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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
Footsteps in the night.
Jo Haines stumbles along the lonely country road and searches behind her. Full dark looms over Treman Mills, the safety of New Sherill College miles away. Her only choice is to walk back to school, first following the unlit, rural route into the city, then crossing through dangerous neighborhoods before the campus comes into view. The night that follows her seems to have its own heartbeat. She can’t see where she steps. The scuffing sounds her sneakers make against the crumbling blacktop echo, giving the illusion that someone is behind her. To compound matters, a fat raindrop wets her forehead a moment before thunder grumbles. All she needs to put a neat bow on this disastrous evening is to get caught in the rain.
Storming out of the party after the argument had been a mistake. She should have demanded Nick drive her back to the dorms. Except he was too drunk, too high, which explains why he acted like such an ass tonight. At the very least, she should have demanded he pay for an Uber ride. Jo would have ordered one had her debit card not hovered around zero. She needed to get away from Nick. He’d been acting strange the last week—on edge, angry, the smallest problems setting him off. His fury frightened her tonight and exposed her to Nick Bachman’s dangerous side. How well does she know her boyfriend?
Lightning flashes, illuminating the black clouds crawling toward Treman Mills. She’s trapped and alone, at the mercy of the elements, and the party is too far behind her. If she turns around, she’ll never make it back to Nick’s house before the storm hits. 
But there is a way out of this.
This is an awful idea, she tells herself as she pulls the phone from her pocket. She promised herself she’d never make this call again. If he answers her distress call and picks her up in the dead of night, he’ll expect more than a simple thank you. No, she won’t lower herself to his level.
Closing her contact list, she hurries down the pavement. 
Another rain drop splatters the blacktop. Heaven is about to unleash a cloudburst, and when it does, she’ll be soaked to the bone. 
Just make the damn call, she chides herself. Don’t overthink the issue.
He answers on the first ring. His voice is smooth, calming. 
“I know the road well,” he says. “But it’s dangerous territory, Jo. Stay where you are. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
Clutching her sweatshirt with a shiver, she pictures the inside of his Range Rover. Warm, safe. Though he’ll bank on additional benefits as a price for this arrangement.
Ending the call, she drops the phone into her pocket as if it’s slicked with a disgusting film. Now she feels sleazy, manipulative. Her mother wouldn’t approve, wouldn’t recognize her. Standing along the shoulder, Jo bounces on her toes to stay warm, praying the rain holds off a little longer. Hurry, she wills her benefactor.
As she waits, a footstep echoes along the road. 
Someone is back there, hiding in the shadows. 
It has to be Nick. He chased her from the party to the parking lot, then along the country road after she turned toward the college. She runs faster than he does. After she put distance between them, she assumed Nick surrendered and sulked back to the apartment with a story about how they’d made love in the grass. Anything to show off for his friends. That he hasn’t given up the chase lends Jo a glimmer of hope. In her mind, she conjures an image of an apologetic Nick. He’s calm and reasonable, the error of his ways clear to him. She can return to the party and ask for a ride back to the dorms. One of his friends has to be sober enough to keep the car on the road. Anything that doesn’t require she slide into that Range Rover.
Another footstep. She scans the shoulder but can’t see her pursuer. Without the moon and stars, the rural roadway holds the darkness of a graveyard at the witching hour. 
“Nick? Is that you?”
The steps shuffle and stop. Suddenly, the idea of Nick following her raises the hairs on the back of her neck. What if he isn’t calm and reasonable? The version of Nick she encountered at the party frightened her. He’d lost control and seemed capable of anything. Even murder.
No. She knows him better than that. Nick is good at heart, albeit troubled. He wouldn’t hurt Jo. So why won’t he answer when she calls back to him?
The brush whispers along the roadway. He’s moved off the shoulder, intending to circle through the meadow and cut her off. He’s close.
Checking the time, Jo dodges raindrops and pulls the hood of her sweatshirt over her head. Where is her ride? The man said fifteen minutes. He should be here by now. Peering up the road, she should see headlights approaching. 
Lowering her head, Jo strides along the road. She’ll spot the Range Rover and flag down her ride. A half-hour from now, she’ll be inside her dorm with this nightmarish evening behind her.
As she rounds a bend, she spies the driveway between the trees. The trailer on the hill. She forgot about this place. Nick and his roommate Dustin know the owner, and she suspects the man supplies Nick with amphetamines. She laughs to herself. If I had any sense, I’d run as far from this place as possible. 
But she’s running out of time and can’t shake the footsteps tracking her through the darkness. 
She squints toward the horizon and waits for the Range Rover to descend the ridge and come to her rescue. Did he stand her up? The irony burns a hole through her stomach. 
When the trees rattle behind her, Jo decides. She’ll hide behind the trailer until Nick gives up and wanders back to the party.
Pulling aside a branch, Jo slips around the corner of the driveway. A shadowed bulk pulls her attention across the road. The Range Rover. He was parked across the street all along. So where is he?
Gravel crunches. It’s a trap. The pursuer was closer than she thought.
Jo opens her mouth to scream before the hand closes over her mouth. Flailing, she bites down. She expects soft flesh. A cloth covers his hand. She sucks in a panicked breath. A sweet, sickening scent fills her mouth and nose. She kicks back with her leg, but he anticipates her defense and drags her down to the driveway, the chloroform-laced cloth pressed against her face. A light shines through the trailer window. A motorcycle sits beside the entrance. She yells through the cloth, but his hand stifles her. No chance the man inside can hear her with the windows shut. 
His limbs wrap around her body. Like a python squeezing the life out of its prey. Minutes pass as the trailer becomes one with the night sky. Her eyelids flutter as the strength leaves her body.
The heels of her sneakers carve grooves through the mud as he drags her into the bushes.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
 
There is no peace, only the dressing of old wounds and the tight-lipped smile that convinces everyone she’s okay.
Over a year has passed since Darcy and Julian Haines, now a detective with the Genoa Cove Police Department, killed serial killer Michael Rivers. The nightmares are less frequent, but they still visit Darcy at unexpected times when she’s ill-prepared to face them. In that sense, the serial killer held true to his promise—Darcy would never be rid of him. Counseling sessions help, as do physical activities like running, weight training, and self-defense. Salves for wounds that refuse to heal. Though she loves to read, Darcy’s mind wanders to grim places when a book lies open on her lap, and she can’t watch any movie containing violence or a stalker.
She chops onion at the counter with Julian beside her, rolling out pizza dough. A block from Darkwater Cove, Darcy’s house seems empty without her children. Sixteen-year-old Jennifer is at Kaitlyn’s house for a Friday night sleepover. Hunter enrolled for his freshman year at Coastal Carolina at the end of August. Darcy can’t pass his room without her chest squeezing. She’s twice called her son to dinner since he departed and had to catch herself. He texts daily and calls a few times per week, but it’s not the same. Nostalgia makes her miss the long nights he spent playing XBox with his friends, Hunter’s excited yells keeping Darcy awake as he laid waste to a horde of zombies.
“You want black olives on your half? Darcy?”
Kicked out of her thoughts, Darcy returns to chopping.
“Sure. Black olives and red peppers.”
Julian, a decade younger than Darcy, looks as though he could start at tailback on a college football team. His hair is half a shade above pitch black and cut short. The detective’s tight t-shirt accentuates his lean, muscular physique. It was seven months ago that the Genoa Cove Police Department promoted Julian. His predecessor, Detective Ames, had served as lead investigator on the Full Moon Killer case. Darcy hadn’t trusted Ames after he accused Hunter of the Darkwater Cove murders, but after he admitted his mistake, Darcy came to like Ames, though she found it difficult to forgive him. 
Off work tonight, Julian looks casual in flip-flops and jogging shorts, though he keeps his phone with him at all times. As a respected member of the force, he’s the first called when the station is shorthanded. After Michael Rivers murdered Officer Faust, the cop he bribed, the GCPD struggled to maintain its workforce. For many of its officers, the GCPD seems snake bitten.
While Julian slices olives, Darcy cuts into a red pepper she purchased at the farmer’s market. It’s times like these Darcy feels most comfortable with Julian. Though they’ve dated for better than a year, an invisible wall stands between them. These are the moments Darcy cherishes. She doesn’t think about the future, only focuses on the here and now. Like Darcy, Julian enjoys the simple pleasures in life. He’s content to cook dinner with Darcy, then cuddle beside her on the couch with a bowl of popcorn to binge-watch The Office.
Neither admits the obvious—Darcy is too old for Julian. Gray flecks her black hair, and distance running causes her knees and ankles to ache for days. When did half her life pass her by? In her mind, she’s in her twenties and weighing the merits of a career in law enforcement versus additional schooling. 
Her financial position has never been this comfortable since retiring from the FBI. No longer relying on her graphic design side business to pay the bills, Darcy is a licensed private investigator whose specialty is running background checks for businesses and security firms along the North Carolina coast. The occasional infidelity investigation comes across her desk, but she won’t accept such cases in Genoa Cove or Smith Town, where she works hard to build goodwill. The last thing she needs is her village labeling her a marriage wrecker. They already blame her for attracting two murderers to the cove. She’s helped local law enforcement locate missing persons, and her burgeoning reputation allows her to be picky about which investigation requests she accepts.
Today, the age difference between them doesn’t matter to Julian. But it will. When he turns forty, Darcy’s fiftieth birthday will already be in the rear-view mirror. And when he turns fifty-five…
She’s overthinking the issue. Julian shoots her a sidelong glance.
“What’s on your mind?”
“Nothing,” she says, running a knife through a tomato. The juice spurts and catches her in the eye, and she leans over the sink and washes the sting away.
“Come on, now. You’ve been quiet all evening. That’s not like you. Tell me what’s going on. Is it something I did?”
Julian’s phone rings and saves Darcy from answering an uncomfortable question. She hasn’t loved a man since her husband died of an aneurysm when Hunter was a child and Jennifer too young to understand. Darcy didn’t think she’d ever love again. Then she met Julian.
“Wait, slow down,” Julian says on the phone. Darcy glances at him in question. He holds up a finger. “I know you’re worried, but panicking won’t help matters. Are you sure she didn’t take a road trip with her friends? You know how kids are.”
Julian strides into the living room to continue the conversation and leaves Darcy alone with her concerns. This isn’t a work call.
The phone call ends a minute later. Darcy spins back to the counter and pretends she wasn’t eavesdropping.
“That was Amanda,” he says, running a concerned hand through his hair. Darcy met Julian’s sister over Christmas and took a liking to Amanda. Being the same age, she feels a kinship with Julian’s older sister, and like Darcy, Amanda is a single mother. She gave birth to Jo out of wedlock, and the father moved on with his life, not interested in raising a girl. “Jo went missing from college.”
There is no compartmentalizing a girl’s disappearance after you glance over your shoulder for five years, expecting a murderer to burst out of the shadows. Not after both your children were abducted, and you’ve cried yourself to sleep, worried you’ll never see them again. The old horrors clamber out of shallow graves, decrepit and smelling of evil. Darcy met Jo last Christmas at Julian’s house. Immediately, Jo reminded Darcy of her own daughter. The lack of a father figure affects both girls. Jennifer is the more volatile of the two. Last year, Darcy sensed a hidden darkness inside Jo, a girl capable of taking the wrong path in life. Now that she’s missing, Darcy wonders if Jo got involved with someone dangerous during her sophomore year at college.
“What does Amanda know?”
Julian folds his arms and leans against the refrigerator, his foot tapping with unspent energy. He wants to go after Jo. The nineteen-year-old is his only niece, and he the only male figure in the girl’s life. Julian sees Jo only two or three times a year and carries a guilty burden.
“Her roommate called campus police after she didn’t come home last night. Jo went to a party, and from Amanda’s description, it sounds like it was a rough crowd.”
“No place for a sophomore girl. How’s Amanda handling this?”
“She’s terrified. Can’t blame her.”
“And how about you? I know how much Jo means to you.”
Julian lowers his head and slides his hands into his pockets. There’s an injured, desperate look to his stance. A sudden breeze would knock him off his feet.
“I can’t think straight. Too many thoughts flying at me.”
Darcy slides into a kitchen chair and pushes a strand of hair away from her face.
“You want to go after her, don’t you?”
Julian paces between the deck door and the entryway to the kitchen.
“My sister wants to hire you.”
Darcy doesn’t expect this, but it makes sense. She tracks missing people for a living.
“I’ll help Amanda find Jo. But I’m not accepting payment. This is family we’re talking about.”
His face wars with indecision.
“Darcy, it would be best if I handled this.”
“But Amanda hired me.”
“Right, but somebody needs to watch Jennifer. You can’t leave her alone.”
This is the second wedge fate has driven between them. After Darcy increased her caseload, Julian became overprotective. Whenever Darcy accepts a case that puts her at risk, he talks her out of the job or takes control of the investigation. If Darcy didn’t know him better, she’d swear him incapable of accepting a woman in a traditional male role.
“I’ll call Mrs. Beckley. Jennifer planned to spend the four-day weekend with Kaitlyn anyhow, and Mrs. Beckley is basically a second mother to Jennifer these days. I’m sure it will be fine if she stays an extra day.”
“This seems so unnecessary. I’ll call my sister and tell her you can’t leave Jennifer alone.”
“No. It’s settled, Julian. Amanda offered me the job, and I’m accepting.” He turns toward the sink and mutters under his breath. “What was that?”
“Nothing. My sister talked to the sheriff. Sounds like it’s a tiny department with a bare bones staff, so if you’re dead set on going, we better hit the road.”
Collecting her belongings, Darcy sets the alarm and locks the house. After she drops Julian at his house to pick up his go bag, she calls Kaitlyn’s mother and makes arrangements. Jennifer sounds thrilled by the change of plans, though Darcy doesn’t tell her daughter that something horrible might have happened to Julian’s niece. And Darcy can’t shake the feeling that foul play led to Jo’s disappearance.
The sun sets as Darcy turns the Prius onto I-95. Taillights look like cat’s eyes in the gloom. At three in the morning, they pull into a rest area when their eyes grow heavy. It isn’t until ten o’clock the next morning when they enter Treman Mills, New York, the home of New Sherill College. The private university looms over the town like a misty castle, whereas downtown is a blight of boarded storefronts. Potholes turn Main Street into a lunar landing. Once they traverse the two blocks of decaying commercial district, the town gives way to trailer parks and ramshackle houses with collapsing carports. 
“You’d think the town would thrive with a school like New Sherill keeping the economy afloat,” Julian says, lowering the visor against the bright September sun. 
Darcy watches two boys who should be in school riding bikes in the street. It takes two gentle presses on the horn to get the kids to move. 
The County Sheriff’s Department sits in a red brick building with three windows along the front. The patchy lawn grows in spurts, barren in one spot, a jungle in the next. A chipped concrete sidewalk leads to a pair of entrance doors.
“Who’s our contact?” Darcy says, climbing out of the Prius.
“The sheriff’s name is Castleberry.”
“I wonder how long he’s held the position,” Darcy says, stepping over the walkway.
“It’s she, actually.”
Julian holds the door open for Darcy. Inside, a fifty-something woman wearing too much makeup smiles at them from behind a wooden desk.
“May I help you?”
Julian removes the baseball cap and taps it against his leg.
“Julian Haines and Darcy Gellar to see Sheriff Castleberry.”
“Is the sheriff expecting you?”
“Yes, we spoke from the road.”
While the woman clicks on high heels down a poorly lit hallway, Julian and Darcy sit upon two empty chairs beside the secretary’s desk. The woman’s voice reverberates back to them.
“Send them in,” the sheriff says, her voice barely audible over the rotating fan on the secretary’s desk. 
The woman returns with a bright smile.
“The sheriff will see you now.”
“Thank you, ma’am.”
Julian leads Darcy into the sheriff’s office, which is a touch larger than a broom closet. The phone rings at the secretary’s desk, echoed by a flashing light on the sheriff’s phone. When a second line rings, the sheriff sighs and holds up a finger. 
Her blonde hair tied back in a ponytail, Sheriff Jena Castleberry can’t be older than thirty-five. She’s built like a fitness model, a natural beauty that doesn’t require makeup. But Darcy notices the woman’s hands—nicks and scratches dot her knuckles, and calluses cover her palms. This is a woman who isn’t afraid to get her hands dirty, and judging by the shadows beneath the tips of her fingernails, Castleberry gardens and does her own repairs around the house. The sheriff rolls her eyes at Julian and Darcy as the man on the phone throws a fit. Darcy can hear his voice through the tinny speaker. Something about a neighbor building across his property line. Castleberry does her best to assuage the angry resident before ending the call.
“Sorry about that. Let’s try to get it right this time. I’m Sheriff Castleberry.”
Castleberry rises out of her chair and shakes their hands. After they make their greetings, Julian asks her what she knows about Jo’s disappearance. The sheriff settles into her chair and folds her hands.
“Kerry Bowers, Jo’s roommate, reported Jo missing at nine o’clock yesterday morning. According to Bowers, Jo attended a party held by her boyfriend, Nick Bachman, at fourteen Greenbriar on the east end of Treman Mills.”
“Did you interview the boyfriend?”
“My deputy handled the interview. I was dealing with a barn fire on Route 13.”
“Wait, your deputy? You have only one?”
Castleberry scrubs both hands down her face. 
“The last six months have been a catastrophe. My best deputy passed away, and two more left for higher paying jobs. At least I’ve got plenty of applicants for two of the vacancies,” she says, patting a thin stack of papers at the corner of her desk. “As if I have the time to vet each resume.”
“What did your deputy discover about the boyfriend?”
“Bachman admitted he’d argued with Jo, and she walked out on him. Bachman claims he didn’t pursue Jo because she flies off the handle all the time, and he had to be up early to work on his master’s thesis.”
Darcy raises an eyebrow.
“Did you say Bachman is working on his master’s thesis?”
“That’s correct.”
“What’s a sophomore girl doing dating a graduate student?”
“I agree it’s unusual, but a three year age difference doesn’t bother these kids.”
“So you spoke to Amanda already.”
“Mrs. Haines, yes. She can’t think of anyone who would want to hurt Jo, so we’re starting at square one.”
“No enemies.”
“None. And Jo never complained someone was stalking her. Could be Jo had enough of New Sherill and wanted to get away.”
Darcy brushes her hair off her shoulder.
“Possibly, but Jo might have kept a stalker to herself, not wanting to frighten her mother. You know the way teenagers think. What about Jo’s cell phone records?”
“Jo placed a call to a prepaid phone at ten o’clock. The call lasted less than a minute.”
“No way to determine who purchased the phone?”
“None.”
“Where is this Nick Bachman now?” Julian asks, shifting in his chair. “We need to talk to him again. Seems like he should be a little more concerned about his girlfriend.”
“We, Detective Haines?”
Julian blanches.
“I don’t want to overstep my bounds. As I told you on the phone, Jo is my niece, and I’ll do everything in my power to find her. Since you’re understaffed…”
A bronze skinned deputy who appears only a few years older than Castleberry pokes his head around the corner. He hands a folder to Castleberry. His nameplate reads Montez.
“Here’s the report you requested,” Montez says, sneaking looks at Julian and Darcy. Castleberry makes introductions. “I’m heading out to the Anderson’s place. Toby backed his pickup into the neighbor’s Subaru.”
“Wonderful,” Castleberry says with a groan. “Swing past campus security on your way back. See if they have anything new on Jo Haines’s disappearance.” After the deputy exits the room, Castleberry turns to Julian. “I’ll be straight with you. We could use the help, and having a detective and a former FBI profiler to bounce ideas off is tempting. While I appreciate you volunteering to help with the investigation, I fear you’re too close to the case, Detective.”
“I can keep an open mind. Any work we do on the investigation will be unofficial.” When Castleberry exhales through her nose, Julian leans forward. “You don’t have the manpower to conduct a proper search. As you know, Darcy works missing persons cases as a private investigator. I’ll take the lead on the field work, but Darcy can provide support. Nobody is better at tracking people down through the Internet.”
Darcy bites her tongue. He’s already locking her out of field work and confining her to online searches. Castleberry’s eyes drift between Darcy and Julian. She steeples her fingers and glares at them. 
“All right, Detective Haines. I could use a second set of eyes. But I warn you. If your relationship to the family clouds your judgment, I’ll have no choice but to cut you out of the loop.”
“Of course,” Julian says, Darcy nodding in agreement. “When can we get started?”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
 
