, he’ll eat us out of business,” Raven said.
LeVar grinned through his mouthful. “You’re just jealous because I have six-pack abs.”
“By the way, I spoke with the Gallo family this morning.”
“And?” asked Chelsey.
“No noises last night. The house stayed quiet. McKenna and Kameron said it’s the first night that nothing strange occurred.”
“That’s good news. Could be their animal problem solved itself, and the critter found another home to terrorize.”
“I hope so,” Raven said, though there was a hint of doubt in her voice. “McKenna sounded a little too relieved. Like she’s waiting for the other shoe to drop.”
“I’m debating whether we should tell them there’s no charge for our services. Since the activity seems to have stopped, it doesn’t feel right to take their money if there is no mystery to solve.”
Raven propped her feet on her desk. “That might be the right call. If the disturbances are really over, it’s not fair to charge them. We’ve done little except confirm it’s dark under the stairs.”
“Plus, offering our services for free builds trust,” LeVar said. “They’ll come back to us if something else happens. And word of mouth will bring in other clients.”
“That’s true,” said Chelsey. “We don’t want them to feel like we’re taking advantage of them. Ghosts, really?”
“I’ll call them later today,” Raven said. “Let them know that if the activity stays quiet, there’s no charge.”
LeVar dusted off his hands, now finished with his second pastry. “In the meantime, I’m gonna eat another pastry. Y’all can thank me later for the sugar rush.”
“Save a few for the others, okay?”
“I’m a generous fellow. Everyone says that about me.”
Chelsey and Raven groaned.
The office door opened. LeVar’s breath caught in his throat as Scout entered with Darren. The teen’s dark curls bounced as she pushed them out of her face. She wore a soft, pale-yellow sundress. Her casual elegance seemed effortless. His pulse quickened, and he tried not to look at her.
Concentrate on the pastries.
He recalled his conversation with Aguilar. His feelings for Scout had shifted beyond friendship, despite every rational part of him fighting to keep their relationship platonic.
He purposely turned to Darren, who walked in behind her, stretching out his shoulders.
“Tough day at the park?” LeVar asked.
“My shoulders are screaming,” Darren said. “I had to pull a full-size fallen pine tree off the ridge trail. By myself. Someone else was too busy chasing criminals today.”
Darren stared at Raven, who shot him an oh-well smirk.
“So, what’s the news?” Darren asked. “Got anything exciting today, or are we just here for the free pastries?”
“There’s some news about the Gallo mystery,” Chelsey said.
“More paranormal sightings?” Scout asked, eyes bright with interest. “What’s the latest?”
“No ghosts, actually. Raven spoke to McKenna this morning, and they didn’t hear any noises last night. So unless something changes, it seems like the activity has stopped.”
Scout’s excitement faltered. “Really? I don’t think we should give up after one night of inactivity.”
Darren scratched the back of his neck, disappointment on his face as well. “That’s anticlimactic. No more creepy noises? No ghosts in the walls?”
“Nothing,” Raven added. “It seems like whatever was going on ended. For now, at least.”
LeVar sensed the undercurrent of disappointment from Scout. She was so eager to dive into a paranormal investigation. “Hey, it’s not like the Gallo investigation is the only thing on our plate. I mean, we still have other mysteries to solve, right?”
Scout nodded, though her enthusiasm was dimmer than before.
“What about Collin Brawdy?” Raven asked.
“Still no word on the stolen Supercrew. We searched high and low, but the trail went cold. The sheriff’s department will keep looking. If something breaks, I’m sure Thomas and Aguilar will want to involve our crew.”
“The Collin Brawdy search is more than enough to keep us busy,” Darren said. “Raven said something about Brawdy attacking that girl in the park.”
“Someone chased a teenager. We assume it was Brawdy, but time will tell.” The phone rang. LeVar read the Kameron Gallo’s name on the caller ID. “Speaking of which.”
Chelsey reached for the receiver. “Please tell me it isn’t another ghost report,” she said before answering. Then she placed the call on speaker.
“Chelsey, it’s Kameron.” The voice on the other end sounded shaky. “We…we just heard footsteps in the attic. And there are noises inside the walls—pounding sounds. McKenna refuses to stay another night in the house. We checked into a hotel, and we’re not coming back until we know our home is safe.”
Raven rolled her eyes. “Kameron, are you sure it’s footsteps and not, you know, vermin? Mice or something?”
“No mouse could make that much noise. The sounds were heavy, like someone walking. And then there is the pounding in the walls, like someone is stumbling around in there. McKenna is convinced there’s something inside. We’re seriously considering bringing in an exorcist.”
Scout, who was almost bouncing in her chair, stood at the mention of an exorcist. Darren pumped a fist in the air, while Chelsey and Raven shared a silent look of exasperation.
“We’ll search the house,” Chelsey said, keeping her response professional. “I doubt spirits are causing the disturbances. These occurrences always have natural causes. A loose board flapping in the wind. A shutter banging against the house. The foundation settling. Believe me, we’ll prove there are no ghosts and your house is safe.”
After the call ended, Raven threw her hands up. “An exorcist? Really? This is getting ridiculous.”
“I understand the Gallos panicking. But an exorcist? Come on.”
“Look, I know this sounds crazy, but if they’re that scared, maybe there’s more to it than we think,” Darren said. “The Gallos just bought that house. They wouldn’t check into a hotel on a whim.”
“I agree,” Scout said. “If the Gallos are hearing footsteps when no one else is inside, that’s proof of the paranormal.
LeVar watched the debate unfold. The room was split, with Chelsey and Raven dismissing the idea of anything supernatural, while Darren and Scout were ready to call Bill Murray and Dan Aykroyd. He was the deciding vote.
“I’ll admit,” LeVar said, “I thought little of the ghost talk at first. But if Kameron and McKenna are that scared, we need to take this more seriously.”
Chelsey glared at the phone, as if she blamed the device for this mess. “I don’t want to waste time chasing ghosts that don’t exist. But if they’re not going back until we give them answers, I guess we’re out of options.”
“If we check the house from top to bottom, we should be able to solve this investigation. But Chelsey?”
“What, LeVar?”
“Try not to get stuck under the stairs again.”
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Thomas sat in his office and read through Lily’s case file. Beyond his window, vehicles drove down the street, heading into the village square. He’d spent the past few hours racking his brain, trying to figure out how to reach the young girl. She had seen something crucial in the park. He was certain of it. But she was too scared to communicate, even with the help of the translator.
He tapped the side of his pen against the folder and considered his options. There had to be a way to get through to her. Some method to make her feel safe enough to share what she knew.
The standard approaches weren’t working. He’d already tried bringing in a translator, and that had gotten them nowhere. At Corianne’s house, he’d tried using pictures or drawings, and Lily had refused.
Perhaps she needed more time to process. Or maybe they were going about this the wrong way. What could make her feel more at ease?
He scribbled down a few potential ideas on a legal pad:
ART THERAPY. He could reach out to a child psychologist who specialized in art therapy, someone who could help Lily express her emotions through drawing or painting. Lily needed a softer, more creative approach rather than a formal interrogation.
BRINGING IN CALISTA O’BRIEN. He kept circling back to this idea. Calista had helped a blind witness identify a suspect in a high-profile case. If she could communicate with someone who couldn’t see, she could help Lily. But Calista had made it clear she wanted peace, and he wasn’t willing to reenter the fray.
COMFORT ANIMALS. He had seen cases where therapy dogs helped traumatized victims open up. Bringing in a therapy dog would help calm Lily’s nerves, making her feel safer and less guarded. He made a note to contact the therapy dog service in the next town.
NONE of these ideas felt like a guaranteed solution, but they were better than waiting for a breakthrough that might never come. He circled the third option. Therapy dogs could help ease trauma, and maybe with enough time Lily would feel comfortable enough to reveal something useful.
But time wasn’t on their side. How long before the kidnapper struck again?
A knock on the door interrupted him. Aguilar poked her head in. She clutched a stack of files under her arm.
"Any luck?" she asked.
“Not yet. I’ve been thinking through some options, but I’m not confident anything will work. Art therapy and therapy dogs. Those might be the best ways to reach Lily.”
Aguilar entered and set the files on his desk. "At this point, anything is worth a shot."
“What’s your gut telling you?”
Thomas stared out the window, the sky outside fading into dusk. “That if we don’t figure this out soon, a child is going to get hurt.”
Just as Thomas finished speaking, footsteps approached his office. Aguilar turned her head toward the sound. Before either of them could respond, Lambert escorted a visitor inside.
“Sheriff, there is someone who wants to see you,” Lambert said, stepping aside.
Calista O’Brien walked in, her face unreadable. Thomas’s mouth fell open.
“Calista,” he said with hope. “I didn’t expect to see you so soon. Have you thought about my offer?”
“I’ve been thinking about your visit, Sheriff,” Calista said. “About helping catch this predator before he takes a child. I want to help.”
Thomas exchanged a glance with Aguilar, who grinned back at him. This was exactly the break they needed.
“You’re certain?” Thomas asked, setting his palms on his desk. “Stepping back into law enforcement wasn’t something you planned on.”
She seemed to weigh her words. “I tried to leave forensic art behind. But seeing that news report, knowing there’s a predator out there—I could never face myself in the mirror if I didn’t act.”
The tension in the room lifted. For the first time since the investigation began, they had a real chance of catching a kidnapper.
“I’m glad you came,” Thomas said. “You’re the key to this investigation.”
"I doubt that is the case, but I saw the news. They mentioned a witness. Is that true?"
“Yes, the report is accurate. Her name is Lily. She was at the park with her mother, Corianne. But the girl can’t speak, which makes communicating with her...difficult. She’s too scared. Lily hasn’t given us much more than a few signs. We need her to tell us what she saw.”
Calista absorbed the information. "I’ve worked with non-verbal witnesses before, but it’s a challenge. Fear can be a powerful barrier."
"It’s more than fear," Thomas said. "She shuts down every time I approach the topic. I think she knows more than she’s letting on, but until I get through to her, I won’t know who chased that girl."
Aguilar added, "We brought in a sign language interpreter, but Lily clammed up. I get the feeling the incident shook her hard. I think she saw the man’s face, but getting her to communicate that…"
The deputy trailed off, shaking her head.
“Have you tried other methods? Art therapy? Sometimes kids express themselves better through drawing or other creative outlets,” Calista said.
Thomas rose from his chair and walked to the window. "We tried giving Lily crayons and paper, but she refused."
"It takes time to build trust," Calista said. "If she saw something traumatic, it could take her a while to open up, even to her mother."
"That’s the problem. The longer we wait, the more likely this guy is to strike again."
"You’re right. Time is of the essence. But forcing Lily to talk won’t work. You said she’s non-verbal. That doesn’t mean she doesn’t understand everything going on around her. We need to approach this differently and get her to communicate in a way that feels safe for her."
"I was hoping you’d say that. I think you might be the person who can reach her. The question is, how do we start?" Thomas asked.
"Let me spend time with her, just one-on-one. No pressure, no expectations. If she sees I’m not there to interrogate her, she might communicate."
"I’ll call Corianne and set up the meeting. Calista, I can’t thank you enough."
"Don’t worry, Sheriff. I’ll get through to her."
Thomas felt like they were on the verge of making progress. But it all hinged on Calista's ability to unlock what Lily knew.
He led Calista out of his office and into the bullpen, where deputies worked on different investigations. He pointed at an empty desk tucked away in the corner. “You can set up here,” he said. “It’s not much, but you’ll have space to work with everything we have on this attempted abduction.”
“This is perfect. I’ll need to study Lily’s background and get a sense of her behavior patterns.”
Thomas handed her Lily’s file, Corianne’s statements, and notes from the previous attempts to communicate with the girl. “This is everything I have. I’ve also included the interpreter’s report, though it wasn’t much help. Lily has been mute and deaf since birth, and from what Corianne tells us, the girl has always been withdrawn.”
