
        
            
                
            
        

    
   

    Never Say Die

    Detective Rory Scott was in college when six-year-old Savannah Armitage vanished and the body of a missing teen was found nearby in a shallow grave. The case went unsolved, but Rory’s mother’s partner, Stephen, was convicted in the court of public opinion. When Rory’s mother refused to leave him, Rory broke familial ties.

    Six years later, Rory has built a life with her girlfriend Cade. When another child disappears and the unidentified body of a missing teen is found nearby, Rory knows it’s more than a coincidence. She steps in as the lead investigator, determined to find the killer and bring home the missing girls. As media swarms law enforcement for details, the state steps in, and a rookie special agent yanks Rory’s case.

    In a renegade move, Rory teams up with Savannah’s mother, a woman still desperate to find her daughter alive. When the investigation leads to the two people Rory most wants to avoid—her own mother and Stephen—Rory must face the fallout of her estrangement.

    As Rory’s personal and professional lives converge, it’s a race against time to find the connection between the cases and bring the killer to justice.
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    Prologue

    

    Six years ago

    It started with a thunderstorm that wouldn’t let up. Rain pummeled Pattersburg, Ohio, leaving a misty fog in its wake. Frankie Armitage groaned as she guided her SUV through the hilly landscape of Hollow Park’s single-lane entrance. She hadn’t taken the rain into consideration, and the downpour brought traffic to a crawl, the long line of red taillights bleeding into one another.

    No question—Frankie would miss Savannah’s dress rehearsal for the Fourth of July celebration, the event her daughter had been talking about for weeks. The children’s choir was a holiday tradition in Hank County, Ohio, one where the public elementary school–aged singers kicked off the day-long festivities. This year was special. Six-year-old Savannah would be starting the first grade, which made her eligible to participate in the choir for the first time. She would no longer be one of the small children in the audience pining for a spot on that stage.

    Savannah, for one, would not be surprised by her mother’s tardiness. It was the longstanding family joke that Frankie would be late to her own funeral. She’d done her best, but a morning appointment with Dr. Kelly, the veterinary specialist who cared for Buxley, their family horse—along with the other horses they boarded—took longer than expected. This pushed back the start time for Frankie’s massage client, and the day was off to a late go of things. Frankie was trying to do better. Despite her best intentions, though, she always fell short with her daughter. While she waited, Frankie reached up and rubbed the back of her neck. The muscles didn’t give way under her touch, the tension as solid as brick.

    By the time Frankie arrived at the Hollow Park performance building, it looked like most kids had already exited into the lot full of minivans and beeping horns. The last of the children darted out of the building and across the lot, and Frankie craned her neck to find Savannah in her brand-new red raincoat. Her small, sandy-haired daughter wasn’t standing in the usual spot under the shelter’s wide awning with her happy wave.

    Frankie’s hand slipped from the car’s handle as she pushed the door open. Massage oil and horse shit were constants in her life, the remnants of her two jobs always trailing after Frankie long after she’d left her last client or shoveled out that last stall of the day.

    Two high schoolers pushed past Frankie at the building’s entrance.

    “Have you seen Savannah?”

    The teens shook their heads with apologies. They hadn’t seen her since the first song. A bitter taste filled the back of her throat. It wasn’t like her daughter to hide. She followed the hallway toward the door that led backstage.

    “Savannah?” Frankie’s voice echoed back to her in the hallway.

    A chill ran up the back of Frankie’s neck. She tried to shrug it off to the air-conditioning on her wet skin. Maybe Savannah had gotten sick. She’d been a bundle of nerves about the upcoming show. Frankie pivoted for the bathroom and pushed open each stall door. Nothing. A cold sensation crept throughout her body as she left for the stage.

    Something about the situation felt different. Urgent.

    Frankie reached for the cool metal of the backstage door when she caught a glimpse of something in the far corner. She took a step closer. Savannah’s bright red raincoat lay crumpled on the tiled floor.

    Frankie froze.

    She watched as her own hand moved in slow motion, as if her arm wasn’t attached to her body. She lifted the tiny coat. The hood was missing, the fabric torn apart at the seam. Frankie checked the inner collar, and there it was, her own block handwriting on the tag: SAVANNAH ARMITAGE. Standing in the rush of quiet, she held what remained of her daughter’s red raincoat.

    The blood rushed to her face as she clenched the hood to her chest. She raced for the stage, bursting through its metal doors just as Sebastian Winters, the choir director for Pattersburg Public Schools, stepped through them. Sheets of music scattered everywhere.

    “You scared me,” Sebastian said.

    Frankie softened, suddenly embarrassed by her fear. Of course everything was okay. Her anxiety was simply getting the best of her. “I’m sorry, I’m late for Savannah.” She knelt to help Sebastian pick up the music. She was struck by his age. No older than twenty-five, a child, really. “Where is Savannah?”

    Sebastian wrangled an armful of music and tossed the papers into a box. “What? She left at the break. My assistant did the sign-out sheet today.” He dug in the box and pulled out the clipboard. “You signed for Savannah two hours ago.”

    Frankie took the clipboard and scanned the signatures. “Sebastian, this wasn’t me. This isn’t my writing.”

    All the air escaped Frankie’s lungs. Savannah left before rehearsal was over. Her daughter wouldn’t willingly leave with someone she didn’t know. Besides, Savannah’s favorite part of the show was the finale—she wouldn’t have missed that for the world. Frankie’s knees threatened to give way, and she reached for the cinder block wall to steady herself.

    “Frankie?” Sebastian reached for her arm.

    Frankie’s stomach dropped. She heard the words of the social worker, words she’d worked so hard to forget. We’re closing your case, but there will always be a record.

    “It’s just a mix-up. We’ll find her, Frankie. I’m calling 9-1-1.”

    As Sebastian dialed, Frankie ran outside, still clutching the torn raincoat, screaming for Savannah. The park had emptied out, and her mind raced with possibilities. Maybe Frankie’s mother had picked Savannah up early, but her mother didn’t drive in the rain. Maybe Savannah had gotten a ride home with another kid, but that parent should have called by now. Perhaps Savannah grew tired of practice and walked to the big playground. It was her favorite place in Hollow Park, a place she regularly begged her mother to bring her. But Savannah was a rule follower. What could possibly make her leave practice early and walk through the rain to the playground?

    Grasping at any possibility, Frankie raced toward the big playground. She dashed down the pebbled trail, her breath in shallow spurts. Puddles of cool rainwater splashed over her sandaled feet and her calves. She knew this park. She and Savannah had spent countless hours walking its trails and using the many smaller playgrounds scattered throughout the park.

    The big playground, as Savannah always referred to it, was the farthest point from the parking area and the place where they’d held Savannah’s sixth birthday party. Frankie’s mind flashed back to the decorations she and her mother had used for the big day. Colorful streamers with yellow and red balloons hung throughout the park shelter. Savannah had shrieked with delight when she first saw it, the space filled with all her favorite people and her favorite colors.

    How different that shelter looked now. Frankie rounded the last curve toward the playground. The misty fog rose above the long blades of grass.

    “Savannah? Baby, where are you?”

    Frankie searched the play area and the benches surrounding it. Then she followed the trail that led into the woods, the one she’d taken so often on walks with Savannah. That’s when she saw it, just off the path near a grove of trees. Fresh-turned earth. Snapped limbs on the bushes. Footprints in the mud.

    “Savannah?”

    The odor of stale vomit bit Frankie’s nostrils, and she fought the bile in her own throat. Someone had been here recently. Was it Savannah? Was she sick, then tried to walk home and gotten lost?