A kaleidoscope of yellows, reds, and oranges burn in the afternoon sunshine, the trees at peak autumn color. Following Castleberry’s SUV, Darcy marvels at the beauty as Julian drives. When they ascend Court Street toward New Sherill College, the homes grow larger, some covered with green tangles of ivy. Landscaped shrubberies grow between roundabout driveways. On full display, luxury vehicles front three-car garages. Whereas a perpetual cloud drenches Treman Mills in dingy gray, the sky opens up to them as though New Sherill thrives in its own climate.
Julian follows Castleberry to an entry gate for the administration building. After displaying her badge to the female student manning the booth, Castleberry points back at Darcy’s Prius. The girl waves them through.
A concrete walkway arrows through a lush lawn accentuated by fiery leaves. New Sherill’s administration building looms four stories over the quad where students in shorts and t-shirts toss a Frisbee. The inside looks like something out of a Harry Potter book, pillars stretching from the marble floor to the ceiling, window light beaming upon paintings of the college’s founders. Their footsteps echo as they climb the white stone staircase. 
“Campus security is interviewing Jo’s known acquaintances,” Castleberry says over her shoulder.
Darcy nods.
“Will they be joining us today?”
“Negative. Their chief is taking the position that Jo left the campus, and it’s out of their hands. Given his attitude, I’m surprised they’re helping at all.”
Darcy notes the twist to Castleberry’s lips. The sheriff’s department and campus police don’t see eye to eye.
Dean Kensington’s office resides on the third floor and offers a view of the quad and Treman Mills below. The Treman River is a blue serpent winding through patches of farmland until it vanishes behind a forested hill. Kensington stands a head taller than Julian, his hair as white as January snow. He wears glasses on the end of his nose, making it seem as if he’s looking down at them. 
“We’re concerned over the welfare of all our students,” Kensington says, peeking over his glasses. “But young adults, especially first and second-year students, are a fickle lot and prone to rash decisions. It’s possible Ms. Haines decided school wasn’t for her and took her grant money to Europe.”
“Without notifying her mother?” Castleberry asks, tapping a ballpoint pen against a notepad.
Kensington lifts his shoulders.
“I’ve heard stranger stories. Chances are she’ll reappear a week from now and lobby her teachers for reprieves.”
“If I may,” Darcy says, cutting off Julian before he can speak. He sends her a flustered stare. “What can you tell us about Jo Haines, the student?”
“We have fifteen thousand students at New Sherill, Ms. Gellar. I don’t get to meet all of them. If you wish to learn more about Jo Haines, I suggest you speak with her roommate, or call on her adviser, Paul Thompson. You’ll find him in Brockway Hall, the gray stone building outside my window. Now, as far as Ms. Haines’s academic standing is concerned, I’m not at liberty to share her grades. We follow a strict standard of privacy at New Sherill.”
“Please, Dean Kensington. For me to understand Jo Haines, I need to know how she fared as a student. Regarding your theory that Jo departed for Europe without telling her mother, I can’t see a student in good standing throwing away her semester. Did she struggle to keep her grades up? Was she an active member of the New Sherill community, or was she a loner, hiding in plain sight?”
Kensington narrows his eyes and ensures the door is closed, then he rocks back in his chair and twiddles his thumbs. 
“New Sherill holds the privacy of its students with the highest regard. Now, I can share that Ms. Haines is a member of the Activities Council. That’s common knowledge. But you’ll need to speak with her professors. And understand they’re under no obligation to share academic information, and you’ll need Ms. Haines’s permission regardless.”
“But Jo is missing.”
“I’m sorry. Without written permission, my hands are tied.”
After Dean Kensington ushers them out of his office, Castleberry leads the trio into Brockway Hall. Paul Thompson’s room stands at the far end of a gloomy hallway on the second floor. The hall sounds like a cavern as professors’ voices from the lower floors rise into the corridor. An attractive girl with curly blonde hair stands in Thompson’s doorway. She wears a miniskirt that leaves little to the imagination. Her loose tank reveals her bra. The way she leans against the door suggests the girl knows how much she’s displaying. The girl giggles at something Thompson says. Then her gaze darts to the uniformed sheriff.
“Thank you, Professor. See you in class tomorrow.”
Suddenly demure, the blonde girl lowers her head and cups her elbows with her hands as she hurries past the sheriff. She gives Darcy a worried look before disappearing down the stairway.
“Come in,” Thompson says after Castleberry knocks.
High cheekbones and a strong chin mark Thompson as a man who was once popular with the girls. He appears a decade removed from college, though the creases around his eyes suggest he’s under stress and hasn’t slept well. Unlike Dean Kensington’s, Thompson’s glasses are modern and designer. The black, square Wasserman frames must have set him back $400 or more. The adviser’s eyes fix on a handwritten note. When he looks up and sees the sheriff, Thompson flinches and turns the paper over. 
“May I help you?”
“Paul Thompson?”
“Professor Paul Thompson.”
“I’m Sheriff Castleberry, and this is Julian Haines and Darcy Gellar. They’re here about Jo Haines.”
Thompson’s brow scrunches.
“Jo Haines…ah, yes. Sociology 201. I trust everything is well with Jo.”
“She went missing two nights ago.”
Thompson blinks and removes his glasses. After rubbing his eyes, he slides the glasses in place.
“Missing? Are you certain? I just met with Jo…” Thompson fumbles with a stack of folders and pulls them aside. He runs his finger across his calendar and nods. “Yes, last Wednesday.”
Castleberry takes the open seat across from Thompson’s desk. Darcy and Julian move behind the sheriff.
“Here it is. We discussed her academic performance. She visited frequently last spring, worried she’d flunk out of school. The current semester started off rocky. But by last week, her marks moved higher. It’s a little too late for honors, but had she kept this pace since week one, she’d be a strong candidate for the President’s List.”
Strange. Perhaps Jo bit off more than she could chew and enrolled in classes far above her skill level. It’s possible she sought tutoring or improved her study habits. Still, the quick turnaround strikes Darcy as unusual.
Castleberry glances at Darcy, a signal that she’s deferring the next question to the former FBI profiler. Darcy clears her throat and stands next to Castleberry.
“Mr. Thompson, what made Jo think she might flunk out of New Sherill?”
“Jo inquired about dropping one of her classes, saying she couldn’t keep up with the course load. Hers isn’t a unique story. Many students struggle their sophomore years, particularly those who performed well as freshmen and built up a false sense of security. She’s in my sociology lecture this semester. Sits in the back row, almost always shows up five minutes late. I appreciate it’s difficult for students to make an eight o’clock class, but the others drag themselves in on time.” Thompson rubs his chin. “I wondered why Jo hadn’t been in class the last few days. There’s a flu circulating amongst the students and faculty. I figured she caught it and needed a day off.”
“You said her grades turned around. No explanation why?”
Thompson folds his arms and leans in his chair, his eyes fixed on the ceiling in thought.
“There are plenty of reasons a student can turn on a dime mid-semester. Seeking a tutor, joining a study group, building the confidence necessary to survive in a school of New Sherill’s standards.”
“Are you aware if Jo worked with a tutor?”
Thompson shrugs. He taps a pen against his palm.
“What struck me most was her energy. When Jo first came to me for help, she looked as though she hadn’t slept in weeks. Circles beneath her eyes, drawn face. She’d put on fifteen pounds since her freshmen year.” 
Fifteen pounds. The number strikes Darcy as oddly specific. She can’t imagine a college-age girl sharing her weight with her adviser. 
“Some say it’s the booze, but it’s the cafeteria food,” Thompson whispers, as if revealing a guarded secret. “All grease and fat. I wouldn’t feed that gristle to a dog.”
“And how did Jo look when you last spoke with her?”
“As I said, she was full of energy. And she looked…great. Perhaps she took up running. We have a wonderful ten-mile trail from the campus to the west end of the village. You should try it before you leave.”
“Mr. Thompson,” Castleberry says, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees. “If you could paint us a picture of how Jo’s grades changed over the last few weeks, it would help us understand why she left New Sherill.”
“Sharing a student’s grades is against school policy. Regardless, as her adviser, I don’t have access to her marks.”
“But you keep notes on the students you advise.”
“I do.” Thompson’s eyes drop to Castleberry’s chest and linger for an uncomfortable second. Then he coughs into his hand and swings the rolling chair behind his computer. “I’m willing to share a general description of Ms. Haines’s performance, provided this information stays between us. I will not impede an investigation to locate a missing student.”
“Thank you.”
Thompson clicks his mouse. The computer screen turns silver and reflects in his eyeglasses. After a moment of inspection, Thompson sighs.
“Jo had a strong fall semester, impressive for a new freshman. But…” The reflection flashes when the professor calls up another screen. “The spring semester started off poorly. In fact, she lingered close to academic probation before her grades rebounded during midterms. Then a rally to the finish line. Same story this semester. Inauspicious start, but she righted the ship quicker.”
Castleberry jots a note onto a memo pad and slides it into her pocket. 
“So you’d say the change began two to three weeks ago.”
“As a rough estimate, yes.”
“Mr. Thompson, did Jo ever mention problems with a boy. Perhaps someone followed her across campus.”
“She never mentioned harassment to me. Did someone stalk Jo?”
“We’re covering all the bases. Dean Kensington mentioned Jo was a member of the Activities Council.”
“Ah, yes. She joined on my recommendation last semester. You’ll want to speak with Mary Anne Burleson. She heads the Activities Council in Randolph Hall.”
Castleberry rises, prompting Thompson to stand from his chair. The sheriff doesn’t extend her hand.
“If I have additional questions, I’ll contact you.”
“As you wish, Sheriff. My door is always open.”
As they filter into the hallway, Thompson calls to them.
“And please bring Jo back to us. She’s rather extraordinary.”
After they descend to the lobby, Castleberry stops and faces Darcy and Julian.
“What do you think?”
“The guy’s a creep,” Darcy says. “But I don’t get the impression he knows anything about Jo’s disappearance.”
“We should follow up with this Burleson woman,” Julian says, lowering his voice when two male students pass. “If Jo was having a problem with a guy, she’d have confided with another woman before she told Thompson.”
“I agree,” Castleberry says. “Especially if it was a fellow council member.”
Randolph Hall is an ivy covered building on the far side of the quad. It’s quicker to walk than drive, so Castleberry leads them across the quad. Upon noticing the uniformed sheriff, students glance warily at Castleberry. Two girls sunbathing on towels whisper and point. Darcy glances over her shoulder and spies someone behind the corner of the administration building. She writes it off as nothing, but when she turns her head back, the shape continues to stare from the shadows.
“Someone is watching us,” Darcy tells Julian, prompting the off-duty detective to stop and look toward the building. 
The person disappears.
“I don’t see anyone.”
“He was right there,” Darcy says, pointing at the corner where a weeping willow provides shade and a hiding place.
Castleberry joins Julian’s search for the unknown figure. When the person doesn’t reappear, Darcy shakes her head.
They find Mary Anne Burleson’s office on the basement level. Without windows, the lowest level feels like a tomb compared to the outside. Darcy almost walks into a female professor hustling past, not seeing the woman until the last second. 
Burleson is a petite woman with auburn curls that drop down to her earlobes. A Class of 1998 pin adorns her blue and gray New Sherill sweater.
“May I help you?”
Castleberry displays her badge and introduces Darcy and Julian. The woman covers her mouth and falls into her chair after learning of Jo’s disappearance.
“Oh, dear. And you’re sure she didn’t tell anyone where she was going?”
“We understand Jo was a member of the Activities Council.”
“Yes, she joined last March after break. She’s a hard worker, very motivated.”
“What does the Activities Council do?” Julian asks, sliding into one of four open seats flanking the entrance.
“The Activities Council provides much of the college’s entertainment. Concerts, speakers, and so forth. Jo moved up to Vice President, very unusual for a new member. Those titles are reserved for juniors and seniors, but Jo’s work ethic is undeniable.”
Castleberry opens her memo pad.
“Mrs. Burleson, did Jo mention a boy following her or making unwelcome advances.”
Burleson’s eyes go haunted.
“Oh, please don’t tell me someone on the council hurt Jo.”
“We’re only gathering information.”
“If someone was causing a problem for Jo, she never mentioned it to me.”
“Did you know she had a boyfriend?”
Burleson’s mouth twists as though she bit something sour.
“Nick Bachman,” Burleson says, shaking her head. “He picked her up after our first autumn meeting. There’s something about that guy I never trusted.”
“Why do you say that?”
The woman bites her lip. 
“Just the way he never looks you in the eye. Like he has something to hide. He acted irritable and didn’t like Jo hanging out in a group that contained other men, though the Activities Council is two-thirds women.”
Castleberry shoots Julian a look. They need to interview Nick again.
Emerging from Randolph Hall feels like crawling out of a cave. The autumn sky blinds Darcy, who slides sunglasses onto her face. She shields her forehead with a cupped hand and glances around the quad, watching all the young people go about their days as if one of their own isn’t missing. 
“Excuse me for a moment,” Julian says. “I need to call Amanda and update her on what we’ve learned.”
Julian expects Amanda to arrive in Treman Mills within the hour. While he phones his sister, Darcy and Castleberry share a concrete seat overlooking the quad.
“Seems like I was on a college campus a few years ago,” Castleberry says. “I don’t know where the time goes.”
“Did you attend New Sherill, Sheriff?”
“No,” Castleberry says with a laugh. “My family couldn’t have afforded this place. I graduated from a state school up north. I wouldn’t mention the school’s name in this crowd.”
While Castleberry and Darcy make small talk, Julian ends the call and returns.
“Did your sister make it to Treman Mills?” Castleberry asks.
“She just arrived. Listen, I asked her about this Nick Bachman character. Amanda didn’t realize Jo had a boyfriend.”
Unspoken worry passes between Darcy and Castleberry. 
“It’s not uncommon for girls to hide a boyfriend from a parent,” Castleberry says. “How close were Amanda and Jo?”
“There are issues. Jo has a wild side. Has since high school. But I wouldn’t expect she’d lie to Amanda about having a boyfriend…unless she knew her mother wouldn’t approve.”
“Summer break just ended a month ago,” says Darcy. “Jo never hinted at a boyfriend while she was home.”
“That’s the issue. Jo didn’t go home for summer break. She claimed she got a job at the last second and needed to stay.”
Darcy raises a suspicious eyebrow. More than ever, she wants to meet Nick Bachman. What is Jo hiding?
As they descend the steps and enter the quad, a figure materializes near the administration building. Darcy pulls up and squints into the sunlight. Though the back lit shape is impossible to identify from across the quad, she’s certain it’s the same person watching her. Before she can point him out, a gathering of students with knapsacks slung over their shoulders cross in front of the man. After they pass, the man vanishes.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
Darcy flinches upon entering Nick Bachman’s apartment. Broken beer bottles litter the corner of the room, crushed cigarette butts pepper the floor, and the carpet makes brittle crunches with each step she takes. If this is Nick’s idea of cleaning up after a party, she’d hate to see what the place looked like two nights ago. Without a word, Nick stands aside as Darcy, Julian, and Castleberry enter the apartment. The inside of the two-story house matches the paint-chipped exterior and sagging front porch. A stairway leading to the second floor lacks a rail, the plaster crumbling where the banister once stood. 
Nick Bachman stands a head taller than Darcy but weighs ten pounds less. His limbs are pallid cornstalks, his face youthful, yet skeletal. The boyfriend leads them into the dining room. Only the round wooden table and four mismatched chairs denote the room as a dining area. There’s no cabinet full of glasses or dishware, no wilting plant in the corner. The dining room is an open extension of the living room, and just as cluttered. 
Instead of offering them to sit, Nick stops at the wall and turns back to them, arms folded. 
“I already spoke to the other cop,” Nick says, shifting his jaw.
“Deputy Montez. We have additional questions,” says Castleberry, lowering herself into a chair. 
Nick scowls. He’d hoped to rid himself of Castleberry in a hurry, but the sheriff signals her intent to stay awhile.
“Instead of bothering me, you should be looking for Jo. What are you doing to find her?”
While Nick speaks, his eyes refuse to sit still. They dart from his unwanted guests to the littered downstairs. His fingers clench and unclench, pinch his clothes and pluck invisible threads off his shirt and pants. The thin physique, skittish eyes, and paranoia cause Darcy to consider amphetamine abuse. 
“You in a hurry, Nick?” Castleberry asks. “You keep looking at the door.”
Jo’s boyfriend runs a hand through his hair and itches his scalp.
“I have class in an hour. Most days it takes twenty minutes to find a parking spot.”
“You’ll make your class, Nick. Let’s talk about Jo first.”
“I told the deputy yesterday. Jo and I had a fight, she left the party, and I haven’t seen her since.”
“Tell me what the fight was about.”
Nick scratches his nose and looks away.
“It’s just that Jo can be a bitch sometimes. She doesn’t like my friends. Says they’re too loud and not serious about school. Why come to the party if she doesn’t want to be around anybody?”
Castleberry narrows her eyes.
“You certain that’s all there was to it? Doesn’t seem like something worth fighting over. Jo is nineteen. Did you serve her alcohol?”
“No.”
“You expect me to believe you invited your teenage girlfriend to a party, and she didn’t drink?”
Rubbing his arms, Nick stares at his shoelaces.
“I wasn’t with her the entire time. There were two dozen people in the house. It’s possible she grabbed a beer while I wasn’t looking. I’m not her parent.”
Darcy expects beer was the least potent offering at Nick’s party. As she studies the downstairs, her eyes stop on an indentation on the living room wall. The damage circumference matches a man’s fist. Does Nick have anger issues to go along with his drug problem?
“No, but you’re liable for the people inside your residence, minors included,” Castleberry says, tapping her nails on the scratched table surface. “So Jo decided she didn’t want to stay. Didn’t you drive her back to the dorm? It rained that evening.”
Nick glances between Castleberry and the microwave clock. 
“I would have, but Jo didn’t give me a chance.”
“What do you mean she didn’t give you a chance?”
“She stormed out of the house. I chased her, but I lost her in the dark. She just vanished.”
“Jo ran out of your apartment because she didn’t like your friends? Something tells me you’re not giving me the complete story.”
“That’s what the fight was about, I swear. Jo goes off the handle over minor shit. It’s hows she is.”
Julian’s lips twist with disgust. When his biceps twitch beneath the sleeves of his t-shirt, Darcy meets his eyes, worried he’s a second away from tossing Nick against the wall and pounding the truth out of the jerk.
Darcy tilts her head at the broken plaster and asks, “How did that happen? Did the party get out of hand, or did you lose your cool while you argued with Jo?”
Nick slides his hands into his pockets, but not before Darcy glimpses red bruising across his knuckles.
“Yeah, I don’t know how that happened. Must have occurred during the party. The landlord will be pissed.”
“I assume your roommates aren’t happy, either. Landlords like to keep security deposits after tenants bust up their houses.”
“There’s only Dustin and me. Maybe he messed up the wall. I didn’t do it. Hey, I shouldn’t have to pay if somebody else caused the damage. You’d back me up, right?”
Inside Nick’s pocket, his hand curls into a fist. So Nick is at odds with his roommate too. Darcy questions Castleberry with her eyes, and the sheriff shakes her head. 
“Focus, Nick,” Castleberry says. “Unless you witnessed someone damage your house, there’s nothing I can do. Your party, your risk. But we need to speak with Dustin.”
Taking in the two-story house, Darcy estimates it holds three or four bedrooms upstairs.
“Just the two of you in this place,” says Darcy. “How do you afford the rent?”
Nick turns his head and coughs.
“We had four until December. Petey graduated a semester early, and Russ dropped out.”
“So your rent doubled.”
“Dustin is sorta covering the added expense until we get another roommate.”
“Wow. I figure four people each pay around eight-hundred a month. That’s what landlords charge students for a place like this, correct? Dustin must front a couple grand. Where does he get the money?”
Lifting a shoulder, Nick drops his eyes to the floor again.
“His parents are rich, and Dustin works a lot.”
“That’s some friend, picking up a few thousand in rent so you can keep the house. How long have you known Dustin?”
Nick opens his mouth, then bites his tongue.
“We went to high school together in Elmira.”
“So you’ve known each other for a long time.”
“I guess. What does this have to do with Jo?”
“You don’t seem to like Dustin very much.”
“Why do you say that?”
“The way your body tenses whenever his name comes up. You and Dustin not getting along?”
Nick paces between the kitchen entryway and the dining room table.
“We’re both under a lot of pressure between the rent situation and our studies. Grad school isn’t easy. Things will work out.”
“It’s good to keep a positive attitude. Show me your right hand.”
“What for?”
“Your knuckles are cut and turning black-and-blue. Tell me the truth. It wasn’t Dustin or somebody at the party. You punched the wall after Jo made you angry."
Nick removes his right hand from his pocket and examines the bruising, feigning confusion.
“I didn’t punch a hole in the plaster. Like I told you, it happened during the party. I wasn’t drunk, and even if I’d been, I’d remember putting my fist through the wall.”
“But Jo made you angry.”
“She was a total buzz kill. Jo’s always bitching about my friends and acting like she’s too good for everyone. I mean, get a grip. You’re just a sophomore.”
Castleberry exhales and slaps her hands against the table.
“You forced your nineteen-year-old girlfriend to walk three miles back to campus in the dark. And it rained. What kind of boyfriend does that?”
Nick’s eyes harden. He snatches a chair and whips it across the floor. The chair back snaps when it collides with the jamb surrounding the entryway into the kitchen. Debris whistles past Darcy’s head.
“Stop trying to blame this on me! She’s the one who ran out. I’m not responsible for her being a fuck-up.”
“Hey,” Julian says, backing Nick against the wall. He jabs a finger into Nick’s chest. “You’re a piece of shit. You abandoned your girlfriend in a thunderstorm and made her walk back to the dorm through a rough part of town.”
Castleberry’s face holds a calm mask, but Darcy catches the sheriff shifting her feet, ready to step in if Julian loses his cool.
“Get off me, asshole. I didn’t do anything to you.”
Clenching his teeth, Julian swallows the diatribe. He flinches and steps back when Castleberry touches his shoulder.
“Whatever became of Jo is on your hands, Nick,” Castleberry says, holding the student’s gaze. “You’re lucky I don’t bring you in for serving a minor.”
Nick lifts his chin and glares back at the sheriff.
“We’re through here. I can’t afford to miss class.”
“You’re not going anywhere until you write the names of everyone at your party.”
“You’re shitting me.”
“Does it look like I’m kidding?”
“This is bullshit. I’m not flunking out of grad school because you want a stupid list. It can wait. I answered all your questions two nights ago. Why don’t you get off your asses and find my girlfriend?”
Nick slumps into his chair. Castleberry rips a sheet off her memo pad and slides it in front of him. Grumbling under his breath, Nick scribbles a list of people at his party.
When he’s finished, Nick ushers them to the front door while he rushes around the living room, searching for his backpack. Outside, Julian pulls Darcy aside.
“Are you hurt?”
“The chair missed me. I’m fine.”
“You see why I don’t want you in the field? With a guy like Nick Bachman, you never know how he’ll react. You’re lucky he didn’t throw that chair at you.”
Over Julian’s shoulder, Darcy catches Castleberry watching them. 
They pull out of the lot. Darcy parks alongside Castleberry’s SUV in an empty driveway four houses down from Nick’s apartment. Castleberry lowers her window and motions with her hand for Darcy to do the same. The sheriff leans over the seat and props an elbow on the center console.
“What do you think of Nick?” Castleberry asks.
“I don’t trust him,” Darcy says. “He has serious anger issues.”
“That was obvious.”
“And I think he’s abusing drugs.”
Castleberry cranes her neck to get Julian’s opinion. His legs drum, and Darcy knows he’s worried sick over his niece. They know the statistics. After forty-eight hours, the chance of recovering a missing person alive craters.
“Nick is taking speed,” Julian says, staring through the passenger window. “The pale complexion, the nervous ticks. Not to mention he’s thin enough to blow away whenever the wind picks up.”
Castleberry taps her fingers on the steering wheel, weighing her words.
“Detective, I’m worried your niece might have the same substance abuse issues as Nick.”
Julian swings his head toward the SUV.
“You haven’t met Jo. How can you accuse her like that?”
“Given their propensity to argue, they’re already having issues. Yet she stays with him, so she mustn’t have a problem with his addiction.”
“That’s a weak conclusion.”
“Okay, so how about her grades? Thompson said Jo was close to dropping out of school until she discovered newfound energy. He also mentioned Jo lost weight in a hurry. You know the temptations these kids deal with. They’ll take anything for a shot of energy. Anything to get them through a rough spot in the semester. But once they start, it’s difficult to shut off the spigot.”
Chewing a thumbnail, Julian glares at the sheriff. Darcy shifts in her seat, remembering her son’s admission of taking Adderall in Genoa Cove. She worries Jo waded in deeper than Hunter had, pressured by school and influenced by a boyfriend with questionable morals.
The slam of a car door brings Darcy’s head up. Ten seconds later, Nick’s Chevrolet backs out of the driveway and turns up the street, heading toward New Sherill.
“If that kid hurt Jo…”
Leaving the rest unsaid, Julian curls his hand over the door handle and squeezes. 
“We’ll find her,” Darcy says.
But she can’t promise they’ll find Jo alive.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
The groan of the mattress wakes Darcy at four in the morning. Wiping the sleep from her eyes, she watches Julian pad to the bathroom. Darcy should feel at ease inside the bed-and-breakfast. She likes to retire to a hotel bed with an organized room, where she hasn’t left a pile of regrets beneath the pillow. But as the chasm widens between Darcy and Julian, their problems drape a somber tone over the unfamiliar room.
The door closes, and she stares at the ceiling, knowing she won’t be able to fall asleep again. She grinds her teeth when she remembers Julian’s act from yesterday. It’s bad enough that he treats her like she’ll crumble at the first sign of trouble, but she can’t forgive him for doing it in front of the sheriff. 
The sink runs. When the doorknob turns, Darcy swings onto her side and pulls the blanket over her shoulder. Eyes closed, she hears his footsteps moving through the room, the only light from the LED alarm clock on the nightstand. The mattress shifts under his weight.
“Darcy?”
Please just go to sleep, she urges. Turned away from him, her knees hang off the edge of the bed. He curls behind her and lays an arm over her shoulder. Amid the quiet, she considers answering but pretends to be asleep. Whatever problems they’re having, she can’t solve them at four in the morning. 
His breath warms the back of her neck. She pictures how things were before she obtained the private investigator license. And before she awakened to the fact that she was so much older than Julian. Walks along the cove, mountain hikes, and long drives down the coast. It seemed the courtship would last forever. 
With a sigh, he surrenders and flips onto his other side. She’s cold without the warmth of his body next to hers. Cold and alone. Sleep comes unexpectedly.
Filtered by a sheet of thin clouds, morning light colors the inside of their room. At the bathroom sink, Darcy brushes her teeth and checks her hair in the mirror, moaning when she discovers new grays sprouting off her scalp. Julian’s voice travels from the bedroom. She yanks the offending grays off her brush and deposits the snarls in the garbage, sliding the container beneath the sink. She can see him between the door and the jamb. Phone pressed to his ear, he sits on the edge of the bed and consoles his sister, making promises he can’t keep that he’ll bring Jo back. Though his voice exudes confidence, Amanda can’t see the defeated slump to her brother’s back, an open palm supporting his forehead. 
“Believe me,” he says, doing a poor job of concealing the edge to his voice. “I’ve got my eyes on her boyfriend. If he knows anything about Jo’s whereabouts, I’ll get it out of him.”
When Julian ends the call, Darcy turns back to the sink. She doesn’t want him to know she listened. His shoulders curl forward, gaze vacant. A part of her wants to take Julian in her arms and hold him, but the divide grows wider this morning. He’s a raft in open waters, drifting away. It isn’t like Julian to be short with Darcy. She accepts his anger. Besides the growing tension between them, Darcy didn’t defend Jo when Castleberry suggested the girl’s problems might revolve around drug abuse.
The signs are there. Jo grew up without a father figure, and Amanda conceived Jo out of wedlock. Neil Jeffers, the biological father, didn’t want a child and broke the relationship off after Amanda refused to get an abortion. Normally, Darcy would place the father near the top of her suspect list—maybe Jeffers desired to reconnect with his lost daughter and took matters into his own hands, kidnapping the girl after Jo spurned him. But Jeffers is a software engineer in Singapore, where he’s lived for over a decade. 
Amanda did her best to raise Jo on her own. But Darcy noticed the warning signs last Christmas. Jo has an untamed side, one that refuses to measure risk. 
“That was my sister,” Julian says, breaking Darcy’s train of thought. He edges the bathroom door open. Darcy’s hands cup the sink, her arms braced. “You look pale. Are you getting sick?”
“I didn’t sleep much,” Darcy says.
“That makes two of us.”
She wishes Julian trusted her to help him in the field with this case. He turns and shuffles into the bedroom. Lowering himself onto a recliner, Julian sighs. After clearing the clutter off the sink, Darcy sits on the ottoman beside the recliner.
“Castleberry has a lot of nerve, accusing Jo like that,” Julian says, his words clipped.
Darcy picks a piece of lint off her jeans and crosses her legs. 
“Be honest, Julian. Remember what you told me during the drive home last Christmas?”
Julian grinds his teeth.
“That Amanda was losing control of Jo.”
Each admitted word contorts his face.
“You worried about underage drinking, parties, hanging out with the wrong boys.”
“But that’s first-year stuff. You know what freshmen are like. Kids act out, take risks and test their boundaries. I did.”
“Skipping class to sleep in with a hangover isn’t the same as dating a grad student with an amphetamine problem. Is it a stretch to consider Jo headed down the wrong path after she entered college? You didn’t approve of her attitude over the holidays. Julian, you worried Jo would get herself into trouble because she didn’t have Amanda to keep her in check anymore.”
Julian swings his eyes to hers. He looks like he has something to say. Instead, he glares at the ceiling.
“Talk to me.”
“Darcy, I promised my sister. What am I going to do if Jo’s body turns up in a roadside ditch? Or she never resurfaces at all, and Amanda spends her life wondering what happened to her daughter.”
Darcy reaches for his hand. Pauses and reconsiders. While Julian stares into a bleak future only he can see, Darcy pulls her hand back and inches away, resigned that they aren’t ready to connect. When she wanders toward her laptop on the desk, he bolts out of the chair and snags the room key off the end table. 
“Where are you going?”
“Out,” he says. “If I stay in this room a second longer, I’ll lose my mind.”
Worried he’ll storm off and face his anxieties without her, Darcy grabs her sweatshirt and pulls it over her head. She finds him outside, staring out at the gravel parking lot with his hands buried in his coat pockets. Rays of sunshine cutting through the clouds promise a warm day, but the morning remains cool, the grass glistening with dew. Three sky-blue houses with white trim and pitched roofs comprise the little resort. Oaks, maples, and elms draw a wall around the property. Gossamer spiderwebs sparkle and sway with the morning wind, strobing when dappled light catches the silk. 
Without a word, Darcy follows Julian along a dirt and stone path that leads toward the rear of the property. The path takes them past a swing beneath a trellis, then continues deeper into the grove, where they find a rusted metal rail guarding an overlook. A deep gorge lies below. Leaning her head over the rail, Darcy’s skin sheens with sweat. The drop appears to have no bottom. A mass of ferns and saplings mask the rock wall. There are no gorges this deep along the North Carolina coast. A person can disappear here. A memory flashes in her mind. Darcy and her daughter standing before a decrepit rail at the top of a Georgia hiking trail, peering down at a swift flowing creek. She’d looked toward the opposite cliff and spied a man glaring at Jennifer. He stood in the shadows so Darcy couldn’t see his face. The same man abducted Jennifer and murdered two teenage girls.
Darcy pulls back from the rail, steps away from the precipice, and leans her head against Julian, surprised and pleased when he puts his arm around her shoulder. Still shivering from the Georgia nightmare, she closes her eyes until her head stops spinning. Rubbing her shoulder, Julian turns her chin toward him.
“You haven’t been yourself, Darcy. I wish you’d tell me what’s wrong.”
The irony is a splash of ice water against her face. For months she’s felt their relationship slipping through her fingers. Many times he’s seemed on the verge of speaking from his heart, only to retreat into himself. The hurt in his eyes constricts her chest. She would never hurt him. He’s so good to her children. Yet Julian looks younger every day as Darcy hurtles toward a midlife crisis. She can’t give him what he needs. How long before he wants children of his own? She already has a child in college and another in her mid-teens. It’s too late to start another family.
As she searches for the right words, a shadow passes over her face. Darcy shields her eyes and glances up at the vulture winging through the sky. Before she can speak, Julian’s phone rings. 
“This is Julian.”
Darcy wanders back to the overlook as Julian converses. Her nostrils twitch when a carrion scent rolls out of the gorge. Alarm in Julian’s voice spins her around. He paces the trail, agitated. Then he stops, the blood drained from his face.
“I’ll be right there,” he says, ending the call.
Julian looks toward the sky and closes his eyes. His lips move without sound.
“Julian, what is it?”
“They found a girl’s body in the woods. I need to go.”
She rushes to catch up to him, but he climbs into the Prius before she can get a word in.
“Wait, Julian. I’ll go with you.”
The engine turns over.
“Stay here in case Amanda needs you. Get me everything you can dig up about Nick Bachman. He did this.”
Darcy’s mouth hangs open. Tires squeal as Julian shifts the car into drive.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Wind seethes through the trees, howling and keening. Julian kicks the accelerator and grips the wheel, guiding the car around a hairpin turn. The forest flies at him in a confusing pattern of deep greens and mottled sunlight. He’s driving too fast for the rural highway. The possibility Sheriff Castleberry is standing over Jo’s body pushes him faster. In his mind, he searches for the words which will give his sister peace and lessen the horror. There are none. 
The dashboard GPS places Julian five minutes away from the body. Five minutes until the death of his niece forever alters the arc of his life. Maybe it’s not Jo. The person who reported the body said he couldn’t tell it was a girl at all. Something about the face…
Julian shrugs off a shiver and focuses on the road. Just get there in one piece. Take things one step at a time.
Castleberry only wanted acting law enforcement at the scene. That troubles Julian. He can’t predict how Darcy will react to the sheriff shutting her out. With his luck, she’ll blame him. Darcy is a private investigator, and Castleberry is under no obligation to allow Darcy to visit a murder site. The sheriff is making a mistake, he thinks. Nobody tracks a killer better than Darcy Gellar. Castleberry’s slight will drive another wedge between Darcy and Julian. For months he watched helplessly as she pushed him away, and he can’t understand why. By the end of spring, he prepared to put a ring on Darcy’s finger, even picked out the engagement ring, which he keeps beneath a pile of shirts in his bedroom dresser. He planned to take Darcy to Harpy’s, their favorite ocean-side restaurant, then drop to one knee in the Genoa Cove community park where they’d first kissed. He worried she’d find the proposal too cliche. Julian isn’t a romantic, and nobody ever accused him of being original. But he loves Darcy and wants to spend the rest of his life with her. Dammit, he’s always there for Darcy and the kids. Why is she turning away from him?
Another sharp curve deposits Julian onto a straightaway that climbs through forestland. He spots the flashing emergency lights along the shoulder and taps the breaks. He pulls to a stop behind Castleberry’s SUV and shifts the car into park. Squeezing the wheel until his knuckles turn white, he takes a deep breath. The wind whistles through the cracked window. From the corner of his eye, he watches Castleberry approach. A man in his fifties, probably the medical examiner, steps through the tall grass.
A knock on the passenger window brings Julian’s head around. Castleberry stares at him through the glass. She bites her lower lip. Does she already know the dead girl is Jo? 
Prying his frozen legs off the seat, Julian exits the Prius and shuffles around the front of the car. Castleberry leans against the grille as grasshoppers leap in erratic parabolas through the undergrowth. The meadow buzzes and chitters with cicadas. The death scent hits Julian, and he steels himself against what awaits him in the field.
“A Cornell ornithologist studying bird migration found a girl’s jacket near the bushes,” Castleberry says, pointing toward a pink jacket strewn across the ground. “He caught the smell and followed it over the ridge.”
Castleberry nods at the incline. Julian follows the sheriff, glancing up at the old trees towering over the field. They sway as though laughing. 
“Hey,” Castleberry says, grabbing his arms and forcing him to stop. “We don’t know who the girl is. It might not be Jo.”
Julian’s fingertips tingle with numbness. As he approaches the ridge, the meadow seems to move on its own, swimming toward him. When he climbs over the peak, he watches the medical examiner kneel beside the girl. She wears blue jeans with manufactured tears along the thighs and knees. White New Balance sneakers cover her feet. Mud blankets her clothes, coloring her t-shirt brown and gray. The girl’s face angles to the side, looking away from Julian as though spurning him. So peaceful, she might be snoozing under the autumn sun were it not for the blood crusting her face and hair. Flies light on the corpse. The medical examiner shoos them away with disgust. The girl’s black hair ends in a ponytail. Jo wore her hair in a ponytail at Christmas, though Julian recalls it being a shade darker than this girl’s. Then again, he’d believed she dyed her hair.
The skull is caved in, bruised and disfigured. Someone bashed this girl’s face with a heavy blunt object. A mallet, perhaps. Or a hammer. Rage fueled the blows. 
“This is Hank Vernell, the county medical examiner,” Castleberry says, extending her arm toward Vernell. Vernell borders on rotund. His white hair thins to a bald spot atop his head, and a handlebar mustache hems his upper lip. “Hank, this is Detective Julian Haines with the Genoa Cove Police Department in North Carolina.”
Though Vernell doesn’t offer a hand when he straightens, he gives a quick bark of laughter.
“You’re a long way from home, Detective.”
When Julian doesn’t respond, Castleberry adds, “Julian’s niece went missing from New Sherill College. He’s helping with the investigation.”
“Yes, well…e-hem,” Vernell says, scratching the back of his neck as he glances around the field. “I had a troublesome time estimating her age, even with the clothing. But…” 
Bending down, Vernell pries the girl’s mouth open. 
“As you can see, the second set of molars erupted,” he says, angling a pen light across her teeth. “This is consistent with late teenage years, in some cases early twenties.”
“So she’s the age of a New Sherill student,” Castleberry says, bending over Vernell’s shoulder.
“That’s accurate, yes. Her clothes suggest she attends New Sherill. Besides the high schoolers, nobody dresses like this in Treman Mills.”
Castleberry studies Julian as he drops to a knee opposite Vernell. Julian examines the girl’s clothing, putting off the inevitable. He doesn’t want to glare into the girl’s shattered face to determine if it’s Jo. The height and weight seem right, but a lot of girls are similar in size to Jo. Rounding the body, Julian slides into the medical examiner’s spot when Vernell stands and gives Julian room. He glances up at Castleberry. She holds his gaze and gives him a nod, a signal that she’ll be there for him if the dead girl is his niece. 
Wearing gloves, Julian peels back the helmet of hair glued to the mangled forehead. The face looks bloated and chewed up. Animals and insects found her. But the brow-to-nose ratio seems wrong. Even in its disrupted, mangled state, the girl’s facial features appear different from Jo’s. But it’s the teeth that convince Julian this is another girl. When Julian visited Amanda over Christmas, they shared a laugh over Jo’s chipped front tooth. She’d taken a hard bump during a field hockey game during her senior year of high school. The chip was slight, invisible unless you knew it was there. Though Amanda told Jo the dentist could fix it, the teenager argued the minor imperfection lent character. After they finish here, Julian will call Amanda to confirm Jo still has the chip. But he’s certain this isn’t his niece.
“It’s not Jo,” Julian says, the weight of the world rolling off his shoulders.
Castleberry touches his arm.
“Okay, let’s figure out who this girl is.”
“You already checked for identification?”
“There’s no wallet. Could be a robbery gone bad.”
Julian runs his tongue over his teeth.
“Not a robbery. You don’t do this to a person unless driven by hate. This was personal.”
“You think she knew the killer?”
“Either that or this girl angered the hell out of him. Did you ever figure out who Jo called the night of the abduction?”
Castleberry shakes her head.
“Whoever she called, he used a burner. We’re tracing the phone back to the store, but chances are the guy paid cash. No point using a credit card when you want to hide your identity.” 
“And Jo didn’t call any number that raised a red flag?”
“Besides one call to the burner, just her roommate, her mother, and Nick.”
Julian slaps his neck, expecting to find a flattened spider on his palm. But there’s nothing. The way the hairs stood up along the back of his neck, he swore something had crawled across his skin.
“You okay, Detective?”
Julian rises and casts a glance toward the trees. Hidden from the sun, the woods bleed shadows. Feeling his skin prickle, he peers into the darkness. Castleberry shifts her gaze toward the forest and slides her hand toward the holstered pistol.
“Is someone out there?” Castleberry asks.
Unbidden memories from Julian’s childhood flash in his mind. He’d grown up in Newark, New Jersey, where his police officer father walked the beat on the tough side of the city. Serial killer Jerry Reichs murdered nine children near the elementary school close to Julian’s house. Reichs buried the bodies under the dirt floor of his basement and slept peacefully for weeks while parents of missing children clamored for answers. Julian’s father had been one of the first officers on the scene to witness the horrific excavations. A silent tension filled the air that year. Suffocating. Filthy. He hoped to never experience that sensation again, but that tension followed him to Genoa Cove and paralyzed the village during the Darkwater Cove murders. Now he feels it again. 
“Sheriff, we need to consider the possibility Jo’s disappearance is related to this girl’s murder.”
“Are you suggesting there’s a serial killer in Treman Mills?”
Julian doesn’t answer. He turns back to the girl, her body curled on its side as though she’s sleeping. Almost as if the killer posed her. Vernell snaps pictures, walking in a circle around the corpse. Down the hill, another emergency vehicle stops along the shoulder.
Pulling Castleberry aside, Julian lowers his voice so Vernell doesn’t eavesdrop.
“Has there been a problem with girls vanishing in Treman Mills?”
Castleberry licks her lips.
“A graduate student disappeared after spring break last year. The boyfriend quit school, moved to Europe, and dropped off the map. Everyone assumed the girl followed him. Either way, we couldn’t find evidence she disappeared from campus.”
“Was that the only girl?”
“That’s the only case. But you know the statistics. A quarter of a million girls under the age of twenty-one go missing in the United States every year, and we never find a good ten to fifteen percent. Some are running from home and don’t want to be found.”
Julian turns in a circle and assesses the tall grass, the deep shade thrown down by the forest. If he murdered someone, this strip of wilderness would make a good dump site. But why not walk a little farther and drop the body inside the woods? Did the killer want them to find the body? It takes an unhinged individual to brutalize a victim to this degree. His memory drifts back to the interview with Nick Bachman. The guy threw a chair against the wall when Castleberry cornered him. He swore Nick had aimed the chair at Darcy. And there was the fist-sized wall indentation.
Julian runs his eyes over the girl’s face. His stomach tightens. Once Vernell completes the autopsy and they identify the body, Castleberry will call the family and explain what happened to their daughter outside Treman Mills. Julian doesn’t want to make the same phone call to Amanda.
Darcy should be here. A serial killer stalks the shadows of Treman Mills, and Castleberry doesn’t have the manpower to stop him.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
“Who told her about the body?”
Julian wheels the Prius into a Wal-Mart parking lot and reverses course, heading toward the County Medical Examiner’s Office. He’d been en route to the bed-and-breakfast to pick up Darcy, figuring Castleberry would want Darcy on site after Vernell completed his initial findings. But Darcy called Julian first. Darcy had just gotten off the phone with Julian’s panicked sister. Amanda knew about the dead teenage girl outside Treman Mills.
“It’s a small town,” Darcy says. “No chance you’ll keep something this big quiet.”
He grits his teeth, remembering the rumors during the Darkwater Cove murders. Rumors that implicated Darcy and her son, Hunter. His own department had investigated the Gellar family while the actual murderer terrorized Darcy and her children.
“I’ll call Amanda,” Julian says, looking both ways at a quiet intersection before shooting through the red light. “Are you sure she’s heading to the Medical Examiner’s Office? I’d like to figure out who told her.”
“I hope you aren’t suggesting I did. Maybe she has a police scanner, Julian.”
“I didn’t mean to implicate you. Okay, let me deal with this mess. I’ll pick you up as soon as I can.”
“Keep your composure, Julian. Amanda needs you.”
Except he still doesn’t know where his niece is. Or if the next body they find will be Jo’s. Dividing his attention between the road and his phone, Julian scrolls through his contacts and calls Amanda. A horn attacks him from the right. Christ, he blew through a stop sign. His palms greased with sweat, Julian wills Amanda to pick up. She doesn’t. 
Following the GPS on the center console, Julian cuts down a side street lined with mountains of raked leaves. He regrets the shortcut and eases off the gas, concerned about kids playing in the piles. After two quick turns, the road deposits him into the parking lot outside the County Medical Examiner’s Office. 
Searching the parked vehicles, he identifies his sister’s Jeep in a visitor’s space near the front of the lot. He swings the Prius into the next space, but Amanda isn’t inside her vehicle. He dials her number again. This time she answers. 
“Julian?” 
Amanda chokes on his name. Something is wrong. She sounds as if she just finished a sprint and can’t catch her breath.
“I’ve been trying to reach you. Look, the girl isn’t Jo.” Silence. “Amanda. Did you hear me?”
His sister sobs into the phone and wheezes when she inhales.
“Thank God. I heard the report come over the scanner and drove straight here. I should have called you first.”
“Slow down. You’re hyperventilating.”
“I’m okay,” she says, forcing each syllable through her lungs.
“Where are you now?”
“In the lobby.”
“Don’t go anywhere. I’m coming inside.”
The gray slate building appears crypt-like. Blue shingles line a pitched roof, a splash of color which cannot overcome the funereal nature of what occurs inside. Freshly mowed grass clippings tickle his nose, and a yellow sign in the grass warns visitors of insecticide.
The automatic doors whisk open. He finds Amanda sitting on a cushioned chair at the far side of the lobby. A gray-haired man in a lab coat hovers over Amanda while she breathes into a paper bag, the bag inflating and deflating like a lung. 
“I can call a doctor,” the man says, looking at Julian from the tops of his eyes.
Amanda lifts a hand.
“No, I’m better now. I’m fine.”
The man gives Julian a doubtful look before he returns to his work, disappearing down a long hallway bathed in white light. Julian slides into the neighboring chair and takes Amanda’s hand in his.
“At least let me call Darcy. She’ll sit with you and take you back to the hotel when you’re ready. You shouldn’t be driving.”
“I’m not going anywhere, Julian. Not until I know if this girl has anything to do with Jo’s disappearance.”
“I need to ask you something.”
“Is it about the girl in the field?”
Julian holds Amanda’s hand.
“Did Jo ever fix the chip in her tooth?”
Amanda fans her free hand in front of her face.
“Oh, God. You haven’t ruled out Jo. You lied to me, Julian.”
“Please, just answer the question.”
“No. She never fixed her tooth. Said it gave her character.”
Julian exhales.
“Jo isn’t our Jane Doe, Amanda. I wouldn’t lie to you, but I needed to be certain.”
“You couldn’t recognize if she was Jo?” Amanda touches her heart. “What happened to the girl’s face?”
Julian glances down the hall. Castleberry emerges through the double doors of the examination room and leans against the wall. She’s waiting for Julian.
“The medical examiner is looking over the body. Amanda, if we ID the girl, her parents will come. You don’t want to be here for that.” He cuts off her argument by directing her chin toward his face. “I’ll get you a ride back to the hotel. Darcy can take a taxi and meet you there. I don’t want you alone.”
Amanda flicks her lost eyes to the parking lot. 
“I’m calm now. I can drive. You’ll call me as soon as you learn anything, right?”
“Of course.”
After signaling Castleberry, Julian walks Amanda through the door and sees his sister to the Jeep. Though he’s uncomfortable letting her drive, she has her breathing under control, and the color in her cheeks appears healthier. 
“I promise I’ll find Jo.”
“You always come through for us.”
Amanda’s tight smile belies her confidence. She fires the engine. Julian taps the top of the car two times and waves as she backs out.
Castleberry tilts her head toward the parking lot when Julian meets her outside the examination room.
“Was that your sister?”
“She drove here thinking we’d uncovered her daughter’s body.”
“God. We haven’t told the press.”
“It seems she has a police scanner,” Julian says with a sigh. “Any idea who the girl is yet?”
“We’re starting from scratch on this one.” When Julian turns to enter the examining room, Castleberry places a hand against his chest. “You had a tough time looking at the body before. I can’t blame you. You’re worried about your niece. But I told you, if you get too close to the investigation—”
“It’s not an issue.”
Castleberry raises her eyebrows.
“Nobody will blame you if you need to step back.”
“Let’s figure out who our vic is. After you, Sheriff.”
Julian hold the door open for Castleberry. Inside the examination room, Vernell hunches over the girl’s body, the corpse laid upon a metal table. A female assistant wears a mask over her nose and mouth, the glaze to the woman’s eyes indicating she’s nauseous. Lights extend from the ceiling. The medical examiner directs a spotlight over the girl’s head.
“Any clue who this girl is?” Castleberry asks, circling around the table.
“We’re still looking at a female in her late teens, possibly early twenties.” Vernell redirects the spotlight. “I found scarring of the forehead tissue consistent with an acne breakout.”
Julian wonders how Vernell located the scarring given the brute force damage to the girl’s skull and flesh. His eyes drift down the body and stop on a pale circle around one of her toes. The girl wore a toe ring.
With help from his assistant, Vernell turns the girl onto her side.
“Interesting,” Vernell says. “Notice the purple bruising on the shoulders and down her spine. During the early post-mortem period, gravity causes the blood to settle. In this instance, hypostasis indicates this girl died on her back, yet we found the girl on her side.”
“So the killer dumped the body after the murder,” Castleberry says, examining the bruising.
“Here’s something else which caught my eye.” Vernell swings the light over the girl’s hand. “See the red coloration of the dirt beneath the fingernails? That’s clay. While you’ll find a fair amount of clay and rock in the topsoil surrounding Treman Mills, the soil near the forest has a high degree of leaf compost and humus.”
Castleberry leans close to the girl’s hand. The nails are chipped, broken, and crusted with blood.
“Is it just me, or does it look like this girl tried to dig herself out of a hole?”
Julian snaps a picture with his phone. Guilt rolls around in his stomach, supplanting the relief he felt when he determined the girl wasn’t Jo. This is someone’s daughter, and they still haven’t learned her name. 
The assistant helps Vernell lower the girl to her back. The medical examiner scratches his chin as he directs another light toward a tattoo on the girl’s shoulder blade. 
“What do you have there?” Castleberry asks.
“Tattoo of some sort. It’s just an A and an O. Does that mean anything to you?”
Castleberry and Julian lean over the girl’s shoulder. The sheriff shakes her head.
“Not an A and an O. That’s Alpha and Phi. Our vic was in a sorority.”
“I suggest we search for missing females affiliated with this sorority,” Julian says, taking another photograph.
“I’ll get Deputy Montez to run a search. We need to find out where this girl came from.”
“You’re positive she didn’t go to New Sherill?”
“Alpha Phi doesn’t have a New Sherill chapter.”
“You seem to know a lot about sororities.”
A grin curls Castleberry’s lips.
“I was a Delta Gamma girl during my college days. And I deal with the occasional fraternity or sorority complaint, so I know which ones have chapters in Treman Mills.”
Vernell walks them through the rest of his examination. The day is half-over when Julian and Castleberry depart the county coroner’s office. Hazy sunlight forces Julian to squint after the gloom inside the building.
“Where to now?” Castleberry asks.
“Found out what you can about missing Alpha Phi girls. I’m heading to the Winespring Inn. Darcy is there with my sister. It wouldn’t hurt to grab food, either. I haven’t eaten since sunrise.”
“Montez tracked down Nick’s roommate, Dustin. He’s scheduled to stop by.” Castleberry checks her watch. “Which gives me twenty minutes to cross the city. Why don’t you follow me to the station and check on your sister afterward?”
“And sit in on the interview?”
“It wouldn’t hurt to have a second set of eyes and ears in the room.”
Though Julian worries over Amanda, interviewing Nick’s roommate takes precedent. Fate pulls him in opposite directions. No, he needs to see his sister first.
 Castleberry looks at him hopefully.
“I better leave the interview to you,” Julian says, shifting his feet. “What I wouldn’t do to bring Nick in too, and hook the malcontent up to a polygraph.”
Castleberry scoffs.
“What kind of guy makes his girlfriend walk three miles back to campus in the rain? He’s not telling us the truth.”
“You think you can get the real story out of Dustin?”
“He’s not leaving my office until I do.”
Julian taps a nonsense beat against his thigh.
“Delay Dustin as long as you can. Give me a half-hour to check on my sister, then I’ll swing by the station.”
“Hurry, Detective. I can’t hold Dustin forever.”
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
Amanda’s eyes are red, her face drawn and haggard when Julian arrives at her hotel. The Winespring Inn is a boutique hotel with a view of Cayuga Lake, autumn’s colors on full display and reflecting off the shore. Under normal circumstances, Julian would consider the view romantic. He takes one look at Darcy, sitting hand-in-hand beside Amanda on the couch, and feels as though he’s failed them both. He’s an emotionless shell when he’s with Darcy and a nervous wreck with his sister. 
“We think the girl belonged to a sorority,” Julian says, breaking the ice. “She had an Alpha Phi tattoo on the back of her shoulder.”
“So we should search for Alpha Phi women who went missing in the last month,” Darcy says.
“We’re already on the hunt. Montez is checking the database now, but I’d like you to work your magic.”
“I’m on it.”
“I should let you get back to the investigation,” Amanda says, her shoulders curled inward, her gaze locked on the floor. 
“It’s fine. I can work from here,” says Darcy, patting her laptop case. 
“That’s kind of you, but I promise I won’t shatter if you need to leave. All I care about is finding Jo.”
Julian’s eyes lock on Darcy’s. His heart skips when the sunlight catches her face. She’s every bit as beautiful and awe inspiring as nature’s display through the window.
“Can I talk to you outside?” he asks.
Darcy glances at Amanda, who nods.
Julian steps into the sun and closes the door. Worrying Amanda will hear their conversation, he motions Darcy to follow him to the Prius.
“Is Castleberry still locking me out of the investigation?”
“She’s not locking you out, Darcy. There are protocols to follow. It’s unusual that she allows an off-duty detective from North Carolina to view a murder scene or examine bodies at the coroner’s office.”
“So what’s next?”
“She’s bringing Nick’s roommate in for an interview. I want to be there.” He glances at his watch. “Which means I should get going if I want to make it on time.”
Darcy nods and cups her elbows with her hands, her eyes looking everywhere but at Julian.
“Are we okay?” he asks.
Her gaze shoots up.
“Why wouldn’t we be?”
“It seems like you don’t want me around.”
“Julian, that’s not how I feel at all.”
“Well, I don’t understand then. It seemed like we were in a better place six months ago, and now…”
Her lips form a tight grimace, and her eyes mist over.
“It’s not you, okay? It’s me.”
“That sounds like the beginning of a Dear John letter.”
She paces the parking lot, holding back words he’s not sure he wants to hear.
“This is the beginning of a Dear John letter,” he says. His throat tightens. “Darcy, are you breaking up with me?”
She spins on her heels and glares at Julian. It scares him how long she takes to respond.
“No, that’s not at all what I want.”
He flips the keys from one hand to the other.
“Then tell me. I’ll do anything to fix whatever broke between us. There must be something I did.”
“You haven’t done anything, Julian. It’s just that…”
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“You’re shutting me out again.”
Darcy sighs, a hurt sound that makes his heart pound. He’s losing her.
“Go to the station,” she says. “Nick’s lying. If you want to find Jo, Dustin might be our best shot. Don’t forget the roommates are having issues, and Dustin might resent Nick over the rent situation.”
“You’ll be here when I get back?”
“I haven’t decided.” Julian stumbles back on his heels. Darcy waves her hands. “No, I didn’t mean it that way. I might take a taxi back to the bed-and-breakfast. It depends on how Amanda fares. I know how it feels to lose a daughter and fear you’ll never get her back. Go, Julian. I’ll find out what I can about Nick, and I’ll research your Jane Doe.”
Julian pounds the gas pedal on the way out of the parking lot. Tonight, without fail, he’ll talk to Darcy and figure this out. If she stays at the bed-and-breakfast. It won’t surprise him if Darcy decides Amanda shouldn’t be alone and uses the excuse to spend the night at the Winespring Inn.
Recognizing the low income rural housing he encountered on his first trip through Treman Mills, Julian slows the Prius when the sheriff’s office appears. Charla, the administrative assistant who wears too much makeup, tells Julian the sheriff is expecting him. 
Deputy Montez hustles past with a box of case files tucked under his arm. Dustin is already inside the interview room when Julian turns the corner and almost runs into Castleberry.
“I was just about to call you,” Castleberry says. “Dustin arrived ten minutes late, if you can believe it, so you didn’t miss anything. We’re about to get started. How’s your sister holding up?”
“Not well.”
“Understandable.”
“Darcy is running a search from Amanda’s hotel. If anyone can find our Jane Doe, it’s Darcy.”
“Let’s hope she can. You ready to meet Dustin?”
“He’d better be more cooperative than Nick.” The firm set to Castleberry’s jaw warns Julian not to throw Dustin against the wall like he did Jo’s boyfriend. “Not to worry. I’ll be on my best behavior.”
Dustin Gendron chews a thumbnail as Julian follows Castleberry into the interview room. His legs drum beneath a short wooden table. No windows adorn the interview room. The old bulbs and dingy light fixtures do little to throw back the gloom. Julian waits for Castleberry to sit across from Dustin before taking the chair beside her. Dustin’s eyes flick to Castleberry and Julian, then back to the table. He’s tall and wiry like Nick, but stronger. Though the black concert t-shirt hangs off his bones like shedding skin, his arms are taut cords that remind Julian of thick grapevines. His black hair matches his t-shirt and curls down to the base of his neck. Despite Nick’s nervous demeanor, his eyes are clear. Julian doesn’t see the telltale signs of substance abuse he’d recognized in Nick. 
“Don’t be nervous, Dustin,” Castleberry says, clicking a pen over a blank sheet of paper. “We only want to ask you a few questions about the party the other night.”
Dustin flicks a chunk of thumbnail onto the carpet.
“I’m Sheriff Castleberry, and this is Detective Haines.”
“I didn’t realize sheriff’s departments had detectives,” Dustin says, still focused on the tabletop.
“We don’t. The detective is in town and assisting me with the case.”
Dustin lifts his head. His eyes light with understanding.
“Haines,” he says, swinging around to Julian. “You’re related to Jo.”
“That’s right,” Julian says, placing his hands on the table. “Jo is my niece.”
Dustin holds Julian’s glare for another second, then drops his eyes back to the table.
“Why don’t you start by telling us what happened at the party?” Castleberry asks.
Dustin shrugs his shoulders.
“Not much to say. There were about twenty or twenty-five of us, all New Sherill students.”
“Friends of yours?”
“Friends of Nick’s.”
“So you and Nick don’t share the same friends.”
Dustin goes back to work on the thumbnail.
“They’re okay, I guess.”
“What about Nick’s girlfriend? Do you get along with Jo?”
Dustin drops his head and scratches behind his ear. When his head raises, Julian detects rosiness on the grad student’s cheeks. 
“You like Jo, don’t you?” Julian says, shifting his chair closer to the table.
“I don’t get what she sees in a guy like Nick. He’s not good to her. Nick doesn’t know how lucky he is to have a girl like Jo.”
Julian shares a look with Castleberry, who jots a note on her pad.
“You say he’s not good to her,” Castleberry says, tapping her pen on the table. “Can you be more specific?”
Nick shrugs.
“He treats her like a show piece, something to impress his friends with. Hey, look at the girl I scored.”
“Dustin, did Nick ever hit Jo or do something that made you fear for her safety?”
Dustin slumps back in his chair and studies his ghost-like reflection on the table. 
“No, nothing like that.”
“What about the damage to the wall? Does Nick frequently lose control?”
“Nick’s always been like that. He was the kid who always got suspended for fighting during high school.”
Castleberry makes another note and sets the pen down.
“But he abandoned Jo to walk home from the party. That’s abusive in my book. Did you witness the argument? Nick claims Jo doesn’t get along with his friends.”
Anger flares in Dustin’s eyes. Dustin does his best to conceal it, but Julian sees him tense up.
“Is that what he said? That’s bullshit. Nick tried to get Jo to sleep with him, probably the only reason he kept her around. He was drunk. Jo stormed out of the party because Nick was all over her and not taking no for an answer. And if you think Nick gave a shit they she had a three-mile walk back to campus, you’re wrong. He called out the door after her, might have strolled across the parking lot for a minute. But that’s it.”
“Nick gave up the chase? Do you remember how long he searched for Jo?”
Blinking, Dustin sets his chin on his fist. 
“He was gone about fifteen minutes, not that I was watching the clock.”
“How did he act when he returned?”
“He made a few jokes at Jo’s expense. Told his buddies the bitch could find her way back to school on her own. Nick made it seem like they were through.”
Did Nick rape Jo? Fifteen minutes gave him enough time to chase Jo down. Julian recalls the brief stretch of wilderness between Nick’s apartment and the outskirts of Treman Mills. Her boyfriend could have raped Jo and left her for dead in the woods. He clears his throat and clasps his hands on the table.
“You watched all of this happen but didn’t intervene?” The swagger drains from Dustin’s shoulders. He averts his eyes from Julian and itches his arm. “Seems to me you could have gone after Jo and ensured she made it back to her dorm. You have a car, right?”
“Yeah.”
“But you let her walk home, even though you knew it was dangerous for a girl her age to be on this side of town after dark. You say she’s wasting her time with Nick. It’s obvious you like Jo, and whether you admit it, I bet you wish she chose you over your roommate.”
Dustin’s jaw shifts. 
“Dustin?”
“I’d take care of her. A lot more than Nick would.”
Castleberry purses her lips. Like Julian, the sheriff knows Dustin is holding something back. 
“You ran after Jo, figuring that was your best chance to win her over,” Julian says. 
“No,” Dustin says, shaking his head.
“But you knew Nick was drunk and taking speed that night. In that state, he could have hurt Jo.”
Dustin shifts his gaze to the blank wall. 
“Ask Nick about that. I don’t know what happened to Jo. She disappeared.”
Castleberry spends the next several minutes grilling Dustin over Nick’s substance abuse issues. Dustin remains evasive, swearing he doesn’t know if Nick takes drugs or where he gets them from. When it becomes obvious she won’t get anything else out of Dustin, Castleberry ends the interview.
After Dustin leaves, Julian sits across from Castleberry’s desk. The sheriff lets out a breath and sets her notes aside.
“Dustin isn’t telling us everything,” she says, rocking back in her chair.
“That much is clear. He has feelings for Jo. I don’t believe for a second he didn’t go out looking for her.”
“It was the perfect opportunity to play the hero and be Jo’s Prince Charming.”
“He’s anything but that,” Julian says, itching his chin.
“Do you think he’s covering for Nick? The animosity between them is clear, and I don’t see the telltale signs of narcotics abuse with Dustin. It makes little sense he’d stick up for Nick if he suspected his roommate hurt a girl he’s interested in.”
She’s right. Dustin doesn’t strike Julian as innocent, but he could have thrown Nick under the bus. As he ponders the mystery, his phone buzzes.
“It’s Darcy,” Julian says. “You mind if I take this?”
“Go ahead.”
Leaving the flustered sheriff in her office, Julian strolls past the interview room and answers.
“How’s Amanda?”
“She’s doing a little better. I’m at the Winespring Inn. Is Dustin Gendron still in the building?”
“No, we just let him go.”
“I found something interesting about Nick Bachman. Nick and Dustin went to school together in Elmira, right?”
“Yes, but I wouldn’t call them chums. Dustin had nothing good to say about Nick back in high school. Mentioned the kid had anger issues even then.”
“Julian, two girls in Nick’s class were raped five years ago.”
Julian hurries to the window and parts the blinds. Dustin’s car isn’t in the parking lot.
“Five years ago. That would have been Nick’s senior year. Any reason to believe he raped those girls?”
“It was a masked assailant. Both girls described a boy in his late teens, tall and thin.”
Shit. That could be Nick. 
“Let me guess. The rapes stopped after Nick left for college.”
“And now we have a girl missing from New Sherill and a Jane Doe murdered outside Treman Mills. Julian, rape is a common gateway for a budding serial killer. Someone needs to monitor Nick Bachman.”
“Trust me. Nick won’t be able to go anywhere in Treman Mills without me knowing about it. I need to tell the sheriff. You did well, Darcy.” 
Julian waits for a reply. An uncomfortable silence lingers between them.
“I’ll see you at the bed-and-breakfast,” Darcy says. “We’ll talk when you get back.”
The call ends. Julian stares at the phone, wondering what Darcy means by talk. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
 