Calista flipped through the pages. “It’s a delicate situation.”
“The first girl our kidnapper targeted is Kara. You’ll find her details in the back of the folder. We had multiple reports of teens talking to strangers online, and someone tried to abduct a child in the village park.”
She didn’t flinch at his grim assessment. “Predators never stop unless they’re forced to. You’re right to be concerned. But rushing the process could cost us Lily’s cooperation.”
Thomas rubbed the back of his neck. “I know. But everything inside me says something terrible is about to happen.”
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LeVar sat in the passenger seat of Chelsey’s Honda Civic, tapping his fingers against his knee as Chelsey navigated the tree-lined road leading to the Gallo house. Scout’s excitement radiated from the back seat.
"Are you ready for this?" Scout asked, sitting forward between the front seats. Her eyes sparkled with enthusiasm, and LeVar couldn’t help but smile. She was in her element. Ghosts, the unknown—this was her playground.
"Sure, Scout," LeVar said, though his mind teetered on the line between belief and skepticism. The experiences with Scout and her friend Liz had made him reevaluate reality and fantasy. But that had occurred months ago, and now he no longer believed in the paranormal. At least he kept telling himself as much. "I'm still trying to figure out if we’re searching for ghosts or critters."
Chelsey shot him a sideways glance. "You know where I stand. If we find ghosts, you all can tell me I was wrong. But we’re just dealing with old pipes and settling floorboards."
"Don't underestimate the supernatural, Chelsey," Darren said from the back seat, his voice tinged with amusement.
Sitting beside Darren, Raven clicked her tongue. "Oh, come on, Darren. We’re going to find vermin or a drafty attic. Paranormal activity? Unlikely."
When they arrived, the Gallo house looked as foreboding as ever. The porch sagged under years of neglect, and the air around the place felt heavy, as if the land harbored some dark secret. Wind whistled through the woods, making the branches creak, as if the trees were in agony.
Scout bounced out of the car the second Chelsey parked. Darren followed. Chelsey and Raven were slower, more cautious, exchanging skeptical looks as they approached the steps.
LeVar climbed onto the porch. He felt certain the wood was about to collapse under his weight. The house’s silence made the hairs behind his neck stand.
"The Gallos are at a hotel, right?" Scout asked, glancing over her shoulder at Chelsey.
"Correct," Chelsey confirmed. "They heard footsteps in the attic and scratching in the walls. Neither is willing to return until we figure this out."
"Perfect," Scout said. She slipped an EMF meter from her bag.
"So we’re really doing this, huh?" LeVar said.
“Absolutely. I say we start downstairs near the crawlspace.”
LeVar glanced at Chelsey, who flinched at the mention of the space under the staircase.
Using a key provided by the Gallos, Raven unlocked the front door. It groaned open and they stepped into the entryway. The house felt colder than it should have.
As he peered at the stairs, LeVar shivered. Impenetrable darkness spilled out of the crawlspace.
“Ready?” LeVar asked.
“Not really,” Chelsey said.
“How about we skip the crawlspace and search the rest of the house first?”
Darren checked his flashlight. "I think we should start with the attic. That’s where they heard the footsteps, right?"
“Yes, in the attic,” said Chelsey.
LeVar took the rear position as they ascended the stairs. He didn’t want anything sneaking up on them. Not that he believed in ghosts.
Scout was in full investigator mode. She carried the EMF detector in one hand and an infrared thermometer in the other. Her brow furrowed in concentration as the lights on the EMF detector blinked, indicating low levels of electromagnetic activity. Every so often, she’d glance at the digital readout and compare the numbers.
“See this?” Scout showed the readings to the group. “This house is giving off energy.”
Chelsey arched an eyebrow, unimpressed. “Could be an electrical issue.”
“I tested the baseline readings. This isn’t normal. We’re not alone.”
They crept through the second-floor hallway, the floorboards creaking beneath their weight. The house emitted a cold that wrapped around LeVar’s bones, making him wish he’d worn a heavier sweatshirt. He glanced at Scout’s thermometer as she swept it across the hallway.
“The temperature keeps dropping,” the teen said. “Four degrees colder than downstairs.”
“Isn’t heat supposed to rise?” Darren asked.
Neither Chelsey nor Raven answered.
LeVar couldn’t help but feel a little unnerved, but he kept his thoughts to himself. They were heading toward the attic when a scraping noise stopped them in their tracks, almost as if someone were dragging a body through the walls.
“Did you hear that?” Darren whispered, turning toward the source of the sound.
“Sounded like it came from that room,” LeVar said.
The investigators stared at a closed door down the hallway. The door stood ajar, and the faint scraping noise continued, setting LeVar’s nerves on edge.
Scout raised the EMF detector again, and this time the lights spiked. “It’s off the charts. Whatever it is, it’s in that room.”
“Or it’s just an old house making noises,” Raven said.
Darren gave her a look. “Inside the walls? And why is the EMF detector going off?”
Chelsey stepped between Raven and Darren. “Why don’t we check it out before we jump to conclusions?”
As they moved down the corridor, LeVar swore the temperature dropped another few degrees. But that was just his imagination running on overdrive. Scout edged closer to the door. Before the teen could enter the spare room, Darren moved in front of her.
“Allow me,” Darren said.
The park ranger gave the door a shove. Inside, the spare room held an old wooden chair and a dresser in the corner. Dying sunlight streamed through a window.
The EMF detector in Scout’s hand blared to life, the lights flashing. “Oh, my goodness,” Scout said. “This is insane. I’ve never seen the detector act like this.”
LeVar glanced around, trying to pinpoint the source of the energy. The room looked harmless enough. Yet his skin crawled as he peered into the corners, expecting to see a monster stalk out of the shadows.
“The energy is powerful.” Darren stepped into the center of the room. “I don’t see footprints or drag marks. Nothing that would explain the noises. I guess our ghosts are living in the walls.”
As Scout approached the dresser, the EMF detector shrieked again. “The energy is strongest over here.”
The scraping noise returned, louder this time, coming from behind the walls. Everyone froze.
“It’s inside the house,” Darren said.
“Heck, it’s everywhere. Whatever this thing is, it’s not happy we’re here.”
All eyes fixed on Scout and Darren as they examined the EMF readings.
“The readings spiked the second we stepped inside the room,” Darren said. “You can't fake that.”
Chelsey studied the walls. "Hold on." Her eyes locked on a spot behind the dresser. "I see the problem."
Raven joined her partner as Chelsey kneeled and pointed to a frayed, exposed electrical wire snaking along the baseboard.
"There’s your spike. This wire has been exposed for who knows how long. No ghosts, just faulty wiring." Chelsey stood and brushed off her hands.
Scout’s shoulders sagged in disappointment, but she didn't seem convinced. "But what about the noises?"
“Doesn’t matter what made the noises,” Raven said. “This wiring is a fire hazard. The Gallos need to get this fixed before someone gets electrocuted or the house catches on fire.”
LeVar sneezed at the dust. "So much for ghosts, huh?"
"I told you," Chelsey said.
They investigated the attic and found nothing but boxes. After checking a few more rooms, the team regrouped in the living room. The atmosphere had shifted. The initial excitement was gone, replaced by a sense of disappointment.
“So what now?” LeVar asked. “We’ve got faulty wiring and an unexplained noise.
“Which is certainly an animal.”
“Should we call it a night?”
“I’m not going back into the crawlspace,” said Chelsey. “It’s a deathtrap. As far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing else to check. I’ll tell the Gallos to hire an electrician and call animal control.”
Just as the debate was winding down, a thump echoed from above.
Everyone froze.
Scout’s eyes widened, and Chelsey straightened.
“What was that?” Darren asked.
No one answered. They all looked toward the ceiling as something moved above them.
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Thomas watched Calista as she read through the files. Her background as a forensic artist had prepared her for cases like this one. She knew how to read people, analyze behavior, and draw connections others couldn’t.
He found himself impressed, not just by her knowledge but by the way she organized the investigation’s scattered details into something cohesive. She highlighted key points, made side notes in the margins, and arranged the papers.
“You’re very organized,” Thomas said. “I can see why you are successful in your career.”
Calista glanced up from her work. “Organization is half the battle. If I don’t keep everything in order, I’ll miss an important detail.”
She continued flipping through the pages, her legs drumming under the desk as she studied Lily’s file. “The first step is to speak with Lily,” she said.
“I spoke to Corianne. Lily is home all afternoon, so we can head over there whenever you’re ready.”
Her expression thoughtful, Calista set down the file and looked at him. “Good. I think it’s important to meet her in a familiar environment. It might make her feel more comfortable.” She paused, tapping the edge of the file with her pen. “After Lily, I’d also like to talk to Kara. If this predator was bold enough to go after her in broad daylight, she probably has more insight than she realizes.”
“Kara’s situation is tricky. Her parents are overbearing. It’s hard to get her to speak freely, especially with them in the room.”
“I’ll handle it. After all these years, I’m used to working with difficult families.”
Her determination was contagious. With Calista on board, Thomas knew they would catch this predator. He grabbed his keys.
“Let’s head over to Corianne’s house. I’ll let Aguilar know we’re leaving.”

THOMAS SAT in Corianne’s living room. A ceiling fan mixed the air and made the ends of his hair flutter. His hands fidgeted in his lap as he tried to focus on the conversation with Corianne, who sat across from him. She sipped her tea nervously, her eyes darting toward the closed door to the study, where Calista was alone with Lily.
"Can this woman help?" Corianne asked, clutching her teacup as if it were an anchor. "Lily hasn’t communicated since the incident at the park. I don’t know what else to do."
“I believe so,” Thomas said.
His mind remained elsewhere. He glanced toward the closed door, wondering if Calista was getting through to the girl, or if this would end like his own failed attempts—another wall of silence.
"Calista has a special way with people," Thomas said, though he wasn’t sure who he was trying to reassure more—Corianne or himself. "If anyone can connect with your daughter, she can."
"Lily used to be so full of life. Now she never leaves the house. I tried giving her space, even taking her to a therapist, but nothing worked." She paused, her eyes wet. "I just want my little girl back."
"I know it’s hard, Corianne, but you must stay strong for her."
The clock ticked on the wall, and Thomas found his gaze drifting back to the study. How long had it been? Ten minutes? Twenty? He tried to imagine what was happening on the other side. Was Lily finally opening up? Or had Calista hit the same brick wall? Thomas didn’t believe they could catch this predator without Lily’s help.
Corianne shifted in her seat. "I’m so grateful for your patience, Sheriff."
Inside, Thomas felt the pressure mounting. He was more like Lily than he wanted to admit. This case was personal for him now.
The door opened. Corianne and Thomas stood. Calista strode out of the study, wearing a poker face. Behind her, Lily still scribbled with crayons at a desk.
"How did it go?" Thomas asked, unable to gauge Calista’s demeanor.
Calista looked over her shoulder. The girl continued to draw.
“Better than expected,” Calista said.
“So she’ll talk to us?”
“If we’re all in the room together. And if you don’t pressure her.”
“I swear I won’t.”
“Then follow me and we’ll see if she’ll talk to us. Just remember what I told you.”
Calista led Thomas and Corianne into the study. The room was bathed in soft light. Scattered crayons and paper lay on the desk. Lily looked up in confusion, her hands clenched around a bright green crayon. She seemed unsure of what to make of Calista’s return.
The forensic artist approached with care and crouched beside Lily’s desk. Thomas remained near the entrance, keeping a respectful distance but close enough to observe the interaction. Corianne hovered by the window, biting her lip.
"Lily," Calista signed, her hands moving with fluid precision. The girl watched the signs, her eyes narrowing, still unsure. "I know you’re scared. But you’re safe now. Can you help me understand what you saw?"
Lily’s fingers tightened on the crayon, her body language stiff. She didn’t respond. Her eyes darted from Calista to Thomas and back again.