    Frankie pulled the neck of her shirt over her nose and mouth to look closer at the footprints. Her eyes fell on long light-colored hair mixed within the dirt. For a few seconds, Frankie held on to the relief that washed through her. The hair was not her daughter’s.

    But this was someone’s daughter.

    A bird cawed only feet from Frankie’s shoulder. Its presence unlocked the reality of what Frankie was seeing, and a blood-curdling scream erupted from somewhere deep inside her being.

    

  
     
    Chapter One

    

    Friday, July 3

    Detective Rory Scott pulled into one of her favorite hometown spots. She’d been coming to the far end of Goose’s parking lot for years to take in one of the best views in the county. A favorite for Pattersburg locals and visitors alike, Goose’s sat on a hill and had a wide-open view of Lake Hank and the surrounding woods.

    Rory stepped out of her vehicle. The heat was unrelenting, ninety-three degrees and a humidity level high enough to frizz even the straightest hair. “Party in the U.S.A.” played from someone’s speaker as boats and skiers tore along the water’s surface. Lake Hank regularly drew visitors throughout the summer with its boating, hiking, and bridle trails, but this Fourth of July weekend’s numbers were expected to break records.

    Cadence emerged from the building’s back door. She was the temporary head chef for Goose’s and Rory’s girlfriend. Meeting Cade for a meal break was always the highlight of Rory’s day. Even now, almost three years into their relationship, the sight of Cade’s curvy hips and flashbulb smile caused Rory’s heart to skip a few beats. They were opposite in almost every way. Cade inhaled life in a way Rory didn’t fully understand. She jumped in with her whole heart wide open while Rory kept her own under lockdown. Cade was rational and overthought everything while Rory lost herself in emotion and tended to make rash decisions. On their best days, these differences brought out the best in each other.

    Cade held up a cooler. “A treat. Chocolate chunk ice cream.”

    Rory cheered. It was one of her favorite menu items at Goose’s. Recently, the owner passed away and the head chef quit. Cade had been moved into the coveted position temporarily as the family-owned business considered selling.

    They sat down on an old wooden bench overlooking the water. Cade reached into the cooler and handed Rory a spoon with a plastic tub of ice cream.

    “You always know the way to my heart.”

    Cade gave Rory a wink and readjusted her WNBA ball cap. She was a die-hard LA Sparks fan. “You know all my love languages, too.”

    Rory spooned the melting ice cream into her mouth. The cold chocolate was heaven.

    “So,” Cade started, “the Chicago Plan might come early after all.”

    “Uh-oh,” Rory said. “What’s going on?”

    The Chicago Plan was something they had worked out shortly after moving in together. Cade had taken the job at Goose’s after graduating from a culinary school in Chicago and moving back to Pattersburg when she couldn’t find a job. Rory had recently joined the Pattersburg Police Department. Both longed for a bigger city, a place where they would not be the only lesbians in the neighborhood. Hence, the Chicago Plan was born.

    “Those bastards decided to sell the restaurant, didn’t they.”

    Cade took a spoonful and shrugged. “Not sure yet. Ben’s en route for the Fourth. I’m cooking my best dish in the hopes he’s not coming here to fire me in person.”

    Ben was one of the three adult children of the recently deceased owner. The siblings managed the company from Columbus and regularly argued about whether to keep Goose’s in the family or sell.

    Rory dipped her spoon in the ice cream. “He’s an idiot if he lets you go.”

    “Let’s hope Ben agrees with you.”

    The Chicago Plan, the plan of a lifetime together. It included Cade’s very own restaurant and Rory working as a detective for the Chicago PD. There, they’d both grow in their chosen careers and together as a couple. Rory knew how important a found family was to Cade and how disappointed she was that she hadn’t found that in Pattersburg. Sometimes it felt like the two of them against the world.

    “I want a community,” Cade regularly said. “Friends so close they almost share my DNA. We’ll find that in Chicago.”

    They’d already begun searching online for Chicago real estate but agreed a move to Chicago now would be too soon. They needed more time to develop their careers. They promised to make it happen by the time Rory turned thirty and Cade turned thirty-three.

    Cade leaned into Rory’s shoulder. “Even if I get fired, you’ll have a good meal tonight. It’s date night, remember?”

    “Oh, I didn’t forget.” Rory spooned another scoop of chocolate goodness into her mouth.

    Date night was Cade’s idea, and the timing was suspect. Cade normally worked until midnight on the weekends, but she was leaving early to meet Rory at home when Rory’s shift ended at ten p.m. Although Cade never said why she was pushing so hard for the time together, Rory understood. It was the anniversary of the weekend when everything changed in Rory’s life. This was Cade’s way of keeping Rory’s mind occupied with the present rather than the past. A sweet gesture, for sure, but Rory knew her mind would be in the past no matter what was going on in her life and with Cade that weekend.

    “Cagney & Lacey or Murder, She Wrote?”

    Rory laughed. To most people, these choices would have been a sad selection for a date night, but they both worked so much, just being home together was a treat. Rory paused, giving thought to her viewing choices. She loved both shows, but it felt like a Cagney & Lacey kind of night.

    “I knew it,” Cade teased. “Ready for the big celebration in town?”

    Rory groaned. “Let’s just get ourselves to July fifth as fast as we can.”

    Pattersburg had been ramping up for the yearly event for months, and traffic in the small village suddenly felt like driving through downtown Cincinnati at rush hour. Main Street would be closing at midnight for tomorrow’s children’s concert, parade, and festival. Empty lawn chairs had been tied to lampposts all along the sides of the street. Families claimed their spots up to twenty-four hours in advance, and the Pattersburg PD had its usual flood of calls about stolen or damaged chairs. As the department’s only detective, her colleagues loved to tease that this was the highlight of Rory’s career in Pattersburg, tracking down stolen lawn chairs.

    Rory and the rest of the department celebrated when the fireworks finally capped off the day and the fifth rolled around. Just like every town in America, though, those fireworks and noisemakers lingered a few nights after the Fourth, just like the memories of the crimes that had happened here not so long ago.

    A collection of preteens emerged in the parking lot. Rory recognized two of them as locals. Bored, they set off unimpressive ground spinners, leaving behind black ash swirls she used to call snakes. They tossed handfuls of bang snaps at each other, getting an early start on their Fourth of July celebrations.

    Rory understood small town boredom. She’d grown up in Pattersburg. The town only had about fifteen hundred kids in its school system, even less when she graduated. Pattersburg and all the small towns around it were the same, a suffocating quintessential snapshot of Americana.

    “I need to head back.” Cade threw her empty cup and spoon into the cooler and waited for Rory to do the same. Cade couldn’t be away from the restaurant for long, particularly on the eve of the area’s biggest holiday celebration of the year.

    They walked to Rory’s car together. “Thanks for the ice cream and the company.” Rory pulled Cade into a kiss that lasted longer than she’d anticipated. It had been too long since they’d had a night together, a shared meal without the details of work hanging over them.

    “I have to go.” Cade pulled away slowly, but her lingering gaze told Rory she really didn’t want to leave. “I’ll see you tonight.”

    Cade walked through the empty parking lot. She looked over her shoulder, grinning. “Are you watching me?”

    “I wouldn’t miss this view for anything,” Rory said.

    Rory could feel Cade’s blush across the lot. Rory loved Cade’s thicker body, and the jeans she wore hugged her hips in just the right way. It saddened Rory how much Cade hated this part of her body. She worked hard to hide her hips under long shirts and her work apron. But those hips were the place where Rory felt most connected to Cade, her hands resting there, always on the verge of pulling Cade close.

    Cade giggled and waved before pushing through the back door to Goose’s.