The drive back to the resort takes longer than it should. Julian cuts down side streets, avoiding the impending confrontation with Darcy. He turns around and heads for Nick’s apartment, still bothered by the rapes. It’s dusk when he pulls into the back of the parking lot across the street. The day’s heat vanishes, and a chill spills into the Prius. Outside the car, the sweet scent of a wood stove seeps across the valley. A light shines in the downstairs window.
Julian shifts his attention between the house and his phone. Maybe he should call Darcy. Come up with some excuse that will keep him on the road for the next two hours. A shadow drifts past the window on the other side of a drawn shade. Julian can’t tell if it’s Nick or Dustin. He scans the parking lot for Nick’s car but doesn’t see it. Which suggests he’s not home. Out stalking another girl? 
Serial killers revisit crime scenes and dump sites. 
The realization sets Julian in motion. He pulls Darcy’s Prius out of the lot, keeping the headlights off until he turns up the road. It takes twenty minutes to reach the patch of wilderness where they discovered Jane Doe, but his is the only vehicle on that lonely road. The moon washes the meadow in deep sea blue. A year ago, the lunar light would have given him trepidation. Since shooting the Full Moon Killer, he’s forgotten how creepy and foreboding moonlit wilderness seems.
The falling temperature inspires Julian to turn on the heat. He scans the shoulder for tire tracks and recognizes his own and those of the emergency vehicles. But nobody else has been here. He’s chasing his own shadow.
With a resigned groan, Julian swings the car around and drives into Treman Mills, past the closed restaurants and boarded-up storefronts. The town seems to generate its own darkness. Juxtaposed against the slumbering city, New Sherill glows upon the hill. He can see Jo’s dorm on the left side of the campus.
A pair of headlights flash in his mirror. He doesn’t give the vehicle a second glance until he turns past the deli and finds the same beams inching up on his bumper. Adjusting the mirror, Julian attempts to identify the make and model. It’s a large sedan, but that’s all he can determine with the car’s brights blinding him. Nick drives a sedan.
Turning away from the country resort, Julian shoots past a housing development and a park with rusted playground equipment. The sedan is still in his mirrors, hanging a block behind the Prius. Tapping the steering wheel, Julian spares a glance at the GPS. A shopping plaza lies a mile to the left. A spaghetti bowl of roads converge around the plaza and branch toward the highway. Gunning the engine, Julian motors toward the shopping district. With the number of route choices around the plaza, he’ll learn if the sedan is trailing him after he passes through.
As he shoots glances at the mirror, Julian swerves past the plaza, the parking lot choked with shoppers. He merges onto the highway, then takes the first exit and doubles back toward Treman Mills. No sedan, no brights painting the rear-view mirror. 
He’s letting his nerves get to him. Still, he wished he’d gotten a look at the license plate. Castleberry could have run the plate number. Irritated with himself for wasting time, he sets course for the B&B and pulls into the lot ten minutes later. A light shines on the other side of the blinds when Julian steps out of the car. The temperature dropped ten degrees since he left the parking lot across from Nick’s apartment. He slips the key from his pocket and stands outside the door. He’s tempted to hop back into the car and spend the night searching for Jo. 
Darcy decides his fate by opening the door. She must have seen him pull in. Back lit in the doorway, she leans against the jamb without speaking. Julian shuffles toward the door. Darcy stands aside.
“Where have you been?” she asks as he drops his wallet on the nightstand and slumps onto the recliner. “I thought you finished the interview hours ago.”
“We did,” he says, rubbing his burning eyes. “I drove past Nick Bachman’s apartment. Not sure why, I just sense I’m missing something. It was a total waste of time. I don’t even know if the scumbag was home.”
Darcy pulls the ottoman beside the chair and sits down, facing Julian. She leans forward with her elbows on her knees, her attention shifting between the walls and windows as though she has something to hide. At that moment, Julian’s fears reach their apex. From the slump of her shoulders, he can’t determine if she’s crying or collecting herself. When Darcy’s face lifts, her eyes are dry and clear. 
“I think you’re making a mistake with Nick.”
His brain does a double take. Tilting his ear as a man does when he’s certain he misheard, Julian scowls.
“This is about Nick Bachman?”
“Well, yes. What did you think I wanted to speak to you about?”
“Right, Nick. Where’s all this coming from?”
“Let me tell you about Nick Bachman,” Darcy says with a pinched face, as if choking on the name. “It’s indisputable the kid is a grade-A jerk and speeds to fuel his studies. I wouldn’t want Jennifer anywhere near someone like Nick, anymore than you and Amanda approve of Jo seeing him. But that doesn’t make him a murderer.”
Julian adjusts the recliner forward.
“Wait, you just got through telling me Nick might have raped two girls during his senior year of high school. Aren’t most rapists males in their mid-twenties or younger?”
“And the vast majority know their victims. But the more I think about it, the less sense it makes. Sure, Nick is a terrible guy and wrong for Jo, but he’s not a sociopath. We categorize serial rapists as organized or disorganized, and Nick doesn’t fit either.”
“He’s disorganized,” Julian says, snapping his finger. “Remember his apartment? He’s a disaster.”
“True, but disorganized rapists tend to be high school dropouts. They’re non-assertive and score low on IQ tests. Hate him all you want, but Nick is a masters student at a prestigious college.”
“Okay, so he falls under the organized category.”
“The messy apartment doesn’t fit. Organized rapists are anal about their appearances, and many are anti social. This guy just threw a party for two dozen friends.”
Julian huffs.
“Call me unconvinced. That asshole forced his girlfriend to walk home by herself in the rain.”
“I’m not defending Nick’s character. He’s reprehensible. But that doesn’t mean he’s a rapist or a murderer.”
Julian jumps up and paces between the kitchenette and living area.
“But the rapes. You said the girls described the assailant as tall and thin. That sounds like Nick.”
“We can’t say for certain a student committed those crimes, let alone pin the blame on Nick.”
“What about the outbursts? You saw the way Nick lost his cool. If he acts like that in front of the county sheriff, how bad are the blow ups when he’s alone with Jo?”
Darcy rises and rests her back against the dresser, her arms folded over her chest.
“Julian, I studied serial killers for three years with the FBI. I don’t see the traits of a killer in Nick Bachman.”
Julian’s stomach twists in knots. Why is Darcy exonerating their top suspect? 
“If you’d seen that girl’s face…Darcy, the man who bludgeoned that girl can’t control his anger. He’s out of control. Like Nick when he feels cornered.”
“Nick acts out of fear and frustration. Our killer hides in plain sight. His rage manifests itself under a specific set of conditions we’ve yet to identify. That murder was personal, hateful.”
His mind’s eye returns to the field. The flies buzzing and lighting on the girl’s bloodied face. Her shattered skull. The cockeyed tilt of her head as if in death she questioned why God forsake her.
Walking to the window, Julian parts the curtains and looks into the night. That Jo’s body hasn’t turned up gives him hope she’s still alive, confined by the same man who murdered their Jane Doe. If Darcy is correct, the killer is a ticking time bomb. What sets him off? And what if Jo says or does the wrong thing and enrages the killer? Julian shouldn’t be here debating Darcy. He should look for his niece. 
“All those concerns we have over Nick’s drug use,” Darcy says, touching his arm. “Jo isn’t just complicit. The evidence suggests she’s using.”
“I never said my niece wasn’t guilty of making poor decisions.”
Darcy might be right that he’s jumping to conclusions. But Julian has no reason to trust Nick. Julian never profiled murderers for the FBI, but he’s dealt with rageaholics. They smash household items when life deals them an unfortunate hand, and they put their fists through plaster. They graduate to striking their loved ones. He’s comforted abused spouses and children and arrested the deranged monsters terrorizing them. 
He snatches the car keys and slips them into his pocket. Darcy grabs his shirt.
“Where are you going now?”
“Back to Nick’s. He’s hiding something, and so is Dustin.”
She tugs him back from the doorway.
“I’m going with you.”
“It’s better if I go alone. I’m just scoping the place out.”
Darcy narrows her eyes.
“Wait a second. Your sister hired me to investigate Jo’s disappearance. You can’t treat me like a liability. Besides, that’s my car.”
“As you wish,” he says, tossing her the keys. “There’s a rental place a half-mile down the road. We should have gotten a second car anyhow.”
“Julian—”
He closes the door and buries his hands in his pockets. Lowering his head against the frosty September night, he strides across the parking lot, expecting the door to fly open and Darcy to accost him for acting like a fool. A part of him breaks when she doesn’t. Why is he angry? He arrived at the bed-and-breakfast expecting Darcy to break off their relationship. Yet she wanted to debate Nick Bachman as their lead suspect. Maybe that’s the issue. Bachman is a sicko. He wouldn’t think twice about harming Jo. Defending Nick is insane.
Though the lights had shone inside the car rental facility when Julian drove past a half hour ago, he predicts the shop will be closed now, the windows dark. Then he’ll swallow his pride and stomp back to the room. But the rental facility shines like a beacon on the night-shrouded roadway. He rents a Ford Escape, the only SUV left on the lot. Minutes later, he’s behind the wheel and adjusting to the Escape’s responsiveness as he follows the familiar roads through Treman Mills. Along the route, he keeps one eye on the mirror. His paranoia reaches an all-time high. Even if a man had been following him earlier, he wouldn’t know Julian changed vehicles. Unless the man trailed Julian to the bed-and-breakfast.
He places a call to Darcy’s phone. She doesn’t answer, and he can’t blame her after the way he left. He leaves a message, urging her to call him if she spots a dark shaded sedan in the parking lot. 
Julian is almost back to Nick’s apartment when a turn off catches his eye. Reversing the Escape, Julian puts the vehicle in park and follows the shoulder. It’s a narrow, dirt driveway hidden between trees. No wonder he hadn’t noticed the driveway until now. A motor growls in the night, and Julian hustles back to the rental and shuts off the lights and engine. Standing on the shoulder, he’ll be exposed if Nick comes around the bend and catches him in the headlights. The peeper calls grow in the darkness, shrilling out of the weeds like out of tune string instruments. The motor comes again. Not a car, but a motorcycle. It’s coming from up the hill.
Following the shoulder back to the driveway, Julian kneels inside the trees. The dirt path winds through the property and climbs an incline toward a trailer. Rust, like festering sores, dot the exterior. A generator hums behind the trailer. 
A second motorcycle descends the hill from behind the home. He ducks before the light picks him out. With a howl, the man ramps over a hump in the field and rockets into the night toward the other rider. Waiting until the two motorcyclists turns their headlights away from him, Julian creeps out of hiding. Jo got caught in the rain when she walked home from Nick’s apartment. Would she have stopped here, seeking a ride? Jo shows poor judgment, but it seems foolhardy for a teenage girl to ask a stranger living in a beaten trailer to drive her back to campus. Perhaps she crouched here. The tree canopy would shield her from the downpour.
As he ponders this possibility, a print on the driveway catches his eye. Ensuring the motorcycles aren’t heading in his direction, Julian bends his head close to the print. It’s from a sneaker. The small size and narrow width mark it as a female’s running shoe. He slips the phone out of his pocket and aims it over the print, cringing when the flash goes off. He ducks behind the trees. The motorcycle engines cut off. The voices of two men ring off the hillside.
“Did you see that?” one man asks.
“I didn’t see shit.”
“A flash.”
“Probably a lightning bug. Stop worrying.”
“No, I think there’s someone down there.”
Careful not to snap a branch and give himself away, Julian edges back from the driveway. The curious motorcyclist guns the engine and starts down the hill. 
Julian hurries back to the Escape and slips behind the wheel. He pulls the SUV off the shoulder, keeping the lights off until he rounds a curve. His heart hammers into his throat as he drives toward Nick’s apartment. When he reaches the parking lot, he dials Castleberry. While the phone rings, Julian keeps his eyes fixed on the apartment house. Nothing appears different from earlier. The same light shines downstairs. Otherwise, he can’t discern activity inside.
“That you, Detective?”
Julian leaps when Castleberry answers. 
“It’s me. I stopped a mile west of Nick Bachman’s apartment. There’s a trailer up in the meadow.”
“Yeah, I remember the trailer you’re talking about. You’d do well to steer clear of that place, Detective.”
“Why is that?”
“We’ve never been able to prove anything, but the department has suspected drug trafficking out of that trailer, dating back to before I became sheriff.”
Fighting a headache, Julian pinches the bridge of his nose.
“Drug trafficking. Who owns the place?”
“A guy named Carl Abraham. Early thirties, came to Treman Mills from the Rochester area. Abraham bought the place five years ago. He’s unemployed. Otherwise, we know little about him, never see him around town, but he bought the trailer with cash and always pays his tax bills on time.”
A man’s shadow approaches the living room window inside Nick’s apartment. A hand curls the shade open, and Julian ducks below the steering wheel.
“Any chance this guy is Nick Bachman’s supplier?”
“Why do you say that?”
Julian peeks around the wheel. The shade is closed, the silhouette gone.
“A vague theory rolling around in my head. Listen, Jo got caught in the rain after she left Nick’s place. What are the chances she stopped at the trailer for shelter?”
“Why would a college girl go near that place?”
“If she’s using,” Julian says, hating the way the word tastes on his tongue. “She might know this Abraham guy. Could be Jo stopped and asked him to drive her back to the dorm.”
“Perhaps,” Castleberry says, the doubt weighing the pitch of her voice lower. 
“What if I told you I found a sneaker print on the driveway?”
“I’d say you were trespassing on private property. And since that was a hypothetical question, I’m relieved I don’t have to kick you off the case. Yet.”
“Nobody saw me. Look, the print came off a girl’s running shoe. I snapped a picture so we can identify the make.”
“You’re keeping me from my Merlot.”
“Excuse me?”
“It’s been a long day, and I’ve got a bottle of Merlot waiting for me at home.” Castleberry sighs. “Send me the picture and I’ll get to work on identifying the print.”
“It wouldn’t hurt to knock on the guy’s door. Show him Jo’s picture and gauge his reaction.”
The call goes quiet for a moment.
“Listen to me, Detective. Don’t set foot on Abraham’s property. I’ll remove you from the investigation, if you do something like that again.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
 
“Take a deep breath, Amanda.”
Darcy switches the phone to her opposite ear and peeks through the window. Julian hasn’t returned yet, and that he never called to let her know he’d found a rental proves he’s upset with her. She should have opened up to him, explained her fears about sustainability in their relationship. Instead, she froze up. Now she’s on the phone with Julian’s sister and contemplating whether she should hop in the Prius and drive back to Amanda’s inn. On the other side of the glass, a ground fog curls beneath the Prius and crawls across the parking lot as though searching.
“Julian isn’t being straight with me,” Amanda says between sobs. 
“Why would you say that?”
“You know why, Darcy. He’s protecting me. Julian knows more about Jo than he’s letting on.”
Darcy lies back on the bed and rubs her forehead.
“Even if you fear Julian isn’t telling you the truth, you can trust me. If I learn anything new about Jo’s disappearance, I’ll tell you.”
“I can’t lock myself inside the inn for another night. It seems like the walls are closing in on me. Earlier, I jumped in the car and drove through campus looking for Jo, and when that didn’t work, I crossed Treman Mills.”
“Amanda, you shouldn’t go out looking for Jo on your own. This town isn’t safe.”
“But I need to do something. She’s my daughter, my world.”
Darcy swallows, remembering her panic when a child killer abducted Jennifer in Georgia. The local sheriff’s department and FBI locked Darcy out of the investigation, but she searched for Jennifer on her own. Had Darcy obeyed their orders, she wouldn’t have uncovered the clues that led to Jennifer’s rescue. But Darcy had three years of investigative experience with the FBI, and Amanda is flying blind.
“I understand, but the next time you go out looking for Jo, you need to call me first. You can’t drive through an unfamiliar city by yourself. I’ll go with you.”
Julian’s sister hitches and coughs away from the phone.
“Thank you, Darcy. I should trust the process and stay out of everyone’s way, but I can’t sit still. Not until we find Jo.”
I know how you feel, Darcy says to herself. After she calms Amanda, Darcy checks her messages. Nothing from Julian. He should tell her where he is. Feeling useless to the investigation, Darcy slides into the rolling chair and opens her laptop. Before Amanda called, she’d begun a search for missing Alpha Phi sorority girls. Nothing pops up in Google, but she has ways of interrogating Facebook, Twitter, and other social media sources to uncover stories which fall off the search engines’ radars. 
A scuffing sound brings her head up from the computer. Something outside the window. Darcy waits a moment. When the noise doesn’t come again, she returns to the computer. Typing a query into the search program, she scans the results from the most popular social media platforms. When someone disappears, it’s common practice for family and friends to devote a page toward locating the missing person. Darcy clicks on a promising link and skims through the information. This girl was found, a rare happy ending when someone vanishes for over a month. The girl had driven to California to see her boyfriend after a fight with her parents. She even removed the battery from her phone so no one could trace her. Five weeks later, she came to her senses and called her parents to apologize. Darcy shakes her head at the girl’s callous behavior. 
The noise comes again.
Her eyes dart to the window as a shadow passes over the pane. Closing her laptop, Darcy backs away from the window. She clips the holster to her waist and grabs the Glock off the nightstand. Moving toward the door, she stands to the side with the gun raised. She’s probably overreacting to a guest unlocking the neighboring room. But the tingling sensation across her skin warns her danger lurks outside the window.
Pulling the door open, she swings into the entryway with the gun aimed into the night. The unexpected chill takes her breath away, reminding her she isn’t in North Carolina anymore. With the cold comes an unearthly mist. It creeps around the main building and slithers over the pathways, cloaking and suffocating. Branches claw through the fog and seem to reach toward her. Shivering, Darcy clutches her jacket and locks the door behind her. The night is as quiet as it is hidden. Dialing Julian’s phone, she chatters her teeth and waits for him to answer. He doesn’t. Either he’s ignoring her, still furious over the way they left things this evening, or he’s driving back to the room. She prays for the latter.
Pocketing the phone, she slips the gun into her holster, not wanting to shoot at the first shadow that moves in the fog. She counted two other couples staying at the bed-and-breakfast and doesn’t wish to mistake someone’s spouse for a prowler. 
A branch snaps, reawakening her anxiety. The noise came from the path down by the overlook. It’s unlikely a guest went for a walk in the fog. There’s nothing to see in the gorge after sunset. Running to the edge of the building, Darcy removes the gun from its holster. Her eyes strain to see past the gray morass. Another branch snaps in half, and this time she’s certain it came from the copse bordering the property. 
Darcy bends low and races to a Volkswagen parked outside the next building. The frosty night bleeds off the car and seeps into her bones. Peering around the rear bumper, she eyes the copse. Fog shrouds the trees and conceals whoever walks among the pines and maples. 
The wind rustles the leaves and stirs the mist. Just then she spots a figure move within the copse. Tall, lanky. Like Nick Bachman. 
Craning her neck around the bumper, Darcy eyes a van a few spaces away. A second shape stands behind the van, too small to be a car. In the fog, it looks like a crouching beast waiting for her to wander into its path. 
The figure in the woods moves from tree to tree on cat’s paws. She’d never have known the man was there had she not spotted him when the wind parted the mist. Dammit, that could be Nick. Did she make a mistake exonerating Jo’s boyfriend? 
Darcy sprints from the Volkswagen to the van. Now she’s mere steps from the woods. The mist thickens, slicking her skin with its snake tongue. An alarm rings inside her head. She can’t see the man anymore. As she steps around the van, fighting to keep her trembling arms steady, her phone rings. Shit! The trees rustle as the figure breaks out of hiding and sprints through the copse. The fog plays tricks on her, making the man seem to disappear and reappear.
“Stop, Nick!”
Before her eyes find him again, he’s behind the van. The sudden roar of an engine reveals the unidentified figure in the parking lot as a motorcycle. She runs across the lot as the tail light flares like a hurricane lantern. Tires squeal and spit gravel. She ducks and shields her face as the motorcycle shoots out of the lot.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
With Darcy asleep, Julian glares at the ceiling. He should never have left Darcy alone. She’s a target now. They both are. His muscles tensed and skimmed with sweat, he reaches for the water glass on the nightstand. Sips and thinks. Who is brazen enough to stalk Darcy? Or was the prowler searching for Julian?
After Julian exhausts the burning questions, he wills himself to sleep. It’s impossible. Every owl hoot, every unexplained noise outside the window jostles him awake. He rests with the pistol on the nightstand and one eye fixed to the moonlight washing over the window. Three times he rises, careful not to wake Darcy, and pads out to the cold fog. But there’s nobody trying to break into the room and no motorcycle in the parking lot.
It’s almost sunrise when Julian gives up on sleep and staggers into the shower. The hot spray massages the worry out of his shoulders and regulates his breathing. Though the intruder never attacked Darcy, he’s certain the man’s appearance is related to Jo’s case. If only the fog hadn’t been so thick and Darcy had identified the license plate. A late night call to Castleberry left the sheriff grumbling over lost sleep. Castleberry checked the DMV database and couldn’t find a motorcycle registered to Nick Bachman. But Carl Abraham owns two motorcycles, big Harley Davidson bikes. A man without gainful employment shouldn’t be able to afford two top of the line motorcycles. 
Julian towels his hair dry and scowls at the mirror. The hair thins above his forehead. His father lost his hair by the time he hit forty. Julian never believed he’d lose his hair so young. It’s as if the thinning began the moment he set foot in Treman Mills. Combing his bangs to conceal the receding hairline, Julian slips into his clothes.
Darcy is already awake and sitting at the computer when Julian opens the bathroom door. She wears a nightshirt, one bare leg crossed over the other as she clicks through a search application. Even with her hair mussed from sleep, she’s alluring. She raises her eyes to him, drops them back to the screen, then does a double take.
“What?”
“Nothing,” he says. Her lips turn down in disappointment as she returns to the search application. “It’s just that…you’re damn gorgeous.”
She laughs hard enough to draw a cough.
“I look like I spent the night in a wind tunnel.”
“Well, it works for you.”
Her grinning eyes follow him to the bed, where he slips on his sneakers.
“I talked to Castleberry last night.”
“Oh?”
He recites the DMV records and brings up Carl Abraham, the owner of the trailer down the road from Nick’s house.
“That sneaker print still doesn’t sit right with me,” Julian says, tying his laces.
“But there’s no proving the print belonged to Jo. Abraham might have a girlfriend.”
“A girlfriend who came back from a walk and turned into his driveway? That road is too dangerous for a casual stroll.” Happy to connect with Darcy again, Julian kneels beside her chair and tilts his chin at the computer. When on the same page, they’re an unbeatable team. “What are you looking at?”
“The usual searches aren’t turning up any missing Alpha Phi girls in the last month. I’m searching for a needle in a haystack.”
“Could be there’s a page devoted to finding her, but it doesn’t mention she’s in a sorority.”
Darcy shakes her head.
“No chance. Sisters are proud of their sororities. If one of their own goes missing, you can guarantee they’ll put the call out.”
“I get it. By the way, the shower is all yours if you want to jump in before breakfast.”
“Oh, I couldn’t eat. I need to finish this search.”
“Darcy, you skipped dinner. Are you sick?”
Darcy’s fingers stumble on the keyboard. She folds her hands in her lap, her eyes fixed on the screen and avoiding his. What is she hiding?
“Why don’t you go? I still have an apple from yesterday morning.”
He wants to argue, but she’s stubborn after she decides. With a sigh, he grabs his key.
“I’ll grab you a tea and a danish.”
“Thank you, but skip the danish. I don’t want heavy food in my stomach today.”
“All right,” he says, holding her eyes. “But I’m grabbing you fruit, so make a choice. Banana, apple, or an orange.”
“Surprise me.”
 