Corianne shifted nervously. "I don’t want to push her too much. She gets upset if she feels pressured."
Calista glanced at Corianne before turning back to Lily. "I won’t rush you," she signed. "You don’t have to remember anything you’re not ready for. But you can trust me. I’m here to help, just like your mom and Sheriff Shepherd."
Lily’s lower lip trembled. Her fingers twitched, though she didn’t complete any signs. Calista held the silence, not pushing, simply waiting. It was a delicate balance, one that required patience and the ability to let Lily come forward on her own terms.
The girl shifted in her chair, her eyes downcast. She tapped the green crayon against the paper, a nervous habit that Thomas recognized as a sign of distress.
"Lily," Calista signed again, "it’s okay to be scared. I would be too. But we need to stop the man who chased the girl. So he doesn’t hurt anyone."
The mention of the man seemed to trigger something in Lily. Her body jerked, as if shocked. Calista waited, giving the girl the time she needed to respond.
Corianne approached her daughter. "Lily, sweetheart, you’re safe with us."
Lily’s eyes shot to her mother, then to Calista. She raised her hands and signed, her movements tentative at first.
"The man came from the trees," Lily signed, her face tightening with fear. "He ran after her. He wanted to hurt her."
Her expression neutral, Calista replied: "Did you see his face?"
Nothing.
“Lily, can you tell me what he looks like?” Calista insisted.
A flurry of signs rushed forth, so fast that the girl’s fingers became blurry. Thomas stepped forward. Was the girl giving them the information they required?
More finger and hand movements. Thomas understood none of it, yet it was obvious something significant was happening.
Calista seemed to absorb the information as she prodded the girl to continue. After what seemed like an eternity, the forensic artist’s body appeared to deflate. She clutched the edge of the desk to keep herself upright. Thomas moved to assist the woman, but she held up a hand. Calista refused to look away from Lily.
"You did so, so good, Lily. You helped that girl by being brave."
Lily’s hands fell to her lap. Her breath came in short, shallow bursts, and Corianne rushed over and crouched beside her daughter. She wrapped her arms around the girl, pulling her close.
"Shh, it’s okay," Corianne whispered, stroking her daughter’s hair. "You did so well, sweetheart."
Lily had opened up enough to give them a lead. Somehow, Calista had won her trust.
The forensic artist stood, giving Lily and Corianne space. She turned to Thomas, her eyes meeting his with a quiet determination.
"She’s scared, but she knew more than she was letting on," Calista said. "We have something to go on now. She didn’t see all of his face, but she saw enough."
“Can you fill in the details?” Thomas asked.
“I need thirty minutes alone. Can you give me that?”
“Anything you need.”
Thomas gave Calista space. He waited in the living room with Corianne and Lily. Corianne rubbed the girl’s back and offered her comfort.
Lily had come out of her shell. She wasn’t signing much, but she no longer flinched at every sound. Thomas caught her glancing at him a few times, her gaze hesitant but not frightened like before. He smiled, hoping to convince her he wasn’t a threat.
Lily stood, walked to a side table, and picked up something delicate. She turned and approached Thomas, holding the object out to him with both hands.
It was an intricately beaded bracelet, a handmade craft a child might create. The bright beads reflected the lamplight. Lily stood before Thomas and placed the bracelet in his open palm.
Thomas looked down at the gift. A lump formed in his throat. He met her eyes and nodded.
“Thank you, Lily,” he said. “This is a wonderful gift.”
Corianne wiped away a tear. Lily was healing, and for the first time since the park incident, hope had found its way into the room.
They waited, the minutes stretching into what felt like hours. Thomas wondered what Calista was doing in the study. He imagined her in deep concentration as she recreated the scene on paper. Could she bring the stalker to life? Lily hadn’t seen his complete face, but the forensic artist swore she could reveal what lay hidden.
After what seemed like an eternity, the door to the study opened. Calista looked exhausted but triumphant. Her shoulders drooped, and dark circles had formed under her eyes. Her hands clutched a sheet of paper as if it were a lifeline.
“I did it,” Calista said. She handed the paper to Thomas.
He took the drawing, his breath catching as he looked at it. There, in vivid detail, was the face of the man who had terrorized Lily—the stalker who tried to kidnap Kara at the park.
It was haunting. The eyes were deep-set, the nose crooked, and his expression cold and predatory. Rough stubble shadowed the man’s face.
Thomas stared at the drawing. They had a face now, a lead. The predator was no longer an unknown threat lurking in the shadows. He was real, and they could find him.
“This is incredible,” Thomas whispered, his voice filled with awe. “You’ve given us exactly what we need.”
“Lily gave me enough details to work with. This is your stalker, Sheriff.”
“I can’t thank you enough.”
“There’s more. Lily saw his car.”
“You’re kidding.”
Calista revealed a second drawing. “She knew nothing about vehicles. But with a little coaxing, I determined she’d seen a Ford Taurus. Gray paint.”
Thomas stepped backward, overwhelmed by the wealth of information. Not only did they have a drawing of the kidnapper, they knew what kind of car he drove.
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LeVar leaned against the wooden banister downstairs in the Gallo house, one eye locked on the upper landing. The thump had been loud, reverberating through the home like a warning shot. No one wanted to admit it, but it wasn’t a noise they could brush off as the house settling.
“It definitely wasn’t a rat,” Darren said. The ranger exchanged a look with Scout, who seemed ready to bolt upstairs. “And we checked outside. No loose shutters banging against the house either.”
LeVar caught Scout’s triumphant grin. She’d been waiting for this moment ever since they stepped into the house. The unexplainable sound justified her belief in the paranormal. Darren, too, wore a smug look on his face, like he was ready to say, "I told you so."
“Come on, y’all,” Raven said. “There has to be a rational explanation. Wood contracts. Pipes rattle.”
“Pipes don’t make that much noise,” said LeVar. “The upstairs trembled, for goodness’ sake. Real talk. You can’t blame that crash on the house.”
“Are you suggesting someone is upstairs?”
“Either that, or we have a poltergeist on our hands.”
“I’m telling you,” Scout said. “It’s a ghost. This house is haunted. That thump? There’s no way you can explain that away. Chelsey, Raven, admit it.”
LeVar watched the debate unfold. He hadn’t chosen sides yet. Chelsey and Raven always took the practical approach, ruling out every possibility with logic and reason, while Scout and Darren seemed eager to jump to the supernatural conclusion.
“I’m not saying I believe in ghosts,” Chelsey said, “but we don’t have a way to explain that noise. And how can anyone be upstairs? We checked every room.”
“So, you’re admitting it’s a ghost?”
Chelsey scoffed. “I didn’t say that.”
“The temperature in the room dropped just before we heard the crash. That’s classic ghost activity,” Darren said.
Raven grabbed her braids, as if she intended to yank them out of her head. “Or it’s a draft. The attic window has a crack. Temperature shifts don’t mean ghosts, Darren.”
“Okay, but what about the scratching inside the walls?”
“You guys are impossible.” Raven brushed the dust off her jeans. “I’m not convinced we’re dealing with anything otherworldly. But I’ll admit that thump was weird. And I don’t like not having an answer.”
“We can’t jump to conclusions,” Chelsey said. “One loud noise and a couple of strange readings don’t make this house haunted. But if we’re not alone in the house, it’s time to call Thomas and tell them we have an intruder.”
“Or you can acknowledge that EMF reading,” Darren said. “What if the exposed wiring didn’t cause the spike?”
If it wasn’t a rat, wasn’t a pipe, and wasn’t the house settling, then someone was in the house. Or Scout and Darren had found their ghost.
LeVar spoke up. “Aight, we’re not getting anywhere debating this. How about we head to the attic and check out what’s going on? Whatever made that noise might still be there. Let’s figure this out once and for all.”
Chelsey turned to him. “And if we find nothing?”
“Then we can all stop arguing, and Scout can say ‘I told you so.’ But if someone is squatting upstairs, it’s time to catch them. Question for you: Does the crawlspace under the stairs open up to the rest of the house? Can you access the upstairs?”
“I’m not sure. My flashlight failed. All I know is the space didn’t end where it should have. It kept going.”
“Into the walls and up to the attic?”
“Your guess is as good as mine.”
Raven examined the crawlspace door. The entrance under the staircase felt like the mouth of some dark tunnel leading into the unknown. LeVar looked at Chelsey; her face was lined with worry.
“Time to check the crawlspace,” Raven said. “I want to know where it leads.”
"Are we really doing this again?" Chelsey asked. "You saw what happened last time. I got stuck, and I’m not eager for a repeat."
“Someone has to, Chelsey. There’s something going on in this house, and the crawlspace might connect to the attic. There could be stairs in there, joists to climb on, anything. I want to find out where those noises are coming from.” Raven crouched next to the door and pulled it open.
“But if it’s anything like last time, someone could get hurt. I barely made it out. You have no idea how tight that space is,” Chelsey said.
“I’ll go this time,” Scout said. She had that determined look in her eyes, the one that always made LeVar uneasy.
“No way,” Chelsey said. “It’s too risky. What if you get stuck?”
Scout shrugged, the ghost-hunting equipment slung over her shoulder as she sat next to Raven. “I’m smaller, so I won’t get stuck. You want an answer, don’t you?”
LeVar grabbed the girl’s shoulder, then immediately pulled his hand back. Touching her might send the wrong message. “Hold up, Scout. I’ll go with you.”
“LeVar, you’re too big. You won’t fit. I can handle this.”
A gnawing sense of unease grew inside him. “If you’re going in, I’ll stay right behind you.”
“She’s right, LeVar,” Chelsey said. “You won’t fit. Don’t get stuck trying to play hero. I don’t feel comfortable about Scout going in alone, but if she stays near the entrance and tells us what she sees, there shouldn’t be any danger.”
He didn’t like this plan, but Chelsey had a point. Still, the thought of letting Scout go into the dark, tight crawlspace alone didn’t sit right. “I’ll follow for as long as I can. When the space tightens, I’ll stop. If anything happens, I’ll pull her out.”
“I’ll be fine,” Scout said.
Without waiting for an argument, Scout turned on her flashlight and crawled through the narrow opening. LeVar followed. The beam of her flashlight bounced off the walls, painting disfigured shadows as she disappeared into the darkness.
LeVar stayed as close to the entrance as possible, his eyes tracking the light. He struggled forward until the walls pressed against his shoulders. The further Scout crawled, the harder it was to see her.
The air in the crawlspace felt heavy and damp with the musty scent of old wood and dust. Then he couldn’t see her at all. He strained his ears, listening for his friend.
“Scout?” he called. “You okay in there?”
No response.
“Scout?”
Nothing.
The darkness had swallowed her. It was a ridiculous thought, but there was no other explanation. He couldn’t see the flashlight beam anymore. A chill ran down his spine as he waited.
“Scout, tell me where you are. If you don’t answer, I’m coming in after you.”
Except he couldn’t. The crawlspace wouldn’t allow him to squeeze forward.
His heart pounded. Scout was gone.
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Lucas Gorgetti slouched in the driver’s seat of his car, parked far enough from Lily’s house to avoid drawing attention. He watched through narrowed eyes as Sheriff Thomas Shepherd and Calista O’Brien exited the home. His foot tapped with impatience.
Calista O’Brien.
He’d heard the name spoken around Wolf Lake. She was a forensic artist with a reputation that reached far beyond the village. What was she doing here? A sick feeling twisted in his gut. She was a problem.
He shifted in his seat, watching as the two exchanged words, their voices inaudible from this distance. Then they climbed into the sheriff’s cruiser. The engine rumbled to life.
The kidnapper leaned forward as the cruiser pulled away from the curb.
Had the girl talked?
Impossible. Lily couldn’t have given them anything. She was mute, a ghost in her own little world.
Even so, the presence of Calista gnawed at him. That woman was known for breaking people down and getting inside their heads. If she’d convinced Lily to communicate, he was in trouble.