    A chorus of comments and laughter came from the group of kids. One of the kids, a local in a Boston Red Sox cap Rory recognized but couldn’t name, pointed her out to the group. The kid knew she was a cop, and soon the group took off running.

    Rory chuckled and didn’t give chase. Sometimes she missed being a kid in Pattersburg. Life had been so simple then. She used to come to this spot with her mother’s boyfriend, Stephen Michaelson, who’d lived with Rory and her mother for years before they married. He was the calm ingredient in the household of two headstrong women, the one who smoothed the waters between Rory and her mom. Stephen used to bring her to this place where they watched the boats and ate soft serve ice cream. It gave Rory space to simmer down before they headed back home.

    Stephen had grown up along the edges of Lake Hank. He went into business with his best friend from childhood, Cork Bradley, at Lake Hank Boat Repair and Storage. Most days, Stephen spent a good deal of time studying the water. The clients came to him for talk about fishing spots and shallow sections to avoid. Stephen liked to say it was the ghosts under the water that determined the best fishing locations. Almost a hundred years ago, Lake Hank had been built by purposefully flooding a town, almost nine thousand acres tucked deep inside a valley, full of water.

    “Everything can be buried,” Stephen liked to say. “The weight of the water holds so many secrets.”

    The history of the lake fascinated Rory. How could they flood a town with buildings and roads still intact? When she was young, she imagined a family fast asleep and missing the final warning siren. She pictured the water pouring in the broken windows, silencing the family while fish nibbled at their dead skin.

    “The water can tell you so much, Ro. It holds the seasons, all its moods. Have you noticed how the water looks greener in the summer, bluer in the winter?”

    Rory nodded. She saw the shifts in mood, sometimes as quick as moment to moment. The water had been her and Stephen’s connection. What do you think the water is feeling today? What shade do you think the water is showing most today?

    This afternoon the water held a greenish cast, and the current swirled in dizzying eddies around all the boats and Jet Skis.

    “Six years gone,” Rory said to herself, climbing into her vehicle and swallowing down the memories of Stephen and that night. It irritated her that after all this time they still bubbled up. She wanted those memories to sink to the bottom of Lake Hank and stay buried forever.

    The radio threw out her lieutenant’s voice. “Detective Scott, what’s your location?”

    She grabbed the mic. “South side of Hank.”

    “Report to Channel Lane,” Miles Jasper continued. “Missing child and a body found near Michener’s Creek.”

    The message felt like a double punch to the gut. Then the all-too-familiar taste of lake water bit her tongue. This happened sometimes, this catapult of her memory while her body remained still.

    “Detective? You there?”

    “Copy. Ten minutes out.”

    Rory set the mic back in its holder. She shut off the blasting AC. Goose bumps scattered up her arms. She steeled herself as the muscles across her chest tightened and her shoulders rose in a protective hunch.

    She thought of Stephen. Her mom.

    She fell back in time.

    Six years ago. Rory was a student then at Glenn State University and lived with her mom and Stephen. That Fourth of July weekend, Savannah Armitage had gone missing at a local park during choir practice. When her mother searched the grounds for her daughter, she found the grave of Brenda Lee, a teen who’d been missing for six years, but there was no sign of her daughter. It was the case that had captivated Rory, the event that changed the trajectory of her life plan. A few months after Savannah went missing and Brenda Lee was found, Rory changed her major from psychology to law enforcement. She wanted to keep the world safe from murderers and abductors. She wanted to save teenagers from going through what Brenda Lee had.

    A speedboat bolted across the lake with two skiers in tow. Rory put the car into reverse but kept her eyes on those skiers. She envied them. They didn’t know yet the horror that had landed in Pattersburg, Ohio, for a second time.

    

  
     
    Chapter Two

    

    Rory stepped closer to the makeshift grave. She took another look. This person was not six years old. “Is this our missing child?”

    “Not the kid, but the teen.” Despite Officer Dale Mackie’s barrel chest, his voice was soft and muffled. Rory attributed it to the thick, dark mustache he always kept with the occasional beard to match. “Our abductor left a teen in place of the kid they abducted, just like before.”

    Rory knelt beside the teen. Her long legs extended past the edges of the shallow grave, and an ankle had been turned all the way in, twisted beyond broken. The dead teen wore flip-flops, cheap plastic ones that came from a drugstore rack. Toenails, torn with dried blood, were in stark contrast to the stone-gray color of her skin. Fully dressed in worn jeans and a thin T-shirt, the teen looked as though she was sleeping.

    Lt. Miles Jasper had asked Rory to take the lead until he arrived. He’d been fishing in one of the distant coves of Lake Hank and wouldn’t be on-site for at least forty-five minutes. Rory accepted the job, of course. She did anything and everything to get ahead in the department. She was Jasper’s go-to when he couldn’t cover something. The others in the department accepted Rory’s kiss-assery with some grievances. She was the youngest on the force with the fewest number of years of service. But she put in the extra hours like nobody’s business and had the energy of an overcaffeinated sixteen-year-old. Most of her colleagues had kids and family obligations. They simply couldn’t keep up with Rory, and eventually they learned to respect her for it. But no matter how hard Rory worked, she couldn’t change the fact that this was only the second case she’d worked with a murder victim this young.

    Mackie had already roped off the pathway entrances to their location. “It’s been almost five hours since the six-year-old, Maxine Greenwood, was last seen on her bike.”

    Rory nodded over to the woman speaking with Officer Amy Pine. “Is that Maxine’s mother?”

    Mackie nodded. “Yes, Molly Greenwood. She was looking for her daughter Maxine—Max—and found this near the creek’s edge.” Mackie handed Rory a baggie with a cracked asthma inhaler inside. “She ID’d it as Max’s inhaler.”

    Emotion crackled around Mackie’s eyes. Rory had known him since he joined the Pattersburg Police Department over a year ago, and even though they worked together daily, she never felt as if she fully knew him. He kept his personal life private and his opinions close to the vest. But this scene was different. Everyone felt it.

    Rory waved Officer Pine over. “We need to get the mother out of here,” Rory directed. “The longer she stays, the more she contaminates the scene. Pine, find an officer to drive her to the station. Jasper will need to interview her. No one else goes near the body.”

    Michener’s Creek swelled with the rain that had hung around the past few days. Water rumbled past them. Rory shoved a chunk of wavy red hair behind an ear and pulled off her glasses. She tried wiping the lenses dry with the tail of her button-down shirt, but the polyester blend only pushed the foggy mess around the lenses. Annoyed, Rory set the glasses on top of her head and handed the broken inhaler back to Officer Mackie.

    Her phone beeped with a text from Lt. Jasper. Amber/medical alert issued. ETA 10 minutes.

    “What else can you tell me, Mackie?”

    Mackie had been staring at the teen’s face, his own growing pale and clammy with the heat. “Mom said Max loves to ride her bike and catch crawdads in this creek. It’s within walking distance from their home. She said the other kids from the neighborhood came here around noon, and Max wandered away from the group. The other kids came home around three thirty, and the parents called Molly to say the kids couldn’t find Max. Max’s mom and another parent came out to take another look and found…her,” Mackie said.

    Her meaning the body of the teen hidden inside a grove of bushes. The shallow grave was deeper at the end where her head rested. She’d been placed on her side in a loose fetal position on top of a fleece blanket covered with small rainbow hearts. The fabric looked freshly laundered although worn, as if it was a favorite childhood blanket that had been loved on. Whoever buried the young woman had given up on digging the grave and resorted to covering her with leaves and debris, a sad attempt to blend in with its surroundings. The killer must have been in a hurry to leave the scene. Had Max walked in on the burial and then couldn’t get away?