***
 
The specter of Darcy’s reflection frowns back at her in the computer screen. Four years of living a nightmare and running from the Full Moon Killer aged her. What does Julian see in her, and was this morning’s complement an attempt to assuage her after last night’s fight? Her stomach rumbles. She should eat. Although the scale claims she’s only up five pounds from last year, the mirror tells her it’s more. Much more. 
Dragging her fingers through the mop atop her head, she chews on the end of a ballpoint pen. None of her search results bare fruit. It’s as if the girl from the field, Julian’s Jane Doe, is a ghost. She’s about to give up when a social media link catches her attention. April Mineo, a nineteen-year-old Ithaca resident attending Syracuse University, went missing eight days ago after leaving for mid-semester break. She was supposed to meet up with friends in Trumansburg, then drive to Virginia Beach for the week. Except Mineo’s Facebook profile doesn’t show she’s a member of Alpha Phi. Perhaps she chose not to list her membership. Cross-referencing Mineo’s name on the university’s Alpha Phi page draws a blank.
Grumbling to herself, Darcy clicks out of the sorority’s Facebook page and stares at the grinning image of April Mineo. Wearing black hair down to her shoulders, April hangs her arms around two other girls. They wear bikinis. In the background, a dozen college students play beach volleyball against a backdrop of pristine blue surf. One of the bikini straps hangs loose on April’s shoulder. At first, she mistakes the smudge on her shoulder as a clump of wet sand. Is that a tattoo?
Darcy enlarges the profile picture and zooms in on the girl’s shoulder. Recognizing the Alpha Phi symbol, Darcy draws a breath. This is their Jane Doe.
Before she texts Julian, he returns with an apple and a banana in his hand. He also brought her a bagel with strawberry cream cheese, a guilty pleasure. 
“I found the girl.”
Julian’s eyes swing to the computer screen. He kneels beside Darcy.
“Are you sure that’s her?”
Darcy points to the tattoo.
“Check out her shoulder. April Mineo. She’s a sophomore at Syracuse University. Missing for over a week. I couldn’t find any mention of her on the sorority’s Facebook page, but the tattoo is unmistakable.”
Elbow propped on the desk, Julian rests his chin against his fist and studies the girl’s photograph. Darcy watches his eyes fill in the facial details of the girl he found in the field. A haunted look comes over his face as he studies Mineo’s picture. 
“I better call Castleberry. Any idea how she ended up in Treman Mills?”
In one window, Darcy calls up a map of Upstate New York. A red dot marks their location near Treman Mills and New Sherill College. The Finger Lakes claw toward Lake Ontario, Syracuse to their east, Trumansburg and Ithaca not far to the west. 
“According to a post on her page, April was due to meet her friends in Trumansburg. Depending on the route she took, it’s conceivable she drove through Treman Mills.”
Nodding, Julian says, “And there wouldn’t be a record of her stopping for gas or food because it’s such a quick trip.”
Darcy scrolls through the girl’s profile. Her nerves jolt when she discovers a picture of April with the Alpha Phi girls from last year. She joined the sorority as a freshman, ostensibly when she got the tattoo, but quit after the first year. That’s why she couldn’t match April Mineo to Alpha Phi.
Lost in thought as she pages through April’s profile, Darcy doesn’t notice Julian calling the sheriff until he ends the call.
“How fast can you get ready? Castleberry wants us at the office in an hour.”
“I’ll hurry. Wait, she wants me there too?”
“We’re dealing with a serial killer. Castleberry wants you to construct a profile of the murderer.”
Not wanting to compromise the unexpected goodwill, Darcy doesn’t argue. Building a profile takes several days of hard work and study. She’ll do her best, but she can’t guarantee an accurate profile. As she grabs a change of clothes from her suitcase, Julian’s voice stops her at the bathroom door.
“And Darcy, you did outstanding work.”
Her lips stretch into a grin as she closes the door. The heat of the shower loosens her shoulder muscles and coaxes her to relax. But she hurries. Unraveling the mystery of who is killing girls in Treman Mills gives them their only hope of finding Jo alive. She prays the kidnapper holds the girls for a long time before he murders them.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
Darcy’s hair is brushed but still wet when they hop into Julian’s rental. He drives the Escape in case today’s search takes them through terrain the Prius can’t handle. As they drive, Darcy looks out at the city as if seeing it for the first time. Too many hidden secrets. A killer walks among its shadows. 
What was April Mineo doing in Treman Mills? It’s possible she intended to stop at New Sherill. Perhaps she has friends at the school. Darcy’s head swims. Sheriff Castleberry is likely on the phone with April’s parents now. It’s a quick drive from Ithaca to Treman Mills. They’ll identify their dead daughter within the hour. 
Julian talks on speaker phone with Amanda. Although he informs his sister they identified their Jane Doe, he doesn’t mention a serial killer loose in the city. When he brings up April Mineo, Amanda doesn’t recognize the girl’s name, though Amanda admits she hasn’t met all of Jo’s friends. She promises Julian she’ll look through Jo’s social media contacts.
The first thing Darcy notices is how warm the sun is when she steps out of the Escape in front of the sheriff’s department. Typical of autumn east of the Great Lakes, the weather is unpredictable—cool and rainy one day, hot and sunny the next. 
Charla sits at her desk, her makeup drooling down her face. A rotating fan on the secretary’s desk does little more than blow the scorching air around.
“One of these years, they’ll listen to me and install central air. But if you think it’s too hot in the summer, wait until you see this place in January. It gets cold enough to see your breath in this place.” Charla dabs tissue paper against her forehead. “What I wouldn’t do for a snowstorm now.”
Castleberry waits for Charla to finish, then motions for Julian and Darcy to follow. Instead of guiding them to her office, Castleberry takes them to the interview room where Julian and the sheriff interrogated Nick’s roommate. Deputy Montez sits at the table, his hat dangling off the chair back. He opens a folder when the sheriff takes the seat beside him.
“So here’s what we learned,” Montez says, spreading out a printed map. Colored dots mark where Jo vanished, and the ornithologist found April Mineo. Yellow highlighter circles mark the cities of Syracuse, Ithaca, and Treman Mills. “April Mineo’s body was found five miles from Nick Bachman’s apartment. I also noted where the New Sherill graduate student, Carol Harrington, lived last year.”
“That’s the girl who never returned from spring break,” Castleberry says.
“Is the school near the center of the activity?” Julian asks, leaning over the table for a better look.
Montez shakes his head.
“Negative. We only have three points to work with, but I’d argue Nick Bachman’s house sits at the middle.”
“That’s not the only residence in question near the center.” Julian taps his finger over a rural strip of land up the road from Nick’s house. “That’s Carl Abraham’s trailer. The place where I found the shoe print. Did you identify the tread?”
Castleberry’s lips form a tight grimace. She’s still unhappy Julian trespassed on Abraham’s land. The sheriff pages through her notes and slides a printed copy of a sneaker tread in front of Julian and Darcy.
“It looks like a New Balance female running shoe. They aren’t producing this model anymore. The final manufacturing run occurred last Christmas.”
Julian tilts the paper and snaps a photograph with his phone. He memorizes the model name.
“I’ll check with my sister. She’ll remember if Jo wore this brand.”
“Even if it’s a match, we can’t move on Abraham without evidence he took Jo.”
Julian forms an argument on his face and pulls back. As a detective with the GCPD, he understands rules and procedures. But Darcy knows he’d break those rules and kick down Abraham’s door if he had his way.
“Okay, let’s assume Jo left Nick’s house and walked along the country route toward New Sherill,” Julian says, tracing the route with his forefinger.
“A safe assumption,” Montez says, nodding. “That’s the only road into town from Nick Bachman’s place.”
“It’s cold and difficult to find her way in the dark. When it starts to rain, Jo looks for shelter. The trees along the shoulder outside Abraham’s property would keep the rain off her. Then she notices the trailer.”
“And maybe she knows Abraham,” Darcy says.
“What would she have in common with someone like Carl Abraham?”
“We’re working off the belief Jo and Nick abused pharmaceuticals to keep up with school work. Someone is supplying them, and the consensus inside Treman Mills is Carl Abraham deals from his trailer.”
“Though we never proved he deals,” Castleberry says, her eyes warning Darcy to temper her accusation until they have evidence. 
The possibility that Abraham was Jo’s supplier must scuttle around in Julian’s head. He shifts his body, unable to get comfortable in the chair.
Darcy tilts her head at Castleberry.
“What did the medical examiner have to offer regarding April Mineo’s death?”
Castleberry flips through her folder.
“Besides the facial damage, Hank found evidence of blunt force trauma to the back of her head. The damage wasn’t enough to kill her. He theorized she fell after the killer bludgeoned her. Clay under the nails suggests she clawed at the earth.”
“Like he kept her outside, not in a trailer. Is there anything that relates April Mineo to Jo? Julian checked with Amanda, and she doesn’t believe Jo knew this girl.”
“We can’t find a connection. But Hank puts the time of April’s death at twenty-four to forty-eight hours before Jo went missing.”
Darcy casts an uneasy glance at Julian.
“That suggests two possibilities,” Darcy says, studying the map as though the killer’s identity is scribed within the topographic lines. “It’s possible he keeps the girls for a set period.”
“He tires of them and needs something more,” Montez says, surprising Darcy.
“Correct. Or his victim doesn’t serve his needs, so he abducts another girl.”
From the consternation on Castleberry’s face, it appears she doesn’t want to ask the next question.
“What’s the other possibility?” Castleberry asks.
“Our killer is escalating.”
“So a traumatic event pushed him over the edge.”
“It could be an unexpected life event turned him into a killer, but escalation occurs when the killer can’t gain satisfaction from his latest murder. He loses control of his urges and kills at an accelerated rate, craving a rush he can’t capture anymore.”
Castleberry groans.
“If this guy is just getting started, we need to inform everyone in Treman Mills there’s a stalker kidnapping and murdering girls.”
Darcy leans back and folds her arms.
“This graduate student you mentioned…”
“Carol Harrington.”
“Let’s say our killer took Harrington last spring. Until now, he’d only captured one girl over a nine-month time frame. But now he’s grabbed two in a week’s time. That’s classic escalation. Yes, the students at New Sherill and the city residents need to know there’s a killer loose. Someone might offer information. In a city this small, it’s difficult to hide.”
“Ms. Gellar, who are we looking for?”
Darcy brushes the hair from her eyes and taps her nails on the table.
“This is all preliminary, but my feeling is we’re looking for someone who blends into the crowd these girls run with. He’s good looking and persuasive. He’d have to be to convince these girls to go somewhere alone with him. It’s also probable these girls know him.”
“The good looking part rules out Carl Abraham. You’d swear he’s twenty years older than his driver’s license claims, and he’s rail thin. I can’t imagine him fitting in with college age girls, especially sorority types like April Mineo.”
“But the potential exists that Jo and Nick buy from Carl Abraham, so Jo would trust him enough to be alone with the guy.”
“Or knock on his trailer for a ride back to New Sherill,” Julian says, staring at a stain on the desk.
“That doesn’t explain how Carol Harrington knew Abraham,” Castleberry says. “And April Mineo attended Syracuse University, not New Sherill.”
“Is it just me, or are we forgetting Nick Bachman?” Julian glares at their faces. “Besides the skittish personality and the fits of rage, he’s a good-looking guy. We have multiple witnesses who claim Nick and Jo were together before she disappeared.”
“And they argued,” Montez says, glancing at his notes. “But Bachman never hid their argument when I interviewed him. If he kidnapped Jo, wouldn’t he be more evasive about the altercation?”
“He can’t control his emotions. We saw the hole in the plaster and watched him throw a chair across the room after we cornered him.”
“But that doesn’t make him a killer,” Darcy says, softening the words with her eyes. “And just as we can’t find a link between Abraham and the other girls, what proof do we have that Nick knew April or Carol?”
Julian shifts his jaw and folds his arms.
“Carol Harrington and Nick Bachman are both graduate students at New Sherill.”
“Not April Mineo.”
“Kids their age meet at clubs. Syracuse is a short drive from New Sherill. It’s not a stretch that Nick and April crossed paths.”
“Deputy,” Castleberry says. “When April’s parents are ready to talk, find out if the names Carl Abraham or Nick Bachman ring a bell.” The sheriff turns back to Darcy. “What else?”
“Look for a traumatic event that drove our unsub to escalate. It would have occurred in the last two weeks, around the time April vanished. One more thing. Many organized serial killers are manipulative. They interject themselves into investigations. Law enforcement often mistake these men as helpful until the truth comes out.”
Castleberry shakes her head.
“Carl Abraham hasn’t set foot inside the sheriff’s department since I arrived. He’s a hermit, holed up in that trailer. You’re more likely to spot Sasquatch downtown than Abraham.”
“That’s another reason I suspect Nick.” Julian says, leaning forward with his elbows on the table. “He gave us two interviews, and he never hid his argument with Jo. He might as well have drawn us a map of her route back to New Sherill.”
“I wouldn’t say he’s been forthcoming,” Darcy says. “Often killers manipulate the authorities into pursuing innocent suspects. Nick isn’t pointing his finger at anyone.”
“Who else fits the description—good looking, persuasive, fits in with college age girls?” Castleberry asks, taking a sip from her water bottle.
Darcy ponders the question. Her eyes light with an idea.
“Why didn’t I think of him sooner? Paul Thompson, Jo’s adviser.”
Castleberry’s mouth puckers as if she bit into a lemon.
“That guy gave me the shivers. He might not be a serial killer, but I wouldn’t trust him anywhere near my daughter. He undressed us with his eyes.”
“I’ll wager he has skeletons in his closet,” says Darcy, scratching her chin. “Let’s find out more about Thompson.”
“Excellent idea. I’ll check with—”
Charla clicks into the doorway on heels that would snap Darcy’s ankles if she tried to wear them. Short of breath, the secretary waves her hand in front of her face.
“Sheriff, there’s another missing girl.”
Castleberry sets her pen down and gapes at Charla.
“From New Sherill?”
“Isabelle Raya flew home to visit family last week, but she never made it back to campus. The parents didn’t report her missing because there was a fight, and they thought Isabelle blocked their calls. Campus security is meeting with her roommate now.”
Castleberry shuts the folder and stands.
“I’ll call the chief of police at the school. I don’t want them interviewing the roommate without us present. Deputy?” Montez, halfway to the door, turns back. “Call the Raya family and find out when Isabelle left home. Jesus, why are we finding out about this now?”
Darcy and Julian follow Castleberry through the doorway. Another girl missing means one thing. The killer can no longer stop himself.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
Tangles of ivy embellish the red brick Thames Apartments on the north side of campus. Against a cerulean sky, the scene appears ripped from a commercial, highlighting the merits of esteemed New Sherill College and its many private housing options. 
“This is one of the school’s most sought after apartment complexes,” Castleberry says over her shoulder as Darcy and Julian trail her up a concrete stairway. 
An ebony skinned girl with braids dangling halfway down her back guards the front desk. When she notices the sheriff, she stands and waves them inside.
“This place puts most hotels to shame,” Julian says, taking in the greeting room. 
Potted palms lend the interior a tropical ambience. To their right, students wearing earpods sweat on stair machines and treadmills, some grunting as they press dumbbells above their heads. Darcy would expect to pay three figures per month to attend a private gym with this much equipment.
“Deputy Montez contacted the airline,” Castleberry says as they walk. “They confirmed Isabelle was on the flight and landed in Binghamton on schedule.”
A stocky man with a barrel chest clomps down the stairs. His navy blue uniform marks him as campus security. He nods at the sheriff but eyes Darcy and Julian with suspicion.
“Chief Miller,” Castleberry says in a clipped greeting.
“Ms. Raya’s room is on the third floor, if you’ll follow me.”
Miller leads the trio through a crowd of students descending the stairway.
“Who is the roommate?”
“Kendra Brandt, a nineteen-year-old sophomore from Watertown. She says Isabelle never returned from visiting her parents last Monday.”
“And she’s just telling us now?”
Miller stops before a closed door on the stairwell’s third floor as voices echo from two floors below.
“According to Ms. Brandt, she stays with her boyfriend most nights at the Sigma Phi house and rarely sees Isabelle.”
The door opens to a long, dimly lit hallway. The mopped floor reflects her image as Darcy steps around a girl carrying an armful of books. 
“Here we are,” Miller says, standing beside the open door.
Though Miller allows Castleberry, Darcy, and Julian to pass through the entryway, the chief stands in the hallway, arms folded over his chest, feet spread. His black eyes pierce Darcy when she glances back at him.
The clutter inside Kendra Brandt’s dorm room reminds Darcy of her children’s bedrooms. Her chest tightens as she wonders how they’re doing. She hasn’t spoken to Jennifer since yesterday afternoon, and Darcy last called Hunter almost a week ago. Kendra, a thin redhead with her curls tied up in a bun, picks a gray sweatshirt off the carpet and stuffs it into a laundry basket, tamping the mound of dirty clothes down. Her eyes dart like moths around a campfire.
“Kendra Brandt, I’m Sheriff Castleberry. Thank you for speaking with us.”
Kendra touches her lips.
“This isn’t related to that girl they found in the woods, is it?”
Tears bloom in Kendra’s eyes. She rests her chin on her knuckles and stares at the carpet. Darcy wants to slide beside Kendra, who sits on the edge of her bed, wearing a pair of mismatched socks. The girl reminds her of Jennifer.
“Did Isabelle tell you she planned to see friends on the way back from the airport?” Castleberry asks. “Maybe a boyfriend, or she drove to another college to visit girls she went to high school with.”
“No, Isabelle wouldn’t do something like that. She was…is very punctual. She’s never late, and she drives straight through from the airport and doesn’t stop for gas until she makes it back to Treman Mills. Isabelle has a thing about stopping at unfamiliar gas stations and rest stops, and it’s only a ninety-minute drive.”
“Did anyone give Isabelle reason to be nervous about traveling alone?”
Kendra releases the bun and lets her hair fall across her shoulders. She tugs at a lock and stares out the window.
“This has nothing to do with her phobia about traveling alone, but there was this guy who scared her last month. I remember, because it was a few days after we moved in.”
Darcy shifts so she has a line of sight with Kendra.
“What happened?” Darcy asks, feeling her skin tingle.
Kendra shrugs.
“It was probably nothing. Isabelle walked through the quad after midnight. We’re not supposed to be alone on campus after dark,” Kendra says, lifting her eyes toward the chief outside her door. “But Isabelle lost track of time while hanging out with her friends. She claimed she heard footsteps following her between the buildings, but the guy disappeared before she looked back. After she made it through the quad, she turned around and saw this guy duck behind a tree.”
“Did she see his face?”
The girl shakes her head, swinging her locks back and forth.
“It was too dark. All Isabelle said was he was tall, kinda thin.”
Julian glances at Darcy and mouths, Nick.
Castleberry jots a note down and asks, “Did anyone follow Isabelle after that night?”
Kendra lowers her head and sniffles.
“If she did, she wouldn’t tell me.”
“Why is that?”
“Because I’m never here. It’s like we’re not even roommates, I’m over at Sigma Phi so much. Isabelle had the place to herself. I’m here for twenty-four hours, and look at the mess I made. You’ll find her, right?”
Castleberry kneels in front of Kendra.
“We’ll do everything we can to figure out why Isabelle didn’t come back to New Sherill.”
“It’s just that our friends keep disappearing,” Kendra says, swiping a tissue beneath her nose. “A girl we met through the Activities Council, Jo Haines, ran off and never came back to school. Everyone says she quit because she was failing, but—”
“You know Jo Haines?”
“Well, yes.” Kendra shoots Castleberry a confused glance. “Not as well as Isabelle. They were on the Activities Council together. Sometimes I stopped by the meetings after gymnastics and walked back to the dorms with Isabelle and Jo.”
Now Darcy moves beside Kendra. Her heart hammers through her chest.
“Think hard, Kendra,” Darcy says. “Did Isabelle ever mention a boy bothering her or Jo at the Activities Council meetings?”
“Wait, are you saying Jo didn’t quit school? Is this related to Isabelle’s disappearance?”
“Please, Kendra. It’s important we know if either girl was in danger.”
Kendra looks toward a pile of textbooks and folders in the corner. She bites her finger.
“Not that I recall, but Isabelle didn’t trust Jo’s boyfriend. Nick something or other.”
“Nick Bachman.”
“Yeah, that’s his name.”
Darcy glances over her shoulder at Julian, who edges closer.
“What didn’t Isabelle like about Nick?”
The girl looks down at her lap and studies her hands.
“Isabelle called Nick a hot head and said Jo deserved better. I didn’t think much of him. Did you ever get a look at his skin? He looks like he died twice. If that kid isn’t taking, I don’t know who is.”
“But Nick never threatened Isabelle?” Castleberry asks.
“No. Now that I think about it, Nick threw a party a few days ago. Isabelle was supposed to go. He begged her to come.”
Julian shifts from foot to foot and asks, “Are you positive Isabelle didn’t make it back to school in time for the party?”
Kendra sweeps an arm around the room.
“None of her stuff is here. If she came back, she would have left her bag. And she always sets her laptop on the desk.”
Darcy’s eyes follow Kendra’s gesture to the desk. An open notebook sits on the corner.
“Is it possible Isabelle stayed at a friend’s house after she returned and attended Nick’s party?” Julian asks.
Kendra looks between Julian and Castleberry and shakes her head.
“I doubt it. That doesn’t sound like something Isabelle would do.”
Darcy backs up and stands beside Julian. Is Nick their killer?
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
She’s certain he means to rape her this time.
A man grips Jo’s arm and yanks her off the cigarette-tainted sofa. Ropes bind her hands, and a blindfold covers her eyes. Though she can’t see, she perceives changes in light through the cloth. She’s lost count of the days, but she discerned day to night changes while the man who never speaks held her captive. He never touched her except to drag her from one location to another, sometimes roping her to a wall beside him while he slept. Based on the confined space, she must be inside a small modular home or trailer. Another man comes to see her daily. The man also never speaks in Jo’s presence. But she senses his presence like a tainted electromagnetic field. Sometimes the men leave her bound inside the building and lock the door. Through the thin walls, she hears their heated conversations, but can’t recognize voices. 
Now she sucks in fresh air as a door bangs open and the wind touches her face. He hauls her up. Unable to see where she’s going, she stumbles down two wooden steps. The sun blisters her shoulders. It bleeds warm oranges through the blindfold. When she trips over a clump a grass, he gives her an annoyed grunt and rips her forward. Her shoulder joint screams as she tries to keep up.
“Where are you taking me?”
Weeds and tall grass grope her bare legs like the fingers of children. Based on the buzz of insects, the wilderness surrounds her. Jo staggers blindly for another two minutes before he stops her with a hand pressed against her chest. The hand lingers too long. Chains rattle, a door creaks open, and cold, musty air rises to her nose. The hand squeezes her forearm and pulls. She pitches forward and falls into him. Rolling off his back, she slams against an earthen wall. The musty scent grows stronger as he leads her down steps that squeal under their weight.
Jo trips again when the descent stops. She’s underground, the darkness thick against the blindfold until he shines a flashlight on her face. Leading her toward the rear of the subterranean enclosure, he tosses her down, the flashlight beam holding her in place. A grimy, scabbed hand digs through her hair and finds the knot binding the blindfold to her head. When the blindfold falls away, she squints and turns her head from the searing light. He shoves her against the dirt wall and holds her with one arm while the other works the ropes free from her wrists. She can’t see his face behind the flashlight.
When he finishes untying the ropes, he turns her to face the wall. She looks over her shoulder, and he pushes her head against the wall in warning. Then he backs away and ascends the steps. The breath flying in and out of her lungs, she stares at the dirt wall as the light catches another figure slumped on the floor in the far corner. A girl.
Jo swings her gaze toward the figure when the door slams shut, snuffing out all remaining light. Outside, he ties the chains around the door handles and clicks the padlock together. The pitch black freezes Jo in place. Her eyes look toward where the girl lies, but Jo can’t see her. Did her kidnapper toss her into an underground enclosure with a dead body?
She backs away, her hands touching the wall. Like bones, roots jut out from the dirt. Something crawls across her hand, and she screams and bats it away. When she locates the corner, she slumps down to her knees, the cold causing her teeth to chatter. 
Keep it together, she tells herself. I’m in a root cellar. If he wanted to rape or kill me, he would have done so already. 
A slit of light marks where the double doors meet at the top of the stairs. She listens for the man but no longer hears him. Surely he expects her escape attempt, but she doesn’t want to test the doors until he’s too far away to hear. Inhaling and exhaling, she closes her eyes and counts backward from thirty. Then she edges along the wall and follows the sliver of light back to the steps. At the top of the stairs, she presses her nose between the tiny opening and breathes the outside air. Shoving her shoulders against the doors, she budges them open an inch before the chains stop her. No chance she’ll bust through the doors. The two men never gagged her. Wherever she is, they aren’t concerned she’ll scream.
Giving up, Jo slogs down the stairs and sits on the bottom step, unwilling to move too far from freedom. Her eyes stare into the dark, knowing the girl’s body lies off to her right in the far corner. She hangs on to the slim hope the girl is alive. Wouldn’t she smell a decaying body over the underground musty scents?
Leaning her back against the steps, she struggles to recount the last week. She’d had a fight with Nick after he tried to make her sleep with him. It was stupid for her to storm out of the party with no ride back to the dorm. To make matters worse, it started to rain and she had to search for shelter, all the while dodging the footsteps trailing her in the dark. Yes, someone had followed her after the party. Nick? She recalls placing a phone call and regretting the favor. The man she called isn’t trustworthy, and he didn’t keep his word after promising to pick her up.
She’d seen the light pouring out of the trailer’s windows and remembered stopping there once with Nick. While she stayed in the car, Nick spoke to a man who never emerged from the trailer. The man had handed Nick a bottle, which Nick slipped into his pocket. Jo knew she’d witnessed a drug deal, but Nick acted like he’d known the man for years. So Jo trusted the man might let her sit inside until the rain let up. Did she even make it to the trailer? Her memory went dark after she approached the driveway. The person who’d followed Jo must have caught her. So why doesn’t she remember? No matter how angry he’d been with her, Nick wouldn’t hurt Jo. Would he?
Cocking her head at the double doors, she believes she’s confined on the drug dealer’s land. He’s the man who bound her beside the bed, then hauled her into the basement. But it’s the second man, the one who only views her when she’s blindfolded, that most frightens her. It can’t be Nick. She refuses to believe her boyfriend would kidnap her and lock her in a root cellar. 
She sobs for her plight and foolishness. Then a moan rolls out of the darkness.
Jo crawls backward, not taking her eyes off the gloom. A shadow shifts, and Jo clenches her fists when she realizes the other girl is alive.
“Help me.”
The voice is too meek to hear above the wind whistling between the doors. Jo clomps down the steps, tripping over a root crawling out of the earth. Catching herself against the wall, Jo feels her way toward the corner.
“Please, somebody help me.”
Jo’s pulse quickens. It could be her mind playing tricks on her, coercing her to imagine a friend where there is only darkness and death. Yet she swears she recognizes the voice.
“Isabelle?”
The girl sucks in a shocked breath.
“Who is that? Do I know you? Where am I?”
My God, it’s Isabelle. Jo stumble-runs toward the corner and kneels down, her hands groping through the perpetual night and landing on Isabelle’s shoulders. The girl screams and pulls back.
“Don’t be afraid. It’s me, Isabelle. Jo Haines.”
“Jo…no, it can’t be you. How…”
Isabelle’s confusion mirrors Jo’s. Neither girl knows where they are or how they got here.
“It’s me. Someone locked me inside a trailer. I think it’s the place down the road from Nick Bachman’s apartment.”
“Nick. Did he do this to us?”
Jo leaps when Isabelle’s hands find her face in the dark. Chapped and covered with dried mud, the hands feel her face as though reconstructing Jo’s appearance. 
“I don’t think so. Isabelle, do you remember how you ended up here? It’s important. We need to figure out who kidnapped us.”
“Kidnapped…” When Isabelle goes quiet, Jo reaches out and grabs hold of Isabelle, dragging her into a hug. The girl turns rigid. “I remember something now. It was late, and I stopped at that little gas station past the shopping plaza. I figured it was safe because I’d made it back to Treman Mills. I needed to use the restroom, but it was behind the station. And it was so dark back there. Someone must have followed me.”
“Do you remember another car at the station?”
“I don’t…yes, yes. There was a car. It drove in right after I did.”
“A sedan?”
“Yes.”
Nick drives an old sedan with rust splotches girding the wheel wells.
“Had you seen the sedan before?”
Isabelle’s head turns from side to side.
“I’m not sure. There was someone behind me when I came into town. It might have been the same car.”
Isabelle cries into Jo’s shoulder. Jo consoles her friend, still shocked someone she knows shares this prison with her. A part of her wonders if she’s imagining the encounter, her brain putting up a shield to protect her from losing her mind. But Isabelle is flesh and bone in Jo’s arms, as real as the danger they’re in. 
Footsteps swish through the grass outside. Isabelle scurries into the corner, and Jo crawls beside her.
“He’s coming back,” Isabelle says. 
“Which man?”
“The one who scares me. He only comes once in a while. He’ll kill us.”
“Don’t say that. He untied both of us, and it’s two against one, if he tries anything.”
“No, he’ll kill us. Just like he killed that other girl.”
Electricity shoots through Jo’s limbs.
“What other girl?”
“The other girl he kept in this hole. He tried to force her to do…things to him while I watched. She wouldn’t.”
The doors tremor as the man tries to yank them open without removing the chains. His snicker chills Jo. The padlock clicks open, and the chains fall away.
“It was horrible, Jo. He used a hammer.”
The doors fly open and spill searing light into the subterranean cell. 
“Stay beside me,” Jo says, eyeing the boots descending the steps.
“Do whatever he says. Don’t make him angry.”
The man clambers down the stairs and stands before them, unconcerned either girl will try to dash for freedom. From his hand, a hammer dangles. Red smears and a clump of hair cover the hammer’s face. Though he’s back lit by the sunlight, Jo’s eyes adjust. The man wears a ski mask over his face. Wild eyes peek out of the holes. He’s tall, thin, but his glare warns her not to test him.
A bag hangs from the man’s free hand. Greasy food scents waft through the paper. 
He pushes the bag into Jo’s face. She can’t recall the last time she ate a solid meal. The other man force-fed her meal replacement drinks through a straw. Her stomach rumbles, but she doesn’t trust the offer. He could have poisoned the food. When she doesn’t comply, he slaps Jo across the face. The force drops Jo to her knees. A smile creases the man’s eyes. He tears the bag open and palms a fistful of french fries. As she twists her head, the man shoves the salty food against her lips. Jo coughs and spits out a chunk that made it past her teeth.
The bag drops from the man’s hand and plunks against the earthen floor. His crazed eyes swing between Isabelle and Jo. In the light, Jo sees a crusted gash over Isabelle’s eye. Her cheek is black and blue from where the man beat her. As she watches in horror, his hands crawl toward his waist and unbutton his jeans. He grabs her by the hair and pulls her face forward. Panicked, Jo looks at Isabelle, who nods her head, a sign that Jo must obey. He’s done this to Isabelle, and when the other girl didn’t comply, he bludgeoned her to death with the hammer. 
A tear tracks down Jo’s cheek. With a trembling hand, she reaches for the food bag and removes the remains of a crushed burger from the wrapper.
“Okay, I’ll do what you say,” Jo says, her lips quivering. “I’ll eat now.”
The man shakes his head and bats the food out of her hand. It splatters against the dirt. Bending over, he throws Jo to the ground and mounts her back. As she thrashes beneath him, he shoots a warning glance at Isabelle, raising the hammer so the girl knows better than to intervene. He forces Jo’s face into the dirt-covered food. She can’t breathe, can’t move beneath his weight. 
When she turns her face from the soiled food, he slams his fist against her head. Her nose smashes against the dirt floor. Blood pours from her mouth. His other hand reaches around her head and shovels mud and greasy food past her lips. Coughing, gagging, she flails beneath his strength and chokes down the dirt and food. After she regains her breath, he twists her to her back and smears the rest of the food over her mouth and nose. Giggling with his eyes, the man stands over Jo and sends an assessing glance at Isabelle. Satisfied the other girl is too afraid to come to Jo’s aid, the man raises the hammer over his head and grins when Jo ducks and pleads.
His powerful hand snaps around her head and snatches her by the hair. Draws her toward his unbuttoned jeans.
Her eyes brimmed with tears, Jo swivels her head toward Isabelle.
“Just do as he says,” Isabelle cries. “It will be over soon.”
Jo screams.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
Darcy pulls the visor down inside her car and shields her eyes from the sun. She’s parked outside Brockway Hall behind a blue and gray van trumpeting the school’s colors. A tinted window on the side of the building offers a view of Paul Thompson’s room. Since meeting Jo’s adviser, she hasn’t trusted the man. Thompson is hiding a secret, and he’s a little too close to the girls he counsels. And now she can’t locate the mysterious professor.
Her phone buzzes. Darcy reads Julian’s text inside her car. He’s following Castleberry back to the station, where they’ll coordinate a search for Isabelle. A check of her credit card statement revealed she didn’t use her Visa to purchase gas after arriving in Treman Mills. But she might have paid cash. Deputy Montez is canvasing area gas stations with a photo of Isabelle, hoping someone will recognize the girl and remember her buying gas on the evening she flew into Binghamton.
Have him check the security cameras, Darcy texts Julian.
Stepping out of the car, she walks along the van so Thompson won’t notice her if he’s inside his office with the lights doused. The interior of Brockway Hall seems like a cavern compared to the midday brightness. Darcy stands beside a trophy case and pretends to admire the school’s athletic championships while her eyes adjust. Conversations swell and reverberate one floor above her as classes dismiss. When the throng of students descend the stairs, Darcy merges with the crowd and follows the students, some of which break off in small groups. Most beeline toward a cafeteria at the end of the hall. Pasta scents waft down the corridor. 
Before Darcy reaches the cafeteria, she notices a familiar girl checking her phone on a bench outside the eatery. The blonde girl wears a short skirt that barely covers her thighs, one leg crossed over the other as she snaps on a piece of gum. The girl was outside Paul Thompson’s office when they interviewed the adviser about Jo. It seemed clear to Darcy the girl had been flirting with Thompson before they arrived. A brunette girl wearing stylish horn-rimmed glasses yells to the girl checking her phone. The two hug and share a laugh. When the blonde girl departs, Darcy moves toward her brunette friend.
“Excuse me,” Darcy says before the girl turns into the cafeteria.
The smile fades from the girl’s lips upon noticing Darcy.
“Have we met?”
“No, we’ve never met. My name is Darcy Gellar. I’m investigating two missing New Sherill students.”
The girl casts nervous looks around the hallway.
“Are you a cop or something?”
“I’m a private investigator, but I’m working with the county sheriff and a detective on the case.”
Darcy offers her hand, and the girl reluctantly takes it.
“I’m Erin Washburn. I didn’t realize anyone was missing at New Sherill, so I’m unsure what I can do to help.”
“Let me buy you lunch,” Darcy says, tilting her head toward the eatery. When Erin shuffles her feet and looks away, Darcy sighs. “Look, I remember what it was like to be a starving college student. I’m old enough to be your parent, but it wasn’t so long ago I was just like you.”
“All right,” Erin says, adjusting the backpack on her shoulder. “But my next class is in an hour.”
Darcy purchases Erin a pasta dish and a side of salad. The girl stabs her fork into a cherry tomato and gives Darcy a suspicious stare.
“Thanks for dinner. So what is this about?”
“The girl you spoke to before I pulled you aside. Who is she?”
“Melody Gerhart? She’s a junior. Why are you asking about Melody? I thought you’re trying to locate missing students.”
“One student who went missing has Professor Thompson as her adviser. Do you know Professor Thompson?”
Erin’s lips twist. She lowers her fork. 
“I had him last semester. He’s my adviser too, but I can’t decide what this has to do with Melody or your investigation.”
Darcy removes a packet of sugar substitute from the napkin holder and turns it on its edges.
“I get the impression you don’t think highly of Professor Thompson.”
Erin taps her nails on the table. She holds a fist to her mouth until a couple carrying trays pass their table.
“He’s a pig.”
Darcy sets the packet down and shifts her chair forward.
“Why do you say that?”
A shiver rolls down the girl’s shoulders.
“Just the way he leers at you when he thinks you don’t notice. Some girls like it, though. I guess you could say they take advantage of the attention.”
“You mean they flirt so he’ll give them higher grades.”
Erin shrugs.
“I’d feel dirty if I did something like that.”
“What about Melody? Does Professor Thompson pay her too much attention?”
“He’s her adviser. I told Melody to be careful around him, but she doesn’t listen.” Erin glances around the cafeteria and lowers her voice. “He takes pictures of the girls.”
“What do you mean?”
Erin coughs into her hand and brushes her hair back.
“During advisement hours, whenever a girl he likes visits his office, he closes the door to maintain privacy.” Erin draws air quotes around maintain
privacy. “Before they’re done meeting, he takes pictures. Just the pretty ones, though.”
For Darcy, Paul Thompson’s creep factor rockets higher. It doesn’t make him a killer. But what if Jo threatened to turn Thompson in, and he made Jo disappear? That doesn’t explain why a sorority girl from Syracuse University vanished and ended up murdered in a field outside Treman Mills. Was April Mineo friends with any of the girls Thompson harassed? 
“Has he ever taken pictures of you, Erin?”
The girl sits back and crosses her arms.
“No, I wouldn’t let him.”
“But he asked.”
Erin chews her bottom lip.
“Yeah.”
Erin shifts in her chair, uneasy over the line of questioning. Darcy wants to remove a pen and notepad. She opts not to, preferring to keep the conversation casual. 
“What sort of pictures does he take of the girls?”
“Nothing dirty. He just has them stand against the wall and smile. Claims he keeps records of his students, and the pictures remind him of each student’s situation. But he doesn’t do it to the guys, and he only photographs the pretty girls.”
“Have any of the girls declined and angered him? How did he react to you refusing to let him take your picture?”
The girl reaches her hand across the table and retrieves a napkin. After touching it to her mouth, she tears the edges into tiny pieces as her mind wanders.
“I don’t know about the other girls, but he turned cold on me. Called me selfish and accused me of not taking my education seriously. I’d already scheduled a second appointment with him the following week to go over my fall schedule. Funny. The next day, his secretary left a message on my phone that Professor Thompson needed to leave town for a meeting and had to cancel our appointment.”
“Have you met with him since?” Darcy asks.
“It’s a New Sherill requirement we meet with our advisers once per semester. I saw him the first week of class, but he barely spoke to me. The meeting lasted two minutes, long enough for him to sign my schedule.”
“Don’t visit Professor Thompson during office hours. Not with the door closed.”
Erin massages her temples.
“He’s my adviser. I don’t have a choice.”
“Demand the door stays open.”
“I’ll try, I guess.”
“Erin, does the name Isabelle Raya mean anything to you?”
As Erin chews on her salad, she squints in concentration.
“The name sounds familiar. Is she a New Sherill student?”
“She’s a Sociology major. Perhaps Paul Thompson advises Isabelle.”
“He’d have to. With Professor Milton on sabbatical, Professor Thompson advises all department majors this semester.”
Darcy removes the phone from her pocket and calls up an image she snapped of Isabelle Raya’s drivers license. She turns the phone toward Erin.
“This is Isabelle. Ever see her in Brockway? Maybe she visited Professor Thompson during office hours when you were around.”
Erin shakes her head.
“I don’t recognize her.”
“What about Jo Haines?”
“Jo.” Erin sets down her fork and stares at the wall. Her eyes light. “Oh, wait. I remember who Jo Haines is. Brunette and pretty, but shy.”
“Here she is,” Darcy says, calling up a photograph of Jo on her phone.
 “Sure, that’s Jo. We were in the same lecture last semester.”
“Professor Thompson’s lecture?”
“Yes.”
Professor Thompson is the adviser for two missing New Sherill girls. The links roll around in Darcy’s head, but she doesn’t have enough information to turn the spotlight on Thompson yet. She needs to learn more about the professor and find out what he does with the pictures. 
“Something weird happened with Jo.” Erin shuts her eyes and itches the bridge of her nose. “Oh, there was a fight in the hall.”
Darcy sets her phone down.
“Jo got into a fight?”
“No. Two guys got into an argument. It turned physical, and Jo stepped in to break it up.”
“Who were the two guys?”
Erin rolls her eyes.
“One guy was Nick Bachman. He’s always hand-in-hand with Jo, so I figure they’re going together.”
“Does Nick Bachman get into a lot of fights?”
“Not that I’m aware of.”
“What about violent outbursts? Nick ever react in a way that scared you?”
The girl sips her cola and shakes her head.
“I don’t know him very well. He’s a grad student, so I rarely cross paths with him.”
“Do you recall who the other guy was? The person Nick got into a fight with.”
“Another grad student. Weird that two grad students fought over a sophomore. I’m pretty sure his name is Dustin.”
Darcy sits back. Did she miss a love triangle between Jo, Nick, and Dustin? 
“What was the fight about?”
“I wouldn’t know. I caught the tail end of the fight when Jo got between them.”
If Dustin has feelings for Jo, he might have confronted Nick for mistreating her. 
She sends Julian a text. They need to question Nick again. 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
While Julian and Castleberry drive to Nick’s apartment, Darcy climbs the stairs inside Brockway Hall. Students stream into the hallway as a class releases. Her heart skips when Paul Thompson, his white teeth beaming a smile, exits the lecture hall in front of Darcy and almost runs her down. Turning away before he recognizes her, Darcy falls behind the students and follows Thompson. The professor’s hair is mussed as if he rushed to get here. Melody strolls beside the professor, her eyes looking up at Thompson as though seeking approval. They giggle, Melody batting her eyelashes. One girl leans into another and whispers, pointing at Thompson and Melody.
The crowd fans out, some students entering rooms for their next classes, others stomping down the steps and heading for the exit. Melody continues to walk beside Thompson. When the professor glares over his shoulder, Darcy steps inside an unoccupied classroom and waits. When she peeks her head around the door, Melody trails Thompson into his office. The door closes, and Darcy hears the distinct click of a lock turning.
Darcy takes a picture of the closed office door and makes a note of the time. Ensuring nobody watches, she slides toward Thompson’s office and presses her ear against the door. Melody’s muffled giggle travels into the hallway. Footsteps approach from behind. A balding professor with a leather bag hanging off his hand asks Darcy what she’s doing. She turns down the stairs and disappears into the corridor as the man’s questions echo above.
The late day sun kisses the tops of the trees when Darcy descends the steps into the parking lot. Dead leaves crunch under her shoes as she makes her way to the Prius. Sitting inside the car, the quiet suddenly loud, she glares up at the tinted window fronting Thompson’s office. Her phone rings as she switches the engine on. It’s Julian.
“What have you learned?” Julian asks, his voice shaky as if he’s walking.
“Only that Paul Thompson is an even bigger scumbag than we believed.” 
Darcy recounts Erin’s story about the photographs.
“That’s enough to get Thompson in hot water with the dean,” Julian says. 
“I followed Thompson.”
“Please tell me you didn’t. We don’t have enough on the guy to claim he kidnapped those girls.”
“Don’t worry, he didn’t see me,” says Darcy, not mentioning the other professor chasing her away from Thompson’s office. “Remember the blonde girl we saw outside his office?”
“Not really.”
“You know. Skirt hanging down to the tops of her thighs, high heels. The flirtatious giggle she gave Thompson.”
“Oh, that girl.”
“As if you forgot her,” Darcy says, smirking as she checks the mirrors and pulls out of her parking space.
“A little young for me. She’s Jo’s age.”
“What if I told you she disappeared inside Thompson’s office, and he locked the door?”
“I’d say it’s inappropriate, but we can’t prove they were doing anything inside the office except talking.”
Darcy turns out of the parking lot and merges into traffic, the late day rush of students and faculty departing New Sherill choking the hill above Treman Mills. A horn blares as a student driving a hatchback held together by duct tape cuts her off.
“We need to find out more about Paul Thompson. He advises Jo and Isabelle, and it’s obvious he’s a lech.”
“What about April Mineo? How does she fit into this?”
Darcy releases a frustrated breath.
“I’m still figuring that out.” Two lanes merge into one, and Darcy waves when a woman in a BMW lets her in. “So what did you learn about Nick?”
Julian tells Castleberry he’ll be right with her.
“He got evasive when we asked him about the fight with Dustin, who magically wasn’t around for the interview.”
“These guys are incredible at pulling disappearing acts. It’s almost as if they have something to hide.”
“You read my mind.”
“When is the mysterious Dustin supposed to return to the apartment?”
“According to Nick, he should be back around nine. I’d stick around, but I need to follow up on something I learned while speaking with Nick. Can you catch up to Dustin?”
“I’ll swing past the apartment as soon as I stop by the room to change. First, I need to fight my way out of this traffic jam. What did you get out of Nick?”
“Nick doesn’t have an alibi during the time window Hank gave us for April Mineo’s murder. He claims he was at the library, studying, but there isn’t anyone to corroborate his story.”
“Doesn’t mean he killed April.”
“No, but it doesn’t rule him out, either. Also, I spoke to Amanda about Jo’s sneaker print.”
“And?”
“Get this. Amanda bought her a pair of New Balance running shoes for Christmas. Got them on sale because the model was going out of production. Montez compared the prints. They’re an exact match.”
Darcy catches her breath in her chest.
“So Jo was outside Carl Abraham’s trailer the night she went missing.”
“That’s my assumption, but as with Nick Bachman’s alibi, I can’t prove anything.”
“Julian, don’t go near Abraham’s property without a warrant. The city won’t be able to use the evidence in court if you find anything.”
Julian measures his words before speaking.
“I won’t do anything stupid.”
“That’s not a promise you’ll obey Castleberry’s orders.”
“Don’t worry. If Abraham abducted Jo, I’ll prove it.” 
A door closes as Julian enters a room. He must be back at the sheriff’s station.
“Sorry, I wanted to go somewhere private.”
Darcy’s chest flutters.
“Is there a problem, Julian?”
“Listen, I’m aware I’ve been distant the last few days. Since Jo disappeared, I haven’t been able to think straight, and now this Carl Abraham angle has me running in circles. He’s Nick’s dealer. I mean, who else could it be?”
Darcy exhales.
“You’re reacting the way any of us would, if a loved one vanished. There’s no need to apologize. And I haven’t been myself, either. Not for a long time.”
She lets the admission float between them.
“It’s time we talked,” he says, the defeated tone in his voice ratcheting up her anxiety that they’ll never reconnect.
“Maybe tonight after I get back from Dustin’s.”
“Okay, Darcy. I need to go.”
The call ends, and Darcy is left behind the wheel, alone, stuck in traffic and worrying Julian will get himself into trouble. She can’t allow him to investigate Abraham’s property by himself, not when nobody knows where he is. Sure, he’s a detective, and he brought down the Full Moon Killer. But dangers lie beneath the surface in Treman Mills. You need to be careful here. Like stepping through dead falls in the darkness.
A horn makes Darcy jump. The male student behind her makes a derogatory gesture, and Darcy hits the gas to catch up to the vehicle in front of her. But as she turns her head, she spies a man watching her from the sidewalk outside the admission’s building. The wind ripples his trench coat, and shadows seep down his face in the failing light. There’s no mistaking the identity of the man glaring at her.
Professor Paul Thompson.
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
Darcy steps gingerly over the threshold leading into Nick’s apartment. It doesn’t appear he’s cleaned since the party. The downstairs is even more of a disaster. The shattered Jack Daniels bottle in the corner appears new, the stain giving the filthy carpet a color that could be mistaken for blood under the right lighting. Nick rubs a hand through his hair and bends to pick the mail off the floor. Someone had tossed it in the entryway without a care.
“Dustin isn’t back yet,” Nick says, shuffling toward the dining room. 
Darcy checks her watch. It’s after nine, endless night pouring down from the sky.
“Should we call his phone?”
“Nah, he won’t answer if he’s studying. Better just to wait until he finishes.”
Scooping up a paper plate stained yellow with mustard, Nick stuffs the garbage into the can. Darcy eyes the downstairs and finds the fist-sized indentation in the wall and the dent in the jamb where Nick threw the chair. Moving her hands into her jacket pocket, she feels along her hip and wishes she’d worn her gun. 
The refrigerator makes a sucking noise when Nick pulls the door open. He fishes inside and retrieves a beer.
“Want one?” he asks, raising the can.
“No, I’m fine.”
He shrugs and pops the cap. Taking a long slug, he shuffles to the dining room table and slouches into a chair.
“Don’t you have an exam this week?” Darcy asks, tilting her chin at the beer.
His red eyes roll around as if they’ve lost synchronization. 
“I’m keeping up.”
“While we wait for Dustin, I need to ask you a few questions about the fight.”
“I already told your cop friend. Nothing happened. It’s not your business.”
“That’s not what my eyewitness said.” Darcy crosses one leg over the other and leans back in the chair. “My eyewitness claims Jo needed to step in before you and Dustin threw punches.”
“You should be out looking for my girlfriend. Instead, you’re wasting time, bringing up a shoving match. It’s over. Dustin and I are cool. We moved on.”
“It must have been important. Why would two friends, who grew up together in Elmira and shared a house at college, get into a fight over nothing? Did the fight have something to do with Jo?”
Nick chews a nail and looks up the stairs.
“Dustin did something he shouldn’t have, but he apologized. Nothing more to it.”
Darcy straightens her back.
“Be more specific. Did Dustin have something to do with Jo’s disappearance?”
Nick slams his beer on the table. Foam crawls over the rim and pools on the wood.
“You make a lot of accusations, but you don’t have proof of anything.”
“Just tell me what the fight was about before Dustin comes back. What did he do to Jo that upset you?”
Lifting a shoulder, Nick stares at the spill and soaks it up with his sleeve.
“I guess you could say he had a thing for Jo.”
Darcy’s skin prickles. Two grad students leering after a college sophomore. What does Jo see in Nick?
“So he made a move on her.”
“No,” Nick says, staring at his hands.
“Then what happened?” When Nick doesn’t reply, Darcy leans forward and sets her hands on the table. “Come on, Nick. If you don’t talk, how will I figure out what happened to Jo?”
Drumming his fingers on the table, Nick swallows.
“One night last semester, Jo stayed over. We threw a party, and I wasn’t in any shape to drive Jo back to the dorm. So I crashed on the sofa, and Jo took my bed.”
Interesting. Dustin claimed Nick and Jo fought because she wouldn’t sleep with him. Why should she believe Nick acted chivalrous? It seems likely he’d climb into bed with Jo, if she was too drunk to know he was there.
“Dustin had been hitting on her during the party,” Nick says. “He played it cool like he was just kidding around, but I could tell he wanted Jo to go back to his room with him. After she blew him off, he kept staring at her the rest of the night.”
“And you didn’t step in?”
“I told him to cool it.”
“How did he react?”
“The same way as he had with Jo. Like it was just a big joke and we needed to relax.” Nick tips the can and drains the rest of his beer, swiping the back of his hand across his lips. “So I slept on the couch like I told you. Sometime late, must have been after four, I woke up and heard footsteps upstairs. Jo had gotten up to pee. When she headed back to the bedroom, she yelled. I ran up the stairs, but she was alone on my bed. She wasn’t wearing a shirt, and she had her arms wrapped around her chest.”
Darcy clicks her pen and removes her notepad.
“Did Dustin touch Jo?”
“Not exactly. Jo started crying because he took her picture as she came out of the bathroom. Like I said, she wasn’t wearing a shirt, and she only had her panties on.”
Pulling the chair closer to the table, Darcy holds Nick’s gaze.
“Dustin can’t take pictures of naked girls. Did she report the incident?”
“No, I told her not to.”
“Why? You were angry enough to fight him over the picture.”
Nick tugs at his ear and glances toward the door.
“Look, we talked it over. Dustin swears he deleted the picture.”
“And you believe him?”
“Maybe he kept it, but I can’t accuse him of something without proof. Besides, he’s my friend.”
“Nick, I’m not convinced you consider Dustin a friend. More like a benefactor. He makes up the difference on the rent so you can afford to live here. I can’t get over his parents giving him that much money. Are you sure they’re that well off? That’s something I can check.”
“They made a lot of money in the stock market,” Nick says, itching his nose.
Nick’s eyes dart around the room. He’s a ball of pent up energy. Can’t sit still. He’s on something. 
“What did you take?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Come off it, Nick. One look at you, and it’s obvious you’re high.”
“Why are you interrogating me?”
“What are you on? Amphetamines, Adderall, something to get you through exams?”
Nick’s nails are bitten down to the quick, pink and angry. He shoves his chair back.
“I think you should leave.”
“Tell me if Jo was using. What if she overdosed, and that’s why we can’t find her?”
“Go! Get the fuck out of my house.”
The door slams behind Darcy. As she stands on the porch, a pair of headlights blind her from the parking lot. Shielding her eyes, she starts down the steps and crosses the street. The lights flick off, and a shadowed figure steps from a car. Dustin. He’s checking his phone and doesn’t notice Darcy until her shoes scuff the blacktop. After he spots Darcy, Dustin lowers his head and circles the other vehicles, avoiding her.
“Dustin. If I can have a moment of your time.”
“You’re not a cop. I don’t have to speak to you.”
“I’m not giving you a choice.”
 Darcy blocks his path on the sidewalk. 
Dustin looks her up and down. A sneer twists his lips.
“You’re a real bitch, aren’t you? No different from that sheriff, Castleberry.”
“You don’t like women in positions of power, do you, Dustin?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You don’t see us as your equals. You’d rather degrade us, take our pictures when we’re topless and drunk.”
“Fuck this,” Dustin says, pushing past Darcy.
She grabs his arm and twists him around. For a moment, the same rage she spotted in Nick’s eyes flares in Dustin’s. He’d love to strike her. He’s no less volatile than his roommate.
“It doesn’t add up. Why didn’t Nick and Jo report you?”
“Let go of my arm.”
“Or what? You want to hit me, Dustin?”
“I’ll report you to the sheriff. You’re trespassing on private property.”
Darcy points down. 
“We’re on the sidewalk. Your property doesn’t begin for another five yards. You’re a real generous guy, Dustin, paying the share for two missing roommates. That must set you back a few thousand per month. But since it’s coming from your parents, it’s no skin off your back. I wonder how they’d react to their son taking candids of topless girls.”
“You don’t know fuck about my parents. Stay out of their lives. And that story is bullshit. It didn’t happen. He’s jealous because Jo climbed into bed with me. She heard Nick climbing the stairs and screamed, making it look like I went after her. Lying bitch. Nick’s the weirdo, if you want the truth. He’s a paranoid junkie, and he’s flunking out of grad school. Don’t believe me? Check with his professors. Nick will quit school by Christmas break. One thing is for sure—you can’t believe anything he tells you. And Jo is no better than Nick.”
“I’ll check with your parents, anyway. Let them know someone accused their son of photographing a nude girl while she was too drunk to stop it from happening. That might make them think twice about supporting this lifestyle of yours.”
Dustin tugs his arm free. Instead of moving around Darcy, he huffs in her face, his face red with anger. He’s a second from striking Darcy when the truth hits her.
“All this time I felt certain Nick’s supplier was Carl Abraham. But he’s not, is he? It’s you.”
“You never stop concocting interesting stories.”
“It makes sense now. Your parents aren’t rich. You make money dealing on the side. How many students do you supply, Dustin?”
“Get the hell out of my way.”
“Did you sell to Jo too? That’s why she didn’t go to the police after you photographed her topless. No wonder you’re able to drop a few thousand per month on rent.”
“You take that theory back to the sheriff and try to prove it. I’ll sue you for slander.”
Dustin stomps up the steps. The windows rattle when he slams the door.
Dustin might be more dangerous than Nick.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
Darcy can’t think of a sight more reassuring than the light shining through the windows at the resort. Parking beside Julian’s Escape, Darcy leans her head back and breathes. During the drive, her hands never stopped trembling. The encounter with Dustin makes her pulse thrum as if she’d stepped in front of a moving vehicle on a busy street. 
Grabbing her bag, she retrieves the key from her pocket. Before she opens the door, her vision moves to the trees. The gloom is too thick to tell if someone is watching her. A quick scan of the parking lot reveals no motorcycles. She’s jumping at shadows.
Julian sits at the desk, running a search on Darcy’s laptop when she locks and chains the door.
“How did it go with Dustin?” he asks, leaning back with his fingers locked behind his head.
“Nick isn’t the only person in that house we need to monitor.”
She describes the encounter with Dustin outside the apartment.
“So Dustin might be Nick’s supplier, not Carl Abraham. That’s an interesting theory, but it doesn’t explain why I found Jo’s sneaker print at the bottom of Abraham’s driveway.”
“As you said, she might have stopped beneath the trees to stay dry, then headed back to New Sherill after the rain let up.”
“You don’t believe that any more than I do.”
Darcy sits on the edge of the bed and kicks off her shoes, relieved to be off her feet after a long day.
“No, I don’t. Abraham is involved. The problem is the guy is a walking ghost. No sexual predator accusations following him. Hell, Castleberry can’t prove he’s dealing, even though it’s common knowledge.”
“Which is why I want to snoop around his place.”
“We discussed this, Julian. Castleberry will kick you off the case if you trespass on Abraham’s property.”
“He’ll never know I was there,” he says with a sly grin. As she slips off her jacket, Julian closes the laptop. “Darcy, we need to finish the conversation we started on the phone.”
Darcy swallows. After the blow up with Dustin, she’d forgotten Julian wanted to talk when she got back to the room. Now her fingers twitch with anxious worry. Is this when he acknowledges their relationship will never work and breaks up with her?
“What I told you earlier…that I’m on edge over Jo and this Carl Abraham connection. That’s not the entire truth.”
“Okay,” Darcy says, setting her hands in her lap.
There is more to his frustration than the search for Jo. His glare pierces through her.
“For the last several months…” He stops and lowers his head, his mouth moving in silence as he gathers his words. “Darcy, I tried everything to pull you closer, but I can’t do this on my own. Not anymore. Our relationship hasn’t budged since winter. It’s like we hit a roadblock and just stopped.”
Her throat tightens. She glances away and brushes the mist out of her eye.
“I love you, Darcy Gellar.” Julian’s admission swings her gaze back to him. Red circles brim his eyes. “But I won’t hold on to someone who’s determined to pull away. You’ve been searching for an excuse to end things for months, and I don’t get it. Being with you and the kids made me happier than I’ve been in my adult life. You give me purpose. I wouldn’t trade the three of you for anything in the world. But I’ll accept your decision, if you feel it’s time we move on.”
Darcy hears Julian echo her thoughts. Her mouth hangs open as she searches for a response. His shoulders curl inward. He’s giving up.
“I only pulled away because I didn’t want to drag you down,” she says. “Julian, I’m a decade older than you. See this?” She parts her hair. “I’m going gray. Meanwhile, you look like you just stepped off a college campus.”
“Please. You must think I’m shallow. Ten years is nothing.”
“No, you’re not shallow. But you’re also not realistic. The age difference means nothing to you now, but I’ll hit my sixties when you’re fifty.”
“First off, you’re not going gray. See this?” He pulls his hair back from his forehead. “My pop was bald by forty. Give me ten years, and I’ll look like Dr. Evil from the Austin Powers movies.”
Darcy snorts.
“A shaved head might be hot on you. But honestly, I’m going gray.”
A smirk comes across Julian’s face.
“I can’t believe the last six months were about something this unimportant. You’re uncomfortable because of the age difference? Granted, it would be pretty creepy if you were thirty years older than me. That would put you in serious cougar territory.” 
Before she knows what’s happening, she doubles over laughing.
“Yes, that would be creepy.”
“Paul Thompson level?”
“Nobody is on his level,” Darcy says, wiping her eyes with her thumb. 
“Darcy, I love you. And I love your kids. I don’t care about ages. All I want is to spend the rest of my life with you.”
Julian’s words strike Darcy in the heart. He opens his arms, and she accepts his hug, nestling her face against his shoulder.
“All this time I thought you wanted to leave me.”
“And I figured the same.” Julian shakes his head. “For a couple of investigators, we’re borderline clueless.”
“Dumb and Dumber.”
It’s the first time in months Darcy relaxes. She wants to stay in his arms all night, but the fights with Dustin and Nick pull her back to the case. Jo is still missing, and they need to assume she’s alive. If she is, they’re running out of time.
“So Dustin is on your list of suspects now,” Julian says.
Darcy takes Julian’s place in front of the computer and pulls up her digital notes. She needs to add today’s findings to the case file. Though she’d hoped they would narrow the suspect list, it’s expanding.
“He exhibits many of Nick’s traits—loss of control when he grows angry, drug use.”
“Many dealers aren’t users,” says Julian, pulling a chair beside Darcy’s. “My father used to say, ‘don’t crap where you eat.’ Although he might have used a more colorful verb.”
“We also need to consider Paul Thompson. How much do we have on this guy?”
“Sleeping with a student is scandalous, but it’s a far cry from murder.”
“It’s a stretch, true. But how comfortable are you knowing he advised Jo?”
Julian presses his lips together.
“Point taken. When I picture her alone in his office, the door closed, I want to throw Thompson through a wall. I’ll call Castleberry. It’s time we dig into this guy’s background. Let’s not forget, he advised Isabelle. But I have to be honest. I’m still leaning toward Nick. He had motive and opportunity, he doesn’t have an alibi during Jo’s disappearance, and nobody can corroborate his whereabouts at the time of April Mineo’s murder. Throw in the rapes at his old high school, and the evidence keeps pointing toward Nick.”
“If Isabelle partied with Nick, she knew Dustin too. Okay. Call the sheriff. Let’s find everything we can on Professor Thompson and April Mineo. Did April have a substance abuse issue? That might connect her to Dustin and Abraham. New Sherill is an easy drive from Syracuse.”
While Julian calls Castleberry, Darcy pages through April’s social media profile, searching for a link between the former sorority sister and New Sherill’s drug underground. A train of posts from friends and family paying their respects fill her profile page. Darcy’s throat constricts as she scans the messages. Please let Jo’s story have a happy ending, she whispers under her breath. After the search fails, Darcy types a second name. Paul Thompson. The professor’s grin greets her. With no wife or kids, the professor is an eligible bachelor. He spends most of his free time biking through the Finger Lakes and kayaking. And murdering girls who don’t succumb to his desires? Darcy considers creating a fake screen name and posting on his page. His five hundred followers might love to know the professor convinces college girls to pose for pictures behind a closed office door.
When Julian places Castleberry on speaker phone, Darcy closes the laptop.
“It’s funny you should ask about Professor Paul Thompson,” Castleberry says, papers shuffling in the background. “An impropriety accusation followed him around last year. A rumor started that he was dating a student, and the dean put him on administrative leave for two weeks.”
“But he’s still teaching and serving as the Sociology department’s only adviser,” says Julian.
“There was never any proof, just a rumor circulating among the students. The storm blew over, and Thompson carried on as if nothing had happened.”
“What about April Mineo?”
“We’ve tried to connect her to New Sherill, but no dice so far. I’ll keep looking. There has to be a reason she died in Treman Mills instead of Syracuse.”
“Any chance she crossed paths with the good professor?”
“He’s a sicko,” Castleberry says with bitterness on her tongue. “But I can’t tie April to Thompson, though she’s in the age group he prefers.”
“I’d love to get a hold of his camera.”
“Unless the students step up and push for an investigation, we can’t procure a warrant for the pictures. With someone like Thompson, you won’t find anything. He’s careful. No doubt he downloads the pictures and stores them on a secure drive.”
Julian ends the call and turns toward Darcy.
“We have more suspects than evidence.”
“You took the words out of my mouth,” she says, sighing.
Despite the pressure of the investigation, there’s a smile in Julian’s eyes. The wall between them finally breaks down.
“It just occurred to me I never ate after breakfast.”
Darcy’s stomach grumbles in agreement.
“You want to grab a late dinner? Not many choices in Treman Mills.”
“How about we swing through New Sherill? You know kids. They keep the eateries open past midnight at a lot of those places. If we’re lucky, we might run into someone who knows Nick or Dustin.”
“I like the way you think, Detective.”
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
A curled snake on a red flag hangs outside The Harad, a student eatery on the basement floor of Brockway Hall. A map depicting Tolkien’s mythical land adorns the wall, replete with sailing ships and elves waging war against orcs. The magical land illusion dissipates inside, where students swiping through phone messages shovel food into their mouths. Some pour over their studies in late night cramming sessions. A group of males and females wearing Greek life sweatshirts laugh over a pizza in the far corner. A few heads turn in curiosity when Julian and Darcy enter.
Julian orders a lamb gyro with a side of fries, while Darcy opts for two slices of tomato pie and a salad. The red-haired boy behind the counter eyes them and asks if they wish to pay with their student ID cards. Then he hoots over his joke and accepts Julian’s Visa.
Darcy finds a quiet table along the wall and sets down her tray as Julian slides into the chair across from her. 
“Cheers,” he says, lifting his cup of Pepsi.
Darcy grabs her Sprite cup.
“What are we toasting?”
“Let’s toast open lines of communication.”
“I can drink to that,” she says, touching her cup to his. “To us.”
“To us. And finding Jo.”
The easy laughter fades from his eyes. She wishes she could help Julian bring his niece back. Observing the students as they eat without a care in the world, she worries over Hunter at college. He’s smart. Cold reality taught Hunter to look over his shoulder for danger, that it’s not safe to walk into shadows. But being a young adult and caring for oneself for the first time builds confidence, and confidence encourages you to let your guard down. Carelessness will get you killed. Jennifer’s days as a high school student are numbered. Losing her daughter to college will cause Darcy’s anxiety to explode. Jennifer already takes unnecessary risks. And pretty girls like Jo and Jennifer are targets. An unfortunate truth. If Darcy could keep Jennifer safe forever, she’d give her life to do so. 
When a group of students rise to leave, another figure enters the eatery. Darcy pauses with the straw against her lips. 
“What’s wrong?” Julian asks, his back to the entrance.
“Don’t look. That’s Paul Thompson.”
Julian’s eyebrows shoot up. Darcy glances down, but Thompson spots them. And he’s striding with purpose toward their table.
The professor wears the same black cashmere trench coat Darcy saw him in along the sidewalk earlier. He’d stared at her then. Now his glare burns holes into Darcy as he unravels a scarf and unbuttons the coat.
“A lot of nerve the two of you have, showing your faces on campus,” he says, towering over their table.
Until now, Darcy hadn’t appreciated Thompson’s size. He stands half a head taller than Julian, his eyes a match for the pitch of his coat.