Lucas shuddered at the thought. His secret was at risk.
What now? Murder the family?
Too late for that. He needed to find out what the sheriff knew.
As the cruiser continued down the street, Lucas started his engine and pulled behind them, careful to keep his distance. He wanted to know where they were going.
His eyes darted from the road to the rear of the sheriff’s car, his thoughts racing.
Where are they going? The station? Or maybe…
He stopped mid-thought as the cruiser turned onto a different street. Lucas’s pulse thrummed. This wasn’t the way to the sheriff’s department.
For several blocks, he followed them through the narrow streets of Wolf Lake. The houses were old and built close together. In this village, everyone knew everyone. They knew him.
Another turn. To his surprise, the cruiser came to a stop outside a house he recognized.
Lucas’s lips twisted into a grin. Of course. He watched as the sheriff and the artist stepped out of the car and approached the front steps.
Kara’s house.
He felt a rush of dark amusement.
So, that’s how it is. They think they can protect her.
Kara. The girl had slipped through his fingers at the park, and ever since she had been a thorn in his side, a loose end he couldn’t afford. He had been patient, waiting for the right moment to finish what he’d started. And now here they were, trying to warn her, trying to save her.
But it wouldn’t matter.
He’d take Kara. She was his, and no sheriff could stand in his way.

INSIDE KARA'S HOUSE, Thomas waited at the kitchen table, trying to maintain order. Across from him sat Calista, her notebook open and pen poised, her expression composed yet focused. Kara sat between her parents, Arnold and Frederica, both hovering over her like sentinels.
Arnold crossed his arms as he glared at Thomas and Calista. Frederica sat close to Kara, her hand resting protectively on her daughter’s shoulder. Kara looked down, her face pale, her fingers picking at her jeans.
"This shouldn’t have happened," Arnold growled. "You had warnings. We’ve been hearing stories for months about these predators hiding in chat rooms, and yet nothing was done. How many kids have to be chased through a park before you people do something?"
Thomas forced himself to remain calm. "We’re doing everything we can, Mr. Winterberg. This predator is escalating, and that’s why we’re here now—to make sure it doesn’t happen again."
Arnold shook his head. "Too little, too late."
"Arnold," Frederica whispered, squeezing his arm, "let the sheriff do his job."
Calista cleared her throat, drawing the room’s attention. "Kara, I understand how hard this must be, but we need your help to stop this person." Her voice drew Kara’s focus, pulling her away from her parents’ protective shadow.
The teen pressed her lips together. "I thought she…I mean, he was my friend," Kara said. "TrustMeGirl. She was so nice at first."
"I realize this is a confusing time for you, but it’s important to understand how this person operates. Can you tell me how you two first connected?"
Kara swallowed, her eyes darting to her father.
Arnold’s face tightened. "She doesn’t need to relive this. You already know what happened. My daughter got lured into talking to a predator because nobody polices these chat rooms."
Thomas inhaled, his patience wearing thin. "Mr. Winterberg, I understand your concern. But in order to stop this predator, we need as much information as possible. That means understanding how he operates, how he made contact."
The man opened his mouth to argue, but Frederica shushed him with a look. He huffed, turning his gaze toward the window.
“Kara, take your time,” Calista said. “Tell me about your first conversation with TrustMeGirl. How did this person approach you?”
"He messaged me in a chat room. I was talking about school, and he claimed he was a high school girl like me, so we had things in common. He also claimed he lived nearby. It seemed real, as if this person understood me."
"Did TrustMeGirl ask for anything right away?" Calista asked.
"No, not at first. We just talked and became friends. But then he wanted to meet in person."
Thomas checked his messages. He had sent Calista’s drawing to Lambert and Aguilar, who were running the face through various databases and checking with members of the community. Someone had to recognize this guy. So far, nothing.
"And when TrustMeGirl asked to meet, did anything feel off?" Calista probed.
“A little, yeah,” Kara said. “But I thought little of it. I just wanted a friend.”
"Kara, you’re helping us more than you know. This person knew how to manipulate you, but with your help we can stop him."
Arnold huffed. "If you’d done your job in the first place, none of this would’ve happened."
"We’re closer to catching this guy than you think, Mr. Winterberg," Thomas said.
Calista ignored the father. "Did this person ever ask you to send pictures? Or ask questions about your family?"
"Yeah, he asked a lot of personal questions. Like where I lived, what my schedule was like. But I never told him anything. I wasn’t that stupid."
Thomas exchanged a look with Calista. This predator knew how to worm his way into a teen’s life.
"Kara, you said this person claimed to live nearby. Did they mention any specific places? Maybe a landmark or something in Wolf Lake?"
"Yes. He said he’d been to the park in the village. When I asked where we should meet, he mentioned the picnic area near the swings."
That narrowed things down. Was the stalker from Wolf Lake?
"Did TrustMeGirl ever mention going to other places in Wolf Lake? Restaurants, stores, anything that would give us a better idea of where he might live?"
"Um, yeah. He mentioned the bakery. The Broken Yolk. He said he loved their pastries."
That was Thomas’s favorite spot. Had this stalker been right under his nose all this time?
A bump sounded outside. Kara’s eyes widened, and Arnold stood. Frederica clutched her teacup, the liquid sloshing as her hand trembled.
“What was that?” Frederica asked.
Thomas rose with Calista. “Stay here,” he said. “We’ll check it out.”
He motioned for Calista to follow him. His hand rested on the handle of his holstered firearm as he unlocked the front door and edged it open. Cold air rushed in, but all he saw was an empty sidewalk.
Scanning the yard, Thomas found too many hiding places.
Someone was here.
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In the suffocating darkness, LeVar yelled again.
“Scout! Where are you?”
His voice reverberated off the walls, but no one responded.
He couldn’t lose Scout. As impossible as it seemed, she had vanished. The house had devoured her.
No, that was nonsense. There was a logical explanation. She was injured, perhaps unconscious. It was easy to bang one’s head against a joist in the dark.
He squeezed forward, his shoulders scraping against the walls. His breath grew shallow as he strained to listen. Scout had to be okay.
“Scout, I’m coming.”
Finally, her voice returned to him, distant but unmistakable. “Why are you yelling? I’m fine. You won’t believe this. There are passages behind the walls. This is incredible.”
LeVar exhaled. His relief quickly turned into frustration. She didn’t seem to understand the danger.
“Scout, you need to get out of there. Like now.” He wiggled, trying to free himself. The space was too tight, and he couldn’t advance any further. He grunted as his shoulder jammed into a corner. “Did you hear me? It’s not safe.”
Behind him, Chelsey spoke through the opening. “Scout, listen to LeVar. Come out before you get lost.”
“Scout, seriously,” Darren said. “It’s too risky to stay in there. Come on. We can explore later.”
But Scout didn’t seem fazed. Her voice became faint. “You guys, this is amazing. There’s a network of tunnels. I can’t believe this was here all along.”
LeVar’s frustration turned into full-blown panic. He tried to inch his way forward, but the walls squeezed him like a vise. He could barely move his arms. “This isn’t a game. Get out of there.”
The silence that followed was unbearable. LeVar strained to hear her, every second like an eternity.
“LeVar, stop where you are,” Chelsey said. “You’re going to get stuck.”
“I’m already stuck,” LeVar growled.
For a moment, there was nothing but the sound of LeVar’s labored breathing and the creaks of the old house. Then Scout replied.
“Okay, okay. I’m coming back.”
LeVar’s muscles relaxed, but the tension didn’t fully leave him. He could hear Scout’s movements, the sound of her crawling through the tight passages. But she was still too far away. He needed to see her and make sure she was okay. Until his eyes landed on her, he would continue to worry.
“Hurry,” he said. “My shoulder is killing me.”
He could hear her crawling closer. At last, she rounded a curve and appeared in his flashlight beam.
“Did you miss me?” she asked.
"Scout," he whispered, "you’re gonna give me a heart attack."
LeVar grunted as he pulled himself out of the crawlspace, the heaviness of the tight passage falling away as he collapsed on the floor of the living room. Sweat trickled down his neck. Scout wriggled out behind him, covered in dust but grinning like she’d just discovered buried treasure.
“If only you’d been there to see,” Scout said, brushing the dirt from her clothes. “I found a way to climb the joists and reach the upper floors. I didn’t think the house had a hidden structure like this. It’s wild.”
LeVar, still catching his breath, fixed her with a hard look. “You’re staying by my side from now on.”
“Sorry. I got a little carried away.”
“A little?”
“Okay, a lot. But isn’t it cool?”
Chelsey and Raven hurried over.
“Scout, what did you see in there? Anything that could explain the noises?” Chelsey asked.
Scout shrugged. “I saw a lot of old boards, dust, and rat droppings.” She wrinkled her nose. “There’s definitely a rat problem in this house.”
Chelsey immediately seized on the information. “Ha! I knew it. It’s rats. They’re probably living in the walls. That explains the scratching noises.”
“Mystery solved,” Raven said. “I’ve been saying it’s vermin this whole time.”
Darren leaned against the doorframe, taking in the scene as Chelsey and Raven continued their banter.
“It's not that unusual for older houses like this to have passageways built into the walls,” Darren said.
"Passageways? You’re talking like we’re in some kind of mystery novel," Chelsey said.
"I know it sounds weird, but it's true. Especially in houses that are a century or more old. Back then, some homes were built with hidden passages for practical reasons. Could have been for maintenance, insulation, or even smuggling. Prohibition happened, but people didn’t stop drinking."
Scout perked up, the excitement returning to her eyes. "So you’re saying this house might have more passages we haven’t found?"
"Maybe," Darren said. "If you ask me, the original owner used the passageways for repairs. They could have run wiring and plumbing when modern utilities were first installed. In some of these places, workers would crawl through spaces like this one to fix things without tearing up walls or floors. You could move through most of the house with no one knowing."
LeVar massaged his shoulder. "Okay, I understand the practical reasons for having passageways, but why would someone still use them now? The Gallos mentioned nothing about secret tunnels running through their house."
"A lot of homeowners don’t even know these spaces exist until they stumble upon them, like Scout did. Maybe the Gallos never noticed."
Chelsey crossed her arms, considering the idea. "So the noises could be from someone—or something—moving through those passageways?"
"Maybe an animal crawled inside."
“So what now?” Scout asked. “We need to check the rest of the passageways, right?”
“Not happening,” LeVar replied. “You’re staying out of crawlspaces from now on. If there’s something in the walls, it’s too dangerous to keep poking around without knowing what we’re dealing with. Rabies, yo.”
"Good point. We need to figure out what’s crawling through the walls before we put ourselves at risk," Raven said.
“I’m not buying all this,” Scout said. “That crash earlier wasn’t a rat. Not unless we’re dealing with a rat the size of a Volkswagen.”
“That’s a fair argument,” Darren said. “A rat couldn’t make those heavy thumping sounds. And what about that temperature drop? Rats don’t cause the air to chill.”
“Drafts, cracks in the walls, faulty insulation,” Raven said. “That explains the temperature fluctuations. And there are no Volkswagen-sized rats.”
“Are you sure?”
“Uh, yeah. Ever seen one at the state park?”
“Not yet, but I haven’t explored every inch of the forest.”
“You’re impossible.”
“Look,” Chelsey said, “we found the evidence of rats. That’s the logical answer here. I think we’ve⁠—”
A sudden crash came from upstairs, cutting her off. The sound reverberated through the house, even louder than the previous crash.
LeVar leaped out of his sneakers. “What was that?”
Scout craned her neck. “It came from upstairs.”
“See? That wasn’t a rat,” Darren said.
“Okay, maybe we haven’t figured this out yet,” Chelsey said. She touched the gun in her holster. “Someone is in the house. It’s time to call the sheriff’s department.”
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With his radio in one hand, Thomas ran his eyes up and down Kara’s street. A neighbor down the road worked in the driveway, spraying the macadam with a hose. The sun was dipping below the horizon. Shadows stretched their dark hands over the neighborhood.