    “Did Max’s mom touch the body?” Rory asked.

    “She says she tapped the foot with the edge of her shoe to see if it was real.”

    “It’s real alright.” Rory stood up and looked out over the creek. “We need a perimeter set within a perimeter. Let’s start with a mile for the deceased teen but expand to a five-mile starting point for the missing child.”

    Sirens screamed as more emergency vehicles arrived. Both Mackie and Pine seemed grateful that someone else was taking over, someone else telling them what to do. Mackie gave the teen one more look and asked nervously, “Do you think it’s her?”

    Rory knew exactly who Mackie meant. Any Hank County resident would have known. Savannah Armitage, the six-year-old child who had gone missing from a nearby public park almost six years ago to the day.

    Rory knelt beside the young woman’s head, and Mackie joined her, his knee popping with the bend. The teen’s face had been spared the direct sun, the heavy strands of her long light-colored hair parted down the center of her scalp. A bullet hole pierced the back of her skull, and the exit wound blew out under her right eye. She hadn’t been in the location long, but she’d been dead at least twenty-four hours. Rigor mortis set in, and insects had found the blood and fluid collecting around her body. Flies and maggots wove through strands of her hair toward the dark hole to her brain.

    With the edge of her pen, Rory pulled back the hair from the side of the teen’s face. She looked for the features she remembered from that missing child’s photograph. But this face…so young and so old at the same time.

    Rory shook her head. “I don’t know.”

    Mackie popped a knuckle and then another. “What if it’s her, Scott? Can you imagine? After all this time, kept alive only to be shot.”

    Rory wiped the sweat from her brow and didn’t answer.

    “It has to be a copycat,” Mackie said.

    Rory bit her lip. “Does it? Those cases are still open. And why would a copycat do this now? Why not last year or two years ago? I’m sure the children’s choir had practice in Hollow Park this morning for the concert tomorrow. If they really wanted to copy the crime, why not recreate the scene there?”

    These were good questions and Mackie had no answers.

    As Mackie finished up cordoning off the area, Rory joined Pine with Max’s mother. Rory explained why she needed them to go to the station and assured the mother they were doing everything possible to find Max. As she escorted her to the cruiser, Rory asked, “How severe is Max’s asthma?”

    Molly was no older than mid-twenties, paper-thin, her eyes wide with fear. “Max uses that inhaler a couple times a day. She also takes a pill in the morning and uses another inhaler at night. She really needs her meds.”

    “Did she regularly lose her inhaler?”

    “Never. She knows she could die without it. It’s like a part of her. Max carries it in her jeans pocket.”

    “What about the bike? What does it look like?”

    “An ancient dirt bike,” Max’s mother said. “You know, one of those old-school metal ones with the heavy frame? It used to be my brother’s. She never would have left her bike. She loves that thing.”

    Molly slid in the back seat of the cruiser. Her bony frame shook as she wrapped her arms around her body and held herself close.

    “I promise you. We won’t stop looking until we find Max.”

    Max’s mother nodded as Rory shut the car door and waved the officer off. Soon a slew of emergency vehicles filled the neighboring street. Lt. Jasper had brought everyone with him—EMS, fire, crime scene analysts, even members of the Hank County Sheriff’s Office.

    Rory waved Lt. Jasper and the crime scene analysts over to the scene. Within minutes, they had the open grave covered with an evidence tent.

    Jasper grabbed the clipboard from an officer and signed in for the crime scene with his badge number. “The sheriff sent a ground crew to help canvass the neighborhood,” he said. “They’ve already been dispatched. Reyes is en route.”

    Déjà vu all over again. Dr. Megan Reyes was the medical examiner for Hank County. She’d also been the medical examiner on the Brenda Lee case.

    “Our team will take the woods along the creek,” Jasper said. “Scott, you lead.”

    It was Rory’s turn to be relieved that someone else was in charge. Like Mackie and Pine, she wanted someone to tell her what to do in what felt like the eye of a storm.

    Rory’s first job out of college and the academy had been as a patrol officer with the Pattersburg PD. She’d formally met Jasper four years ago at a recruitment event for law enforcement. Rory recognized him from all the classroom visits he’d done in her school and his very public involvement with the Armitage/Lee case. Back then, Rory watched him give his statement in the courtroom. She never forgot Jasper’s gravelly voice and stone-gray hair that curled up over his ears. Do you swear to tell the truth and only the truth?

    Jasper leaned into his shoulder mic. “Ground search team dispatches in ten.” He turned back to Rory. He already had a detailed map of the area saved to his phone and maximized it with his fingertips. “Take the team south along the creek bed until you reach Bentham’s Bridge.”

    Rory took a photo of his screen with her own phone before going back to her vehicle to gather a flashlight and evidence flags.

    Cade. They’d have to take a rain check on date night.

    The thought of missing this time Cade had planned for them made her stomach sink. She’d do anything to be at home with Cade watching Cagney & Lacey instead of searching for a missing child and a teen killer. She reached for her phone and thumbed out a quick message. Cade should hear the news from Rory, but it was way too soon to tell anyone outside of law enforcement what they’d found.

    Work emergency. Everyone will be working late tonight, including me. Sorry.

    It was six thirty p.m. They had a missing child with a serious medical condition and needed to cover as much ground as possible before nightfall. They were already a few hours into the forty-eight-hour time clock.

    Every second counted.

    

  
     
    Chapter Three

    

    Candles and salt rock lamps lit the farmhouse bedroom with a warm yellow glow. Frankie Armitage’s makeshift massage office was her second favorite place after her family’s horse barn. Since she moved home pregnant thirteen years ago, she’d managed to cobble together two jobs that allowed her to work from the house and bring in enough to keep her family’s farm. Frankie boarded three horses along with her own, Buxley, and ran a massage business out of her living room where she had a few customers who were as loyal as her two beloved older Labs, Archie and Annie. The old farmhouse had grown dangerously quiet now that Savannah was gone and both Frankie’s parents had passed on.

    Frankie pressed down on her new client’s shoulder and dug her toes into the soft carpet, barely missing Archie’s slumbering body. Annie was stationed under the head of the table, sound asleep. The two Labs loved Frankie’s massage space even more than she did. As soon as the lights dimmed and the oceanic sound rhythms began, dog snoring commenced.

    As if these dogs have been working all day, Frankie thought, shaking her head. Frankie adopted the siblings a couple years after Savannah vanished from a rescue organization in Columbus. Dr. Kelly, Frankie’s regular veterinarian for Buxley and the boarded horses, had been fostering the dogs and had urged Frankie to adopt the three-year-old pups, noting that she had the space for these dogs who needed a forever home.

    She’d instinctively understood what Dr. Kelly meant—there was now an emotional and physical space in her life that gaped wide open. Most days, Frankie felt like she was hurtling through that empty void with nothing to cling to. After thinking about it for a few minutes, Frankie had nodded to Dr. Kelly’s tech Sabrina, who was holding the leashed dogs. Seconds later, Frankie was engulfed in a flurry of dog kisses and fur.

    Dr. Kelly was always looking for ways to make the animals and humans she cared about feel better. Everyone was worried about Frankie, but very few came by to check on her. Dr. Kelly, though, kept all her appointments and stopped by when she was in the area. She trusted her vet’s judgment more so than her own.

    Those two pups recently turned the golden age of seven, and Frankie couldn’t imagine her life without them. The dogs had soaked up so many of her late-night tears and helped to carry her grief. She was grateful to have the dogs tailing behind her all day.