“Professor Thompson,” Darcy says, gesturing toward an open chair. “Would you like to join us?”
“I would not. I know what you’re up to. The sheriff called the dean with questions about my relations with certain members of the New Sherill student body. Well, I’ve nothing to hide, and I’ve never dated a student. The accusations must stop, or I’ll sue anyone who muddies my name. Am I making myself clear?”
Julian dabs a napkin against his lips.
“There’s no reason to get upset,” Julian says, shooting Darcy a warning to not let Thompson bait her. “When students go missing, the police ask questions. If you have nothing to hide, then there’s nothing for you to worry about.”
“Investigation,” Thompson says, spitting the word. “You have no jurisdiction in this town or on my campus, Detective. Oh, I know all about you. The both of you.” Thompson swings his gaze to Darcy. “You’re not the only one capable of dredging up someone’s past on the Internet. I see you’re a failed investigator. You quit the FBI when you couldn’t stand the heat. Controversy follows you everywhere, and the police arrested your son for almost beating another boy to death. What? You don’t like people twisting the truth to paint you as they see fit?”
Darcy’s mouth goes dry. How did he find out about Hunter? Last year, Aaron Torres attacked his sister and Hunter with a shard of glass. Hunter defended himself but lost control, bludgeoning Torres with punches until Hunter’s friends pulled him off the sociopath.
“That’s not true. The police didn’t charge my son.”
“They should have locked him away.”
“My child isn’t on trial here. Professor, it’s come to our attention you photograph your female students behind closed doors during office hours.”
“Who told you that?”
“We have multiple witnesses.”
“As I said, I have nothing to hide. Pictures help me better remember my students and their needs. Creative people think visually, Ms. Gellar, something you wouldn’t understand.”
“Interesting that you don’t photograph your male students. Only the girls.”
“And you can prove this?”
Julian pushes his plate aside, through playing games with Thompson.
“What about the rumor you dated one of your students last year?”
Thompson scoffs.
“An unsubstantiated accusation, a charge the dean dropped after the girl recanted.”
“So if we speak to Dean Kensington, he’ll vouch for you.”
“He will. The girl, if you must know, was a student of ill repute. Heather Eppley. She flunked her research paper. It was the worst drivel I’d ever read. One wonders how some of these kids graduate high school without the ability to put two words together. Unless typing with their thumbs. She visited me during office hours, closed the door, and threatened to tell the dean we’d had an affair unless I raised her grade.”
“She blackmailed you.”
“I’m not easily threatened, Detective, and my name carries more weight around New Sherill than some strumpet with poor study habits. You’ll both due well not to cross me. Carry on with your little investigation, but keep my name out of it.”
As Thompson spins away, Darcy says, “You’re the adviser to both missing girls.”
“And what of it? I’m also their professor. If that’s the best you can do, you’re sorry excuses for investigators.”
“Did you make Jo and Isabelle pose for your pictures,” Julian says, his mouth twisting on the word.
“I don’t recall.”
“We’d like to see your photograph collection.”
“I’d like to see your warrant.”
Julian crosses his arms.
“Now, you just finished convincing me you’ve nothing to hide. There’s sweat over your brow, Professor. Rather unbecoming for a gentleman of your stature.”
“Let me tell you something about your niece, Jo Haines,” Thompson says, jabbing his pointer finger against the table to emphasize his anger. “She’s no different from the countless entitled brats, who wander into my office after they discover college isn’t a walk in the park like high school. New Sherill challenges students in ways the state schools can only dream of. And some students can’t handle it. Many transfer to a less intensive school, or go home to live with Mom and Dad, bagging groceries for minimum wage. Good riddance. Life his hard. If you can’t keep up, drop out of the race.” 
Thompson tilts his head at Julian, a sneer contorting his lips.
“And then there are others like your niece, adolescents in grown up bodies. They take narcotics to keep pace. Oh, don’t pretend Jo Haines is an innocent victim. She’s just another sinking ship, plugging the holes with Adderall and speed until the little boat that couldn’t sinks. I’ll tell you where Jo Haines is. She’s run off with some boy, likely another drop out who couldn’t handle New Sherill. In a few weeks, she’ll resurface, strung out and—”
Julian shoves his chair back and rises. Thompson takes a step backward, the confidence wavering on his face. Then the grin returns. Julian has no jurisdiction in Treman Mills. Thompson lifts his chin.
“Never speak about my niece.”
“Then don’t accuse me of crimes I didn’t commit, Detective. Go home to North Carolina, and take your FBI dropout with you.” Thompson swivels on his heels and stops, glaring at Darcy. “And if I ever catch you following me again, I’ll call campus security and have you removed from the premises. Permanently. Good day, Ms. Gellar.”
His coat swirling behind him, Thompson marches for the exit. A girl carrying a tray turns the corner and dodges the professor.
“Move!” Thompson shouts at the stunned girl.
When Thompson disappears around the corner and the commotion ends, Darcy realizes everyone is staring at them. The Greek life students across the eatery, the boy behind the counter, even the girl Thompson almost trampled in the entryway. Darcy’s body thrums with unspent energy. Julian lowers himself into his chair, sliding forward as the onlookers return to their conversations.
“That was interesting,” Darcy says, stacking Julian’s empty plate atop hers. 
“I wanted to tear him into pieces for the way he went after Jo.”
“Thank you for not lowering yourself to his level.” Darcy wipes the condensation ring under her drink with a napkin. “He wanted you to lose your cool.”
“Then he did a damn good job. I can’t rule him out as a suspect, Darcy.”
Lowering her voice and avoiding the stare of the boy behind the counter, Darcy leans over the table.
“Neither can I. He views these girls as objects and doesn’t believe he’s doing anything wrong. Sounds like a sociopath to me.”
“Forget his warning. Let’s follow this guy and find out what he’s hiding. I’ll call Castleberry and give her the lowdown on our encounter tonight. There must be more to the accusations going around campus. I guarantee he had an affair with a student last year.”
Standing up from the table, Julian tosses away their garbage and phones the sheriff. Darcy wanders to the exit and stares into the dark bowels of Brockway Hall. The shadow of a man in a trench coat sweeps around the corner and up the stairs when he catches her watching. 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
“Paul Thompson is squeaky clean,” Castleberry says over speaker phone as Julian drives down the hill from New Sherill College. “The affair accusation didn’t stick, and I can’t find so much as a parking ticket on this guy’s record.”
“He’s careful,” Darcy says, watching the mansions grow smaller as residences zip past the window. “People with skeletons in their closets don’t allow anyone inside.”
“Did he threaten you?”
“Not with words, but his demeanor felt aggressive. There will be hell to pay if he catches either of us snooping around Brockway Hall again.”
“That’s not for Thompson to decide. Campus security makes the call on what you’re allowed to do, and so far they’re giving us the green light. I’ll keep digging for information on Thompson. But I have to say, given Thompson’s high profile inside the university community, it’s hard to imagine him concealing kidnappings and murders.”
Yet his high profile doesn’t prevent him from dating students and getting away with it, Darcy thinks. Julian flips on the heat when the windows fog. A cold mist crawls off the ground and blankets Treman Mills. Darcy recalls the man in the copse outside their room. A dense fog provides the perfect cover for a murderer. 
No sooner does Julian’s call to Castleberry end than his phone rings again. A glance at the screen reveals it’s Amanda.
“I’d better take this,” Julian says, inhaling, his finger poised over the answer icon. “I wish I had better news for her.”
As Darcy reads a message from Jennifer, Amanda’s startled voice pulls her head up.
“Nick Bachman called me,” Amanda says, her voice raw as though she’d been crying. “He must have found out I’m staying at the inn, but I can’t believe the desk clerk gave him the number to my room.”
Julian glares at Darcy. His knuckles wrap around the steering wheel and squeeze.
“What the hell did he want?”
“He claimed he was unfairly accused and had nothing to do with Jo’s disappearance. I’m not sure I believe him.”
“Believe nothing Nick says, Amanda. He admitted to chasing Jo after she left the party. Nick is the last person who saw Jo that night. How did he sound?”
Amanda sniffles.
“Angry. Frustrated. Like if I accused him, he’d make me pay.”
“Did he threaten you?”
“No. It was the tone of his voice and the way he professed his innocence. Oh God, Julian. What was Jo doing with a guy like that?”
Julian misses the turn to the bed-and-breakfast and hits the gas as they shoot past downtown. Darcy raises a questioning eyebrow at Julian, but he’s too focused on the road to notice.
“I don’t know, Amanda, but kids make strange choices at that age. If Nick Bachman knows anything about Jo’s whereabouts, I’ll get it out of him. We’re near the inn. Do you want us to stop by? You shouldn’t be alone.”
“Don’t worry about me. Find my girl, Julian. She’s still alive. A mother knows.”
She’s right. Darcy remembers the long, suffocating nights in Georgia after the kidnapper stole Jennifer. She’d been positive Jennifer was still alive despite the statistical evidence pointing to the contrary. Her sixth sense promised Darcy still had a chance to find her daughter. 
A familiar silver ribbon of road appears. 
“Julian, if you’re heading back to Nick’s apartment—”
“No, I’m not,” he says, grinding his teeth. “But when I get my hands around his neck, I’ll make him sorry for calling my sister. What game is he playing?”
“He’s interjecting himself into the investigation by going after Jo’s mother.” Darcy grips the handle when Julian takes a curve too fast. “Okay, Julian. Slow down and tell me where we’re going.”
“Jo was outside Carl Abraham’s trailer,” he says, running his tongue over his teeth. “Castleberry won’t step foot on his land without a warrant, but I’m under no such obligation.”
“Think about what you’re doing. The sheriff will lock you out of the investigation. Abraham can’t catch you on his property.”
“He won’t catch me. Not unless I want him to.”
Julian presses the accelerator. The momentum throws Darcy’s head back against the seat. He thinks he’s skilled enough to handle the Escape at high speed despite the fog. He’s not. Darcy breathes again when Julian brings the vehicle to a stop along the shoulder. Inching the Escape forward, he conceals the SUV behind a stand of trees. In the fog, nobody will see the vehicle unless they’re driving slowly and searching for it.
“Wait here,” Julian says, holstering his gun.
“Oh no, you don’t.” Darcy snatches his arm. “You’re not going out there alone.”
“One person moves quieter than two. Give me ten minutes to check the place out. I’ll be back before you know it.”
“That’s not an option. Either we go together, or we don’t go at all. Besides, if Abraham is hiding the girls on his property, you’ll need a second person to free the girls while you go after Abraham.”
Julian presses his lips together.
“Fine, but stay behind me the entire time.”
Opening the door is like stepping into winter. The fog’s chilled breath causes Darcy to shudder. Standing along the shoulder, she fights to still her body. Their footsteps crunch over the gravel. In the mist, sounds seem to come from everywhere, and twice Darcy glances over her shoulder, afraid the footsteps are behind them. Julian puts his hand up and pauses before the driveway. Twisted branches and thick stands of weeds choke the terrain bordering the pathway. Their only choice is to follow the driveway, making them sitting ducks if Abraham sees them and points a shotgun out the window.
“What’s the humming sound?” Darcy whispers.
“Generator,” Julian says, nodding at the trailer. He points up. “No electrical wires. Abraham lives off the grid.”
Julian takes the lead, moving along the edge of the driveway and sticking to the shadows. Staying on his heels, Darcy grits her teeth every time a rock scuffs underfoot. Darkness pours out of the trailer windows. Either Abraham is asleep for the night or watching for unwanted visitors.
A rusted metal container stands sentinel in the yard. Black burn marks scar the exterior. The ash scent grows heavy in the windless night. Julian peeks inside the container and shines a flashlight. He clicks the light off and shakes his head. Burned trash. Motioning her forward, Julian draws Darcy around the side of the trailer. A narrow, screened casement window near the back offers a view inside. While Julian stands on tiptoe, Darcy’s trepidation returns that Abraham will emerge with a shotgun. He places a finger against his lips when she motions him to move faster. Her heart races until he backs away from the window.
“Did you see anything?”
“He’s asleep on a cot beneath the window. No sign of the girls.”
“Abraham wouldn’t keep two girls inside the trailer. Not enough room. If the police knocked on the door, he wouldn’t be able to hide them. Check the backyard.”
Julian nods, but Darcy isn’t sure what she’s looking for. Where in the yard would Abraham conceal two kidnapped girls? Julian points at a motorcycle track slicing into the dirt. A man on a motorcycle fled in the fog last night, and Julian spied two motorcyclists the day he discovered the sneaker print. As they paw through the backyard, shadow blanketing the land, Darcy keeps glancing back at the trailer. Skittering sounds move through the grass behind them. Probably animals, but they sound like footsteps. 
“What are we looking for?” Julian asks, kneeling beneath the overgrown weeds.
“Hey, this was your idea.”
“But you know what to look for.”
Darcy bites back a frustrated sigh and bends down beside Julian, scanning the yard. Her vision stops on the generator humming along the rear wall of the trailer. Starlight catches four large, square objects angled at the southern horizon. Solar panels. She lifts her chin at the power cables snaking beneath the trailer.
“Carl Abraham sure requires a ton of power for his little trailer.”
Julian parts the weeds and squints.
“I hadn’t noticed the solar panels. That’s far more power than he needs. It appears he owns a state-of-the-art battery backup system too. Takes a decent chunk of change for a setup like that one. With that kind of money, you’d think he’d live inside the university district, not out in the sticks.”
“Unless he has something to hide. Cook methamphetamine down the road from the admission’s building, and people notice.”
Julian motions her forward, and Darcy follows him through the dewy grass, the dampness clinging to her jeans and soaking her sneakers, exacerbating the night’s chill. The fog, which until now had slithered through the valley bowl and enveloped the road, rises phantom-like and follows them through the field. Movement through the weeds stops Darcy in her tracks. Julian removes his gun and pulls her beneath the undergrowth. She can’t see the trailer anymore. The gray morass swallows all as it shifts and spins, alive and expanding. Darcy meets Julian’s intense gaze. If someone is following them through the fog, Darcy won’t see him until he’s on top of her. Her breath comes in rapid puffs as she peers into the mist. 
After a minute passes, Julian motions Darcy forward. Crouching low, they move through the yard. Darcy kicks an old tire strewn in the weeds and stumbles. Her hands land on the decayed rubber and come away with wet grass and snails. Gasping, she spots the jagged jaws of the bear trap gaping up from the grass.
“Jesus,” says Julian, easing her back from the tire. “I doubt this guy has trouble with black bears this far from the hills.”
“I doubt he’s worried about wildlife.”
The bear trap puts an additional layer of danger on this ill-conceived hunt. Now Darcy stares at the ground before stepping forward, imagining the trap snapping shut on her ankle. They wander a hundred feet from the trailer when she spots a strange bulk laid across the earth. At first, she writes it off as an old door tossed into the weeds to decay beneath the weather. The second door marks this as an opening to an underground enclosure. She tugs Julian’s arm, the detective still looking back at the trailer, antsy that someone is in the fog. When he swings his head around, she points at the opening. His body tenses. She pulls him back before he leaps toward the doors. 
A rusty chain secured by a padlock bars entry.
“I don’t suppose you have bolt cutters in the Escape,” she says, bending beside the chains.
“No, but I have something better.”
He fishes a black, wallet-sized object out of his coat and opens the case. Four titanium lock picks sparkle in the moonlight. As Julian goes to work on the padlock, Darcy places her ear against a door and listens for movement inside. The subterranean enclosure, a root cellar, is an ideal location for Abraham to lock a kidnapped girl. Miles from Treman Mills, there’s nobody to hear you scream.
A squishing sound comes out of the fog, a man’s weight stepping down on the waterlogged terrain. Darcy touches Julian’s shoulder. Intent on opening the padlock, he misses the noise. His tongue protrudes from the corner of his mouth as he wiggles the lock pick. Turning back to her, he spots the alarm on her face a split-second before the padlock clicks open. A frustrated groan escapes his chest. Jo and Isabelle could be on the other side of those doors. His expression shifts to doubt when the noise doesn’t come again, but he keeps the gun fixed on the swirling mist.
“Cover me,” he says, handing her the gun.
“Don’t go down there alone.”
“No choice. I don’t want someone to sneak up on us.”
Though he carefully removes the rusty chains, the clatter is enough to wake the dead. Darcy winces when the doors squeal open. A musty, earthen smell rushes through the opening. She glances at him, and he nods.
“If you see anybody, give me a whistle.”
She swallows, but her mouth is too dry. Julian descends into the black, gaping maw and vanishes into the cellar. The flashlight beam catches weathered planks for stairs. Are they strong enough to hold Julian’s weight? If the stairs collapse and he falls into the cellar, she can’t knock on Abraham’s door and expect the man to help. She listens to the groaned protests of each plank as he descends into the pit. Then she hears nothing at all.
“Julian?”
The fog swims around her. Worming over her skin. Soaking her clothes. Twice she hears footsteps near the trailer, the rectangular structure almost transparent inside the mist. 
“Julian, are you down there?”
She leans over the opening, the Glock pointed into the mist. No sounds come from the cellar.
“Julian?”
A hiss comes out of the basement. His flashlight beam whirls over dirt walls. Holstering the gun, she rushes down the steps. But he’s not injured or in trouble. 
Julian stands before a stack of cardboard boxes that reach toward the low ceiling. Shining the light over the boxes, he issues a soft whistle and moves the beam from box to box. 
“This guy stocked enough ephedrine to cook a mother load.”
“He’s dealing meth?”
“That’s my guess.” Pointing to a stack of metal containers in the far corner, Julian snaps another photograph. “Smell that? Paint thinner.”
Glancing at the stairs, Julian slides one box aside and angles the beam over a second stack of boxes, hidden behind the first. 
“Don’t touch anything,” Darcy warns.
“And he stored a ton of dextroamphetamine.”
“Adderall.”
“Yes, ma’am. Now we know where Nick and Jo get their supply. Hell, Abraham has enough to supply New Sherill and every university within an hour’s radius.”
Darcy kneels to examine a box with a tear down the center as Julian snaps photographs.
“You can’t bring this to Castleberry. The evidence isn’t admissible, and she’ll arrest both of us for trespassing.”
“I have to tell her. For God’s sake, look at all this. You know the dangers of running a meth lab. This is a hazard.”
“And someone will take his place,” she says, setting her hands on her hips.
“I have to do something.”
She empathizes. He wants to ensure Jo, when she’s found safe, won’t have a supplier to feed her habit. But Darcy understands addiction. When she burned through her supply of anti-anxiety medication, one doctor refused to write another prescription. So she found second and third doctors, remaining persistent until one said yes. Had that failed, there was always the underground. Squiggs, Hunter’s friend, got him Adderall. Drugs are easy to obtain, if you’re willing to visit society’s shadowed corners.
Eager to leave before Abraham catches them on his property, Darcy turns for the stairs. Julian doesn’t follow. He stares at the boxes, his arms hanging limp at his sides. 
“Take the pictures and go.”
“I thought she’d be here. Jo. From the moment I ripped open the doors and started down the stairs, I felt certain I’d find her. And maybe I wouldn’t find her alive, but Amanda would have closure. We all would. Where is she, Darcy? She has to be here.”
Darcy studies the underground enclosure. Roots crawl out of the walls like the bones of the killer’s victims. Footprints lead to and from the stairs, but they’re from a man’s boots, not a woman’s sneakers. She shares Julian’s frustration. Instinct tells her Jo was here, or at least close by, but no signs exist that Abraham locked girls inside his root cellar. No chains or ropes, no signs of a struggle.
As she wills Julian to break out of his trance, the growl of a motor approaches. A motorcycle. Darcy holds Julian’s eyes.
“I hear it,” he says, directing the flashlight beam downward as he bounds up the stairs.
He clicks off the light at the doors and floods the root cellar with crypt-like darkness. Darcy, who follows two steps behind Julian, feels her skin crawl when the light goes out. Somebody could disappear inside this root cellar and not be found for decades. The motorcycle revs closer when Darcy emerges into the moonlit yard. A headlight strokes through the mist, and Darcy ducks beside Julian. For once, the fog benefits them. While the motorcycle coasts up Abraham’s driveway, Julian closes the double doors and fumbles with the lock and chains. He needs to hurry. As soon as the motor cuts off, the intruder will hear them in the backyard. 
Julian clicks the padlock together when the night goes silent. They crouch in the sodden grass and listen as footsteps crunch over Abraham’s driveway. Somebody looking for a late night fix? Or is this Abraham’s partner, the man who stalked Darcy last night? They can’t see him, only an indistinct outline in the fog as he approaches Abraham’s door. He doesn’t knock. The man produces a key and unlocks the door. Steps into the trailer and secures the lock behind him.
“Stay low,” Julian says, waving Darcy forward.
They creep along the driveway, avoiding the dirt and stone. If the motorcyclist spotted the Escape along the shoulder, he’ll warn Abraham. She senses eyes following them down to the road until they cross behind the trees. Darcy can’t stop trembling until they’re miles from Abraham’s property.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
Julian’s raised voice prevents Darcy from shaking off the anxiety the root cellar gave her. She curls on the bed, concentrating on her breathing as Julian argues on the phone with Castleberry. It’s after midnight, and the sheriff’s voice cracks with sleep deprivation. 
“I warned you,” Castleberry says. “Stay away from Carl Abraham’s property. You had no right to go there.”
“If you’ll stop and listen, he’s making enough meth to supply the entire county.”
“And your pictures aren’t admissible. You trespassed, and I don’t have a damn bit of reward to show for the risk you took.”
“Last night, a man watched Darcy from the trees and fled on a motorcycle. I heard motorcycles the night I found Jo’s footprint—”
“Someone’s footprint, Detective.”
“Is it a coincidence?”
Castleberry blows out a breath.
“It’s not like Abraham is the only person in Treman Mills with a motorcycle. But no, it’s not a coincidence. There’s a legitimate chance Abraham, or this mystery partner, saw you snooping around the property and knows where you’re staying. But it doesn’t mean either man is our killer.” 
Castleberry pauses. Darcy pictures the sheriff composing herself so she doesn’t scream at Julian.
“I have to think this over, Julian. No way can I have off duty detectives breaking the law and snooping around people’s houses in the dead of night.”
“So you’re kicking us off the case.”
“I’ll give you an answer in the morning. In the meantime, I’d appreciate a few hours of uninterrupted sleep. I have a murder to solve and two missing girls to find, and I can’t do it when I’m bailing you out of trouble in the dead of night.”
Julian grunts and stomps to the bathroom after Castleberry hangs up on him. He scrubs the toothbrush across his teeth with unneeded ferocity. Darcy empathizes. He only wants to find his niece, and the law is preventing him from investigating their top suspect. 
Darcy turns her head away and stares at the pill bottle on the nightstand. She already swallowed the prescribed dose of anti-anxiety medication, yet her body shivers as though she lies on a sheet of ice. The siren’s call always strengthens during periods of extreme stress. The confrontations with Nick, Dustin, and Professor Thompson had her on edge before they sneaked across Abraham’s property. Now she can’t close her eyes without the subterranean enclosure closing in on her. Roots crawling out of the walls and snaking around her legs. Pulling her down to the earthen floor, where more roots plunge out of the ground and curl around her throat. She can’t shake the sensation that someone murdered April Mineo on Abraham’s property. Bludgeoned her with a hammer in the underground tomb, then dumped her body on the outskirts of Treman Mills for the world to see. 
She reaches for the pill bottle and reads the prescription.
“Give those to me.”
She twists her head around and finds Julian beside the bed, his open hand extended. 
“Darcy, don’t do this. You’re not alone.”
With a sob, she hands over the pills. The weight of nightmarish memories crescendo down on her. The abductions of Hunter and Jennifer. Michael Rivers breaking out of prison and stalking her to Darkwater Cove. Jo’s case feels too close to the crimes against Darcy’s children. And just as she almost overdosed in Georgia when Jennifer needed her most, she’s self-destructing during Julian’s time of need. 
“What’s wrong with me,” she cries with her face buried in the pillow.
His weight shifts the mattress as he sits beside her. He strokes her hair, then gently rolls her over to face him.
“There’s nothing wrong with you, Darcy. You’re doing your best. It’s not your fault Michael Rivers targeted you and the kids.”
“But this hasn’t happened since you shot Rivers.”
“You haven’t faced a case like this since then. It’s only natural for you to relive what happened. You’re already close with Jo and Amanda, and they’ll be family after we…”
His hand pulls back from massaging her shoulders as if he worries he said too much.
“It’s okay, Julian. I’ve thought about it too.”
Julian’s eyes glaze. He clears his throat and rises from the bed. Wearing a path across the carpet, he paces the room.
“Let’s go over what we know again,” Darcy says, realizing Julian needs to stay busy. She props two pillows against the headboard and sits up.
“We know Nick is using, trying to keep his head above water in his grad program,” Julian says. “And the only known dealer in Treman Mills lives a quick walk up the road from his apartment. Coincidence?”
“I don’t think so, and I’m not comfortable knowing a rapist stalked Nick’s high school while he was a senior.”
“We’re also sure Dustin is involved, but neither of us can say to what level.”
“I had him pegged as Nick’s supplier. That explains how a kid who came from a lower-middle class family can afford a few thousand per month in rent without batting an eyelash. Then there’s Paul Thompson.”
Julian releases a frustrated breath.
“Boy, I’d love to nail that guy on something. He’s as dirty as the other two, and he had opportunity. He advises Jo and Isabelle. Not to mention all the other girls that creeper photographed.”
“But what’s his motivation?”
Julian shoves his hands in the pockets of his jeans and leans against the television console, legs crossed at the ankles, chin tilted up in thought. 
“What if he made unwelcome passes at Jo and Isabelle, and they threatened to out Thompson to Dean Kensington?”
“Would you kill or kidnap over something like that?”
“A scandal like that would ruin his career. I’m certain he pulls six figures easily at New Sherill. Money is always a motivator.”
Darcy pulls her knees to her chest and wraps her arms around them. Something doesn’t add up.
“But then we have April Mineo. We can’t link her to any of our suspects.”
“Montez and Castleberry each spoke to the parents. They don’t know why April stopped in Treman Mills, except maybe to gas up her car, and neither heard of Nick Bachman. But that doesn’t mean April didn’t hide a boy from her parents. Jo did. Nick knew April. I’m sure of it.”
They churn through what little evidence they’ve accumulated until Darcy feels like she’s caught in an endless loop. Another check of April’s social media profiles reveals nothing new. If this girl knew Nick and his friends, or somehow crossed paths with Paul Thompson, there’s no indication on her timelines. 
It’s two in the morning. Darcy’s adrenaline abates, and she struggles to keep her eyes open. Julian is still hunched over the laptop because they came close to locating Jo, and he won’t give up the hunt now that he’s caught scent of his niece. But his eyes droop, and he groans in frustration.
“Come to bed, Julian. We’ll attack this with clear heads tomorrow.”
He curls up beside Darcy and sets his arm over her waist. His breath warms her neck and takes away the anti-anxiety medication cravings. Before she realizes her eyes have closed, she’s sound asleep.
Until a scratching sound at the window pulls her head off the pillow. She squints at the darkness. Rubs the grit from her eyes and moans when she reads the clock. It’s three. An hour’s worth of sleep, and she’s already awake. She checks her phone, then snuggles into the pillow, comforted by Julian’s presence. As her body drifts down sleep’s highway, the noise comes again. She bolts upright, the covers wrapped around her waistline. 
“Hey, did you hear that?”
Julian mumbles something in his sleep and rolls over. 
The sound came from outside their room, a scraping noise like fingernails clawing down the outside of the glass. Fog blankets the parking lot and presses against the bed-and-breakfast as though it wants to seep inside their room. In a sleep deprived state, she recalls an old vampire movie. An undead child floating in the mist and raking long fingernails against the pane, trying to coax his friend to invite him inside. A shiver rolls down her spine. She doesn’t believe in vampires and werewolves, but she knows too well the dangers haunting the night.
 Reaching across the nightstand, she grabs her gun and moves on silent steps toward the entryway. Presses her ear to the door. The silence looms thick outside. As she slides along the wall, a scuffing noise brings her to a halt. Someone is on the other side of the wall, creeping along the inn. The logical side of her brain tries to convince her it’s another guest fitting the room key into the door after too many drinks. Except the footsteps stop and linger outside her room. 
The gun in her hand, Darcy hides beside the window and peers out into the gray haze. The fog renders the parking lot invisible. No hint of the copse, the road, or the main building of the inn. It’s as if they’re stranded on a forsaken planet, the two of them against the night. Ducking below the window, Darcy switches her position to the other side and looks through the pane. A shadow shifts in the mist. She gasps. Julian sits up, his eyes red and unfocused.
“What’s going on?”
“Shh.”
He spies the gun in her hand and whips the blankets off. In his boxers and a t-shirt, he retrieves his own weapon from the other nightstand. Julian glances at her in question. Darcy points at the window. The scrape of rock against cement pulls Julian to the door. He places his back against the wall and listens. 
“Same guy who came here last night?” he whispers.
She nods. It has to be the same man.
“I can’t see anything.”
Julian bounds to the window, surprising Darcy by his ability to move without making a sound. He peeks around the edge of the pane. Unable to see past the fog, he shakes his head. 
A noise brings Julian’s attention back to the door. The knob turns. Jiggles as someone tests the lock.
Darcy’s heart climbs into her throat as Julian backtracks to the door. He motions her forward, directing Darcy with his eyes. He wants her to stand to the side of the door and pull it open while he aims the gun at the entrance. She wipes the sweat off her palms and reaches for the doorknob. Julian takes one step back, cloaked by the gloom. The intruder won’t notice Julian until it’s too late.
Darcy twitches when the knob twists. Another sound. He’s trying to unlock the door. 
Julian holds up his hand and counts down with his fingers. Three. Two. One…
Holding her breath, Darcy yanks the door. It whips open and cracks against the wall. She can see Julian’s silhouette, the gun fixed on the open doorway as a gray plume rolls inside like fog off the Moors. Her gun raised and aimed at anyone who bounds inside, Darcy darts her eyes toward Julian. Where is the intruder?
An engine roars to life in the parking lot.
“Shit, he’s getting away,” Julian says, racing past her.
Her breath catches in her chest as Julian runs into the fog, exposed. The intruder might have his own gun. She follows him into the parking lot as two red lights flare like devil’s eyes. The fog swirls around the motorcycle when it shoots out of the parking lot, Julian pursuing barefoot over gravel and stone. Darcy catches his arm, and he whirls around with a wild look in his eyes.
“That’s the guy who took Jo.”
“You won’t catch him on foot, Julian.”
The motor fades into the night until the fog swallows the sound. Julian pushes past her and limps into the room. She winces, thinking about the sharp stones biting the soles of his feet. The jangle of keys alerts her he intends to chase after the man. She blocks him in the doorway.
“Either you come with me or you move,” he says.
“Slow down. Neither of our vehicles can catch a motorcycle.”
“I can’t let him drive off.”
“She’ll hate you for doing it, but you need to call Castleberry. Get her here with Montez and have them dust for prints. If we’re lucky, they’ll pull a print off the window or the door.”
Julian glances at the window and presses his lips together.
“If it was Jennifer or Hunter, what would you do?”
“I’d go after them,” Darcy says. She grabs his chin and directs his eyes to hers. “And you’d tell me I’m a fool for running after someone I can’t catch, and that I should leave it to the police. Call the sheriff. Let’s find out if our stalker made a mistake.”
Julian’s tongue pushes against his cheek.
“This guy will wish he never crossed us.”
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
Already on her third cup of coffee, Sheriff Castleberry glares at Julian and Darcy with ill intentions in her eyes. The rising sun peaks through the fog and paints an unearthly scene outside their room. Deputy Montez dusts the outside of their room for prints. Doors swing open, and curious couples poke their heads out for a look.
“It has to be Abraham,” Julian says over Castleberry’s shoulder as she examines a shoe print in the soggy earth below the window.
“Care to prove that, Detective? All I have to go on is he’s storing the ingredients for methamphetamine in his root cellar, and I can’t even charge him because you gathered evidence illegally.”
Darcy taps Julian on the shoulder. He swings his head around, the frustration plain on his face, and she gives a meaningful glance to back off before Castleberry blows a gasket. 
“You get anything?” Castleberry growls at Montez.
The deputy shakes his head.
“Guy must have worn gloves. I can’t find a single print on the window. There are several prints on the doorknob, all overlapping. My guess is they belong to Detective Haines, Ms. Gellar, and the cleaning staff, but I’ll pull what I can.”
“Do your best, Deputy. This is a real shit show.”
The sun burns away the fog and lifts the curtain over the individual guest houses. Castleberry pulls her jacket together and puffs a condensation cloud through her lips. Septembers in New York are capricious—cold enough for a winter jacket at night, hot in the afternoon. 
Castleberry appears ready to lash at Julian again when Darcy touches her elbow and tilts her head toward the parking lot. 
“Can I talk to you for a moment?”
Castleberry glares at Julian over Darcy’s shoulder before nodding.
When they’re in the center of the lot, too far from the building for Julian to listen, Darcy rubs the chill off her arms.
“Don’t throw Julian off the case.”
Castleberry sets her hands on her hips.
“Give me one good reason.”
“He’s under enormous pressure. How would you react if your niece went missing, and the evidence pointed toward her boyfriend and his acquaintances?”
“I appreciate Julian wants to find his niece. I want to find Jo too. This happened under my watch. It’s my responsibility to bring Jo and Isabelle back to their families and catch the man who killed April Mineo. The way this investigation is going, I won’t survive the next election.”
“You know Abraham is bad news. Put surveillance on him. Wait for him to slip up.”
“As if I have the manpower. All I have is Deputy Montez and a stack of unqualified applicants on my desk. Without evidence…legally acquired evidence…I can’t link Abraham to Jo’s disappearance.”
Castleberry narrows her eyes across the lot. Darcy follows her gaze.
“What?”
“You drive the Prius. Right, Ms. Gellar?”
“Yes, but what does that have to do with—” Darcy’s mouth hangs open. In the fog, she hadn’t noticed all four tires slashed. “Dammit.”
“Looks like your intruder has it in for you,” Castleberry says, pacing toward the Prius. She kneels beside the rear tire and scans the area for footprints. Touching the gash in the rubber, she shakes her head. “He sliced your tires to hell.”
“But don’t you see? This makes Abraham an even stronger suspect. He must know we were on his property last night, so he came here for revenge and to send a message.”
“Abraham could have pressed charges against both of you.”
“And he didn’t because he has too much to hide. Last thing he wants is you or Deputy Montez knocking on his door to ask him what happened last night, then stumbling across his lab.”
Castleberry stands and exhales through her nose.
“I know an excellent mechanic on the west side of Treman Mills. He’ll tow your car back to the shop and have you up and running by tomorrow. In the meantime, I’ll talk to my deputy and see what we can do about putting eyes on Abraham. But I don’t see him as a killer.”
“Why not?”
“Based on the amount of drugs you claim he’s storing, murdering college girls would be bad for business. This isn’t a guy who craves undue attention. Besides, we still have Paul Thompson and Nick Bachman to consider. I can’t watch all three at the same time.”
A half hour after Castleberry places the call, a black tow truck with Bernie’s emblazoned in red lettering across the side rumbles into the parking lot. The man who climbs down from the cab wears a brown belt looped around faded blue jeans which appear four sizes too large. Bernie takes Darcy’s information and car keys. Then the Prius disappears around the bend, and Darcy feels stranded.
“You can drive my rental,” Julian says, putting his hand on her shoulder.
“What are you going to do for a vehicle?”
“When I’m not with you? I’ll ride shotgun with Castleberry or Montez.”
“I suggest Montez. The sheriff is likely to push you out of a moving vehicle in the middle of the forest.”
“Point taken.” Julian turns in a circle, studying the copse. “I overheard you say Abraham is sending us a message. What if it’s more than a message, Darcy?”
“What do you mean?”
“There’s a serial killer in Treman Mills, and you might be his target. From now on, you need to have eyes in the back of your head.” He pulls her into a hug. “Promise me you’ll be careful.”
“I will,” she says into his chest. 
“Because if I ever lost you…”
“You won’t.”
She presses her lips to his.
“How about breakfast? We still have ten minutes.”
Darcy’s stomach growls. It feels as if there’s a hole where her stomach had been.
“That sounds wonderful.”
After eating, Julian calls Amanda with another update while Darcy scans Google for stories about the rapes at Nick Bachman’s old high school. Nick had motive to kidnap Jo—they’d had an ugly fight, and she knows Nick has a drug problem. But why would Carl Abraham involve himself? In a town the size of Treman Mills, two drug dealers wouldn’t coexist down the road from each other. If Dustin deals to Nick and Jo, he must be Abraham’s partner. Or is Dustin the kingpin, and Abraham the helper?
Darcy locates two stories from the local newspaper about the Elmira rapes. The girls described their attacker as a tall, thin male. Young by the looks of his eyes, but neither girl could identify the color of the boy’s eyes in the dark. The rapist captured both girls in remote locations at night—one girl on the periphery of a city park an hour after closing time, another walking along the road after a party. 
A party.
Darcy glares at the screen. She knows too many stories of girls raped after parties, but the coincidence stuns her. What are the odds Nick Bachman was at the party referenced in the article? She makes a note to contact the Elmira PD. She harbors little hope anyone will remember whether Nick was there now that the case has gone cold.
Julian’s phone rings while Darcy heads for the shower.
“It’s Castleberry,” he says, stopping her in the doorway.
Darcy watches Julian jot a note down on the complementary notepad. The conversation is brief, but Julian looks hopeful when he sets the phone down.
“What was that about?”
“Remember that girl you spoke to about Paul Thompson?”
Darcy jogs through the names floating around in her head.
“Erin.”
“Someone outed Thompson to Dean Kensington this morning. I’m guessing it’s your friend.”
Sitting beside Julian on the bed, Darcy glances at the note.
“What did Castleberry say?”
“The dean knows about the photographs. They’re putting Thompson on paid leave for a week while they investigate. If they don’t like what they find, Thompson might be done at New Sherill.”
“It’s about time someone nailed him to a wall.”
“That’s not everything. A woman who lives a block away from Nick Bachman’s apartment claims she saw a Range Rover idling beside the road on the night Jo disappeared. The professor drives a Range Rover.”
“There can’t be too many people in Treman Mills driving Range Rovers. Castleberry has to bring Thompson in for questioning.”
“It’s already happening. He’ll be at the station in one hour, which gives us just enough time to clean up and head over.”
A confusing array of thoughts fly through Darcy’s head while she stands beneath the hot spray of the shower head. Before the Thompson news broke, she was sure they’d narrowed the suspect list down to Nick, Dustin, and Carl Abraham. Now Thompson is at the top of the list. He had motive to stop Jo from talking if she threatened to take her complaints to Dean Kensington. Though the woman who saw his vehicle couldn’t identify the color and didn’t read the license plate, Thompson must have driven the Range Rover. Was he waiting to snatch Jo off the road and make her disappear? How would he have known Jo and Nick had a fight, prompting Jo to walk home at night? 
Darcy runs a brush through her hair, a towel wrapped around her chest as Julian showers. Thompson won’t react well when Darcy and Julian show up for the interview. She hopes he loses his cool in front of Castleberry so she sees how unstable he becomes when challenged. 
The morning’s chill is long forgotten when Julian parks the Escape in front of the sheriff’s office. Darcy dons sunglasses against the bright sun, while a volatile wind rips pinwheeling red and orange leaves off the trees.
Charla clicks back to her desk and informs Darcy and Julian the sheriff is waiting for them. When they turn into the hallway, Castleberry waits outside the interview room and sifts through a case file. Deputy Montez sits inside the room with Thompson. The professor’s black trench coat drapes over the chair, his back to them until Montez raises his eyes toward Darcy and Julian. Thompson swings his head around and sneers. 
Keeping the door shut so Thompson can’t overhear, Castleberry tilts her head at the professor.
“He’s already threatening to sue the county.”
“If any of those girls are nude in his photo directory, he’ll battle the county, the university, and the state,” says Julian. Castleberry covers her mouth when she yawns. “How much sleep did you get last night?”
“All of ninety minutes. If I break Thompson, the lack of sleep will be worthwhile.”
Thompson’s glare follows Darcy around the table where she sits at the end. Sitting across from Thompson, the sheriff holds the professor’s eyes as she opens a folder and spreads two sheets of paper out in front of her.
“Thank you for agreeing to speak with me, Professor Thompson.”
“Explain what these two are doing here,” Thompson says, his eyes twitching between Darcy and Julian. “They’re not officers of the law in Treman Mills.”
“I granted both access to the interview.”
“I want them to leave.”
“They’re staying, Professor. I understand Dean Kensington put you on administrative leave for the week. The allegations are common knowledge, but I’d like to hear your side of the story.”
“The allegations are false. Claptrap drummed up by insolent students and a jealous faculty. Regardless, this is between New Sherill and me. It isn’t a county matter.”
Darcy scrunches her eyebrows. He’s wrong, if he photographed partially nude coeds.
“Sharing your side of the story will serve you well. Now, tell me about the pictures.”
Thompson’s eyes shift around the room as he repeats the explanation he gave Darcy and Julian inside The Harad. Darcy hangs on every word, waiting for an inconsistency, but the professor repeats the well-practiced story without flaw. 
“Surely you see why your actions would make Dean Kensington uncomfortable,” Castleberry says, leaning back in her chair.
“The dean is an educated, understanding man. Once I have my opportunity to give my side of the story, he’ll reinstate me, and these crass accusations will go away.”
Castleberry flips over the paper and scans the text with her pen.
“Professor Thompson, do you drive a Range Rover?”
Thompson lifts his chin.
“You know I do. It’s parked in the lot outside your office window.”
“Where were you Friday night between the hours of nine and eleven pm?”
Thompson reclines and crosses a leg over his knee.
“What business is that of yours?”
“Answer the question.”
The corners of the professor’s mouth quirk up.
“No. Not until you tell me what this is about. I’m not under arrest, and I’m under no obligation to answer your questions.”
Thompson reaches for his coat.
“A woman spotted your Range Rover half a mile from where Jo Haines was last seen exiting a party at Nick Bachman’s house.”
The professor sniffs.
“Bachman. Is that idiot still at New Sherill? I expected he’d be in jail by now.”
“Why do you say that?”
“He’s more junkie than student. You know how these things go, Sheriff. Boy gets hooked on narcotics, boy craves harder drugs. Boy can’t pay his rent or tuition because all his money goes toward his habit, so he turns to crime.”
Darcy catches Julian staring at her. Thompson has a point. Darcy assumed Dustin or Abraham dealt drugs to Nick. But it’s conceivable Nick partners with Abraham so he can keep his finances out of the red.
“You haven’t answered my question,” Castleberry says, setting down her pen. “Why were you parked along the road near Nick Bachman’s house? Were you waiting for Jo Haines to walk past?”
Thompson brushes his hair back.
“I can assure you I was nowhere near Nick Bachman’s apartment Friday evening.”
“We have an eyewitness who saw your vehicle.”
“She saw someone’s Range Rover. I’m not the only person in the state who drives one.” He sniffs. “There’s money in New Sherill, unlike the rest of this eyesore of a county.”
“What about a motorcycle?”
“Excuse me?”
“Do you ride a motorcycle?”
Thompson leans his head back and chuckles at the ceiling.
“This must be some kind of joke. Do I look like someone who rides a motorcycle?”
“So I’ll take that as a no.”
“Quite.”
Castleberry scrubs her eyes and hides a yawn behind her hand.
“Can anyone corroborate your whereabouts between the hours in question?”
“Many people, Sheriff. You see, I attended a young leaders conference in Albany last weekend. I departed the campus at three o’clock sharp on Friday and did not return until Sunday afternoon.”
“You can prove this?”
“I have my hotel receipt, which I am happy to email you.”
As Castleberry tosses questions at Thompson, the professor answers each without a hitch in his voice. The diatribe seems too perfect to Darcy’s ears. Rehearsed. He’s hiding something, but she can’t prove it.
The lines on her forehead signaling the sheriff’s frustration, Castleberry turns the questioning over to Darcy, who clasps her hands on the table.
“Professor Thompson, last night at The Harad you painted Jo Haines as a drug addicted teenager, who couldn’t handle New Sherill’s curriculum. Yet two days earlier when we visited you during office hours, you claimed Jo had turned her grades around and increased her physical health over a matter of weeks. She’s either a hopeless addict, or a hard worker. Which is it?”
Thompson shifts in his chair and rubs his hand across his lips.
“If last night I suggested I care not what happens to Jo Haines, I apologize.” Thompson swings his eyes to Julian. “While I won’t claim Jo is one of my most prized students, I believe she will be a success at New Sherill under the proper guidance. It’s my hope Jo is well and that she returns to campus. I acted out of anger when you accused me of inappropriate relations with my students. I beg your forgiveness.”
Castleberry’s remaining questions slide off Thompson as if he’s greased. Frustrated, the sheriff clicks her papers on the table and slaps the folder shut, ending the interview.
“Understand I came here on my accord,” Thompson says with a warning in his eyes. “I’m under no obligation to answer your questions. The next time you request my presence, rest assured my lawyer will accompany me.”
The professor sweeps through the parking lot in a flourish, the wind rippling his trench coat. A second after the Range Rover bullets out of the parking lot, Charla appears in the doorway.
“What was his problem? I don’t like that man.”
“That makes five of us,” Castleberry says, massaging her temples. “Charla, find out if there was a young leaders conference in Albany last weekend. I want to know if Professor Thompson attended.”
“I’d love to catch that pompous ass in a slip up,” Charla says, whirling faster than Darcy imagined the secretary could move.
Castleberry takes a composing breath before swallowing her coffee. She sets the cup down and focuses on Darcy.
“Still think he’s involved in the kidnappings?” 
“The longer Thompson talked, the more he convinced me he had something to do with Jo’s disappearance.”
“He claims an airtight alibi,” Julian says with a doubtful glance.
“We don’t know if he was at the conference. Even if he checked into the hotel, Albany is a three-hour drive from New Sherill. He could have returned, knowing nobody could prove he wasn’t at the conference. Did you notice his eyes darting around the room when the sheriff asked him about Jo? I don’t buy the Range Rover sighting as coincidence.”
“Charla will check with the conference,” says Castleberry, tossing the coffee cup in the garbage. “Deputy Montez and I will put eyes on Carl Abraham.”
Overworked and running on fumes, Castleberry crosses the hall to her office. 
“I still say Nick Bachman kidnapped Jo,” Julian says, pocketing his keys as he rises.
“Then I’ll talk to him again,” says Darcy, her legs buckling like rubber bands when she climbs out of her chair. “But I’m certain Professor Thompson lied to us.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
Is it day or night? The last time their kidnapper departed the root cellar, he covered the double doors with brush, too thick for the light to penetrate. Now it’s black as the inside of a coffin, as it has been since the first man dragged her across the field and tossed her inside this prison.
Jo leans against the cold dirt wall and hugs her knees to her chest. She feels dirty. Violated. He forced Isabelle to watch. This must be part of the fantasy—to humiliate Jo in front of her friend. To dehumanize.
Beside her, Isabelle coughs. It’s a weak sound, followed by wheezing in Isabelle’s chest.
“Isabelle, are you all right?”
Her friend doesn’t answer. From the girl’s whistling breaths, Jo can tell Isabelle lies on her side, facing away. The girl hasn’t spoken since yesterday. At first, Jo assumed Isabelle harbored guilt after watching the man violate Jo. But her breathing doesn’t sound right, and she moves with a crippled sluggishness. 
“Isabelle, talk to me. You need to stay strong. I’ll get you out of here.”
So much bravado. Who is she kidding? Isabelle needs medical attention, and Jo can’t escape the enclosure. Nobody can help them. Their screams fall on deaf ears. The police won’t find Jo and Isabelle until they exhume their skeletal remains from the earth.
Jo leans her head against the wall and closes her eyes. Better to accept the darkness on her own terms than have it forced upon her. There has to be a way out of here. A tear wets her cheek. For once, she’s relieved Isabelle can’t see her. What has she done with her life? She remembers parties during her junior and senior years in high school. Recalls her first beer and feelings of rebellion. As the months passed, beers no longer satisfied Jo, and she experimented with liquor and the occasional joint hit. But she maintained control. Wasn’t addicted and could stop anytime she wanted. Except she didn’t. The first time Jerry offered her Adderall before the state History exam, Jo slipped inside the bathroom and downed the pill with a palm full of water. She’d crammed all night for the exam and couldn’t pry her eyes open at seven in the morning. The Adderall did the trick, putting her senses on full alert and opening the floodgates between her memory and the pen in her hand. She aced the exam. But the medication left her jittery and paranoid the rest of the day. Her heart raced like a duckling caught in a gator’s glare. Relief didn’t come until the following day when she awoke withdrawn and spent, as if she’d run a marathon the day before.
She never expected she’d need Adderall again. Or speed, which she once took before a calculus test. And after a successful first semester at New Sherill, she believed she could handle the elite liberal arts college. But spring semester knocked her on her heels. Jo had always done well in school and never studied. Good grades came to her as if by fate. New Sherill was a different animal, and this one had fangs. She studied late into the night at the library, only to slog into class the next morning and fail another exam. Nick had told Jo he could get her something to help her through the semester…a little-pick-me-up to keep her focused and alert. Her GPA increased by a full point during the first month. By the end of spring semester, she was flirting with the dean’s list. And she’d dropped a dress size, a nice little side benefit.
Jo drops her head between her knees and sobs into her hands. Poor decisions led to this predicament. She’ll die here alone, after Isabelle passes. No, she can’t think this way. As long as Isabelle is still breathing, Jo can help her.
She reaches into the dark and finds Isabelle’s shoulder. Jo recoils at the chill bleeding off the girl’s flesh. Something is wrong. It’s cold in the underground cell, but Jo should feel Isabelle’s body warmth. Curling against Isabelle, Jo wraps her arms over her friend’s shoulder. Like snuggling against a block of ice. Jo rubs her hands on Isabelle’s shoulders, working heat into the girl’s body. Isabelle trembles. The girl’s teeth rattle inside her mouth.
“I’ll keep you warm, Isabelle. I promise I won’t let us die down here. But I need you to be strong.”
The whisk of one of their captors removing brush from the doors alerts Jo. She climbs to her knees and crouches in front of Isabelle, shielding the girl as the chains rattle free of the doors. Sunlight assaults Jo’s eyes when the doors fly open. Footsteps clomp down the stairs.
Jo smells the fast food before she sees it. She cowers at the sight of the masked man, remembering what he did when she refused to eat. The bag hangs from his hand. Grease sweats through the paper.
He shoves it at her face. She lets it drop to the dirt floor. The red fury to his glare speaks to the combustibility of the situation. The man exudes anger. Picking it up, he holds the food before her face again. Isabelle stirs. With light flooding the root cellar, Jo can see Isabelle now. The girl’s face is the color of January snow. Isabelle’s eyes flutter open with alarm. She scurries into the corner as their captor silently demands Jo eat the food. 
He wants to keep me fed, Jo thinks. Like Gretel’s witch. And when he’s bored with me, or I slip up and anger him, he’ll murder me like he did Isabelle’s first cellmate.
His eyes flash from Isabelle to Jo, and for a moment, she’s certain she knows this man. The eyes look familiar. He raises his hand as if he intends to beat the recognition out of her. She refuses the food again. 
The killer grabs her hair and yanks her to the ground. In one swift motion, he twists Jo to her back and mounts her chest. With one hand, he pries her mouth open. The other jams the food past her lips. Ketchup and mustard trickle down her cheeks as she tries to thrust him off with her hips. He’s too strong. She tastes meat and cheese as his hands suffocate her mouth and nose, trying to force the food down. The greasy food trickles past her tongue to the back of her throat. She coughs. Choking. Legs flailing. Isabelle screams for the man to stop. 
Her captor pushes the food past her lips quicker than she can chew it. A cough expels fat and gristle, peppering his ski mask. Jo shields her face as he rains fists upon her head. The light seems to fail as she loses consciousness. 
Before the room goes dark, Jo watches Isabelle crawl upon the man’s back. The girl tries to pull him off Jo, but he bats her away with the side of his arm and sends her spinning into the wall. When he focuses his glare on Jo, murder colors his eyes.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
Dodging the cleaning crew at the bed-and-breakfast, Darcy waits until the man finishes vacuuming the room before she loads up the search application on her laptop. Julian sinks into the recliner in the corner, his palm over his eyes, staving off a headache. The unspoken fear that they won’t find Jo alive hangs between them. Too much time has passed since her capture.
“Grab something to eat before Castleberry arrives,” Darcy says, opening her bag. “I’ve got two energy bars left, if you want to take one.”
Julian mumbles something about not being hungry and waves the offer away. Castleberry will pick Julian up at six o’clock, and the two will follow Paul Thompson after he departs New Sherill. The idea feels ill-conceived to Darcy. Though she doesn’t trust the professor, Thompson will have eyes in the back of his head after this afternoon’s interrogation. The chances he’ll slip up hours after Castleberry put him in her cross-hairs seem steep. But they’re desperate to catch the man kidnapping and murdering girls in Treman Mills. They must follow every lead.
The sun drops below the hills and molds the sky into the dripping flesh of a blood orange. Through the window, Darcy watches the sheriff pull into the parking lot. Julian collects his badge and gun, a firm set to his jaw. He can’t fail his sister. This might be their last chance to save Jo.
“You’re sure you don’t want me to go?” Darcy asks as she scans the Facebook profiles for Isabelle, April, and Jo.
“I’m uncomfortable about two people staking out Thompson, to be honest. He won’t miss all three of us. Find out what you can about this young leaders conference he went to.”
“What did Charla say?”
Julian sighs.
“Only that Thompson checked into the hotel as scheduled and departed Sunday morning. The bastard covers all the bases, but I’m sure he’s lying.”
The door closes. Seconds later, Darcy hears Castleberry pull away. A heavy quiet settles over the room, the only noise the buzz and rattle of the old air conditioning unit against the wall. She returns to the social media profiles but gleans no additional information for her efforts. Frustrated, she closes the laptop. A walk down to the overlook will clear her head.
Dusk races across the eastern sky when Darcy follows the tree-lined path. Remembering the man on the motorcycle, she carries a gun on her hip. A windbreaker serves the dual purposes of staving off the post-sunset chill and concealing the weapon. At the path’s end, she leans against the rail and peers into the gorge, again thinking how easy it would be to disappear in its depths. With all the natural hiding places the terrain offers, the killer must have wanted them to find April Mineo close to the college.
Shadows lengthen and seem to move. She shifts her attention toward the deep azure sky when a footstep freezes her. Someone is in the copse. This time she’s ready. Touching the gun beneath her jacket, she braces her arms against the rail and pretends not to notice the shifting darkness beyond the trees. It takes all of her will not to pull the gun and sprint toward the figure, but he’s too far away for her to catch him should he flee. She feigns checking her phone, and the shadow drifts closer. A branch rattles. Darcy’s throat goes dry. He’s circling around Darcy. Trying to trap her. 
Except he’s made a mistake. By rounding the trees, he’s hemmed himself in. A chain-link fence divides the trees from the drop into the gorge. If Darcy takes a diagonal route through the trees, he won’t get away. 
The possibility the serial killer watches her from the black forest ripples goosebumps down Darcy’s arms. She recalls Julian’s depiction of April’s murder. He bludgeoned her face with a hammer until she was unrecognizable. Darcy’s phone hums inside her pocket. She glances at the screen. Julian and Castleberry are waiting for Thompson to leave his office. Turning her back to the copse, Darcy bites her lip and texts Julian.
Someone is following me.
Julian responds a second later. Castleberry is sending Deputy Montez to the bed-and-breakfast. Another message begs Darcy to sit tight and not engage the killer. But it’s too late for caution. She’s trapped in the open, the gorge behind her, the killer watching from the woods. Leaves rustle. Darcy spins and sees the silhouette of a man ducking behind a tree. She fires another text to Julian.
Do you have eyes on Thompson?
Julian doesn’t respond immediately.
We’re working on the situation. Hang tight.
How do you know he’s still in the building?
Darcy’s phone rings. Seeing Julian’s name on the screen, she presses the phone to her ear as she eases down the path, keeping a wall of overgrown meadow grass between her and the trees.
“Darcy, don’t pursue this guy. Montez will be there in less than ten minutes.”
“I can’t let him get away. Catching him is our best chance of finding Jo.”
A rustle amid the copse brings Darcy’s head up. The shadow slips from tree to tree. Is he evading or tracking her?
“It might be Thompson watching you.”
Darcy halts and ducks down.
“I thought you were watching Thompson.”
“He gave us the shake. Turns out he handed his last class of the day over to a teaching assistant. The son-of-a-bitch even left the lights on inside his office to throw us off. Truth is, we can’t locate him.”
“It has to be Thompson. I’ll hem him in until you arrive.”
“Stand down and let Montez handle it. We can’t predict how Thompson will react.”
Ending the call, Darcy bites her tongue. Why is Julian acting overprotective? She tracked serial killers for the FBI. She can handle a snobbish professor from an elite northeastern college. 
Darcy crouches low and moves along the path, careful to avoid the gravel and give herself away. Another fifty feet and she’ll cut off Thompson’s escape route. Leave him no choice but to face her or leap over the rail and drop into the gorge. Footfalls moving through the trees force Darcy to quicken her pace. He’s on the move. Darcy bolts out of hiding and jumps over the path, crashing through the grass to reach the trees. The man backs into the shadows, not expecting his prey to pursue him. Realizing her intentions when she removes the Glock from her holster, the intruder runs for the parking lot, trying to best her in a footrace. 
But she’s faster than the man bargained. As he breaks through a line of brush, she circles around the copse and meets him in the darkness. He’s a black shadow hurtling at her, unaware she lies in wait. She breathes to keep her arms steady and aims the gun, relishing the surprise on the smug professor’s face when he realizes she beat him to the punch.
Pushing apart saplings, he climbs over a rotting log and runs into her aim. A hiss leaves his lips. He stumbles to a stop inside the trees and throws up his hands.
“Nick?”
Nick Bachman’s eyes skitter around the copse. His Adam’s apple bobs with a hard swallow.
“Don’t shoot. I’m unarmed.”
The way Nick’s fingers twitch beside his jeans pockets makes Darcy doubt he’s being truthful.
“Put your hands behind your head. Lock your fingers. I’m sure you’re familiar with the drill, Nick.”
“But I didn’t break the law,” he says, his voice cracking like a child caught shooting spitballs at the back of the class.
Darcy pats him down. Nick’s pockets are empty except for his car keys.
“Stay where you are,” Darcy says, backing up a step as she holds him with the gun. “The sheriff’s department is on the way.”
His fingers unlock. She waves the gun when his hands slide down his body.
“Keep your hands raised. What are you doing here, Nick?”
A tear rolls down his smudged cheek. His eyes refuse to focus. He’s high.
“I didn’t mean to scare you. I just need to talk.”
“You could have knocked on my door.”
“I…I did, but you didn’t answer. That’s when I saw you at the overlook.”
“So you hid inside the trees and spied on me? Good story, Nick.” A siren rises and falls inside Treman Mills, coming closer. “Deputy Montez will be here in a few minutes, and the sheriff won’t be far behind. Start talking.”
He wipes a tear on his shoulder and hitches.
“It’s Jo. I’m worried about her.”
“Quite a boyfriend you turned out to be. It only took you half a week to worry about her safety.”
“That’s not true. I’ve been worried sick since she ran off.”
“You didn’t act like it when the sheriff interviewed you.”
“I was high, okay?”
“Unlike now?”
Nick coughs and wipes his forearm across his nose.
“Wouldn’t you be if someone you cared about disappeared? I can’t sleep, can’t study, can’t think straight. All I want is for Jo to be all right.”
Darcy clamps her lips together. Who is she to pass judgment? When Jennifer was kidnapped, Darcy abused anti-anxiety pills and almost overdosed. Her tone softens.
“I’ve made my share of mistakes too, Nick. But that doesn’t explain why you spied on me.”
He shrugs his shoulders and rolls his neck.
“I figured you wouldn’t tell me about the case. But I saw you on your phone and figured you were talking about Jo. Who took her? It was that professor, wasn’t it? I heard Thompson’s name.”
“That’s on a need to know basis, Nick, and you don’t need to know.”
“He’s a dirt bag. Everyone knows he takes pictures of his female students.”
Darcy motions for Nick to raise his arms and lock his fingers again. He exhales and feigns exhaustion. She’s not buying it. Nick Bachman is a snake.
“You’re not telling me anything new. But that doesn’t mean Professor Thompson took Jo.”
“It might. She called him a few times when she was drunk and needed a ride back to the dorm.”
Darcy blinks. Thompson made it seem as if he didn’t have contact with Jo outside of office hours and class. Heck, he dragged her name through the mud and made Jo out to be a junkie with an agenda to bring him down. Did Thompson have an affair with Jo? Studying Nick’s body language, she searches for a tell that he’s lying. His shoulder slump forward in defeat.
“How many times?”
Nick shakes his head.
“At least five or six times.” He lowers his eyes from Darcy’s glare. Why the hell does Jo need Professor Thompson to take care of her when she has a boyfriend? “I know what you’ll say. Look, Jo and I got high together. A little speed to focus during study time. None of the hard stuff. Mainly weed.”
“One glance at you and I can tell you’re taking a lot more than marijuana.”
He bobs his head.
“But it’s just for school. Jo was having a hard time last semester, and I couldn’t keep up with my master’s program. New Sherill will do that to you. This isn’t a state school,” he says with a sniff, and in that moment, his derisiveness reminds Darcy of Thompson’s. “Even the gifted students drown now and then. We weren’t hurting anyone, just trying to keep up.”
“Who’s your supplier, Nick? You can’t walk into CVS and buy amphetamines over the counter.” His eyes dart up in surprise, then fall to the earth. “Is it Carl Abraham? Or Dustin?”
He scuffs at the dirt with the toe of his sneaker.
“Stuff like that isn’t hard to find at New Sherill.”
“Tell me where.”
Nick raises his eyes to the sky. The siren grows louder.
“It doesn’t matter. I just want to find Jo.”
The siren cuts off as the sheriff’s vehicle crunches over the gravel parking lot. A door slams.
“That’s Deputy Montez. If you talk to me, it will look better for you when the sheriff arrives. Tell me about Thompson and Jo. Did she call him after she ran out on you at the party?”
“I wouldn’t know. I guess she could have.”
His mouth twists.
“Is there something you aren’t telling me about Thompson?”
“The fucker propositioned her.”
“What do you mean by proposition? Be specific.”
“Jo told me one time when he drove her back to the dorm, he moved on her. Promised she could stay at his place instead of a noisy dorm. Said something like it might help her grade if she spent the night. The intention was obvious.”
Darcy shakes off her desire to break Thompson’s jaw. 
“Would you be willing to tell this to the sheriff and the dean?”
“Sure. Anything to get Jo back.”
Deputy Montez forces his way through the brush as Castleberry and Julian pull into the lot.
“Looks like you have the situation under control, Ms. Gellar. I’ll take it from here.”
Nick gives Darcy an injured look. As though she betrayed him.
“Tell Sheriff Castleberry everything, Nick,” Darcy says. “As long as you’re truthful, nothing bad will happen to you.”
Julian and Castleberry rush into the trees, Julian breathless as he reaches for his gun.
“You okay?” he asks.
“I’m fine,” Darcy says as Castleberry and Montez lead Nick back to the sheriff’s vehicle.
Nick twists his neck back at Darcy. His eyes plead for her to intervene.
“I only wanted to talk with Ms. Gellar,” he says, stumbling when he gets tangled in crisscrossed branches.
“You can tell me all about it back at the station,” Castleberry says, exasperated.
Alone in the copse, Julian grabs Darcy by the arms.
“You’re certain you’re not hurt?”
“I can handle Nick Bachman, Julian. The damn kid was more scared than I was.”
Castleberry’s voice booms over Julian’s radio. 
“I’ll meet you back at the station after you finish with Bachman,” Julian says to Castleberry. “Let me know if you still want to go after Thompson.”
Darcy stares at Julian in question. Julian bats away a mosquito.
“Montez phoned the guy who organized the young leaders conference,” Julian says, glancing around the trees as though searching for someone else in the woods. “Thompson lied to us. He skipped out on his presentation Friday evening. It appears he checked into the hotel and vanished for the rest of the night. The woman working the front desk claims Thompson returned at four in the morning in the same suit he’d checked in with.”
“That’s more than enough time to travel back to Treman Mills, abduct Jo, and store her somewhere safe.”
Darcy doesn’t want to say what’s on her mind—Thompson murdered Jo and hid the body before he returned to Albany, believing his alibi remained intact. 
Julian places his hands on his hips and shakes his head, looking off into the copse.
“You don’t buy that bullshit Bachman said about wanting to talk to you, right?”
“I get the impression he told me the truth.”
“Darcy.”
“He’s not our killer, Julian.”
Julian presses his lips together.
“I should get back to the station so we can deal with this Thompson situation. Maybe you’re right, and the professor is our killer. But don’t trust Nick Bachman. He knows more than he’s letting on.”
“You think he helped Thompson kidnap Jo?”
“It’s a possibility. Do me a favor and snoop around Nick’s house while he’s tied up at the station. Take the Escape. We’re missing something crucial.”
“I’ll leave now and drop you at the station.”
“That’s perfect. You have your Glock?”
Darcy pats her waistline.
“All set.”
Darcy unlocks the rented SUV and scans the controls, familiarizing herself with the vehicle. She drives Julian across Treman Mills to the sheriff’s department. Full dark spills across the parking lot. A light shines inside the entryway. 
Julian leans over and kisses her on the cheek.
“Please be careful,” he says as he opens the door.
“I promise.”
“Call me if you find anything.”
The door closes, and Julian jogs through the entrance. Then she can’t see him anymore.
She grips the wheel, uncertain why she can’t shake the dread clutching her spine like the dead hands of a bogeyman. Staring into the night, she presses the accelerator and drives toward Nick Bachman’s apartment.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
 