Yet there was something waiting in the coming night. A feeling. They weren’t alone.
Beside him, Calista adjusted her jacket as she searched the darkening street. She had said little since their interview with Kara, but Thomas could tell she was deep in thought. He stepped down from the porch and motioned for her to follow.
"Let’s take a walk around the block," Thomas said, keeping his tone casual. "I want to get a feel for the neighborhood."
Calista fell in step beside him. As they walked, his hand rested on his belt near his sidearm. The evening felt wrong. Corrupt. He’d learned to trust his instincts over the years, and right now, every instinct told him someone was watching them.
"You feel it too?" Calista asked, her voice breaking through his thoughts.
Thomas looked at her, surprised. "You notice it?"
"I’ve spent enough time chasing criminals to know when something isn’t right. We’re being watched."
They reached the corner of the street and Thomas slowed, his eyes scanning the houses. Lights flickered on as the night approached, but none of the homes stood out. No open windows, no figures lurking. Still, the feeling persisted.
"Whoever it is, they’re good at keeping out of sight," Thomas muttered.
"This predator is keeping tabs on us. Maybe on Kara too. I don’t want to get too far from her house. He could be close."
Thomas grimaced. He quickened his pace, leading Calista down a narrow alley between two houses. They emerged in a parallel street, where the houses backed onto a wooded lot.
"He’s near," she said as they entered the shadow of the trees. "Should we call for backup?"
“Soon.”
He wanted Lambert or Aguilar by his side, but he’d tasked them with identifying the face in Calista’s drawing.
“Talk to me.”
He cocked an eyebrow. “About?”
She lowered her voice. “About anything. If this guy is close, I want to sound casual, as if we don’t know he’s here. Let him show himself.”
Thomas cleared his throat.
"You’ve been back in the game for several hours," Thomas said. "Must feel strange after stepping away for so long."
Calista issued a bitter laugh. "Strange is one way to put it. After everything I’ve seen, I thought I’d be able to escape my former life. No such luck."
He noted the conflict in her eyes. "You never miss the work?"
"Sometimes, yes," she admitted. "But what I really miss is the purpose. When you’re chasing criminals, solving puzzles, bringing justice to victims, there’s a clarity to your life. A sense that you’re doing something that matters. When I retired, it felt like I left a part of myself behind."
He nodded, understanding more than he expected to. "The responsibility stays with you, even when you try to let it go."
“No question about it.”
From the corner of his eye, Thomas studied the darkened yards between the homes. The only thing that moved was a dog on a chain. Maybe this charade was a waste of time.
"Anything you want to ask me?"
“Tell me about your wedding,” Calista said.
Thomas shifted his weight from one leg to another. "Chelsey is an amazing woman. Intelligent, patient. To tell you the truth, I’m terrified I won’t be enough for her. I’m not sure I can be the husband she deserves."
When the words left his mouth, Thomas was shocked. He hardly knew Calista. Yet there was something about this woman that made him feel comfortable enough to open up.
"Thomas, I’ve met a lot of men in law enforcement, men who think they have to be invincible to do their jobs. But I’ve met no one like you." Her eyes held his. "You care, and you carry the weight of your responsibilities with integrity. Chelsey knows who you are, and she believes in you—probably more than you believe in yourself."
Her words hit him deeper than he expected. He looked down, letting out a slow breath. "I’ve seen marriages fall apart because of this job. Because of what we carry with us every day. The last thing I want is for Chelsey to regret marrying an officer of the law."
"She’s lucky to have you. You’re a good man, Thomas. Believe that you’re enough."
They stood there for a moment, the silence between them comfortable, the woods that bordered the neighborhood eerily still.
Then they rounded the block and headed back toward Kara’s house.
“Thomas, when did you learn you had Asperger’s?” she asked.
Thomas stopped in his tracks, staring at her in surprise. It wasn’t something he broadcast, especially not to someone he’d just met. Yet she knew. Had she read about him in the news? He doubted she needed a newspaper to inform her. Someone like Calista could see inside him.
“How did you find out?” he asked, his voice catching.
“I read about you. When I was deciding whether to move to Wolf Lake, I looked into the people who ran the village, knowing I might work with them at some point. I hope I didn’t offend you.”
Thomas swallowed, trying to process her words. Most people wouldn’t have bothered to dig that deep, but Calista wasn’t most people.
“I was diagnosed as a kid,” Thomas said. “It explained a lot—why I struggled to connect with others, why I was so fixated on certain routines. But it also gave me a framework to work with. It wasn’t easy, but I learned how to navigate my gift.”
Her eyes lit up when he called Asperger’s a gift. “You’ve done more than navigate it, Thomas. You’ve thrived in one of the most challenging professions in law enforcement. That’s impressive.”
“I don’t know about that. But I’ve always had to work harder to prove myself. Being sheriff has helped. There are still days when I wonder if I’m doing enough.”
A call from Aguilar arrived on his phone.
“Aguilar, what have you got?” he asked.
“Lambert and I narrowed the list of gray Ford Taurus drivers in Nightshade County,” Aguilar said. “There’s one man who matches the description Lily gave—Lucas Gorgetti. He’s an insurance adjuster, lives in town. I pulled his file. He has no criminal record, but something about him sets off alarms. The guy changes jobs a lot, and he’s had seven residences in ten years. We got a lead on his address if you want to move on him.”
“How strong is your conviction?”
“It’s strong. His work history is clean, but the timeline fits with what we know. He drives a 2014 gray Ford Taurus, matches the physical description, and his job gives him an excuse to be all over the area. Plus, traffic camera footage places his car near the village park the day Kara was chased.”
Lucas Gorgetti had to be their guy.
But was he already in Kara’s neighborhood, waiting to finish the job?
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Thomas gripped his phone as he stood by the curb, the night air drifting down the back of his neck. Aguilar waited for him to decide what to do next.
“Secure a warrant for Lucas Gorgetti’s home,” he said. “I want access to his online records, his devices. Everything.”
Aguilar didn’t miss a beat. “I’m on it, Thomas. I’ll call the judge and get the paperwork moving. We should have the warrant by the time you reach his place.”
“I’m not going to his house.”
“Why not? This has to be our kidnapper.”
“Because he’s here, Aguilar. I can feel it. Listen, this guy has been careful. He’s close, and I don’t want to give him a chance to run.”
“I’ll update Lambert and coordinate with the team. But why would Gorgetti move on Kara with you in the neighborhood?”
“He’ll think I left,” Thomas said.
“What’s your plan?”
“Give me a few minutes to figure this out. I have Calista with me, and we’re heading to Kara’s house. As soon as I decide, I’ll call you back.”
“Got it, Thomas. Stay safe.”
Thomas hung up and slid the phone into his pocket. He turned to Calista.
“We think the kidnapper is Lucas Gorgetti, an insurance adjuster in Wolf Lake,” he said. “Aguilar is getting the warrant for his house, but I’m certain he’s watching us right now.”
“Now what? We’re almost back to where we started.”
As they neared Kara’s house, Thomas spotted a vehicle up ahead. A car parked a little too perfectly, too neatly, in the shadows with its lights off. Thomas squinted into the coming night and made out the vehicle—a gray Ford Taurus.
His pulse quickened. Lucas Gorgetti.
“Bingo.”
“You were right,” she said, stopping in her tracks before they emerged beneath the streetlight.
Thomas hoped Gorgetti hadn’t seen them. Not yet.
“Calista, I need you to do exactly as I say.”
“Okay, but what’s going on?”
He kept his eyes locked on the vehicle, which was slowly pulling away as though trying not to draw attention.
Too late, buddy.
“Take my keys,” Thomas said, handing them to her. “You’ll drive the cruiser out of the neighborhood.”
Calista blinked, stunned. “And leave you here? Why? What about Kara’s house?”
“That’s Lucas Gorgetti in the Taurus. He’s watching us. I need him to think I’m leaving.”
“But—”
“Just do it.” He removed his sheriff’s hat and handed it to her. “Put this on, keep your head down, and whatever you do, don’t make eye contact with him. He can’t see your face.”
“He’ll think I’m you.”
“If we’re lucky, yes. He can’t know we’re onto him. If he sees you in the cruiser, wearing my hat, he’ll think I’m going back to the station and leaving Kara alone.”
Calista stared at the hat. “If you’re sure this will work.” She placed the hat on her head, adjusting it so it shadowed her face.
“Drive slow, but not too slow,” Thomas instructed. “Keep it casual. Once you’re a block or two away, park out of sight and wait for my command.”
She chewed her lip. “I knew you were a unique individual, Thomas Shepherd, but I never would have considered this option. What if the lawmakers learn you let me drive your cruiser?”
“Consider yourself deputized. Better take my jacket too.” He removed his sheriff’s jacket and waited until she donned it. They were about the same height. This had to work. “Get going.”
Wearing the hat and jacket, Calista walked off and headed toward the cruiser. Thomas slipped behind a tree.
She opened the driver’s side door. The engine and lights turned on, and the cruiser started down the block. A few seconds later, a shadow moved inside the Taurus. Gorgetti was watching.
That’s it. Take the bait.
When the cruiser turned the corner and vanished, a man emerged from the Taurus. He waited in the darkness, as if he expected the law enforcement vehicle to return.
Now the real hunt would begin.
Thomas crouched behind the tree, every muscle tense as he watched Lucas Gorgetti leave the shadows. His gut told him the man was making his move. The Taurus sat abandoned, half-hidden beneath an oak tree. Convinced Thomas had departed the scene, Gorgetti moved toward Kara’s house.
Thomas lifted the radio and contacted the station.
"Aguilar, Lambert, I need backup. Gorgetti is in Kara’s neighborhood. He’s walking toward the house."
“Copy that,” Aguilar replied. “We’re on our way. ETA five minutes.”
Thomas kept his eyes on the kidnapper, who paused every few steps, as if scanning the area and looking out for witnesses. Did Gorgetti believe nobody was watching him? The last thing Thomas needed was for the predator to bolt.
The kidnapper slipped through the yards, approaching Kara’s house. He crouched to stay hidden. From Thomas’s vantage point, he could make out Gorgetti’s features—disheveled hair, a scruffy beard, and a nervous energy that radiated off his body.
Gorgetti stopped two properties away from his destination. He seemed to be deciding whether to take the girl now. Behind the shaded window of Kara’s house, a silhouette passed. The figure was slight and had long hair. Kara.
Thomas’s heart beat in his throat. He had to keep calm and wait for the right moment. If he acted too soon, he wouldn’t catch the kidnapper in the act. But if he waited too long…
He checked his radio again, hoping Aguilar and Lambert were close. He needed backup, and time was running out. Gorgetti was close to Kara’s house now, his eyes fixed on the front door.
A bug flew into Thomas’s eye. He lowered his head and cursed. When he lifted his gaze, the kidnapper was gone.
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LeVar charged up the staircase with his service weapon drawn, ready for whatever—or whoever—had caused the thunderous crash. Behind him, the other investigators followed. The house was full of strange noises, but he couldn’t explain away the sound as a loose board falling or an animal upstairs.
“If that was a ghost,” LeVar said, “it’s the loudest one I’ve ever heard.”
Chelsey, her face tight with focus, gripped the flashlight in one hand. "It came from the attic."
LeVar turned the corner when they reached the landing. The hallway stretched ahead, dark and quiet. The old house settled and emitted a groan, like old bones coming back to life. He located the next staircase and approached the attic door.
“Scout, stay behind us. Everyone ready?” he asked.
The others whispered in agreement.
LeVar tested the attic door. It swung open on its own, creaking on rusty hinges.
Just like in a ghost movie.
The smell hit him—a musty stench created by dust, forgotten items, and decay. The air felt heavier in here, as though it had hidden inside the attic for decades. Boxes were piled high along the walls. Insulation hung between the joists. Old, discolored wallpaper peeled from the walls and exposed the rough wood. Cobwebs draped across the corners, their delicate strands shimmering in the beams of light.