    Frankie threw her thick dark braid over her shoulder and stepped around the table, behind her client’s head. She hadn’t taken on a new client in a while, but Frankie had wanted work to fill the holiday weekend. Anything to keep her mind and body busy. She’d overloaded her days, piling on any clients who wanted an appointment and additional chores in the barn. She needed to overwork her body until she physically dropped. It was the only way to get through the anniversary of her daughter’s abduction without spiraling into an anxious depression that would leave her reeling for weeks.

    Maybe she’d do laundry later. How long had it been since she washed all her jeans? Frankie had a daily uniform of jeans and sleeveless shirts, something she could wear to work with the horses in the early morning and then massage out the toughest knots of muscle in the afternoon.

    Frankie cradled the sides of the woman’s skull in her palms, wrapping her thumbs around the back ridge and toward the top center of her head. She dug the fleshy pads of her thumbs against the woman’s head.

    “Mm, that feels good.”

    Frankie smiled. Oh, she’s a talker. Frankie mumbled uh-huh enough to keep up with the woman’s stories of past massages, but Frankie longed for quiet. Annie reached a paw over and brushed the top of Frankie’s foot. Annie was always there to remind Frankie to be physically present. A walk, more water, or dinner in the bowl. Frankie lifted her foot and dug her toes into the thick fur of Annie’s neck. The dog groaned, and her brother lifted his head to see what his sister was getting that he was not. Sibling jealousy.

    Frankie’s phone vibrated against her hip. Her hands slowed their movement for a moment. Was that the alert pattern she’d set up, or had it been the usual text message tone? Sometimes it was hard to tell. When nothing more came through, she focused on her client and all the talk coming from her.

    Frankie felt a headache coming on. She craned her neck to the side to stretch the muscles. Sometimes this held them off. When Savannah vanished six years ago, the blinding headaches set in. Sometimes they brought with them images or visions, something her doctor explained away as a symptom of migraines. Many patients experienced lights and sounds and images that were simply a part of the physiological experience of a migraine. But for Frankie, it felt like so much more. Sometimes she let herself imagine this was her daughter letting her know she was still alive.

    Frankie’s doctor had given her such a sad look when she explained this to him. “I see,” he’d said. “Whatever comforts you. Whatever you need to believe to get through this.” He patted her shoulder, and Frankie swore she’d never return to his office.

    Frankie knew those visions were connected to her mothering instinct. She’d been attuned to Savannah from the moment of conception. She anticipated her daughter’s every need. When Savannah was hungry, so was she. When Savannah felt ill, Frankie did, too, which was why Frankie believed these headaches might be linked to her daughter, particularly given the timing of them showing up in her life. Was Savannah trying to reach her? What if Savannah was calling out for her help?

    Frankie groaned and blinked hard a few times. She felt that familiar spiral waiting to happen, and she wasn’t going to go down that road again this year. She pressed into the client’s flesh. Frankie’s fingertips rounded a bony shoulder when her phone screeched. They both jumped at the jarring sound.

    “I’m sorry,” Frankie said, stepping back from the table and pulling the phone from her pocket. The Amber alert was followed by a red alert, a system in place for Hank County that alerted residents of emergencies and bad weather. The community alerts were followed by another string of alerts she’d set up with the county’s police scanners.

    Teen found dead near creek

    Missing child

    Search teams in progress

    All available units to Michener’s Creek.

    Frankie’s vision tunneled, and her heartbeat pounded in her ears. She took another step back until her shoulders flattened against the wall.

    “Frankie?” The woman on the table leaned up on her elbow, holding a sheet over her breasts. “Everything okay?”

    “I’m sorry, you need to go. There’s an emergency…”

    The woman sat up, her mouth moving, but sounding to Frankie as if she was talking from a great distance.

    Frankie had fallen back in time six years. The wet grass brushed against her bare legs, and the cool mud of Hollow Park squished up over the soles of her boots. Fear tore through her body. Frankie looked down at her hands. For an instant, she saw her daughter’s red torn raincoat clenched in her fist, the fabric dripping wet. Then, seconds later, only her massage-oiled palm gripping her phone.

    Savannah!

    Walk toward my voice.

    Savannah, I’m here!

    

  
     
    Chapter Four

    

    Rory walked along the edge of Michener’s Creek while members of the search team scattered through the heavily wooded areas and called for Max. The beam of Rory’s flashlight cut through the darkness while other small dots of light peppered the surrounding area. Sirens permeated the air as neighboring police and fire departments from as far away as the suburbs of Cincinnati arrived to help. The blades from the Sheriff’s Office helicopter chopped the air above them, the floodlights sweeping across the area.

    Michener’s Creek snaked along Hank County for miles before it finally met up with Lake Hank. The county was located within an easy driving distance of the trifecta of Ohio cities: Cincinnati, Columbus, and Dayton. Every year, Hank County and the small town of Pattersburg grew as people realized the commute was worth living in a slower-paced area with a lower cost of living. Builders had also caught on—land was at a premium, and the woods and fields were slowly being eaten up with plans for condos and housing complexes geared toward the working professionals commuting to the cities.

    Rory’s phone buzzed against her hip.

    “We have the heat-seeking drone ready to go,” Jasper said.

    Rory nodded but a sadness filled her heart. The department had allocated a large chunk of their discretionary spending this year to this new technology. Grid searches in heavily wooded areas at night were difficult. With the darkness setting in, this was their best chance of finding Max.

    “I’m doing home interviews with the kids who were with Max earlier today,” Jasper said. “Keep the team going until you reach Bentham’s Bridge.”

    “Got it.”

    “Allard’s taking the mother’s statement and will be on-site soon.”

    Rory ended the call, and a growing sense of unease swelled inside her. Everyone was in place and working hard. So why couldn’t she get herself together and forget the past?

    It wasn’t just the urgency of the missing child or the body of the murdered teen. Everything felt off, delayed, as if Rory was miles behind where she needed to be. She felt detached, as if her body was going through the motions but her head was floating in the sky. Rory recognized this feeling. She’d had the same icy split of mind and body six years ago, when the police showed up at their door six days after Savannah Armitage vanished and Brenda Lee’s body was found.

    That summer, Rory was living at home with her mother and Stephen. She didn’t like the arrangement but also didn’t want to take out any more student loans that would sink her further into debt. It was what it was. They lived in the small house Rory had grown up in, the one her father left them in a divorce when Rory was ten. The garden home was cramped, and even more so when two of the three members of the household weren’t speaking. Rory and her mother had battled hard that year. Stephen was the buffer who softened their hard edges.

    The second week of that July, Rory answered a hard knock to the front door. It was Pattersburg’s Chief Allard along with three other officers. Allard rested his hands on his hips, his right hand touching the butt of his gun. “I’m looking for Stephen Michaelson.”

    Rory stood there, frozen, her hand on the doorknob. A police officer had never been to her house, let alone the chief with three other officers.

    “Is he here?” Allard asked when Rory didn’t respond.

    Finally, her mom rushed up behind her, pulling the door open farther. “What’s this about, Chad?” Rory’s mom demanded. Her mom worked as an events planner at one of the Hank County library branches and had served as an active board member for the local public schools, so she’d had a lot of contact with the police and the chief over the years.

    “We have a few questions, and it’s best if we do this at the station.”

    Stephen approached, and Rory stepped back to the corner of the room. Allard explained they already had Stephen’s best friend, Cork Bradley, at the station. “We need both of you for some follow-up on the missing girl.”

    “I’ll go,” Stephen said. “It’s okay, Shana. I want to help if I can.”

    Rory’s mom gripped his arm, her eyes searching Stephen’s for anything that might explain what was going on. “I’ll meet you at the station.”