Across the road from Nick’s apartment, Darcy parks at the rear of the lot, away from the street lighting. Two lights shine inside the paint-chipped house, one glowing behind the drapes in the living room, the second throwing a rectangle of light from the kitchen into the neighbor’s yard. Up the road from the apartment house, she’d located the home of the woman who claimed Professor Thompson idled his Range Rover nearby. But the woman hadn’t been home to answer Darcy’s questions. Now she wonders about the relationship between Thompson and Jo. Did the professor make a pass at Jo as Nick asserted? Or was there more to their relationship? Darcy’s view on Jo isn’t formed without bias—she likes the girl and worries over what befell Jo—but she’s clearheaded compared to Julian. Though he acknowledges his niece partied too hard in high school and took too many risks, he won’t accept the possibility she led Thompson on. Darcy won’t defend a creep like Paul Thompson, but it disturbs her Jo contacted Thompson not once, but multiple times for rides back to her dorm. 
So what was Thompson doing on this end of town late at night? Jo, a little drunk and angry at Nick for trying to coax her into bed, stormed out of the party and ran up the country road to escape her boyfriend. It’s reasonable to surmise she came to her senses and realized how far she was from New Sherill. Then she called Thompson, who’d offered her rides home in the past. If she had any reservations about contacting her adviser, walking after dark in an unsafe sector of Treman Mills with rain impending convinced her to make the call. 
Did Thompson abduct Jo after the girl refused to go home with him? Or did Nick chase Jo, murder her in a fit of rage, and hide her body?
Then she considers Carl Abraham. The drug dealer could have intercepted Jo before she reached Thompson and disposed of her body on the land behind his trailer. Except Julian and Darcy found no evidence Abraham held Isabelle, Jo, or April inside the root cellar. Just a massive amount of ephedrine, an ingredient for methamphetamine, and the speed Nick and Jo abused to keep up with their studies.
Darcy drums her hands on her thighs. Too many suspects and not enough evidence. An unexpected gust of wind rocks the car, a less than gentle nudge from above to get her moving. She searches the lot for Dustin’s car and doesn’t find it. Good. The house appears abandoned. That gives her time to sneak around the apartment and look through the windows. 
Stepping from the Escape, Darcy clicks the door shut and stands in the shadows, her eyes adjusting to the night. Potholes in the lot form deep puddles that would pass for small ponds in North Carolina. She steps around the water, her sneakers scraping on a stone.
Screaming through a break in the clouds, the full moon follows Darcy across the gravel. She hugs the shadows thrown down by trees surrounding the lot. It’s impossible not to picture the leering smile of the Full Moon Killer, Michael Rivers. His face a horror mask of blood as he stalks Darcy and her children through the flattened forest after the tornado struck. Her footsteps echo in the night. She casts glances over her shoulder. Expects to see Michael Rivers a step behind.
Darcy stops beside a mailbox and studies the apartment house. Still no movement inside. With no cars coming in either direction, she hurries across the street and ducks into the gloom pressing out from the property. A single-story house on a small, junk-ridden plot of land sits next door. A wooden fence with broken and missing slats divides the properties.
After she circumvents a row of brown, dying shrubs girding the wall, she stands on tiptoes and looks inside the window. It’s the living room. As it was both times she interviewed Nick, the living room is a mess of discarded beer cans and crinkled potato chip bags. Two of the three couch cushions jut outward like diving boards. Nobody bothered to repair the hole in the plaster. 
A growl shoots Darcy’s heart into her throat a second before a massive weight crashes against the fence. She spins and places her hand against her chest. The fanged muzzle of a dog snaps above the fence line, the wooden structure trembling each time the beast throws its weight against the fence. Darcy always considered herself a dog lover, but this monster will tear her limb-from-limb if it breaks through the fence. Which seems plausible. The entire structure leans toward Darcy when the dog explodes against the barrier. When she’s terrified the dog will break through the broken slats, a man calls to Buster and coaxes the barking dog into the house.
Thank God.
Grateful the dog didn’t attract attention to Darcy, she backs away from the fence and turns back to the apartment house.
She leans against the wall and twists her neck. Searches for someone inside. When she doesn’t find anyone, she peers at the closet beside the apartment house’s entryway. The door stands halfway open. Someone stacked five cardboard boxes at the front of the closet and draped a jacket over the top to conceal them. But she recognizes the boxes. They’re the same ephedrine boxes Darcy and Julian found in the root cellar behind Carl Abraham’s trailer. This suggests Dustin and Nick are working with Abraham. Though she’s trespassing on private property, she needs to alert Castleberry and Julian after she completes her search. 
The next window reveals the kitchen. An old, bulky refrigerator stands sentinel beside the window. The handle on the door hangs askew. Beyond the kitchen, she spies the dining room. Scattered papers and a textbook cover the table. She’s about to turn away when a faint orange glow catches her eye on the stove. Someone used the burner in the last few minutes. Darcy checks the dials and confirms the burner is off and not a fire threat, but the grates still hold their heat. 
Backing away from the window, she scans the yard. Where is Dustin? As she rounds the house and enters the backyard, a footstep in the shadows brings her to a stop. She removes the gun and peers into the darkness, willing her eyes to pick out the shadowed figure along the house. But there’s nobody. Her chest tightens as she swings her gaze along the windows and through the yard. 
Then she ducks below a small deck off the back of the house and waits beside the stairs. Cricket songs ring through the night. Dew soaks her pant legs as she swats a mosquito buzzing around her ear. When her breathing returns to normal, she pulls the phone from her pocket and finds a message from Julian. 
Can’t locate Thompson. Keep your eyes open. He may be following you.
Darcy peeks around the deck. Paranoia made her worry Dustin had spotted her through an upstairs window and trailed her around the house. Now she wonders if the footstep she heard belonged to Thompson. If the professor is in the yard, he’s keeping a safe distance. She has to tell Julian about the boxes of ephedrine, but the signal on her phone ebbs and flows. 
A moment after the phone connects to a nearby tower, a hand reaches out of the darkness and covers her mouth with a cloth. Darcy screams. The hand stifles her voice. But it’s the scent coming off the cloth that widens her eyes in panic. Chloroform. Her eyes droop as she reaches behind and digs her nails into the man’s face. He wears a ski mask. She tears yarn off the mask and swings. The man leans his head back and avoids her punches, his hand firm against her nose and lips. Her struggling slows. Legs splay out before her and come to rest. The night becomes darker and swallows the yard.
Darcy slumps over in the man’s arms. The last sensation she feels is him lifting her off the damp ground. Then she remembers nothing at all.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
 