The attic was a mess. Was this the source of the crash? Several boxes had tumbled over, spilling their contents across the floor. Books and broken knick-knacks lay scattered across the dusty planks.
"Smells like an antique shop in here," Raven said, covering her nose with her sleeve.
Chelsey’s flashlight beam settled on the far side of the attic, where the largest pile of boxes had toppled. "Maybe a box just fell over." Her voice held no conviction.
LeVar approached the fallen boxes. As he moved closer, he felt certain they weren’t alone.
Scout crouched and brushed her fingers over the dusty floor. “This place is ancient,” she said, her voice hushed with awe. “But look at these marks. This wasn’t an accident. Something was here.”
LeVar followed her eyes and saw drag marks on the floor, as though something heavy had been pushed across the attic. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end.
Darren inspected the marks. “I don’t know what did this, but whatever it was, it’s strong. Sorry, Scout, but this doesn’t feel like a ghost story. We have a visitor.”
“Where is this visitor?” Raven asked.
“I’m not sure, but I don’t think that crash was a box falling over.”
“Then what was it?”
“That’s what I intend to find out. I suggest we clear every room.”
“And I concur,” LeVar said.
Raven wiped a hand across her forehead to brush away a few stray cobwebs. "The crash came from the attic, sure, and whatever caused it wasn’t a ghost or a rat. Something else is going on here."
Darren looked around then shoved aside a large box that had fallen over. He drew a breath.
“There’s a hole in the floor,” Scout said.
“Something heavy caused the floor to give way.” Darren peered into the opening.
LeVar moved closer and shone his flashlight through the hole. His eyes widened as the beam caught movement. A person.
Through the dust-filled air, LeVar spotted a man’s leg shifting in the spare room below the attic. The figure scrambled, trying to get up and run.
“That’s no ghost,” LeVar said, pulling Scout behind him to shield her.
Darren aimed his own flashlight. “Looks like we have a squatter.”
Not wanting the man to escape, LeVar bolted for the stairs. “Move. We can’t let him get away!”
They tore down the attic steps. The house came alive with the sounds of pursuit.
As they descended to the second floor, the thud of footsteps pounded below them, growing fainter as the figure made a break for the front door. LeVar ran faster. The man had a head start, but LeVar’s determination pushed him forward.
As they passed the spare room, LeVar noticed the window at the far end of the room was wide open, curtains fluttering in the night breeze. He couldn’t stop now. When he reached the front door, he glimpsed the intruder sprinting across the yard toward the cover of darkness.
The adrenaline coursed through his veins as LeVar sprinted after the fleeing figure. The wind bit at his face, but he ignored it and locked his focus on the shadowy man ahead. He was faster than anyone else in the group, and the distance between him and the intruder shrank.
“Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department! Freeze!” LeVar yelled.
The man didn’t stop. Instead, he pushed himself harder, his form jerking as he limped on his injured leg. But no matter how hard he tried, LeVar was closing in. He could hear Darren a few steps behind, then Raven and the others. As LeVar pursued the unknown intruder, he wished Scout hadn’t built up her endurance by running with him over the last year. She ran lockstep with Chelsey, never losing ground. He didn’t want her to jump into the fray and hurt herself.
With a final burst of speed, LeVar leaped and tackled the man from behind. They hit the ground hard, rolling in the dirt and grass. LeVar scrambled on top, but this man gave him a fight. Whoever the intruder was, his brawny physique made him difficult to overcome. Tattoos covered his forearms and neck. As the others arrived to help, LeVar pressed the man onto his stomach and secured his wrists with a zip tie.
The man let out a grunt of pain, his hurt leg hanging limp as LeVar pinned him flat. He turned his head. Darren aimed a flashlight at the man’s face.
LeVar’s eyes widened. “Colin Brawdy,” he breathed.
The fugitive stared up at him, his face a mask of fury mixed with panic. Brawdy’s dirt-smeared face made him look even more dangerous than the mugshots had.
Scout pointed at the trapped convict. “Isn’t that the guy who escaped from prison?”
“That’s him. And it appears he was hiding inside the Gallos’ house.”
Raven and Chelsey gasped upon recognizing the escaped prisoner. “Can’t say I expected to catch this guy tonight,” Raven muttered, disbelief in her voice.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Chelsey said. “We were chasing a fugitive this whole time?”
LeVar stood and pulled Brawdy to his feet. “Looks like our ghost was none other than Collin Brawdy.”
Brawdy winced as he struggled to stay upright. “You’re not even cops.”
“I am,” LeVar said. “Like I said, Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department.”
“Ah, hell.”
LeVar gripped the man’s wrists, not taking any chances.
“Call the sheriff’s department,” LeVar told Chelsey. “Tell him we’ve got the escaped convict. And tell the Gallo family their house is free of ghosts now.”
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Full dark fell over Wolf Lake. Without making a sound, Thomas peered through a window behind Kara’s house. He’d lost sight of Lucas Gorgetti, but he was sure the kidnapper would go after the teenager.
Inside, Kara’s parents were visibly upset, their voices rising in a heated argument. Kara lingered beside the dining room table as if she wanted to be anywhere but there. They didn’t realize a dangerous predator was searching for a way inside.
Where were Lambert and Aguilar? They were five minutes late.
Thomas couldn’t wait any longer.
He lifted his hand to knock on the window and warn the family but stopped. Someone was behind him.
Then he heard it—a faint rustle, the sound of a footstep in the grass.
"She belongs to me, Sheriff Shepherd."
Thomas barely had time to process the words before the glint of metal flashed in the corner of his vision. He ducked. The blade sliced past his face, missing by inches. He stumbled and caught himself against the side of the house.
Gorgetti had known Thomas was here all along. His eyes gleamed with a predatory glint, the knife still in his hand.
“You think you can protect her? You can’t. She’s mine,” the kidnapper said.
Thomas reached for his gun, but the man was quick. He ducked into the shadows. Thomas leveled the gun. Where was the kidnapper?
A shoulder struck the sheriff’s midsection. With a grunt, Thomas toppled to the ground with the kidnapper on top of him.
The knife rose and plunged at his face. Thomas twisted his head before the blade buried itself into the earth.
A heave sent the kidnapper to the side. Thomas moved, positioning himself to cut off Gorgetti’s escape.
“Put the knife down!” Thomas shouted.
Gorgetti didn’t respond. Instead, he lunged again, the knife arcing through the air toward Thomas’s chest. The gun fired, but the bullet missed its mark. Thomas sidestepped just in time. The blade grazed his arm. Pain shot through him, but he didn’t flinch.
In the distance, a siren wailed. Backup was coming. But were Lambert and Aguilar too late?
He aimed the gun again, but the kidnapper struck his forearm and sent the service weapon tumbling into the grass.
Gorgetti lunged. Thomas sidestepped and dodged the blade, but the kidnapper relentlessly charged forward. The two men collided in a tangle of limbs, and Thomas felt the man’s raw power as they grappled for control. Gorgetti was stronger than he’d expected.
The knife slashed through the air, aiming for the sheriff’s throat. Thomas caught Gorgetti’s wrist. The kidnapper’s face twisted in rage, veins bulging in his neck.
"She’s mine!" Gorgetti growled, his breath hot against Thomas’s face as he tried to force the blade down.
Thomas’s arm trembled under the strain, the knife inching closer, but he refused to let the weapon descend. Instead, he used Gorgetti’s own momentum against him, rolling his body and sending Gorgetti sprawling to the side. Both men scrambled to their feet, but Thomas was quicker this time.
Gorgetti swung the knife again, but Thomas was ready. He ducked and drove his elbow into the kidnapper’s ribs. The force of the blow earned a grunt of pain from the man. The knife fell from his hand, vanishing into the grass.
Thomas pivoted on his heel and landed a swift, precise kick to Gorgetti’s chest. The blow knocked the wind out of the man and sent him staggering backward.
Gorgetti wheezed and clutched his chest as he tried to recover. Thomas didn’t give him the chance. He tackled Gorgetti and twisted his arm behind his back. The man roared as Thomas forced him down to the ground, pinning him with a knee between his shoulder blades.
“You’re done,” Thomas growled, pulling out the cuffs and snapping them around Gorgetti’s wrists. He yanked the kidnapper to his feet, keeping a firm grip on the cuffs.
“You have the right to remain silent,” Thomas said. “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.”
Gorgetti struggled, but it was no use. Thomas had him.
As Thomas finished reading the kidnapper his rights, the sound of approaching footsteps caught his attention. He saw Aguilar and Lambert rushing toward him, their flashlights bobbing in the night.
"Thomas!" Aguilar called out. "Are you all right?"
"Got him," Thomas said. "
Aguilar and Lambert helped Thomas escort Gorgetti to the cruiser. The man struggled again as they pushed him into the back seat, his eyes wild with fury.
Aguilar shut the door and locked Gorgetti inside. "Sorry we were late. A tractor trailer jackknifed and blocked the road."
“What about Kara and her family?” Lambert asked. “Is everyone okay?”
“Safe and sound,” Thomas said. He placed the radio to his lips. “Calista, it’s Sheriff Shepherd. We got Gorgetti. You can bring back my cruiser.”
Aguilar and Lambert looked at him in confusion.
Thomas looked back at the house. Kara and her parents were staring through the window in shock.
Gorgetti was in custody, and he had a retired forensic artist and a girl who couldn’t speak to thank.
“Let’s get him booked,” Thomas said, rubbing his arm where the knife had grazed him. “And I want every detail on his background. I’m sure Kara wasn’t his only stalking victim.”
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With Lucas Gorgetti in custody, Thomas clipped the radio to his belt. Neighbors ventured outside to check on the commotion. The wind made Thomas’s body ripple with goosebumps, reminding him that summer was still a few months away. He rested against the bumper of the cruiser, the last hour’s events spinning inside his head.
“While you were taking down Gorgetti, we had a breakthrough in the Collin Brawdy investigation,” Aguilar said.
Thomas looked up, curious. “What’s going on?”
Lambert, hands resting on his hips, let out a low whistle. “You won’t believe this. LeVar and the team at Wolf Lake Consulting just caught him.”
“Brawdy? The escaped fugitive?” Thomas’s eyebrows shot up. “How?”
Aguilar exchanged a glance with Lambert, clearly finding the whole situation as surreal as it sounded. “They were investigating the Gallo house, apparently chasing some paranormal activity. Turns out there were no ghosts. Just a squatter hiding from the law.”
“You’re saying Brawdy was hiding in the house?”
“Yeah, believe it or not,” Lambert said. “Chelsey and the crew thought they were hunting a spirit, but it turns out Brawdy was moving through the crawlspace and using the walls to navigate the house. He’d been hiding there since escaping from prison.”
Thomas ran a hand through his hair, processing the information. “So that explains the weird thumps and scratching the family reported.”
“Creepy, isn’t it? He was sneaking around inside the walls. LeVar said they found a hole in the attic floor where Brawdy must have fallen through, and they chased him when he tried to escape. Took him down outside the house.”
The sheriff couldn’t help but laugh. “They were hunting ghosts and found a fugitive. Sounds about right for Chelsey and LeVar.”
“LeVar was the one who caught him. Brawdy was already injured after falling through the attic floor, so he didn’t get far.”
“Brawdy is a dangerous convict. It’s a good thing no one got hurt.”
Aguilar propped herself up on the hood of the cruiser. “Yeah, and now we have two fewer criminals to worry about.” She tapped the vehicle. “Well, I guess we’d better get Mr. Stalker back to the station.”
“Contact me after he’s in the cage,” Thomas said.
As the taillights of Aguilar’s cruiser disappeared into the distance, Thomas turned to find Calista standing beside him, holding out the keys to his own cruiser.
"Thanks for taking the wheel," he said, pocketing the keys.