    There was a rush of noise and activity as everyone left Rory alone. Canned laughter came from the family room where the TV was still on. Rory flipped it off and sank into the couch. She held her knees against her chest and cried. Her body shook with the release.

    In the past week, Rory had experienced a world she’d never known. A world with a murdered teen, someone she recognized from Pattersburg, a missing child, and the pandemonium of the search to find her. And now the police wanted to question her mother’s partner. Movies were made of these things, not her uneventful life in small-town Ohio.

    That entire week, Rory and all her friends listened to news updates and caught sight of the search parties scouring the area for Savannah. The air felt electrified, the fear palpable as everyone talked about who could have done it. Tessa, Rory’s best and oldest friend, had plenty of theories. The day after Savannah went missing and Brenda Lee’s body was found, Rory and Tessa had gone to a beach party. They’d met up at the lake with kids they didn’t know, folks from all over the state who’d come for the holiday weekend.

    “It’s probably someone we know,” Tessa told Rory. “People want to believe this was a stranger who came into our town and did this awful thing. No way. I bet it’s someone who lives here.”

    Rory had wrapped her arms around herself and walked closer to her best friend on the beach. Rory had heard this theory before and dismissed it. She didn’t want to think it could be someone who worked at Pattersburg’s schools or the McDonald’s drive-through. She couldn’t imagine the killer as someone she regularly encountered, like a neighbor or their pharmacist who’d been working in town since before Rory was born. Opening this door terrified Rory. This way of thinking made every adult she knew a threat and a potential killer.

    Tessa looked over at Rory. “It could even be your mom’s boyfriend. Or his best friend.”

    It wasn’t that Rory was surprised by Tessa’s suggestion. The whispers about Stephen and Cork had started as soon as people heard about the crimes. But Rory was shocked Tessa said it to her face.

    Rory groaned. “It’s not Stephen, Tessa.”

    Tessa shrugged. “It’s just the boat business…”

    There’d been rumors for years, rumblings about Cork Bradley and Stephen using their business space for something else. The building was massive, cavernous, with tall racks piled three boats high. Lots of room to hide things. Everyone was pretty sure Cork was running drugs, although the police had never been able to verify it. Cork was always looking to make a fast buck, and most folks in the area looked the other way. But hiding people? Killing kids? The Stephen she’d come to know would never stand for it. But these rumors. They bothered Rory more than they should have.

    Later that night, Rory’s mother and Stephen returned home from the station well after two a.m. When Stephen got in the shower, Rory’s mom stood in Rory’s bedroom doorway, her eyes swollen and screaming red. “He didn’t do this, baby. You hear me?”

    Rory sat up straight in her bed and waited for her mom to tell her what they were going to do next. What was she supposed to tell Tessa and everyone else at the pool? They’d all want to know how Rory and her mother could have been living in the same home with a man who might have violently murdered a teenage girl and kidnapped a child. They’d all want to know how Rory could have lived with Stephen all this time and not known something was wrong with him.

    “We’re gonna fight for him,” her mom told her, her voice not much more than a whisper. Then her mom slowly slid down to the floor against the doorframe. Her head fell back against the wall as she let out a high-pitched wail.

    Later, Rory recognized this as the moment everything split. There was the before the police arrived at the door and the after. Her mother’s tears that night became Rory’s battle cry for going into law enforcement. She wanted to protect the people she loved. She wanted to bring child abductors and killers to justice. But what did you do when that abductor and killer might be the person your mother was willing to lay her life down for? What did you do if you’ve grown to love this person yourself?

    The shrill blare of a whistle shot through the darkness. Rory whipped around, the beam of her flashlight sailing over a grove of trees.

    “Detective Scott?” Officer Amy Pine’s voice came through Rory’s shoulder mic. “I found something.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Five

    

    Frankie’s Jeep tires squealed as she bypassed the police roadblock and turned into a neighborhood near Michener’s Creek. Sirens screamed from all directions as she slammed the gas pedal. Sweat dripped down her temples and the back of her neck, her shirt stuck between her shoulder blades.

    Frankie needed to see the body with her own eyes to be certain.

    God, don’t let this be Savannah. I’ll do anything, just don’t let it be her.

    The phone alerted again. Frankie wasn’t the best with technology, and she’d messed up something while choosing the app for local police scanners. Turned out the app didn’t stream the scanner feed in real time. By the time Frankie was pulling out of the driveway, police had been with the body at Michener’s Creek for over an hour.

    Emergency vehicles lined the sides of the road. For an instant, Frankie flashed back to the park six years ago. She remembered the sheer noise of the emergency vehicles arriving, the wail of her screams, the overwhelm of people coming at her. Frankie blinked back tears, her breath shallow. She gripped the steering wheel hard, tucked her chin, and powered forward. There was no way in hell they could keep her away, not until she was certain the body buried near the creek wasn’t Savannah.

    Frankie raced past the officer waving to her with his arms over his head. “Stop!” he yelled again at the back of her vehicle, his voice dissipating the farther she drove. She was forced to swerve to the side of the road when parked emergency vehicles blocked the way. Her tires dug into the grass as she slammed on the brakes. Frankie threw the car in park and left the motor running, the driver’s door wide open.

    She needed to see. She needed to know.

    Frankie had lost so much in six years. First her daughter, then her mother to a stroke. She’d lost her dignity in the fight to get law enforcement to continue the search for her daughter and then her own mind when it was clear they’d stopped looking. Frankie had come back from the brink of a place where suicide was the only answer. It had taken every fiber of her being to return from that place of darkness, and she couldn’t lose the hope that Savannah was still alive.

    Frankie’s sandaled feet padded against the grass as she ran toward the creek. Soon she saw the top of the forensic tent, its white fabric flapping in the breeze. When she was almost there, another officer directed her to stop and then gave chase. Frankie ran as fast as she could, the worn bottoms of her sandals slipping on the grass. What was she thinking, sandals? She should have taken the time to grab her boots.

    An officer wrapped his arms around Frankie’s waist and pulled her back against his broad chest. She kicked at his legs, screaming for someone, anyone, to let her in to see the body.

    Frankie’s eyes locked with those of a red-haired woman. Recognition washed over her. This was the detective Pattersburg PD had hired a few years back, the one Chief Allard told Frankie to stay away from. “Leave Detective Scott alone. She has her own cases to work,” Allard warned. “Your daughter’s case is mine. I’m doing all I can to bring Savannah home.”

    They shared that gaze, holding on for a few beats until the officer holding Frankie pulled her to the side. But she’d held the detective’s gaze long enough to connect with her. Rory Scott wasn’t only the newest detective on the Pattersburg police force. She was also the stepdaughter of Stephen Michaelson, one of the men who had been questioned in the disappearance of Savannah and the murder of Brenda Lee.

    Frankie had long considered what it must be like to be a person who lived in the same house with that monster. How could anyone not see the signs? But this detective hadn’t chosen to bring Stephen into the family. Her mother had. Frankie wanted to hate Rory, but she needed her help.

    Frankie had been a force to be reckoned with since Savannah disappeared. She was in the station every Thursday morning asking for Chief Allard and an update on her daughter’s investigation. Lt. Jasper tried to help Frankie accept that her daughter was most likely never returning home alive. Frankie refused to accept it.

    Since Savannah vanished, Frankie had taken on her own investigation using the press and social media to raise awareness about both Savannah and Brenda Lee. That family deserved answers about their daughter, too. Frankie put together a GoFundMe account to offer a reward for information related to Savannah’s disappearance and Brenda’s murder. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to catch the attention of people who regularly searched for the missing.