The text Julian sends Darcy, asking for her location, is the fifth such message in the last ten minutes. Phone calls and texts go unanswered. Darcy wouldn’t go rogue and turn off her phone without alerting him. It seems she vanished from the earth.
“I’ve got a trace rolling on Darcy’s phone,” Castleberry says, leaning over Deputy Montez’s shoulder while he runs a computer application to pinpoint Darcy’s location. 
The interior of the sheriff’s department is otherwise quiet, Charla having left for the day at four o’clock. Now darkness pours like black ink down the windows, summoning unwanted memories of the Darkwater Cove murders in North Carolina when it seemed night would never end. 
“We need a BOLO on the Escape and Thompson’s Range Rover,” Julian says, sliding beside Montez in a rolling chair.
Castleberry glances at Montez.
“I can’t issue a BOLO on the Range Rover,” she says, forcing an exhale through her lips. “What do we have on Thompson besides he’s a pervert who dates his students?”
“He lied to us about everything. The young leaders conference, his relationship with Jo. Don’t forget we can place his vehicle within a mile of where Jo was kidnapped.”
“It might not have been his vehicle. We don’t have so much as a license plate number, not even the color of the vehicle.”
Julian pounds his fist against the table. The steaming cup of coffee beside Montez jiggles. He’s wasting time. He should be breaking the speed limit on the way to Nick’s apartment.
“But he left the conference and didn’t return until early Saturday morning, and he skipped his class and gave us the slip tonight. All this evasive behavior tells me he’s guilty.”
“Guilty of photographing and dating pretty girls in his classes, but it’s not illegal, if done with consent.”
“Dammit, we’re running out of time. Issue the BOLO. We’ll apologize later if I’m wrong.”
Castleberry chews a nail and nods at Montez.
“Call the State Police for backup and put out the BOLO. But it will be me apologizing when this blows up in my face,” Castleberry says, shifting her eyes to Julian.
While Montez makes the call, Julian and Castleberry step into the hallway. The cleaning crew left an hour ago. The tiled hallway glimmers and reflects the ceiling, the stench of chemical cleaner heavy in the air.
“I sent Darcy to check out Nick Bachman’s apartment,” Julian says, looking away as he runs a hand through his hair.
“You what? How many times have the two of you trespassed on private property since arriving in Treman Mills?”
“Darcy is discreet. All she would have done was peek through a few windows. Dustin was at class, and you had Nick in the interview room. Nobody was home to see her.”
“Then why is she missing?”
Julian pushes his hands into his pockets and tilts his head back, eyes closed. As much as he wants to pin Jo’s abduction on Nick Bachman, he couldn’t have attacked Darcy. By the time Castleberry sent him home, knowing she couldn’t arrest Nick for walking through the copse—though it’s obvious he spied on Darcy—Darcy had already disappeared. 
“Someone followed her. My first guess is Thompson, but it could have been Carl Abraham.”
“I’m calling Nick,” Castleberry says. “This doesn’t feel right.”
As Castleberry punches Nick’s number into her phone, Julian bounces on his toes, his heart a sledgehammer slamming his chest. The sheriff switches the call to speaker and holds the phone between them. Nick answers on the first ring.
“Where are you, Nick?”
“I’m walking up the steps of my house,” he says, flustered. “I told you I did nothing wrong.”
“Turn around and tell me who’s parked in the lot across the street.”
A sigh.
“Whatever.” After ten seconds of silence, Nick says, “it’s just my car and the neighbor’s pickup. Why?”
“You don’t see a beige Ford Escape in the lot?” Julian asks, leaning over the phone.
“I told you. It’s just my car and the neighbor’s truck.”
“What about on the street?”
“Nothing. What are you doing to find Jo? This is a waste of time.”
Over the phone, Julian hears the squeal of Nick twisting the key in the old lock. Locking the house seems a waste of effort. One kick will knock the ancient door off its hinges. 
“We’re doing our best to find Jo,” Castleberry says. “But right now we can’t find Ms. Gellar.”
“Hold up. Do you think the person who kidnapped Jo grabbed Ms. Gellar too?”
“We’re trying to figure that out. She headed to your apartment to speak with you. Someone must have seen her. Are you certain Dustin isn’t home?”
“You aren’t listening,” Nick says, slamming a book down on the dining room table. It sounds like a gunshot over the phone. “His car isn’t here. No surprise because he has a night class.”
“Humor me and check the house. I need to be sure.”
Nick sets the phone down. He isn’t gentle about it. The boyfriend calls Dustin’s name, then he stomps up the stairs and throws open a few doors, yelling for Dustin again. The footsteps return.
“He isn’t here. Why the hell was Ms. Gellar at the house? I answered all your questions at the station.”
“When Dustin gets back, have him call me. He has my number on the card I gave him.”
“Sure, if you say so.”
Nick hangs up on them. Julian purses his lips and taps his toe against the floor.
“What?” Castleberry asks, reading the worry on his face.
“I thought for sure Nick Bachman took Jo. Unless two or more kidnappers are stalking the town, I have to conclude the same guy kidnapped Darcy. She wouldn’t turn off her phone and close off contact. Darcy knows we’d expect a report.”
Montez calls them back to his desk. When Julian arrives a step ahead of Castleberry, Montez is setting down the phone. He leans back with a heavy exhalation.
“That was the cell company. The signal on Gellar’s phone went dead five minutes ago, but we think we have her last position narrowed down.”
The deputy turns the computer screen toward Julian and Castleberry. A wide circle estimates the last known position of Darcy’s phone. Studying the topographic map and road names, Julian recognizes the territory. Darcy’s phone died near Nick’s apartment house. 
“They’re trying to narrow down the radius,” Montez says, tracing the circle with his finger.
“No need,” Julian says. “She was at Nick’s house just like I thought. He might not have grabbed Darcy, but that kid is nothing but a lying junkie. We need to get over there and figure out what happened to Darcy.”
Castleberry turns to Montez. “What’s the arrival estimate on the state police?”
“Twenty minutes.”
“Have them set up a perimeter.” Castleberry jabs her finger at the screen. “I want every vehicle leaving the area stopped. Give them Gellar’s description. And Thompson’s too.”
“I’ll send a picture to your phone,” Julian says to Montez.
Castleberry grabs the vehicle keys off the desk.
“After you talk to the state police, get Dean Kensington on the horn and tell him Thompson lied to us about the conference. We need to find Thompson and figure out where he’s been this evening. One more thing. Recheck Jo Haines’s phone records. I want to know if she called Thompson the night she vanished.”
Castleberry shoots down the gloomy road past the sheriff’s department. Julian’s stomach boils, acid coating the back of his throat. Please, let Darcy be safe. He checks his phone for a message from Darcy, and when he doesn’t find one, he reboots his phone and curses the wavering signal strength. To Julian’s surprise, Castleberry hangs a sharp left onto a hill without a road sign. He can’t see any sign of human life on the hill, just the star-speckled sky meeting the terrain.
“Where are we going?”
Castleberry brakes when a possum waddles across the road.
“Shortcut. It looks like we’re in the middle of nowhere, but this hill ends a mile from Bachman’s place.”
They climb one thousand feet above the valley. New Sherill gleams on the faraway hill on the opposite end of Treman Mills. The hill descends as quickly as it climbed, and Castleberry swings her vehicle onto a curving road lined by trees and meadow. Julian doesn’t recognize his surroundings until he spots the well-concealed driveway leading to Carl Abraham’s trailer. Twisting his neck around, he watches the trailer shoot past from behind the trees, one light glowing through the windows. A sharp turn takes them past Nick’s apartment house.
Easing off the gas, Castleberry takes it slow as they search for the rented Escape. With no sign of the vehicle, Castleberry completes a three-point turn and brings them back to the house. This time she pulls into the parking lot across the street. As Nick told them, the only two vehicles in the lot belong to Nick and the neighbor. Dustin hasn’t come home yet.
Julian hops out of the vehicle as soon as Castleberry shifts into park. He strides toward the apartment house, his eyes interrogating the shadows for a footprint—anything to prove Darcy was here. Castleberry catches up to Julian as he crosses the yard. A wooden fence that won’t survive the next thunderstorm divides the neighbor’s yard from the apartment house. 
“Slow down, Julian. You won’t find her if you run past a key piece of evidence.”
The front door flies open before Julian rounds the corner. Nick stomps down the stairs.
“You can’t be here. You’re trespassing.”
“Save it, Nick,” Julian says, walking past the student as he studies the ground. “You don’t own the place. Call your landlord if it bothers you that much.”
Pulling the phone from his pocket, Nick takes a series of photographs to document the trespassing officers. Julian kneels beside the wall, parting bushes and shining a flashlight over the soft earth. 
“This is why nobody trusts cops. You’re breaking the law, and you don’t even work in Treman Mills. No wonder you guys can’t find Jo.”
Blood surging into his head, Julian shoots out of his crouch and snags Nick by the shirt collar. He tosses Nick against the side of the house, his forearm beneath Nick’s chin. As he holds Nick in place, Castleberry turns her back and makes a show of studying the fence.
“Listen, you little brat. Jo is my family. She isn’t someone I’d abandon miles from her dorm room because we’d gotten into an argument. You’re fortunate I wasn’t around. Don’t play dumb with me, Nick. You pushed Jo to sleep with you. That’s what the fight was about. You’re in a master’s program, and she just started her sophomore year. But you couldn’t wait, could you?”
“Get the hell off me,” Nick says, pulling at Julian’s forearm.
Julian shoves him against the house.
“Some role model you are. If I find out you’re the one who hooked her on speed—”
“You don’t know shit!”
“Who’s your supplier, Nick? Is it Carl Abraham? You’re making that scumbag rich, but you’re too stupid to realize you’re throwing your life away. And Jo’s.”
“I barely know Abraham.”
“Come on, Nick. He supplies the entire town, including New Sherill. Why don’t I drag your ass over to Abraham’s trailer right now? It’s a quick walk. Let’s find out what good ole Carl knows about Jo’s whereabouts.”
“It isn’t Abraham, okay?”
Julian eases up. Nick sucks in a breath as Castleberry swings her head around.
“Who’s selling drugs?” Castleberry asks, her shoes swishing through the grass.
Nick clamps his mouth shut and glares off into the yard.
Julian yanks Nick away from the house and holds him by the shirt collar.
“Answer the question.”
Nick’s voice drops an octave.
“Dustin.”
Castleberry meets Julian’s eyes. Dustin? Darcy suspected the roommate fed Nick’s habit, but hadn’t found proof to support her theory.
“So it’s true,” Castleberry says, setting her hands on her hips. “That’s how Dustin affords to pay the rent. His parents aren’t rich. He’s pushing.”
“Is Dustin partnering with Abraham or working alone?” Nick lowers his head and stares at his shoelaces. Julian lifts his chin, his eyes softening. “Talk to me, Nick. You don’t need to protect Dustin. This is about finding Darcy and Jo. Is Dustin Abraham’s partner.”
“You’ve got it backwards,” Nick mumbles. “Abraham is the partner. Dustin runs the show.”
“And they operate out of Abraham’s trailer.”
“Yeah. They’re up there riding those damn Harley’s all the time. They cook in the trailer, and sometimes in a shed back in the woods. Can’t drive a car there, so they use the motorcycles. Plus Dustin likes to show off.”
“You claimed Dustin photographed Jo topless.”
“It’s the truth.”
“Is it possible Dustin kidnapped Jo?”
“Dustin had a thing for her,” Nick says with a shrug. “That’s what the fight was over. And because he took Jo’s picture. He told me he deleted the photo off his phone. I didn’t believe him, but Dustin never made a move on Jo. Not when I was around.”
“That doesn’t prove he’s innocent.”
“Dustin has a girlfriend. Why would he pursue Jo?”
“Who’s Dustin’s girlfriend?” Castleberry asks, moving one step closer to Nick. “Is her name Isabelle?”
Nick’s mouth twists.
“Isabelle Raya? No way. That bitch wouldn’t have anything to do with Dustin. She just comes to our parties so she can drink for free.”
“So who is it?”
“I wouldn’t know.” Nick raises his hands when Julian tightens the grip on his collar. “I never met the girl, and it’s not my business who Dustin dates. She doesn’t even go to New Sherill.”
“Give me a name.” 
“Again, I never met her. All I remember is she goes to Syracuse University. Some sorority girl. Dustin drives there on Fridays and stays the weekend. If you want her name, ask Dustin.”
Castleberry nudges Julian’s foot with hers. He’s thinking the same thing.
“Any chance this girl used to be in Alpha Phi?” Julian asks.
Nick’s eyes light up.
“Yeah. How did you find that out? I just remember Dustin bragging about sleeping with some hot sorority girl from Syracuse.”
“It has to be April Mineo,” Julian says to Castleberry.
The sheriff’s head bobs as the puzzle pieces fall into place. Nick glances between Julian and Castleberry.
“Who the hell is April Mineo?”
“Don’t you read the news? That’s the dead girl we found outside the forest.”
Nick’s brow furrows. It takes another second for the gravity of the discovery to register on his face.
“No, no. This can’t be happening.”
“Dustin murdered April Mineo,” Julian says, releasing Nick. The grad student appears ready to topple on his own. “Then he went after Isabelle and Jo, and now he has Darcy. You need to tell us where Dustin is.”
“He’s in class. I didn’t lie.”
“Nick,” Castleberry says in a soft voice. “We have to search your house for evidence Dustin kidnapped Jo, but I need your permission.”
“Shit. Are you sure it’s him?”
Nick runs an unsteady hand over his scalp. The terror in Nick’s eyes tells Julian he answered his own question.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
 
“You kidnapped too many. You’re gonna fuck up everything we worked for.”
The man’s voice snaps Darcy out of her haze. She staggers as two men lead her through a field, the weeds growing past her knees. Their hands grip her shoulders from each side as they pull her forward. A blindfold covers her eyes, and a gag stretches the corners of her mouth to the point of splitting. She concentrates on the sounds around her. Where is she? All she hears is the swell of insect songs. No vehicles. No street sounds. She’s in the wilderness.
“Come on, man. Kill her and get rid of the body. You can’t keep another one.”
The man pleads to his silent partner. That the second man never answers makes Darcy think she’ll recognize his voice. Paul Thompson? Nick? Dustin? She settles on the latter. It makes sense. The ephedrine boxes stacked inside the downstairs closet provide ample evidence Dustin partners with Carl Abraham. Abraham must be the man fretting over Dustin kidnapping Darcy.
As she works through the mystery of who snatched her, the two men come to a stop. A chain rattles, then a pair of double doors scream on rusty hinges. Impossible. They mean to throw her inside the root cellar behind Carl Abraham’s trailer. But she was inside the enclosure with Julian last night. They found no signs of Jo or Isabelle, just the boxes taking up the rear of the cellar. 
Their arms clutched around hers, the two men stomp down the basement stairs. She’s weightless, can’t see the steps past the blindfold. Her legs buckle when she touches solid ground. Then the quiet one, the man she assumes is Dustin, hurls her across the cellar. She skids across the hard-packed earth, the floor tearing a hole in the knees of her jeans and scraping flesh off her palms and elbows. Darcy’s head slams against the wall. 
A callused hand tears the blindfold off her head, then rips the gag away. She screams for help, and a fist slams into her jaw and knocks her woozy. Blood trickles off a split lip as she swipes for the man who struck her and finds only darkness. With night pouring down the basement stairs, it’s impossible to recognize her abductors. A boot crushes her rib cage and curls her into a ball. Somewhere in the dark, a girl whimpers. Darcy isn’t alone. Please let the girl be Jo. 
Hoping Jo is alive and in the basement, Darcy shields her head with her elbows, leaving her midsection unprotected. She’ll survive a broken rib, but a hard blow to the head might kill her, if she doesn’t see it coming. The boot smashes against her forearms. She cries out, the pain searing. 
Footsteps ascend the stairs. The first man is leaving. Carl Abraham? He doesn’t want to watch Dustin beat Darcy. Maybe she can sway Abraham to help her, convince him the authorities will levy him with a lesser charge if he aids Darcy and the other girl. 
“I know who you are,” she moans.
He snaps her head up by the hair and whips her across the basement. Pain rockets down Darcy’s arm where she lands on her shoulder. Her face rests upon her cellmate’s outstretched leg. 
“Don’t make him angry,” the female voice begs. A sob perches inside the girl’s throat. “Let him do what he wants. It will be over soon.”
The man yanks her up by the hair again. She punches him in the chest, no force behind the blow. She’s still groggy from the chloroform, can’t stand on her own. With a giggle, he tosses Darcy to the floor and mounts her chest. Unable to see anything beyond the man’s silhouette, Darcy claws at his eyes. He snags her wrists and pins them back. Subduing Darcy against the dirt floor, he leans close and mashes his head against hers. Darcy’s eyes roll back in her head. He’s wearing a ski mask. The fabric scraped her forehead. 
Her legs kick up and wrap around his shoulders, but she hasn’t the strength to yank him backward. His hands grope under her shirt and find her breasts as she writhes beneath his weight. He means to rape her in front of the other girl. Demean her. 
A screech tears the darkness as the other girl attacks. Nails rake the man’s eyes. He yelps and topples off Darcy. 
Screaming with rage, the man retreats up the staircase. The doors slam shut. He wraps the chains around the door handles and locks them in the root cellar, plunging them into absolute darkness.
“Oh my God, did he hurt you?”
The girl’s hands tremble as they touch her face.
Darcy coughs out a clump of dirt and rolls onto her side. Her chest heaves, lungs desperate for air. When she catches her breath, she whispers, “Jo?”
The hands pull away, startled.
“Who are you?”
Relief flooding through her body, Darcy half-laughs, half-cries until the coughing fit returns. She can’t breathe inside the root cellar. She’s locked inside a coffin, six feet of earth threatening to crush the casket and suffocate her. It occurs to her she hasn’t taken her anti-anxiety medication today. Panic electrocutes her nerve endings, and a shudder rolls through her body as though she’s adrift on an ocean churned by a hurricane.
“Jo, it’s Darcy Gellar,” she says through chattering teeth.
The hiss of a drawn breath.
“Darcy? What are you doing here?”
Darcy drags herself into a sitting position and finds the wall. Her ribs scream in protest. Steadying herself, she rubs the ache off her shoulder.
“Your mother called your Uncle Julian. We came to New Sherill to look for you.”
Jo wraps her arms around her. Ignoring the pain, Darcy finds the girl’s hair and brushes it out of Jo’s face.
“I didn’t think I’d see my family again.” Jo sobs against Darcy. Then the girl shudders with realization. “No one knows you’re here, do they?”
“Julian and the sheriff are looking for us.”
“But they captured you, so nobody will know where we are.”
Darcy grits her teeth when Jo’s weight presses against her ribcage. Memories from tonight fly back at her. The dog snapping against the fence as she peered inside Nick’s apartment house. Trying to find a signal beside the deck so she could text Julian about the ephedrine. She searches her pockets. They took her phone and keys. No surprise. If the two men are smart, and they must be since they’ve gotten away with multiple kidnappings while manufacturing and selling narcotics, they removed her battery or destroyed the phone. 
“They’ll find us, Jo. They’re close.”
“How can you be sure?”
“Because I know who the killer is.”
Jo draws back and holds her breath.
“It’s Nick, isn’t it?”
“Nick’s looking for you, Jo. Dustin is the man hiding behind the mask. That’s why he never speaks. He knows you’ll recognize his voice.”
Leaning against the wall, a root snaking out between them, Jo clamps her eyes shut.
“I should have known after Dustin took those pictures of me.”
“Jo, did you call Professor Thompson after you ran out of Nick’s party?”
Stunned silence follows. 
“You knew about that?”
“A woman reported a Range Rover parked along the road near the apartment house.”
“Professor Thompson told me to call him whenever I went out with Nick and didn’t feel comfortable. I didn’t want to call, believe me. Every girl in Professor Thompson’s class understands his intentions. He’s careful, subtle, but we see through him. He made a pass at me one night after he drove me back to the dorms. I swore I’d never get into his vehicle again. But Nick was drunk and acting crazy, and it was so far to walk. Then it thundered.”
“Please tell me you didn’t sleep with Thompson.”
“Never. Are you kidding? He’s scum. But he knows our weaknesses, knows we’ll need him someday. So he takes advantage.”
“You never met Thompson the night Dustin abducted you?”
“No,” Jo says, pausing as if remembering proves difficult. “I called him when it started to rain. There was a trailer off the road, a guy Dustin and Nick go to for speed. His name is Carl, I think.”
“Dustin runs the business. Carl is the hired help. I think that’s where we are. Behind Carl Abraham’s trailer.”
Jo moans.
“Why would Dustin do this to us?”
“He murdered a girl from Syracuse University, a former sorority sister named April Mineo. Does the name mean anything to you?”
“My God. I don’t recognize the name, but I recall Dustin boasting about an Alpha Phi girl at Syracuse. They started dating last spring, but I’m sure she broke it off last month. That was an awful month for Dustin. The dean put him on academic probation because he kept skipping classes to drive to Syracuse.”
“Those could be the stressors that set Dustin off. He kidnapped another girl, a friend of yours.”
“Isabelle?”
“What did Dustin do with Isabelle?”
“She’s right beside me.”
Darcy goes silent. All this time she sat in the darkness without knowing Isabelle was here with Jo. Her stomach turns sour. Isabelle hasn’t made a sound since Dustin and Carl threw Darcy into the cellar.
“We need to get Isabelle to a doctor,” Jo says between sobs. “She’s not well. I don’t like how soft her breathing is. She hasn’t moved since…I can’t keep track of the days anymore, can’t tell if it’s day or night most of the time.”
They must be behind the trailer. Though the chloroform knocked Darcy unconscious, she’s certain only an hour has passed since Dustin snatched her behind the house.
“Have you been inside the root cellar the whole time?”
“No. They chained me inside. The other guy…Carl…they locked me up beside his bed so he could watch me. I wore a blindfold, so I never knew where I was.”
“So they kept you inside Carl’s trailer.”
“I guess so. It was a confined space. If I stretched out my legs, I touched the opposite wall.”
“This is important. Were you inside the root cellar last night?”
Jo shifts her body as she considers the question.
“Definitely.”
Darcy knocks the back of her head against the wall. Nothing adds up. She investigated the root cellar with Julian last night. Jo and Isabelle weren’t here. Is she wrong about their location? 
“There has to be a second root cellar,” Darcy says, attempting to convince herself. 
“What do you mean?”
“Last night, your uncle and I discovered an underground cellar secured by chains and a padlock behind Carl Abraham’s trailer. We felt certain he kept you and Isabelle inside.”
“They use chains to lock the doors to the basement.”
“But after Julian picked the lock, we searched the basement and found boxes of Adderall and ephedrine. Are you sure they didn’t move you to a different location last night?”
“Positive.”
Outside, the wind moans between the doors like a vengeful ghost searching for a way into the cellar.
“Then there must be another root cellar in the field. Think back to when they transferred you from the trailer to the cellar. How far did you walk?”
“It’s hard to remember,” Jo says, scrubbing her hand across her forehead. “I was half-asleep when he dragged me out of the trailer. We walked for about five minutes.”
“And you were in a field?”
“Yes.”
That’s good. They’re still on Abraham’s property. 
“Do you ever hear motorcycles racing through the field?”
“Once.” Jo draws in a breath. “Dustin rode a motorcycle to the apartment one night to show off. He kept asking me to ride with him, but I never trusted Dustin. He’s the type who would have taken a risk and gotten us killed. Besides, Dustin only did it to make Nick jealous. We always wondered about the motorcycle. Dustin said he kept it at a friend’s house, claimed someone would steal it if he parked it in the lot. I just can’t believe he’d murder anyone.”
The chains unravel above. Then the doors fly open, allowing silver starlight to pull the shadows off the root cellar’s walls. Darcy glances at Isabelle, the girl curled into a tight ball, hands clasped between her knees, a shiver crawling under Isabelle’s skin. Darcy has just enough time to spot the black and blue marks on Jo’s face, the blood caked to her split lip. Fury roils through Darcy.
“Get behind me,” she says, moving in front of Jo.
Dustin’s boots pause halfway down the staircase. He’s careful after Jo lashed out at them. The murderer holds a hammer in his hands. From here, Darcy can discern dried blood and a clump of hair on the head of the hammer. Jo recoils, the girl’s breaths coming quicker as Dustin edges down the steps. 
He stands over them and raises the weapon in warning. If Darcy tries to stop him, he’ll beat her to death. Dustin’s gaze burns through the mask’s eyes. 
Then he does something that shocks Darcy.
Dustin drops to one knee, never taking his eyes off Darcy. With the head of the hammer, he carves a symbol into the earthen floor. She recognizes the crazed smile before he completes the drawing—the symbol of Michael Rivers, the Full Moon Killer.
As Darcy crawls backward with Jo, Dustin stands and points the hammer at her. She can see the smile behind his gaze. 
“You think that frightens me, Dustin?” Uncertainty flashes inside the mask’s eye holes. “I know who you are. We’re in the meadow behind Carl Abraham’s trailer. Right, Dustin?”
“Don’t say my name, you bitch.”
Behind the angry tremor of his words, Darcy recognizes Dustin’s voice. 
“Why did you draw the symbol of the Full Moon Killer? You’re not Michael Rivers, Dustin. You’re not even one of the men he hired to murder my family. But those men have one thing in common: I killed all of them.”
Darcy bolts out of her crouch and throws herself at Dustin. She drives her shoulder into his stomach and knocks the stunned killer backward. His arms pinwheel before his legs fly out from under him, the ground stealing his breath away as he crashes to his back. As Darcy tears the mask off Dustin’s head and drives her forearm against his throat, he swings the hammer in desperation. The head of the hammer misses Darcy’s forehead but clips her ear. The shock of pain reels her backward.
Throwing her off, Dustin climbs to his feet and slams the hammer against her face. As she raises her arms to block the blow, her body contorts in agony. Jo attacks from the side. Dustin is ready for her. He swings the hammer into the girl’s belly and doubles her over.
The next blow glances off Darcy’s skull. She twitches against the dirt, vaguely aware of the screams surrounding her. The gray light blurs the starlight as Darcy rolls onto her belly and crawls toward Jo. But Dustin doesn’t target Jo. He hoists Isabelle’s limp body into his arms while Jo grabs hold of him. This is what Dustin does when he tires of his playthings. He takes the girls into the wilderness and murders them. Jo snags Dustin’s pant leg and tries to yank him down. A boot to the head knocks Jo onto her side. 
Dustin disappears with Isabelle through the doors. The chains wrap around the handles, locking them in.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
 
Red and blue lights sweep like carnival rides across the side of Nick’s apartment house. A neighbor with a belly sagging over his waist stands in his yard in flip-flops, holding a monstrous Bullmastiff back. The dog snaps at the law enforcement crew working the scene. A chain choke collar closes around the dog’s throat when he reaches the end of his leash. A tall, muscular state trooper with a boyish face looms over the boxes of ephedrine stacked inside the downstairs closet. Through the downstairs window, Julian glimpses the trooper photographing the stash before he removes it from the premises. 
Julian’s mind whirls with a desperate need to find Darcy. He assumes she’s on Carl Abraham’s property. Castleberry works the phone, holding up a thumb to signal she won the search warrant they sought. A chill in the air sets Julian’s teeth chattering. He chides himself for not grabbing a coat during the heat of the day. He stands beside the deck stairs and examines the matted grass beside his feet. There had been a struggle here. It couldn’t have taken place more than an hour ago, as the grass hasn’t bounced back. Shining his flashlight around the scene, he discovers a shoe print. From the size and tread pattern, he identifies the print. It came from a man’s boot.
“We’re taking a small team to Abraham’s trailer,” Castleberry says, moving beside Julian. “You, me, and the two troopers. We’ve got checkpoints along all routes in and out of Treman Mills. Dustin won’t escape the city.”
Julian issues a tight-lipped grunt as he scans the area for anything he might have missed.
“Julian,” Castleberry says, touching his arm. “We’ll find Darcy. She’ll be okay.”
“I told her to investigate the apartment. This is my fault. I should have seen this coming and done more to protect her.”
“Don’t blame yourself. Nick was at the station, and we had every reason to believe Dustin wouldn’t be home. Speaking of which, I called New Sherill. Dustin no-showed his night class and skipped an important exam.”
“As if we needed additional evidence Dustin is behind the kidnappings.”
After the tall trooper escorts the boxes out of the apartment house, Castleberry whistles to the two state troopers pawing the bushes along the perimeter of the property. The first trooper, wearing a name tag that reads Bulger, jogs back to Castleberry and Julian. He holds the unwavering stare of a man with military experience. His neck appears wider than a normal man’s thigh, and his arm muscles ripple against his jacket. This is the officer Julian wants beside him when they break inside Abraham’s trailer. The second trooper is a head shorter than Bulger but moves like a performance sports car—fast with no wasted movement. His name tag reads Yelich. 
Castleberry goes over the plan. She calls up a satellite photograph of Abraham’s property on an iPad, pointing out where Abraham and Dustin store narcotics in a locked root cellar. The sheriff doesn’t mention Julian and Darcy trespassing on Abraham’s property to gather this intelligence. 
As they head back to their vehicles, Castleberry’s phone rings. Seeing it’s Deputy Montez, she puts the call on speaker phone and holds it between her and Julian.
“You’re on with me and Detective Haines, Deputy,” Castleberry says.
“Sheriff, I just got a hit on Darcy Gellar’s phone.” 
Castleberry glares at Julian.
“Where?”
“Two hundred yards east of your position on county route 41. It’s not moving, but the signal keeps fading in and out.”
“Send me the coordinates.”
Julian prays they’ll find Darcy alive and unharmed, the phone beside her. Why didn’t Dustin destroy the phone or remove the battery? 
Castleberry revs the engine as Julian slides into the passenger seat. The force of the acceleration throws Julian’s head back as Castleberry speeds toward the county route, the headlights of the state trooper SUV white-hot in the mirrors. Comparing the coordinates with her GPS, Castleberry slows to a crawl along the shoulder before the beams pick out Darcy’s mangled phone smashed against the gravel. Julian’s heart sinks. Parting the tall grass along the shoulder, Julian shouts Darcy’s name and beams his flashlight through the field.
“He’s getting careless,” Castleberry says, kneeling over the phone. “Looks like he threw it against the pavement without checking the signal. It’s holding on by a thread, but the darn thing keeps transmitting.”
Julian stands in the starlight, the full moon crawling over the horizon as if it’s following them. A light shines on the hill a mile down county route 41. Carl Abraham’s property. 
“Let’s go,” Castleberry says, jogging back to the vehicle.
Lights doused, the vehicles creep along the roadway and pull along the shoulder a hundred feet shy of the driveway. Trees conceal their position. Dustin and Abraham won’t see them coming, though Dustin must expect them. That Dustin hasn’t fled Treman Mills with Darcy convinces Julian that Nick’s roommate isn’t making rational decisions anymore. Darcy described his kidnapping and murder spree as escalation. He’s losing control.
Castleberry leads the team to the driveway where they hug the shadows and slide unseen toward the front of the trailer. Bulger and Yelich trail Julian and the sheriff, and Julian feels a measure of comfort having Bulger to watch their backs. Ex-military officers often have eyes in the backs of their heads and a sixth sense for ferreting out a trap. 
Extending her arm toward the padlocked root cellar to the left of the trailer, Castleberry waits until the troopers nod in acknowledgment. Julian searches the trailer’s two windows, the glass shimmering like wolf eyes against the backdrop of full dark. Still no movement inside when they reach the door. When the troopers take up positions beside the trailer, Castleberry counts down with her fingers before she boots the flimsy door open. 
The sheriff whips around the blind corner with her gun raised as Julian follows her inside, his gun aimed in the opposite direction. Whiskey, marijuana, and pungent urine scents hit Julian in the doorway, mingled with the sour stench of body odor. Julian’s eyes freeze on the female legs sticking out from a sleeping nook on the left end of the tiny home. There’s a kitchen at the opposite end of the trailer. Abraham’s cooking supplies and a layer of gritty powder cover the counter. Julian holds his breath. One misfired shot, and the trailer will blow. Castleberry holds up a hand and leads the team toward the girl, Julian’s eyes searching for hidden dangers. The girl isn’t moving. 
Castleberry edges toward the girl and spins around the corner.
“Freeze! Show me your hands!”
Julian hurries to catch up and finds a scrawny man with a face of unshaven stubble kneeling on a cot. His eyes fly between Julian, Castleberry, and the troopers.
“I didn’t hurt her. I swear.”
“Carl Abraham?”
“I didn’t do nothing. All I did was watch her. I tried to get her to eat, you have to believe me.”
The girl slumps against the mattress, her wrists handcuffed to the cot. As the troopers hold Abraham with their guns, Castleberry kneels next to the girl and touches her fingers to the student’s neck. The sheriff exhales.
“She’s alive. Call 9-1-1.”
Castleberry brushes the girl’s hair back from her face. Julian doesn’t know whether he should be relieved or horrified the girl isn’t Jo. This girl, who Julian assumes is Isabelle, hangs on death’s edge. But she’s alive.
“Talk, Abraham,” Castleberry says. “Where are the other girls?”
“This was all his doing. I didn’t want part of it. But he’s gone crazy.”
Abraham’s eyes blink rapidly as if drowning in dust. His eyes run like waterfalls. He’s on something, yet he’s coherent enough to talk.
“Check the root cellar,” Castleberry tells the state troopers. “The girls have to be on the property.”
As the troopers hustle out of the trailer, Abraham calls after them in a pleading voice.
“You can’t go in there. That’s my private property.”
Castleberry holds up the warrant.
“This paper says they can. Where’s Dustin Gendron? We already know he kidnapped another woman tonight. Tell us the truth, and I’ll ensure the court knows you cooperated.”
Abraham’s hands twitch in his lap. 
“Haven’t seen him today.”
“You’re lying,” Castleberry says, nodding to Julian, who produces his set of lock picks.
A quick snap of the hand, and the cuffs fall off the girl’s wrists. Julian catches her before she topples, supporting her in his arms. The girl’s breaths are too shallow to perceive until he sets an open palm before her nose. She’s breathing too fast. Frail and malnourished, Isabelle’s eyes sink into their sockets. Her skin feels clammy to the touch, hair skeined and clumped, colored by dried mud. She needs a doctor to survive the next hour. Touching two fingers to the girl’s neck, Julian winces. He lays Isabelle against the floor, removes his jacket, and covers the girl.
“She’s in shock,” Julian says, glaring daggers into Abraham. “Give me one of those pillows.”
“I tried to help her,” says Abraham, handing over a gray-stained pillow. He swings his gaze to Castleberry. “Dustin has the key to the handcuffs. There wasn’t anything I could do.”
“You could have called us,” Castleberry says as Julian props the pillow under Isabelle’s head.
Bulger leads Yelich into the doorway. Julian whispers assurances to Isabelle that she’ll be okay.
“Nobody’s inside the cellar,” Bulger says, showing concern when he sees Isabelle limp. “But we found eight boxes of Adderall and at least that many cases of ephedrine.”
Castleberry stands over Abraham.
“I’m not asking you again. Where are you keeping the women? We know they’re on your property, Carl.”
Abraham grabs his hair and lowers his head. A pained moan escapes his throat.
“He did it. Not me.”
“Tell me where Dustin holds the girls, Carl, or I’ll haul you off to jail right now.”
Abraham raises his head. They’re all staring at him, trapping the pusher with their eyes.
“No. I’m not saying shit until I get a lawyer.”
“If that’s the way you want it. Carl Abraham, you’re under arrest.” 
Sheriff Castleberry reads Abraham his rights while she cuffs him, locking him to the cot as the scumbag had detained Isabelle.
Julian glances at Castleberry, who answers with her eyes. 
“Help me carry her out of trailer before this place goes up like a tinderbox,” Castleberry says. “Troopers Bulger and Yelich, go with Detective Haines. I’ll stay with Isabelle until the ambulance gets here, then hand Abraham over when backup arrives.” 
Julian follows the muscular trooper to the door.
“Julian,” Castleberry says, stopping him in the entryway. “Bring back Jo and Darcy.”
But how will he find them?
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
 
A hand on her shoulder pulls Darcy out of her dream. She yells and kicks out with her legs, raising her arms in defense, expecting Dustin to attack. 
“It’s okay, Darcy. It’s Jo.”
Darcy struggles to her knees, then falls back to her side when the pain coursing through her head makes the room spin. It’s pitch black inside the root cellar, the doors chained and covered with brush. She can’t separate her hands. While she was unconscious, Dustin bound them with rope and knotted her wrists. 
“Jo, where is he?”
“I don’t know,” Jo says from somewhere beside Darcy. “He locked us in the cellar and ran off.”
Darcy grits her teeth and crawls up to her hands and knees.
“How long was I out?”
“A half-hour. But there’s something going on outside. I swear someone shouted.”
Turning her head toward Jo’s voice, Darcy extends her bound wrists.
“That has to be the sheriff and your Uncle Julian. Get these ropes off my wrists. We’ll pound on the doors.”
“I can’t. Dustin tied me too.”
“He’s scared because he can’t control us anymore.”
Jo drops her head.
“I knew if I attacked him, he’d hurt us worse. But I had to stop him before he murdered you. Now he took Isabelle, and you know what that means. He’ll kill her like he did the other girl.”
“You did the right thing, Jo. No matter what happens, promise me you’ll fight back. Never let him win. Now, what did you hear outside?”
Jo recounts two shouts from somewhere in the field. Men’s voices. It didn’t sound like Dustin.
“The police are here,” Darcy says, hope awakening her senses as she fights through grogginess and a throbbing headache. “The best thing we can do is make as much noise as possible. Think. Is there anything in the root cellar we can use to bang against the board?”
Darcy hears the wheels turning inside Jo’s head. 
“He took the hammer, but there’s a broken root the size of a small branch in the far corner. If we can find it, that might work.”
“And if it doesn’t, we’ll pound the doors with our shoulders or kick them. We don’t need to escape, just make enough noise so the police hear us.”
Jo crawls toward the opposite corner with Darcy behind her. Their roped hands slide across the dirt. But the chains unravel from the door before they complete the search. 
“Stay beside me,” Darcy tells Jo as silver light paints the staircase. 
They retreat against the rear of the cellar. The doors ease shut. Realizing the sheriff must be close, Darcy shouts for help. Dustin’s boots race down the stairs. A flashlight blinds her eyes, then darkness descends upon them. The onrushing light appears as a freight train off its tracks. She can’t see anything except the beam and is unprepared for the fist that slams the side of her head.
“Leave her alone!” Jo screams.
Dustin answers the teenager’s indignation with a slap that reverberates around the dead prison. He no longer wears the mask, and this frightens Darcy. His identity known, Dustin has nothing to hide. And nothing to lose. Dustin’s only choice is to murder Darcy and Jo and escape into the night before Julian and Castleberry discover the enclosure.
“Shut the hell up,” Dustin says, suffocating her mouth with his hand. 
The flashlight beam whirls to the ceiling, lending her the split-second she needs to see the hammer head flying at her temple. She slams her forearm against Dustin’s and deflects the blow. The hammer misses and gouges the wall. Dirt rains down on Darcy as she rolls Dustin off. 
He dives upon her. When she yells for help, Dustin covers her mouth. It’s impossible to breathe through her blood-crusted nose. She sucks a drowning breath through his fingers, but he tightens his grip and cuts it off. Pushing her feet against the dirt floor, she arches her spine and slams the back of her head against his face.
“Bitch!”
Dropping the flashlight, Dustin coils his free arm around her neck and squeezes. She bites down on the hand covering her mouth. Cursing, he gropes for the hammer and swings the weapon just as Jo launches into him. The hammer glances Jo’s head and strikes the girl’s shoulder. Jo drops to the side, her forehead spilling blood. A boot to the face throws Jo’s neck backward. She lies unmoving. Glassy eyes blinking at the ceiling. 
Focusing his attack, Dustin spins and swings the hammer at Darcy. She ducks the blow and kicks her heel into the man’s belly. He doubles over, gasping, then lunges at her with wild eyes. They fall to the ground in a tangle of limbs, rolling over as they fight for position. Darcy holds a grip on his forearm and prevents him from swinging the hammer. But with her wrists bound, she can’t mount an attack. Can only defend herself.
When Dustin crawls on top of Darcy, she gambles with her life. Releasing her grip on his forearm, she raises her roped arms and snares Dustin between the ropes. He’s too stunned to swing the weapon. Rolling him onto his side with Dustin facing the wall, Darcy pulls back with her arms and strangles him with the ropes. He gags and coughs. Swings his head back at hers. She anticipates his defense and moves her head out of the way. As he runs his legs across the ground, trying to twist himself over, she scissors her legs around his. Pulls back on the rope. If she holds him long enough, she’ll take his life. 
From the corner of her eye, Darcy spies Jo’s prone body. Blood coats the girl’s forehead. With a surge of fury, Darcy yanks the ropes against Dustin’s throat. A crackling sound comes from his neck. His movements slow as his body yields to Darcy. But she’s spending too much energy. Still weakened from the blow to the head, Darcy can’t keep hold of Dustin. Her arms quiver with exhaustion as lactic acid sears her muscles from her shoulders to her hands. Dustin’s fingers dig between the ropes. The tables turned, he fights to untie her wrists so she can’t strangle him. 
With a yell, Darcy loses her grip. Her arms quit on her as the ropes unravel. Dustin crawls away and collapses face-down on the dirt.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY
 