She winked. "I think I passed as you for a few blocks. Never thought someone would ask me to dress up as the Nightshade County sheriff."
“I want to tell Kara and her parents about Gorgetti.”
“Mind if I join you?”
“I’d appreciate the company.”
Thomas approached the front door of the Winterberg house. When they entered, Kara’s parents escorted them into the living room. Kara sat on the couch with her knees drawn up to her chest.
Arnold glared at Thomas. "What happened out there? Is my daughter safe now?"
"The man who was stalking Kara was Lucas Gorgetti, a local insurance adjustor. He’s in custody now, and he won’t be a threat to anyone in Wolf Lake. Not anymore."
Frederica exhaled and hugged her daughter. Arnold, however, seemed unappeased.
“Kara, I’m not here to scare you, but this is a serious warning,” Thomas said. “Online predators know how to talk to teens and pretend to be someone they’re not. You can’t trust strangers online. No matter how friendly they seem, or how much they say they understand you, they can’t be trusted.”
"I should have known better," Kara said.
Thomas softened his tone and sat beside her. "I know you meant well. These predators are good at what they do. They know how to gain your trust. But never share personal information online, and don’t agree to meet anyone without knowing for sure who they are. You were lucky this time."
"There won’t be a next time," Arnold interrupted. "She’s not getting near that damn computer again."
Kara winced, and Frederica looked uncomfortable.
"Mr. Winterberg," Calista said, "I’ve seen cases like this before—cases that didn’t have a happy ending. It’s terrifying for a parent. Believe me, I know. But what I’ve also seen is that overreacting and pulling your daughter away from her technology won’t protect her. In fact, it could isolate her more, making her more vulnerable to the next predator."
"So what are you suggesting? That we just let her keep doing whatever she wants?"
"No. I’m suggesting that you guide her and teach her to be smart and safe online. Kara is intelligent, but she needs your support, not your control. You can’t hover over her. She should feel safe coming to you when something doesn’t seem right."
Arnold opened his mouth to argue, but Calista didn’t give him the chance.
"I’ve seen parents lose their children to predators because they weren’t present. They dismissed their children’s concerns or became so strict that their kids shut them out. Be a support system for Kara, not just someone who disciplines her."
Kara’s mother gave a nod of agreement, while Arnold remained quiet.
"I know this is hard for all of you," Calista said, "but if you work together, you can protect Kara and make sure she feels safe coming to you about problems she encounters online."
Thomas added, "The internet isn’t going anywhere. Kara will navigate its back roads for the rest of her life. The best thing you can do is teach her how to protect herself."
There was a long pause before Arnold spoke. "I guess I could trust my daughter more."
Frederica squeezed Kara’s hand. "Her parents love her, even if they don’t always show it."
"I didn’t mean for any of this to happen," Kara said.
“You’re safe now. That’s all that matters.”

THE LEAVES RUSTLED as Thomas led Calista down the porch steps. Inside, the shouting had ended. The Winterberg family was healing.
“I don’t know if we would’ve gotten through to Kara or her parents without you,” Thomas said.
Calista looked away. “I’m glad I could help. But there’s something you need to understand, Thomas. These online stalkers are predators in every sense of the word. And sometimes the outcome isn’t as lucky as what happened with Kara tonight.”
“You’ve seen unhappy endings, haven’t you?”
She paused, as if remembering something she wished she could forget. “I worked on a case a few years ago. A teenage boy, seventeen years old, got tangled up with someone online. But this person wasn’t just pretending to be a friend. They were much worse.”
Thomas could tell by her tone that this was a story that still haunted her. “What happened?”
“The boy—his name was Eric—was an introvert. Like Kara, he didn’t have friends at school, and he spent most of his time online. He met someone in a gaming forum who seemed to understand him better than anyone. This person, who claimed to be another teenage boy, was friendly at first. They talked about games, school, and eventually, more personal things. It seemed innocent. But over time, things escalated.”
He listened intently, her words sinking like poison into his veins. He sensed where the story was headed, but he needed to hear the details. Or maybe Calista needed to tell someone.
“This predator manipulated Eric into sharing more and more about his life. His family, his routines, where he lived. He made Eric feel like they were best friends, like he could trust him with anything. And eventually, this person convinced Eric to meet up. They arranged a time and place, just like Kara did, but Eric didn’t tell anyone. Big mistake.”
“And then?”
“Eric never came home. His parents found out hours later when he didn’t show up for dinner. They reported him missing. For weeks, the police searched, but they had no leads. The person he’d met online covered his tracks well.”
“Did they locate the boy?”
“Eventually,” Calista said. “They found Eric’s body in a shallow grave in a remote wooded area, miles from his home. He’d been tortured, and he was dead long before anyone even realized he was missing. The person who lured him in wasn’t a teenage boy at all. It was a grown man, a serial predator who’d been hunting vulnerable teens for years.”
“I hope the police caught him.”
Calista’s eyes darkened. “We did by tracking his online activity. The authorities finally traced the messages back to him, but only after Eric’s death. And the worst part? Eric wasn’t his first victim.”
The night turned silent as a cloud slid across the moon.
Thomas thought how close they had come to losing Kara. “It’s a wake-up call.”
“By the time the trap is sprung, the victim feels like they know their stalker. It’s terrifying how easily they manipulate young minds.”
“We’ll do more outreach in schools. This can’t happen again.”
Calista gave him a tight smile. “You’re doing the right thing. But for every predator we catch, there are hundreds more.”
“Do you think you’ll stay in Wolf Lake?”
The lake lay invisible from this neighborhood, but Calista stared in its direction.
“It’s funny how life works. Sometimes, what we’re running from helps us find our purpose.”
“Been there, done that.”
Calista paced, as if wrestling with the decision. “I’m not sure, Thomas. Part of me feels like I should keep moving. But to what purpose?”
“Don’t leave. Give our village time, and you’ll learn to love it.”
They didn’t speak for a while. There was a sense of calm between them, an understanding that nobody could escape their pasts. When the running stopped, each of them would find peace.
“I think you’ll fit in just fine here,” Thomas said.
Calista wore a genuine smile. “We’ll see about that, Sheriff Shepherd.”
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The clock read ten as Thomas drove back to the station. His phone rested on the seat beside him, and after a moment of indecision, he used the hands-free connection on the console to call Chelsey.
The line rang twice before she answered.
“Hey, my love. It sounds like you had an active night,” she said.
“I could say the same for you.”
“Aguilar mentioned Lucas Gorgetti cut your arm.”
He bit his tongue, wishing Aguilar had kept that tidbit to herself. “Hardly. The blade scratched me. No stitches needed.”
“A bandage?”
“Just a small one,” he said.
“With Muppets on the bandage?”
He laughed. “Scooby Doo, actually. Anyhow, I’m fine. Just wanted to check in. How are things with you after catching Collin Brawdy? I heard the good news from Lambert and Aguilar.”
“We’re safe and sound. Still can’t believe we stumbled onto an escaped convict while looking for ghosts. It’s not every day a fugitive falls into your hands like that.”
“Sounds like he fell quite a distance before landing in your hands.”
“Ha, excellent point. The genius broke a board in the attic, crashed through the ceiling, and landed in the spare room. I still can’t believe he had enough strength to get up and run. If we didn’t have LeVar, I doubt we would have caught him.”
“You’re safe though, right? You and the others?”
“Yeah, we’re all fine. Raven and Darren are briefing the Gallo family. Scout, well…you know how she is. She has an adventurous spirit, but it worries me.”
Thomas waited at a red light. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’m not sure how I feel about Scout chasing Collin Brawdy with the rest of the team. That could’ve gone wrong in so many ways.”
“I hear you. Believe me, I had my heart in my throat when I realized she was chasing Brawdy. And ever since she took up running, her endurance is through the roof. She outpaced me and Raven. Scout is fearless, and while that can be a benefit, she gets reckless. I talked to her about pulling back, but you know how she is.”
“LeVar is keeping an eye on her too, I take it.”
Chelsey didn’t respond immediately, but when she did, there was a hint of concern in her words. “He looks out for her, but yeah, I’ve noticed plenty. LeVar is protective of Scout in a way that’s more than just friendly concern. And honestly, Scout seems to care for him in the same way.”
“She’s so young, Chelsey. LeVar has a heart the size of Wolf Lake, but if things blur between them, their relationship could get messy.”
“I’ve thought about that too,” Chelsey said. “I’m not sure he realizes how much he’s caught up in his own feelings. Thomas, I don’t want either of them to get hurt, and I have to think of Naomi. She trusts me to keep Scout on the straight and narrow, and I’m not sure I’m doing a good job.”
“Chelsey, you’re doing everything you can. We can’t monitor Scout’s activities day and night. I don’t know how to approach LeVar again without him getting defensive. He’s always been good at handling their friendship, but this feels different.”
“Maybe it’s time we both talk to him. Not to interfere, but to remind him of their boundaries. Scout has so much growing up to do, and LeVar has to let her follow her own path. Hey, if they’re still close a few years from now, the age difference won’t be a big deal.”
“A few years seem like forever when you’re their ages,” Thomas said. “And with Scout heading off to school with LeVar this fall, and no one supervising them, anything could happen.”
“Don’t remind me.”
“For now, I’m just glad everyone is safe. And we closed two major cases in one night.”
“That has to be some kind of record.”
The station appeared at the end of the block.
“I need to speak with Lambert and Aguilar,” he said. “Don’t wait up for me.”
“Thomas, don’t stay all night.”
“I promise I won’t.”
“And I’ll hold you to that promise.”
Thomas and his deputies finished booking Lucas Gorgetti and Collin Brawdy. The two men sat in separate cells, each fuming for different reasons. Gorgetti’s cold stare never left Thomas during the processing, while Brawdy seemed to be in a state of disbelief over Chelsey’s team catching him after his efforts to stay hidden.
Once the paperwork was finalized and the men were behind bars, Thomas made his way to the break room, the fatigue of the long day dragging on him. He found LeVar at a table with a cup of coffee and a submarine sandwich in front of him.
“How can you eat that much this late in the evening?” Thomas asked.
“It’s not yet midnight, and you can feed me anytime. I’m not a gremlin. Want half?”
Thomas held up a hand. “I couldn’t. That much food will give me indigestion.”
“Man, what a night.”
“No kidding,” Thomas said, grabbing a coffee of his own before sitting across from LeVar. “How’s the team holding up?”
“No problem, Shep. But knowing that Brawdy was hiding in that house? It’s seriously messed up. I mean, we were hunting for ghosts, and the true terror was right there, moving around the house while we were investigating.”
“You guys actually thought it was a ghost?”
LeVar chuckled, shaking his head. “Nah, not me. I wasn’t buying into the ghost theory, but Darren and Scout were all in. Chelsey and Raven didn’t buy the poltergeist angle, either. But no one expected to find an escaped convict in the house, moving through the walls like some kind of horror movie monster.”
“It’s chilling, to say the least. And when did the noises start?”
“According to the Gallos, a day or two after the escape,” LeVar said, sipping his coffee. “We know he came through Kane Grove on his way from Buffalo. Brawdy must have slipped inside when they weren’t home. He was using the crawlspace to move around, and honestly it gives me the creeps. Makes you wonder how many people live in houses with someone hiding right under their noses.”
“Good story for Halloween. It’s one of those cases that makes your skin crawl, no doubt. I’ve dealt with some dark things over the years, but hiding in someone’s walls is a new level of disturbing.”
“We were lucky, though. If we hadn’t gone back, who knows how long he would’ve lived there? He could have murdered the family.”
“You did good, LeVar.”
LeVar gave a half-smile, though there was still a hint of unease in his eyes. “Thanks. But I it’s gonna be a long time before I go into another attic without thinking about a psychopath lurking around.”
“I need to head home. Before I leave, there’s something we should talk about.”
“No need. I have no intention of dating Scout, Shep Dawg. And I remember everything you told me.”