    Jasper came from the tented area, calling out for the officer to release Frankie. She ran toward him as he gripped her shoulder. “It’s not her, Frankie.”

    The breath fell out of her body. “You sure?” Her voice came out in a whisper.

    “See for yourself.” Jasper held out his phone, the image of the young woman’s face glowing on his screen.

    Frankie took the phone from him, gripping it with both hands. She stared at the image focusing in on the teen’s eyes. The lids were closed, but Frankie saw immediately the eyes didn’t have Savannah’s almond shape. She pulled the phone closer, looking at the corners of the teen’s mouth. Savannah’s mouth turned down at the edges, a tiny tilt in the corners.

    Frankie handed the phone back, her hands shaking. Jasper grabbed hold of Frankie’s wrists as her knees gave way with relief, the strength washed clean out of her.

    

  
     
    Chapter Six

    

    Those eyes. That jolt of recognition. Rory still felt that connection to Frankie as she stood in the shallow creek. Water parted around Rory’s boots as Officer Pine pinned a flag to the creek bed. Kneeling beside the objects, Rory touched the edges of the small plastic pieces with the tip of her pen.

    “Looks like a broken reflector.” Rory snapped a few photos with her phone as Pine held her flashlight on the red shards.

    This was their origin point. They’d need to center the search from here. As Rory moved away from the flag, her light beam caught the glimmer of something else reflective in the water.

    Rory unwound another yellow flag and staked another shard. “I don’t see any footprints in the creek bed. They must have walked along the edge.”

    Rory took a few photos and texted them on to Jasper: approx .75 mile up creek. Max’s bike reflector?

    Other members of the search team moved in to see what they’d found.

    “Let’s push out from here,” Rory told them. “Keep a lookout for any bike tracks or shoe prints.”

    The group spread out while keeping the standard arm’s width apart from one another, their flashlights combing the creek bed. They were close to Maxine’s neighborhood and within sight of the path where she and her friends rode their bikes down to the creek.

    Rory moved forward, careful to keep her own boot prints to a minimum. The creek eventually opened into a section of manicured lawns and backyard floodlights. The additional light reflected off the shallow water.

    “Scott, here’s something else.”

    Water splashed over Rory’s boots as she made her way to Officer Mackie. His flashlight shone on a circular clip-on mirror. The bike mirror had shattered in the center, pencil-thin line breaks spreading from the center as if someone had stomped on it with the heel of a boot.

    Mackie flagged it as Rory sent more photos to Jasper. “These couldn’t be here long. No algae growth.”

    Pine agreed. “If the abductor was trying to get the kid out of here, why spend time busting up their bike?”

    “To keep the kid in line,” Rory said. She looked closer at the broken mirror. Mackie’s light beam had revealed a faint imprint of a tire wheeled toward the bank and into a neighboring yard. The grass held footprints that were much too large to be those of a child. But where were Max’s prints? She wouldn’t have been riding the bike after someone damaged it.

    “Mackie and Pine, check the yard,” Rory said. “I’ll follow the property line out to the street.”

    The drone turned and now came toward them, flying low over the tree line. They couldn’t use it for much over private property without a warrant, but they could use it to light their way. The backyards were a good half acre long and the blue glow of the machine helped to illuminate the trail for Rory. She walked along the line of trees and bushes, a natural barrier where two properties met. The lack of snapped branches or other disturbances to the ground told Rory a story. Max might have trusted her abductor initially, but once the fear kicked in, she would have been hard to control. They must have incapacitated the child.

    Rory crested a hill that led to a well-lit driveway. Voices filtered through the neighboring tree line. Two deputies Rory didn’t know stood at the open door of a house across the street interviewing the homeowner. Near the curb, Rory found more ground disturbance. The grass had been flattened from a vehicle tire. Rory imagined the movements of the vehicle, the way it swerved to pop up the curb and then circled back to the street.

    At least two people working in tandem to abduct the six-year-old. A sudden image of Stephen getting into the police car that night six years ago flashed in Rory’s mind. Her stomach sank. Could Stephen be involved this time? Cork Bradley had been in prison for the last four years for assault and drug trafficking. But there were others in Stephen’s life. Others like her mother.

    Rory groaned. Everything had been about Stephen and her mother for the last six years. She was so tired of thinking of them, talking about them, excusing them to others. She hadn’t seen or talked to either of them in almost three years, yet they were always present. She needed this to be over. She needed Stephen to pay for his crimes if he was indeed guilty. She needed to know. Her cheeks burned with anger. Another child taken, another teen dead. All because they hadn’t been able to find any solid evidence against him, or anyone else, for Savannah’s abduction and Brenda Lee’s murder. Rory hoped this new case would give them what they needed to put someone behind bars for good.

    A dog barked in the distance where officers knocked on another door. Porch lights flipped on at neighboring homes. More voices. Rory stepped into the street to get a look at the deputies.

    The oil spot was so large, Rory nearly stepped in it. The dark stain against the blacktop was difficult to see. Rory leaned down, touched its edge with the tip of her pen. The oil was still sticky in the center. A vehicle idled here. Was it waiting to drive away with Max and her bike?

    This could be their abduction point.

    Rory clicked the call button on her shoulder mic for the crime scene investigators. Soon Mackie and Pine joined her.

    “The vehicle was here for a while,” Rory said. “It would have been daylight. Someone must have seen a random vehicle parked here.”

    “You’d think,” Mackie said, “but this is the kind of neighborhood where no one sees anything.”

    Another deputy joined them as Mackie helped Rory set up a perimeter around the oil stain.

    Pine walked a few feet from them. She squinted against the darkness. “Guys? Is that Frankie Armitage?”

    Rory and Mackie joined her. A few driveways down, Chief Allard stood next to a truck with its window rolled down.

    “Sure is,” Mackie said. “She got here fast.”

    Rory strained to hear what they were saying, but Frankie’s voice was too low. What was Frankie doing here, anyway? Less than two hours ago, she’d left the crime scene area where the woman had been inconsolable.

    “Go home now,” Allard directed Frankie.

    The engine revved but the truck didn’t budge.

    Other deputies and officers in the area were watching, too. Snippets of angry words.

    “It won’t be long until the media tears that woman’s life apart again,” Mackie said. “They’ll rehash all those family services reports.”

    Rory shook her head. “It’s way too easy to blame the mother.”

    Frankie screamed and blared her horn at Allard.

    “Especially when she acts like this,” Mackie added.

    Months before Savannah went missing, Child Protective Services had been contacted twice for neglect. One report came from the child’s school and another from a neighbor. Frankie denied all accusations, and CPS couldn’t find enough evidence in their investigation to move forward with removing Savannah from the home. Frankie moved back in with her mother and that helped ease everyone’s concerns, since it meant the grandmother was back in the picture and able to help care for Savannah.

    The case was closed, but when Savannah vanished, the media couldn’t report enough about it. Folks in Hank County had a lot to say about Frankie Armitage. People could forgive a lot of things, but not behavior from parents that brings on family services investigations.

    “Instead of arguing with Allard, she should be looking for her alibi,” Pine said.

    Mackie turned to Pine. “What do you mean?”

    “I heard Allard and Jasper talking at the murder scene. Frankie claims she was home with a massage client at the time Max went missing and the teen’s body was found. No one can find the client to verify the alibi.”

    “Huh.” Mackie whistled. “It’s like we’re right back in the investigation for Savannah.”

    Frankie’s involvement with the current case didn’t make sense to Rory. Her grief seemed genuine, her devotion to searching for her daughter even more so. It was hard to sustain an act like that for six years.