 
The ambulance door slams shut with Isabelle inside as Julian paws through the field, searching for matted grass, a footprint, any hint of where Dustin took Darcy. The lights whirl atop the ambulance, the tires grinding over the driveway. Julian prays the paramedics arrived in time to save Isabelle.
He scans the field and spots Bulger and Yelich on opposite ends of the sprawling property. Julian wouldn’t see them were it not for their flashlights. His own beam picks out acres of overgrown meadow, nothing moving in the darkness except for the animals fleeing his advance. A hundred yards ahead, the field ends and the forest begins. Abraham’s property only extends through the meadow. They could have concealed Darcy and Jo anywhere. 
His gaze flicks to the driveway where Castleberry leads the cuffed prisoner toward her vehicle.
“Wait!”
Castleberry looks back at Julian, who jogs to catch up.
“Abraham is coming with me,” Julian says, tilting his head at Dustin’s partner. When the sheriff arches an eyebrow, Julian raises his hands. “He’s the only person who can help us find Darcy and Jo.”
“You heard the man. He lawyered up.”
Castleberry shifts her body to lead Abraham back to her vehicle. Julian tugs him back.
“Hold up a second. If you take him to jail, we won’t find the women. And Dustin will get away.”
The drug dealer shifts his eyes between Castleberry and Julian.
“What do you propose?” the sheriff asks.
“Abraham comes with me on a little expedition through his property.”
“Hell, no,” Abraham spits. “You can’t force me to go with you. It’s dangerous out there.”
“Yeah, we know all about the bear traps and the rusted junk strewn around the property. You have a problem with wildlife, Carl?”
“How I defend my property is my business.” Abraham glares at Castleberry. “I’m not saying another word until my lawyer arrives. Take me to jail.”
Julian yanks Abraham back when he tries to walk away. He moves close to the drug dealer, sets his face beside Abraham’s and locks eyes with him.
“You’ll want to reconsider. That girl you and your sick friend imprisoned,” Julian says, nodding at the faraway lights of the ambulance as it climbs out of the valley bowl. “She’ll live. Isabelle has a ton of fight in her, and she’ll recover from shock now that the paramedics are treating her.”
“Good. I’d hate to see a nice girl die.”
Abraham pulls away, but Julian holds the grip on his arm. The drug dealer’s clothes hang off him like skin that outgrew its body. No muscle tone. He won’t win a tug-of-war with Julian.
“When she awakens, she’ll tell us where you and Dustin hid the other women. We’ll find where you’re keeping Darcy and Jo before the sun rises. You’d better hope we find them alive, unless you want to spend the rest of your life in prison.”
“Dustin kidnapped those women. If you want to know where he hid them, ask Dustin.”
“He’s holding them on your property. There isn’t a jury in the world that won’t convict you for kidnapping and murder. But if you help us find them…”
Julian raises his eyebrows. Abraham’s jaw shifts.
“You cops make me sick. I guess we better get moving. Morning is a long way off.”
Castleberry leads the cuffed man into the meadow as Julian informs the state troopers of their plan over the radio. Their silhouettes converge in the middle of the field and work toward Julian. Pushing through the meadow with a handcuffed prisoner takes longer than Julian prefers. Abraham keeps tripping over clumps of grass and can’t maintain balance for more than a few steps. A thought moves through Julian’s head—Abraham is faking his balance issues and wants Castleberry to release the cuffs. The electric tension beneath the man’s skin warns Julian the drug dealer will run if the sheriff lets up on her grip. 
Julian stares at Abraham.
“Where are we going?” 
“It’s hard to find my way around at night.”
“Don’t play stupid with me.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it, cop.” Abraham lifts his chin. “It’s back a way, but I can’t tell where I’m going. Too damn dark.”
Castleberry shares a doubtful glance with Julian. She tightens her hold on Abraham’s forearm, twisting his wrist up the small of his back. 
“Easy on the arm,” Abraham says with a reproachful stare. “Break my wrist, and I’ll sue your whole department.”
“What am I looking for?” Castleberry asks, scanning the endless acres of field and forest.
“Oh, don’t worry. I’ll take you there, but you won’t find the girls without me.”
The glint in Abraham’s eye worries Julian. Are they walking into an ambush? 
“You keep guns on the property?” Julian asks.
“Gotta defend what’s mine.”
Bulger and Yelich fan out to either side of Julian and Castleberry. They move with swift precision. If Dustin is out there, he won’t get the jump on these troopers. But the field looks the same in all directions, no sign of another trailer or a reinforced shed suitable for holding prisoners. Castleberry stumbles over a grassy mound, whirling her arms as she fights to regain her footing. 
The metallic shotgun snap comes a millisecond before the sheriff screams. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
 
“Somebody, help us,” Darcy begs. 
Her voice isn’t strong enough to carry beyond the closed doors. Chest heaving as she gathers her breath, Darcy rolls to her side and drags her body toward Jo. Dustin lies on his stomach several yards away. One hand grips the hammer. The flashlight lies against the wall and beams against their blood and bruises like a spotlight from the Grand Guignol. 
“Jo, look at me,” Darcy says, unraveling the girl’s bindings.
The girl blinks at Darcy. She lies on her back, unresponsive. Outside, a siren swells. Not from the sheriff’s vehicle. Darcy recognizes the ambulance siren and prays they found Isabelle in time. The ambulance’s presence tells Darcy the sheriff must be on the property, and if Castleberry is here, Julian must be as well. But Castleberry and Julian won’t find the underground enclosure unless they hear Darcy calling to her. 
Dustin’s body slides across the ground. Darcy pulls her head around. He rises to his hands and knees, his arms shaking like a newborn calf’s. As he turns his head toward Darcy and Jo, cruelty twists his mouth into a rictus. If Dustin comes after them with the hammer, Darcy won’t have the strength to fight him off. Drool trickles off his lower lip. There’s a picket fence of slashes across his face where she’d raked him with her nails. He touches his forehead with a grimace. Examines the blood on his fingers.
Dustin laughs. It begins as a low chuckle before it rises into a high-pitched, psychotic cackle that pierces Darcy’s ears. His wild eyes lock on hers. Knees buckle when he attempts to rise. A nervous laugh escapes his chest before he finds his footing. He stands on the edge of the flashlight’s beam, half in the light, half out as if crossing into an unseen dimension. His body sways. The hammer hangs from his grip. 
He takes two shuffling steps toward Darcy and Jo and stops to steady himself. Angry rope burns ring his neck. Another step closes the distance. Darcy moves to defend Jo, bringing amusement to Dustin’s face. Another step closer. Adrenaline courses through Darcy’s body. She has enough strength to survive Dustin’s next attack, but she must disable him fast before her reserves run dry. 
She feigns exhaustion and defeat. Kneeling in front of Jo, Darcy lifts her chin. The capitulation on her face convinces Dustin, who stalks within two steps of Darcy and lifts the hammer. 
Darcy explodes out of the crouch and rams her shoulder into his stomach. Shock contorts Dustin’s face as his body contorts and rockets backward. The hammer hits the ground and falls beyond his reach. Climbing onto his chest, Darcy slams her fist against Dustin’s face. He reaches up and curls his fingers around her throat. Driving her elbows out, she breaks his grip and bashes his face again. This punch breaks Dustin’s nose and draws blood. 
As she swings again, he bridges his hips and throws Darcy to the side. 
She lands beside the hammer.
When Dustin throws himself at Darcy, she grasps the hammer and swings. The head catches Dustin above the ear and lolls his neck at a grotesque angle. He drops to the ground and sprawls on his stomach. His eyes refuse to focus. 
Darcy’s strength falters. She drops to her knees, the killer’s weapon in her hand. Wary of another battle, she doubts she can defend Jo if Dustin rises. But he can’t move. His eyes roll in his head, lids fluttering shut as he drifts unconscious. Then his eyes close.
Turning toward Jo, Darcy crawls back to the girl. Darcy leans her face close to Jo’s and checks for breathing. 
Please, don’t let her die now, Darcy silently pleads. Not after how long we searched to find her.
Jo needs medical attention. The ambulance can’t be more than a hundred yards away. Casting a cautious glance at Dustin’s prone form, Darcy whispers into Jo’s ear.
“Fight back, Jo. We’re almost free. I’ll get you out of here, if you help me. Promise me you’ll keep fighting.”
Jo blinks once. An acknowledgment? 
Darcy staggers to her feet and limps toward the stairs. As she climbs toward the closed doors, she doesn’t see Dustin sit up behind her.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
 
Castleberry’s screech sends a chill through Julian’s bones.
Parting the grass to search for the fallen sheriff, Julian already knows what he’ll find. He topples over the mound that tripped Castleberry and stops, his hands digging into the dewy ground, inches away from two more bear traps. They’re set up in a line, a deadly, invisible trap meant to thwart anyone, who sneaks up on the trailer from the woods. He pulls his hands back, thankful he still has all his fingers and thumbs. Acid gurgles from his chest to his throat. Julian crawls toward Castleberry. The jagged metal jaws of the bear trap bite into the woman’s shin, her pant leg painted red. Behind Julian, Bulger snatches Abraham’s arm before he can think about making a run for it. 
State Trooper Yelich grabs the trap from one side, Julian from the other. Together, they strain to pull the jaws apart. The trap refuses to unlock.
Castleberry claws her face, her eyes squinted shut.
“Get this thing off me!”
“You’ll be all right,” Julian says. “I need you to press down on the spring.”
“Jesus, it hurts.”
“I know it does, but we can’t pry the trap apart without your help.”
“Oh, God.” Castleberry reaches for her ankle and digs her fingers into her flesh inches from the trap. She sucks in a breath, then another. “Okay, I’m ready.”
Yelich’s eyes lock on Julian’s. They need to get this right the first time. The wound on Castleberry’s shin cuts deep, and the sheriff might have a broken bone. Dammit, the trap is monstrous. They make traps this large for bears? This thing would take down a dinosaur. 
“All right,” Julian says, steadying his breathing. “On the count of three.”
On three, Castleberry cries out and presses the spring with her foot. Julian and Yelich pry the jaws apart. Though the trap is designed to stay open with the spring depressed, Julian doesn’t trust the rusted monstrosity. If the mechanism snaps, the trap will crush Castleberry’s leg and take Julian’s hand with it. While Julian holds the jaws apart, Yelich eases the sheriff’s leg out of the trap. Castleberry falls into the grass with Yelich beside her. Bulger speaks into his radio. Another ambulance is en route. 
 Stripping off his jacket, Yelich peels his t-shirt off and wraps the cloth around Castleberry’s leg. The sheriff cringes and bites her tongue.
“Sorry,” Yelich says. “The wound isn’t bleeding badly, but we need to cover it.”
Castleberry nods.
“It’s fine, thank you. Get me up so we can find Darcy and Jo.”
Yelich shakes his head at Julian.
“She shouldn’t put weight on her leg, not until we’re sure that damn thing didn’t snap a bone. You ever see a bear trap like that?”
Julian’s eyes fall upon the three traps.
“Not in my lifetime,” Julian says. From the corner of his eye, he spots Abraham’s painted on, blank expression. Julian’s blood boils. Grabbing the drug dealer’s shirt, Julian snaps Abraham forward until they stand eye-to-eye. “You son-of-a-bitch. You knew about the bear traps and led us into them.”
“Lots of hidden dangers out here, Detective. You’ll forgive me if I didn’t recall where Dustin hid the traps.”
Julian’s body ripples with bad intentions. He swore an oath to protect and serve, and he will, even if the drug dealer deserves frontier justice. Besides, he needs Abraham to help him find Darcy and Jo. The incendiary look in Julian’s eyes is enough to set Abraham back a step. The drug dealer’s smug confidence fades. He’s surrounded by law enforcement. Let him think they might bend a few a rules to force him into talking.
“I swear, I didn’t know about the traps. Shit, man. I could have lost a leg too. You think I’d take that risk?”
The way Abraham’s eyes dart around the field when he talks makes Julian think the scumbag is lying. 
“Tell you what. How about you lead the way from now on? That way you’ll warn us ahead of time if we’re about to pry rusty fangs out of our ankles.”
“I’ll h—help you find where Dustin k—keeps the girls,” Abraham stutters. “And there ain’t no more traps.” The skinny man clears his throat and wipes his cheek against the shoulder of his threadbare t-shirt. “At least, not where we’re going.”
“If you’re fucking with me—”
“No way. I’ll be straight with you. Scout’s honor.”
If the man could raise his cuffed hand in promise, Julian wouldn’t believe a word.
As Yelich helps the injured sheriff into a standing position, he lifts his chin at Julian.
“Ambulance should be here in less than five minutes. I’ll get her back to the road.”
“No,” Castleberry protests. “We have two women to rescue. I’m okay to walk.”
“You’re not okay to walk,” Julian says. 
The sheriff places a stubborn foot down. She yelps and pitches forward, Yelich catching her before she topples.
“Dammit.”
“I got her,” Yelich says, throwing Castleberry’s arm over his broad shoulders. 
Castleberry’s eyes plead with Julian. But Yelich is correct. Castleberry can’t walk, and the leg might have fractured. She’ll only slow them down and become a liability. They can barely see two steps ahead of them in the field.
Yelich hoists Castleberry into his arms and begins the long walk back to the trailer.
“Watch where you step,” Julian says.
Yelich calls back over his shoulder.
“Tell me about it.”
The field appears to swallow Yelich and Castleberry as Julian nudges Abraham.
“No more games.”
Abraham shakes his head.
“There’s another root cellar at the back of the property near the woods. But you won’t find it without me. It’s well hidden. You have to know where to search.”
“And you’ll take us there.”
“Damn straight, I will. Like I told you, this is all Dustin’s doing. I didn’t want any part of it.”
“Right.”
Julian meets Bulger’s doubtful sneer. The trooper prods Abraham to walk.
For the next two minutes, Julian worries Abraham is leading them astray again. The field looks the same in all directions, but he can see the black, craggy wall of trees standing rampart between the weeds and the starlit sky. The forest is less than a hundred feet away. Julian searches the forest for another root cellar entrance. Then his gaze freezes on a shadowed mound at the edge of the woods. At first, he worries it’s a bear or some nightmarish beast crawling out of the ground. But it’s a pile of brush. 
And it’s moving on its own.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
 
Darcy stands on the top step of the root cellar’s stairway, her shoulder shoving against the brush. Dustin hadn’t cleared the camouflage away after he climbed into the enclosure, and now a branch is jammed inside a hinge. She strains against the weight. Senses the doors budge another inch before her strength wanes.
Behind her, the flashlight beam fades like a setting sun as the batteries die. Jo splays on the dirt floor. Darkness advances off the walls, shutting them in, swallowing them whole. Most troubling is she can’t see Dustin anymore. Danger whispers in her ear. She shrugs off the paranoia and throws her shoulder against the doors, inching closer to freedom.
The step behind her groans a moment before Dustin’s hands close around her throat. 
She gags and lashes out against an enemy she can’t see. His grip tightens and cuts off her airways. Strangling. Swinging a blind elbow, she strikes Dustin’s head and topples the graduate student. He keeps hold of Darcy, snatching her shirt as he falls. They flip down the stairs. Darcy’s mouth strikes a step. White light flashes before her eyes as she braces her hands against the steps and stops her descent. Dustin loses hold of Darcy’s shirt and keeps falling, his body somersaulting down the weathered staircase and into the black abyss.
He hits the bottom with a dull thud. But he scrambles back to his feet and ascends the stairs. As his boots thunder toward Darcy, she spins into a sitting position and kicks out, driving her legs against his belly and chest. Though she only sees his shadowed outline, her aim proves true. The breath rushes from Dustin’s lungs as he falls into the wall. Darcy crawls down the steps, escape no longer an option. She needs to defend Jo. 
A hand reaches out of the gloom and tugs back on her ponytail. Darcy’s neck snaps, her feet shooting off the steps before she lands back-first on the stairs. Agony wrenches her body. She can’t feel her arms or legs. Dustin climbs atop her and pins her in place with his weight. She tries to throw him off. Can’t move. A shattered stair digs into her spine. Chews her flesh. 
She sucks in a desperate breath as his hands circle her throat. Squeezing the life out of her. Bashing her head against the steps.
Darcy throws a blind punch and misses Dustin’s head. Yet he seems unaffected by the darkness, as if borne of shadow and endless night. 
She bridges up. Can’t gain leverage on the stairs. Removing one hand from her throat, he drives the point of his elbow into her temple. Darcy’s eyes roll into her head.
A fist to the jaw pushes Darcy to the edge of perpetual sleep. 
His fingers push down on her larynx. Squeezing. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
 
As Julian sprints-stumbles toward the camouflaged root cellar, gun in hand, desperation curls its bony fingers around his heart. The brush isn’t moving anymore. Until that moment, he believed Jo and Darcy were pushing their way out of the underground prison. Is he too late?
He hurls the brush away from the double doors and yanks on the handles. Curses when an unseen obstruction prevents the doors from opening. Then he spots the branch jammed into the slot between the door and hinge. It appears the obstruction slipped into the hinge while one of the prisoners shoved against the doors from inside the cellar. Ripping the branch free, he tosses it into the field as a scream rings out inside the root cellar. 
The flashlight picks out Dustin strangling Darcy on the stairs. Darcy lies immobile, her arms and legs splayed across the steps. Dustin’s face ripples chills through Julian’s bones. His pallor is waxen. As if he dug himself out of a coffin. An expressionless gaze meets Julian. Dustin doesn’t even register Julian’s appearance. 
Julian aims the gun but halts when Jo lurches into the light and clutches Dustin from behind. Her nails rake Dustin’s eyes. The attack kicks the psycho out of his stupor, and Dustin whirls on Jo with a hammer raised above his head. Jo dives out of harm’s way as the weapon hisses past her face. 
The first shot knocks Dustin against the wall. The second punctures the back of his leg and buckles the madman’s knees, the blasts deafening inside the small space. Julian doesn’t remember Bulger racing past him on the steps and tackling Dustin. One second Julian stands on the top step, firing his weapon to defend his niece. The next he’s beside Darcy, hands trembling as he wipes the forest of hair off her face. He isn’t sure Darcy is breathing until her eyes shoot open and she hacks. It’s as though she emerged from the bottom of a pond. 
Darcy’s arms swing at Julian. He grabs her wrists, realizing she thinks Dustin is still strangling her. It takes a moment for Darcy’s eyes to lock on Julian, then her head falls back against the steps. Unable to force words past her lips, she sobs and touches her bruises. The imprints from Dustin’s fingers tattoo Darcy’s neck.
Bulger holds Dustin face down on the floor of the root cellar. Pinning the killer’s arms behind his back with one powerful hand, Bulger uses his free hand to lock a zip tie around Dustin’s wrists. 
Julian touches Darcy’s face.
“Can you breathe now?” 
She nods and props herself up on her elbows. Julian sweeps her into a hug, then opens an arm for Jo. Relief pours through his body. He can’t deny the moments he doubted Jo was still alive. Now that she’s in his arms, Julian vows to always protect his niece. 
Julian gives Darcy as much time as she needs to recover. Her resiliency never ceases to amaze him. As she leans against him on their way up the stairs, he wipes a tear from his eyes. 
It occurs to him Bulger left Abraham alone in the field so he could help Julian rescue the women and apprehend Dustin. When he ascends the last step, he expects Abraham is long gone, running through the forest. Then he notices the drug dealer sitting beside the open doors. 
“You could have run, you know?”
Abraham glances up at Julian and shrugs.
“What good would that do? Not like I would have gotten far.”
Julian wonders if Abraham doesn’t recall where they’d placed the other bear traps. Or maybe he’s given up, the realization that he’s facing accessory to murder charges taking the fight out of him. Bulger hauls Dustin out of the root cellar. Abraham glances at his partner before he sighs and hangs his head between his knees. 
Two state troopers Julian doesn’t recognize high-step through the field behind Deputy Montez. Breathing easily, Bulger hands Dustin over to Montez.
“Two bullets grazed him,” Bulger says. “In the right shoulder and the left knee.”
Montez steadies the killer, the same eerie, blank expression on Dustin’s face. The deputy examines the field. Abraham’s trailer shines like a beacon at the far end of the meadow. 
“No way to get an ambulance back here.” Montez turns to Dustin. “Walk, if you want to get out of here alive.”
The killer doesn’t reply. It shocks Julian when he limps beside Montez. Does Dustin feel pain?
“I knew we’d find you,” Julian says to Darcy and Jo as they trudge through the meadow.
He keeps his arms wrapped around their shoulders. A joyful cry cracks his voice.
Jo recounts her kidnapping and imprisonment. Until Darcy told her Dustin was the killer, Jo believed Nick was responsible. Her boyfriend seemed strange lately, prone to violent fits that frightened Jo. 
“Jo, if you need help after this is over…”
Julian lets the offer hang in the air. Jo nuzzles her tear-stained cheek against him. At that moment, she’s a little girl again, the niece Julian fell in love with at first sight.
“Nick and I let things get out of control. I saw what amphetamines did to him and slowed down. But he never stopped.” She clears her throat and stumbles around a peeling tire jutting out of the weeds. “Yes, I need help. I stopped on my own, but I could have died. What was I thinking?”
Julian rubs Jo’s shoulder and shares a relieved look with Darcy. 
Abraham’s eyes never lift from his sneakers during the long walk. Bulger nudges the drug dealer to ensure Abraham isn’t falling asleep on him. Julian stays on alert, worried Abraham might fake them out and try to escape. The ragged-looking man’s shoulders slump in submission. 
Though Montez prepares to carry Dustin out of the meadow with the help of the troopers, the need never arises. No hidden traps snap close on their ankles. Julian feels as if they dodged land mines when they arrive at the trailer. Two ambulances wait in the driveway beside the swarm of state trooper and sheriff’s department vehicles. A pair of paramedics rush forward to assess Jo and Darcy. A third paramedic edges warily toward Dustin, the woman keeping a safe distance from the walking zombie.
“He can’t hurt anyone now,” Bulger says. “I’ll ride in the back of the ambulance with him.”
Julian piles into the second ambulance beside Jo and Darcy. As the vehicle jostles over ruts in the driveway, the paramedics bandage their wounds and hook Jo to an IV. Then the wheels touch the smooth pavement of county route 41. It isn’t until then that Julian realizes he never called Amanda.
As he reaches into his pocket for his phone, his eyes land on Darcy. She smiles back at him.
And Julian realizes he’s put off this decision for too long. He won’t let another day slip away.
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
 
Resembling Boris Karloff stumbling off the set of a black-and-white horror movie, Darcy lifts her bandaged hands and stares. She damaged her fists during the fight, though Dustin took the worst beating. Somehow she slept hard after the doctor completed his examination. Curling around the white shade covering the window, the morning sun paints two orange stripes across the floor.
Darcy lies on a hospital bed with the top raised so she can lift her head. The door to her room stands open. A steady stream of nurses and orderlies hustle past her doorway, one peeking a head inside to check on her now and then. It’s a busy morning at the Treman Mills hospital. 
At Darcy’s urging, Julian left to check on Jo and speak with Amanda. Memories of Darcy reunited with her children cripple her with emotion. Throat tight, she understands how Amanda feels, relief juxtaposed against the horrific reality that she almost lost her daughter to a madman. 
Her laptop balances on her outstretched legs. Julian brought the computer to the hospital so she could keep in touch with the kids. A window pops up. It’s a text from Hunter. No sooner does she scan the message than one arrives from Jennifer. Somehow, they found out.
She answers the group message with assurances she’s all right. Jo’s safe with her mother, and Julian is fine. It’s not enough to convince them. Hunter starts a Zoom meeting, and now they’re boxed together on the screen of Darcy’s laptop like a compressed version of The Brady Bunch. Or that old game show. What was the name? Yes, Hollywood Squares.
“You guys are up early,” Darcy says with surprise and concern coloring her voice.
“I’ve got algebra in an hour,” Hunter says, covering a yawn with the side of his hand.
 Hunter wears a Coastal Carolina baseball cap tugged down to his eyes, causing him to tilt his head up so he can see everyone involved in the conversation. Darcy snorts, remembering the times she poked fun at Hunter for pulling his hat so low. She claimed he’d develop a permanent stiff neck in the name of fashion. Behind him, a poster of some heavy metal band Darcy never heard of covers the brick wall inside her son’s dorm room. 
“What about you?” Darcy says, turning her gaze on her daughter.
“Kaitlyn and I haven’t gone to sleep yet,” Jennifer says, waving away Darcy’s concern. 
Great. She’ll have strep throat by evening. Does Mrs. Beckley care that her teenage daughter stays up all night?
“Jennifer.”
“Don’t worry about it. We’re gonna crash for a few hours, then we’re riding bikes to the shore. Who was he, Mom?” 
Red splotches surround Jennifer’s eyes. Though she’s doing her best to hide it, Darcy can tell she’s been crying.
“A friend of some guy Jo dated. We don’t know the whys yet, but we think he raped a couple girls during high school.”
“He hurt you,” Hunter says. It’s not a question.
The intensity in her son’s eyes tells Darcy Hunter wants to jump on the next flight and deal with Dustin. No point in denying it. The bandage wrapped around Darcy’s swollen head is a dead giveaway Dustin almost killed her. A group of boys moving past his doorway yell to him, and Hunter waves. Then he fixes Darcy with a stare. He wants the truth. 
“I hurt him worse,” Darcy says, unblinking. The concern never abandons Hunter’s expression, but he nods. “Dustin is going to prison for a long time, and so is his partner.”
Darcy watches her daughter for a reaction, but Jennifer wears a poker face. The last thing she wants is to trigger her daughter with unwanted memories.
“So the partner helped Dustin kill that girl from Syracuse?” Jennifer asks.
She read the news stories burning across the Internet. Darcy cringes. Some reporter must have learned about the underground prison. It’s a matter of time before Darcy’s children grasp the full scope of what happened behind Carl Abraham’s trailer. 
They talk until Darcy’s battery icon alerts her she needs to end the call.
“We’ll be home the day after tomorrow.”
“I miss you, Mom,” Jennifer says, clearing the frog out of her voice. 
“I miss you too, hon.”
“You want me to come home?” Hunter asks, and there’s a longing in his eyes that clenches Darcy’s chest. He misses his own bed and his family. 
“I want you to stay at school. There’s nothing to worry about. And hey, Thanksgiving break is less than two months away. What would you say to spending the holiday with Julian, Amanda, and Jo?”
“Seriously? I’d like that. Jo seems cool.”
“Are you sure? If you’d rather we go back to Virginia—”
Jennifer shakes her head.
“Julian’s family shouldn’t be alone at Thanksgiving. We totally need to hang with them.”
The call ends, and she misses her children more than ever.
A smile curls Darcy’s lips when she plugs the charger into her laptop and lies back on the pillow. She grabs the TV remote and thinks better of it. Happening upon a news story about Dustin Gendron and Carl Abraham won’t help her sleep when she gets back to the bed-and-breakfast. The three hours she stole from the sandman won’t fuel her for much longer. She sets the remote down and wishes for a magazine or book to pass the time. Julian peeks his head inside.
“You awake?”
Darcy snickers as he pulls a chair beside her bed.
“I love when someone asks if you’re awake.”
“I’ve yet to hear anyone reply with no.”
Julian leans over the bed and kisses her forehead. He scans the bandages on her head and hands and gingerly adjusts the blanket covering Darcy to her waist.
“How’s Jo doing?”
He slumps into the chair and leans an elbow on the backrest, his palm supporting his chin.
“Better. Her color came back once they hooked up the second IV. She’s asleep now.”
“Amanda must feel relieved.”
Shaking his head, Julian gazes toward the shade-covered window.
“I told her to go back to the inn. She hasn’t slept since Jo vanished, and it’s catching up to her. At least she dozed for a half-hour, though I can’t understand how anyone can sleep on these damn things.”
Twisting in the chair, Julian adjusts his back with clenched teeth. The nurse, a Sherman tank of a woman, checks Darcy’s pulse and blood pressure and asks if she needs anything.
“When can I get out of here?”
“The doctor will be in to check on you. If everything looks fine, he’ll discharge you in a few hours.”
Darcy waits for the nurse to leave.
“How’s Isabelle doing?”
“She’ll make it, thank God. Her parents arrived an hour ago. Isabelle isn’t coherent enough to give a statement.”
“Anything new on Castleberry?”
Julian runs an exhausted hand through his hair.
“Her ankle broke. No surprise. If you’d seen the size of that trap, you’d understand.”
“I remember the one that almost chomped my hand off at the wrist,” Darcy says with a shiver. 
Abraham and Dustin must have set a dozen traps in the field behind the trailer to stop people from sneaking off with their drugs. Or were they placed to disable the girls, if they escaped the root cellar? 
“They were all that big. I sure hope Castleberry was up to date on her tetanus shots.”
Darcy leans over and sips water through a straw. Julian grabs the cup and offers it to her, but she shakes her head.
“I’ve got it. What I don’t understand is what Professor Thompson had to do with the kidnappings.”
Julian snaps his fingers.
“I knew there was something I’d forgotten to tell you. Deputy Montez got off the phone with the dean. The administration stayed up past midnight deciding what to do about Thompson.”
“Sounds like our favorite professor got himself into hot water.”
Julian gives her a sidelong glance.
“He’s not a professor anymore. They fired him.”
“They did? What convinced them?”
Julian swivels the chair and slides an inch closer. He leans forward and sets his elbows on his thighs.
“Remember the blonde girl with the doe eyes hanging outside Thompson’s office—the girl Isabelle’s classmate spoke to you about?”
“Melody Gerhart.”
“That’s her. You were correct in assuming Thompson had an affair with Gerhart. The reason he sneaked out of the young leaders conference in Albany was to rendezvous with her.”
Another sip of water soothes Darcy’s dry throat.
“Thompson thought that through. The conference provided the perfect alibi, if anyone accused him of sleeping with one of his students. But our witness claimed she saw Thompson’s Range Rover down the road from Nick’s apartment at the time Jo went missing.”
“Jo phoned Thompson,” Julian says, glancing down and itching the top of his head. “She gave Montez the story. It’s true Thompson offered to give Jo rides home when she felt threatened. Think what you will about the sleaze bag. But the professor’s intuition not to trust Nick was spot on. He came back from the conference to meet Melody when Jo called. Thompson drove to meet her, expecting something in return for the favor, but Jo never showed.”
“The bastard could have called the sheriff and reported Jo missing.”
“And admitted he gave female students rides home after class hours? That would have fueled the rumor mill. Thompson likely figured Jo stood him up. Revenge because Thompson made an unwelcome pass at Jo.”
Darcy grits her teeth. Had Thompson phoned the sheriff, Castleberry might have rescued Jo the night she disappeared.
“So it’s true Thompson tried to talk Jo into bed with him.”
Julian studies the tops of his sneakers.
“The guy should have been fired years ago. Now that the truth is out, New Sherill has no option but to get rid of him.”
“I knew the guy was dirty, but I didn’t buy him as a murderer. He doesn’t fit the profile.” 
“In truth, he despised Nick and Dustin and recognized the danger Jo put herself in by associating with them. He even nailed the addiction accusation.”
“But he handed out top grades to girls he coaxed into affairs. He damaged far more lives than Nick Bachman.”
“Thompson will get due process. But there’s no way Thompson gets his job back after Kensington concludes his internal investigation. If there’s any justice in the world, Paul Thompson will never teach again.”
An unwanted memory surfaces. Darcy’s gaze meets Julian’s, then flicks to the window. She itches her nose.
“I never told you about this. When Dustin came for us in the cellar, he drew the Full Moon Killer’s symbol in the dirt and pointed at me.”
Julian blinks.
“He must have looked into your past after he figured out you were working the case. Don’t read into it. He was trying to get into your head.”
“Then he did a damn good job of it,” Darcy says, shuddering. 
“Dustin Gendron isn’t a disciple of Michael Rivers. He’s a bad guy with a long, troubled history. It’s only a matter of time before the Elmira PD links him to the rapes during high school. I was wrong to pin the blame on Nick. As usual, your instincts were correct.”
A knock on the door announces the doctor’s presence. He’s a slight, middle aged man with thick-lensed glasses and blonde hair parted on the side. He holds a folder under his arm.
“How are you doing this morning, Ms. Gellar?” the doctor asks, moving his eyes between Darcy and Julian.
“Better, but I won’t be playing the piano soon,” Darcy says, raising her bandaged hands and drawing a laugh out of the doctor.
“I should get back to Amanda,” Julian says, stretching his lower back. 
He leans over Darcy’s bed and kisses her forehead. His lips are warm, and Darcy wishes she were beside Julian on a quiet beach instead of recovering in the antiseptic hospital room.
The doctor watches Julian leave, then refers to the clipboard attached to Darcy’s bed.
“Vitals look fine. How’s the head?”
Darcy touches her temple, wincing when she forgets her damaged fists.
“Not bad. My hands hurt worse, to be honest.”
“Just superficial bruising and scrapes. No breaks. You’ll be able to remove the bandages within forty-eight hours. Any more headaches?”
“Not since I awoke.”
“What about dizziness?”
“No dizziness.”
“Does the light bother you?”
“Not at all.”
“That’s a positive sign. Your CT scan came back normal. The problem is a CT scan doesn’t rule out a concussion. Given the impact you took to your head, I’d keep a close watch for signs of a concussion. Any nausea or dizziness, ringing in the ear, blurred vision, or persistent headaches, and you’ll want to follow up with your family doctor.”
Darcy nods and sets her hands in her lap.
“When can I leave?”
The doctor squints at the clipboard.
“No reason to keep you any longer. I’ll get to work on your papers, and you should be out of here in…” The doctor reads his watch. “About ninety minutes. Sound good?”
“Thank you, it does.”
The nurse returns with a refill of water after the doctor sweeps into the hallway. She reads Darcy’s blood pressure and pulse rate for what seems like the tenth time in the last two hours, then nods in approval and asks Darcy what her pain level is.
“Three,” Darcy says, not understanding how to answer the question.
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
 
Light is a precious commodity now that dusk has come. The sand holds the day’s heat as Darcy walks along the beach, hand-in-hand with Julian, his touch as warm as the sunbaked beach. Two weeks have passed since Darcy escaped the nightmare of Carl Abraham’s root cellar, and Sheriff Castleberry remains in contact while Dustin awaits trial. 
Julian stares out at the water as though the answer to a lifelong question levitates on the horizon. Magenta and purple dances atop the breakers, and a family of dolphins undulate a hundred yards beyond the breakers. Though the weather remains mild, Darcy can feel autumn’s warmth slipping away. 
“You seem deep in thought,” Darcy says, resting her head against his broad shoulders. “Something you want to talk about?”
“Everything is perfect.”
His smile radiates in his eyes when he glances down at her. She questions him with a raised eyebrow, but he’s content to follow the shore without speaking. Halfway to the cove, they pass an elderly couple. For a brief second, the senior couple seems a mirror image of Darcy and Julian forty years from now. They share a nod, a knowing smile on the woman’s face as they pass. Darcy watches the man and woman over her shoulder with an overwhelming sense of deja vu. Or is it prescience? 
“Amanda called while you were in the water,” he says, shifting her focus forward.
“Oh?”
Darcy had taken a dip in the ocean at sunset while Julian relaxed on a beach towel. She hadn’t heard his phone ring.
“Jo went back to school today.”
“That’s terrific news,” Darcy says, recalling Jo had refused to take the semester off after the kidnapping. Instead, she opted to study online, and New Sherill had gone the extra mile to ensure her professors adapted lesson plans to meet Jo’s needs. “How did she handle the first day?”
“Great. I think she was itching to be around friends again. Next to counseling, it’s the best medicine for a teenager who experienced trauma.”
She does a double take before he turns his grin to the water again.
“Are you going to tell me what has you so giddy?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Sure, he doesn’t. There’s a smile hiding behind his teeth, and it’s dying to show itself.
For the first time in over a year, she doesn’t think of Genoa Cove as Darkwater Cove. That’s a nightmare name that belongs in the past. The devil exorcised, the placid waters beneath the gloaming revert to their natural state. This is paradise. Why did she ever want to leave?
Shadows cloak the pathway to Darcy’s neighborhood. Memories of Michael Rivers flicker, but she tamps them down until there’s nothing left but smoking coals. The lights of her neighborhood welcome them with open arms. Mr. Fenner, reeling in a garden hose, waves as Darcy and Julian pass. That’s something that didn’t happen a year ago. Genoa Cove is warming up to the Gellar family. If she sticks around long enough, she might learn to love it here.
A light shines at the living room window when Darcy and Julian cross the driveway. As Darcy fishes the keys from her pocket, a silhouette dashes from the window toward the kitchen. Jennifer. She’s talking to someone on the phone.
“Hello, we’re home,” Darcy says in the entryway.
“Hi!” Jennifer calls from the kitchen. 
Jennifer follows her greeting with laughter. Is everyone in on the joke but Darcy? She gives Julian an interrogative stare, but he lifts his shoulders.
“Hey, don’t look at me,” he says, but Darcy catches the grin trying to slip out of hiding again.
Setting her bag on the kitchen table, Darcy automatically looks toward the security monitors, a habit she hasn’t been able to break since the grim days of the Full Moon Killer. But it’s Jennifer’s laptop that catches her eye on the counter. It’s open, and Hunter’s face fills the screen with the same knowing smile that is driving Darcy crazy. Now she knows something is up.
“Hey, Mom,” he says, flipping his baseball cap backward so he can lean closer to his web cam. 
“Hunter, are you going to tell me what this is about?”
“Just wanted to welcome you back from New York.”
“Uh-huh.”
Jennifer lifts herself onto the kitchen counter and sits beside the laptop as if her brother is here. Seems like old times. Her legs dangle off the counter, heels drumming off the lower cupboards. She excitedly claps her hands before covering her mouth. Julian takes a deep breath.
“Well?” Jennifer asks.
Darcy looks from Jennifer to Hunter, then returns her gaze to Julian. Before she figures out what’s happening, Julian drops to one knee. Her heart hammers. Is this happening? From his shirt pocket, he plucks the most beautiful, perfect diamond ring she’s ever seen. When he says her name, his voice cracks. Gathering himself, he holds out his hand. Trembling, she offers her hand. Tears turn the room blurry as he slides the ring onto her finger.
“Since the day you almost knocked me unconscious, I learned you were one of a kind, Darcy Gellar.” 
She hitches and touches her lips. She senses her children’s smiles over Julian’s shoulders, but the kitchen washes away behind a curtain of tears.
“We both have dreams, and neither of us can predict which paths we’ll journey down in the coming decades. But I want to make that journey with you. Darcy Gellar, will you marry me?”
The cry breaks free from her throat. She whispers, “yes,” in a hoarse voice, and falls into his arms. Jennifer claps and hoots. Darcy clutches Julian for what feels like forever, not letting go until Hunter tells them to get a room.
 Afterward, Darcy places her hands on her hips and glares at Jennifer and Hunter.
“You knew about this?”
Jennifer swipes a tear from the corner of her eye and points at Darcy as if to say, gotcha. A red puffiness rims Hunter’s eyes, his grin infectious.
“I spoke to Hunter and Jennifer first,” Julian says, draping an arm over her shoulder. “It was only right I got their blessings before I proposed.”
Darcy touches her forehead.
“I can’t believe everybody knew about this except me. How long ago did you plan this?”
“Julian started a Zoom meeting with us last night.”
“Where was I?”
Then she remembers Julian’s insistence Darcy take one last walk through the grounds of the bed-and-breakfast. He oversold viewing the gorge one last time.
“We’ll never see this place again,” he’d said, concocting a lame excuse of needing to follow up with Castleberry before he joined her at the overlook.
“I told Hunter and Jennifer we’d meet up around six o’clock,” Julian says. “But they didn’t know what I intended.”
“Oh, we suspected,” Jennifer laughs, forcing a laugh out of Hunter.
“Wait, you knew Julian planned to propose?”
“The only thing Hunter and I couldn’t figure out was why you guys waited so long. I mean, come on. It wasn’t obvious you’re perfect for each other?”
Julian glances at Darcy. She wears the grin now. 
“One thing you need to learn, Julian Haines. You can’t hide anything from my children. They see more than the Secret Police.”
“I’ll remember that in the future.”
Darcy takes a quivering breath.
“This is a perfect evening. It means so much that you got to watch, Hunter. I wish you could have been here.”
“Me too. But November isn’t long to wait. I’ll be home on the eighteenth.” Someone knocks on the door to Hunter’s dorm room. He swings around and says he’ll be there in a second. “That’s my friend, Kyle. There’s a hip-hop show at the event center tonight.”
“Go have fun. Thank you for being part of this.”
“Wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”
Hunter turns the camera off. Seeing his face again temporarily filled the void he left after they dropped Hunter off at Coastal Carolina. Time moves fast. If you don’t stop to appreciate what you have, life passes you by. 
Shaking her head, Jennifer scoffs.
“Hunter gets to do all these fun things. We never get good shows in Genoa Cove.”
“You’ll be in college soon,” Darcy says. “Enjoy high school, Jennifer. It’ll be over in the blink of an eye.”
“Seems like forever.”
Julian jingles the car keys.
“How about the three of us grab dinner on the pier?”
“I’m down,” Jennifer says. “I finished my homework after school.”
“If you don’t mind going out again,” Darcy says. “We only spent thirteen hours in the car today.”
Julian nods.
“I can’t think of a better way to celebrate than coconut shrimp and crab cakes.”
“That sounds perfect, Detective. It’s only been a week, but I’ve craved seafood since we left for New York.”
They pile into Julian’s car, Jennifer in the backseat with her earbuds in, her head nodding to the beat. 
Darcy touches the ring on her finger as a diamond mine of stars sparkle over the ocean. How did she get so lucky? She smiles over at Julian, who adjusts the air conditioner. She finds Jennifer in the mirror. Don’t grow up too fast, Darcy says to herself. You only get to take this wonderful ride once.
 
***
 
I hope you enjoyed The Vanishing Girl.
In “Find Her Before Dark” (Darkwater Cove 5), Darcy tracks the Doll Face Killer in a Michigan village full of secrets. But returning to the FBI could get Darcy killed, and this serial killer is unlike any she’s encountered before. Ready to read Find Her Before Dark?
Click Here to Read Now
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