“But you’re young, LeVar. It’s hard to think straight when a pretty girl is close.”
“Was it that way with you and Chelsey?”
Thomas thought back to high school before their messy breakup.
“In a way, yes. But we were the same age.”
“You had urges, I’m sure,” LeVar said.
“Oh, yes. Chelsey has always been the most beautiful woman in Wolf Lake. Keep in mind, nobody cared about two teens dating. But a twenty-year-old dating a sixteen-year-old? That could cause problems.”
“I haven’t forgotten. No matter how much I like her, nothing will happen. That’s my promise to you, Shep.”
Thomas patted LeVar on the shoulder. “That’s good enough for me. See you back at the guest house in a few?”
“Yep. As soon as I finish this sub.”
Shaking his head, Thomas pocketed his keys.
“I don’t know where you find room in your stomach, LeVar.”
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The early morning sun shone through the trees behind the A-frame cabin. Dappled light drew a checkerboard pattern across the yard. Jack darted around, tail wagging, waiting for the next toss of the ball.
Thomas surveyed the yard. In just a few weeks, this very place would be filled with people—family, friends, colleagues—watching as he and Chelsey said their vows.
He tossed the ball absentmindedly. Jack bolted after it.
Will I make a fool of myself?
He pictured himself standing in front of everyone, forgetting the words he’d rehearsed, or tripping over them as the pressure mounted.
Jack returned and dropped the ball at his feet. Thomas ruffled the dog’s fur. He knew it was more than just the fear of public speaking that had him on edge. What if he couldn’t live up to the role of being a husband? It was one thing to be the sheriff, to face criminals and dangerous situations. But being a husband and someone Chelsey could rely on, someone who would be there in the quiet moments—could he handle the responsibility?
He threw the ball farther this time. Jack bounded off and retrieved the ball in the Mournings’ yard.
Marriage. It was something Thomas had never imagined for himself, not until Chelsey returned to his life. She’d broken down his barriers and made him see there was more to life than the badge and the job. But now that the day was approaching, his confidence kept faltering.
Jack trotted back, ball in his mouth, looking as happy as ever. Thomas crouched, taking the ball from Jack’s mouth and holding it for a moment.
"Can I do this, buddy?" he asked the dog, who stared back at him, panting happily, unaware of the storm of thoughts brewing in his owner’s mind.
The truth was, Thomas wasn’t afraid of danger. He wasn’t afraid of standing up to criminals or facing his own mortality. But the thought of failing the woman he loved and not being the man she needed terrified him. What if he couldn’t give her the life she deserved?
Jack nudged his hand, reminding him to toss the ball, and Thomas obliged.
The dog returned, ball in his mouth, wagging his tail as if to say, "You’ve got this."
Thomas smiled. Maybe Jack was right. He had pre-wedding nerves. That was natural. At least he hoped that was all.
LeVar emerged from the guest house with his hands tucked into the pockets of his jacket.
"Yo," LeVar called out, strolling across the yard. "Are you trying to throw the ball into the next county?"
"Just thinking," Thomas said with a laugh.
The boy squinted at him, studying his face for a moment. "Nah, it’s more than that, man. I’ve seen that look before. You’re nervous about the big day."
Thomas couldn’t lie to LeVar. "Yeah, I guess I am. What if I mess it all up, LeVar?"
“With Chelsey? That won’t happen.” LeVar’s grin faded, replaced by genuine concern. He leaned against a tree. "Man, listen to me. You think you won’t do right by Chelsey? I don’t think you realize who you are, Thomas."
Thomas gave LeVar a sidelong look. "What do you mean?"
"You’re Sheriff Thomas Shepherd. The same man who saved my life—twice. Once when you got me out of that mess with the Kings, and again when you saved my mom. You’ve done more for me than others do for their own blood. So don’t even start doubting yourself now. I won’t stand for it."
"I feel like I can handle bad guys. But marriage? It's a whole different world."
LeVar laughed. “Dude, you’re practically married already. How long have you two lived together?”
“More than a year, I suppose.”
“Dawg, you got this. I know marriage ain’t like chasing criminals, but you have a heart of gold. That’s all that matters. Chelsey’s not marrying you because you’re perfect; she’s marrying you because you’re you.”
The sheriff’s throat tightened.
LeVar came closer. "You’ve been there for me through the worst times in my life. Maybe I don’t say it enough, but I owe you, man. I owe you forever. I don’t care what happens—good or bad—I’m gonna be there for you, just like you’ve been there for me."
Thomas studied the tops of his sneakers. The emotion had caught him off guard. “LeVar, you always know what to say.”
“I haven’t said everything.”
“What more could you add?”
“That I love you.”
A tear rolled down Thomas’s cheek. “Then I have more to say to you too. I love you, my friend. Will you be my best man?”
For a second, LeVar stared at him. Then his eyes turned glassy. "You really want me as your best man?"
Thomas nodded, his voice thick with emotion. "I can’t think of anyone else I’d want standing by my side."
Without warning, LeVar lunged forward and wrapped Thomas in a bear hug. "Hell yeah, I’ll be your best man."
As Jack watched in confusion, both men laughed and cried. LeVar wiped at his eyes.
"Dude, look at us. Cryin’ in the backyard like we’re in some cheesy movie. What happened to the tough sheriff and the cool deputy?"
"Yeah, we’re a real mess right now."
They finally pulled apart, both still grinning.
"Well, if I’m gonna be the best man, we gotta make this wedding one to remember. You good with that?"
“Yeah, I think I’m good with that.” Thomas stopped. “Wait, you’re gonna make me dance again, aren’t you?”
“You’d better believe it.”
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Rain pelted the roof of Darren and Raven’s ranger cabin, a steady drumming that echoed off the walls. Thomas stood at the window, watching the sheets of water turn the forest into a misty blur. His fingers drummed against the frame; he wished the storm would let up. They hadn’t been able to hold their weekly barbecue behind his A-frame. Oh well. This was an Upstate New York spring in a nutshell.
The cabin was alive with chatter and the clink of dishes. The scent of roasted garlic and herbs made his mouth water. Chelsey and Raven were busy setting the table, and Darren had just pulled a couple of beer bottles from the fridge, handing one to Buck Benson, Serena’s boyfriend, who sat on the couch.
Serena Hopkins, LeVar and Raven’s mother, claimed her usual spot at the dining table, where she chatted with Naomi, Scout’s mother.
The door opened, letting in a rush of wind.
“Y’all better be ready,” LeVar said. “I scored three pizzas.”
Thomas helped LeVar, who attempted to balance the pizza boxes.
“You planning on eating all three by yourself, LeVar?” Thomas asked, grabbing two boxes.
“I need my fuel. The rest of you are lucky I’m generous.”
Raven planted a kiss on her brother’s cheek. “You're not trying to pull the ol’ LeVar special, are you? Eating two before anyone else gets a slice?”
LeVar gave her a look of mock offense. “I’m wounded, truly. But no, only one of these is all mine. The rest are yours. I’m doing my part for the group.”
"Uh-huh. Your part," Chelsey said, smirking as she pulled out plates. “Please tell me you brought garlic knots.”
“Of course,” LeVar said, setting the pizzas on the table and retrieving a small bag from his jacket. “Would I forget the garlic knots?”
"Now that's more like it," Naomi said. “I’m starving.”
“Problem is, my jacket will smell like garlic for weeks.”
“I’m sure you won’t mind,” Scout said.
As they gathered around the table, the room filled with the comfortable buzz of voices and laughter. Serena took a seat next to Buck, who gave LeVar a good-natured punch to the shoulder.
“You know, back in my day, three pizzas were just a warm-up,” Buck said. “Kids these days don’t know how to throw down.”
“Is that right, Buck?” Darren asked, spooning food from a pot of chicken cacciatore Serena and Naomi had cooked. "Back then, I bet you had to chase the pizza before you ate it."
“Uphill, both ways.”
“I figured.”
Serena swatted Buck’s arm. “Don’t listen to him, Darren. Man’s got no sense of portion control. But you bring those pizzas close to the Hopkins family, you better be prepared to fight for your share.”
LeVar took a bite of a pepperoni-and-mushroom slice. “See? Ma knows how it is.”
“I’m just glad I got here before LeVar inhaled it all,” Scout said.
“Everyone’s got jokes tonight, huh?”
"Well, you are the guy who ate four burgers at the last cookout," Chelsey pointed out, causing the table to erupt in laughter.
"I got a lot of responsibility on these shoulders—school, work, keeping all y’all in line. That takes energy."
Thomas laughed along with everyone, but his gaze kept drifting around the room, soaking in the scene. These were his people. Moments like this—surrounded by friends, family, and food—grounded him.
Raven reached for another slice. "But seriously, thanks for bringing dinner, bro. I was not in the mood to cook with this storm rolling through."
“Next week, we’re back at the A-frame, weather permitting,” Thomas said. “LeVar, should we break out the smoker?”
LeVar reached across the table and gave Thomas a high-five. “Bet. Want me to score ribs from Farmer Bill at the Saturday market?”
“Do it. I’ll grab the cornbread and baked beans.”
“Hey, I want in on the cooking,” Darren said.
“Wouldn’t have it any other way.”
Chelsey winked. “Springtime barbecues behind the A-frame. What could be better?”
After dinner, the humid evening lingered in the ranger’s cabin. The storm outside continued its steady downpour, but inside, everyone pitched in to help with the cleanup.
“Here, hand me that towel,” Raven said, passing one to Scout as the teen wiped down the counter. "We make a good team when we all pitch in."
Darren stood by the sink, rinsing dishes and handing them to LeVar, who stacked them in the drying rack. "You’d think with all these hands helping, the work would go faster," Darren joked.
“I’m not sure how much help LeVar is, considering he’s been staring at the last slice of pizza this whole time,” Chelsey said.
“There’s an art to pizza appreciation,” said LeVar.
Raven snorted as she stacked dishes in the cupboard. “Yeah, yeah. Finish your slice and stack those plates.”
As the last of the dishes were put away and the kitchen returned to its usual state of calm, Darren reached into the fridge and pulled out two bottles of ginger ale. “All right. Since we’re not exactly stocked with champagne, this will have to do. Especially since some of us aren’t of age.” He gave LeVar and Scout a meaningful look.
A fire crackled in the woodstove, driving the moisture out of the cabin. Chelsey and Raven filled the champagne glasses with ginger ale. Darren stood in the center of the room, holding up his glass.
“To Thomas and Chelsey,” he said. “You guys have set the bar way too high for the rest of us. Here’s to your upcoming wedding, and here’s hoping it doesn’t rain on the big day.”
The group laughed, and Thomas and Chelsey exchanged a glance, their hands finding each other as they raised their glasses in response.
“Much appreciated, Darren,” Thomas said. “And thanks to all of you. I’m lucky to have all of you in my life.”
Chelsey chimed in, “You’ve all been a huge part of this journey, and we couldn’t ask for better friends to share our special day with.”
As everyone clinked their glasses together, LeVar cleared his throat, drawing attention. He shifted a bit, rubbing the back of his neck before he spoke.
“Thomas, I just want to thank you. Asking me to be your best man—that’s the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.” His voice was thick with emotion, and for a moment, the usual bravado slipped away. “I never expected this. Heck, a few years ago, I never expected to be where I am today, surrounded by people who care about me, who’ve given me a second chance. And you, Thomas. You made it all happen. I’ll never forget everything you did for me and my family. So thank you, from the bottom of my heart.”
Darn LeVar. He’d made Thomas cry again. But he wasn’t alone. Tears glistened in everyone’s eyes.
An hour later, the party broke up. Work and school beckoned tomorrow morning, and it was time to go home and rest.
Yet Thomas’s heart felt lighter than it ever had. With his friends and family to back him up, he had no reason to fear the unknown.
Life was an adventure. And he was ready to begin that journey with the woman he loved.
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