    Frankie’s truck lights faded, and Rory couldn’t take her gaze away from Allard. It took her a second to realize the chief of police was looking right back at her, his hands planted on his hips, his wide stance ready to take on anything. It was the same stance Allard had used when Rory opened her family’s door to him six years ago.

    Memories, how they chase us.

    Allard waved Rory to him, breaking her memory. She jogged over to him. “I’m glad you’re here, Scott. We’re short-staffed and I need your expertise on this case.”

    Rory felt a but coming. She hoped he wasn’t sidelining her because of the family connection to Stephen. She wouldn’t be able to stay away.

    “Hear me?”

    Rory looked up at him.

    “We have a bike. I need you and Jasper on site to conduct interviews and verify whether it belongs to the missing child.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Seven

    

    Please, Amma, no. I’ll do anything you say. I’ll be good.

    Indigo couldn’t get Isha’s words out of her mind, the way Isha’s voice cracked with terror as she begged Amma to stop.

    Please, Amma, I’ll be good.

    Pressure built inside Indigo’s chest mixed with a ferocious bite of fear in the back of her throat. She needed to eat something, but her stomach had rejected everything but water in the last forty-eight hours. The mophead swirled over the kitchen’s tile floor, and Indigo hoped this time the water from the bucket would finally run clear.

    Indigo had never seen this version of the woman. She’d seen her angry, which always ended in a painful punishment, but never so measured and calm in the delivery of that punishment. Indigo hated that amma meant mother, something she refused to accept. Amma was not her mother and never would be. But with each swipe of the bloody mop, Indigo feared her days were coming to an end and she wouldn’t see her real mother again.

    Indigo had spent the last forty-eight hours shut inside the bedroom she shared with Isha. She sat in the corner making her twelve-year-old body as small as she could. She sobbed with her knees clenched against her chest. Indigo couldn’t stop staring at Isha’s empty bed. The two girls had been sharing a room since Indigo arrived. Isha liked to say they were sisters from another mother, a phrase that always made Indigo laugh. No one in this world knew how Indigo felt arriving at Amma’s house that first day, stunned, wet, cold, and terrified. No one, that was, but her sister from another mother who’d arrived at Amma’s six years earlier.

    Indigo’s body tensed with the memory of Isha’s recent wails through the bedroom door. God, how Indigo wanted to help Isha when she’d been summoned downstairs two days ago. Indigo wanted to save Isha from Amma. Instead, she’d handed Isha the dog stuffie she loved so much. The fur was worn off in most places, but the googly eyes were intact and reminded Isha of her dog from home.

    “Thank you, my sister,” Isha had whispered with tears sliding down her cheeks. She slipped the dog inside her jeans pocket.

    Please! Amma, no. I’ll do anything you say. I’ll be good.

    Amma instructed Indigo to keep the bedroom door closed no matter what she heard. And Indigo heard a lot of terrible things, but she never opened that door. Not even when it sounded like a bomb went off inside the house. The loud sound terrified Indigo, a blast that left a ringing in her ears. Indigo knew better. She’d faced Amma’s wrath too many times, and her body bore the scars from it. But this level of anger was something Indigo had never witnessed. She couldn’t bring herself to open the door, to let in the tornado of fury on the other side of it. She squeezed her eyes closed and curled into a tight ball. Would they all blow up? Would she burn up in a fire?

    Two days later, Indigo was summoned downstairs. She’d only left her room four times to use the bathroom next to her bedroom. The man who helped Amma brought water and peanut butter sandwiches to her throughout the days. His hooded eyes revealed nothing.

    Downstairs, Amma pointed to the kitchen floor. “Clean the mess.”

    Indigo stared at the blood on the kitchen floor that had congealed and hardened into a deep maroon crust. Its path led out the back door where Isha had vanished into the night.

    Indigo wrung out the mop and dumped the bucket into the sink. Barely a hint of pink. She rinsed the bucket with bleach and scoured the sink, then threw the mophead and other rags she’d used into the washer. Indigo had the sickest feeling in her stomach. If she wasn’t careful, she’d be the bloody mess someone else was cleaning up off the kitchen floor.

    It was dark, and Amma was on night shift. She’d left in a good mood saying something about making a little extra money. Indigo’s to-do list had been long, but as the night wore on, she’d crossed out each item except one. Indigo looked out the locked window above the sink and took a deep breath. She just needed to get it done. Quick, no thinking.

    Indigo turned and ran up the stairs, pausing with her ear to the closed door. Then Indigo turned the knob and pushed the door open.

    Someone new sat on Isha’s bed.

    

  
     
    Chapter Eight

    

    Rory pulled into Goose’s parking lot, and Cade waved to her from the back door. She stood with the owner, Ben. Jasper pulled in behind Rory, parking along the side of the restaurant.

    Cade hugged Rory hard when she stepped out of the vehicle. “We called as soon as customers told us about the bike in the lot.” She pulled away, wiping away tears.

    It was hard to believe this was where the two of them had met only a few hours ago, shared ice cream, looking out at Lake Hank. How things changed in a heartbeat.

    Rory rubbed Cade’s back. “You did the right thing. Has anyone touched the bike?”

    Cade shook her head.

    “Not that we know of,” Ben said.

    Rory thanked them and joined Jasper near the bike. Lying on its side under the parking lot lights, the damage to the bike was clear. The front tire’s bent frame had broken many of its spokes. The frame had fresh paint damage and scratches, as though it had been dragged against concrete.

    “We’re approximately seventeen miles from the last sighting of Max,” Jasper said. He squatted next to the bike seat and shone his flashlight across the ripped plastic.

    Rory cleared her throat. “This feels like a distraction. A dump and drive. Why else would they leave the evidence in plain sight at a busy restaurant?”

    “Agreed.” Jasper stood and wiped his sweaty brow. “Could be a way to buy the perps some time. The analysts aren’t finding much at the grave. We really need something from Reyes.”

    The medical examiner had a night of work ahead of her with Jane Doe’s body. Dr. Reyes was meticulous. If there was anything left behind, she’d find it.

    “You said there were kids out here, right? With firecrackers?”

    Rory pointed over to where the kids had been setting off the noisemakers. “They all had their bikes tossed across the lot. I don’t remember seeing an extra one, but I should’ve taken the time to stop them.”

    “Hindsight doesn’t help here.” Jasper reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “Just be sure to report the sighting of the kids in the official timeline.”

    Reaching for her shoulder mic, Rory called in any available crime scene analysts. The problem was that most of them were already working at the grave site near Michener’s Creek. They’d been working for hours, so hopefully they could spare one or two for this new scene.

    Jasper pinched open the photo on his screen and handed Rory the phone. “Pine found images of the bike on the mother’s social media.”

    Rory flipped through the screenshots. My girl and her new best friend. My brother saved the day. I cannot afford a new bike and Max loves that she’s riding the same bike her uncle did at her age! LOL

    “See that steel frame over the back wheel?” Jasper pointed. “The way the reflectors angle in over the tire?”

    Rory zoomed in on the reflectors. They had the same jagged lines in the plastic as the parts she’d found in the creek bed, a pattern meant to reflect light. “That’s the bike.”

    Rory continued to examine the photographs, and this time it was the child’s image on the screen that caught Rory’s breath. Maxine Greenwood. At five years old with a missing front tooth. A spread of freckles across her button nose. A too-big red baseball cap pulled low. Handfuls of thick, curly mouse-brown hair flipping up underneath the hard edges of the cap. The blue bike was too big for the child, her toes pointed hard to grip the cement.

    “Allard has cleared Max’s mother and her boyfriend,” Jasper told her. “Allard’s giving a public statement in the morning. Word’s spreading through this county like wildfire.”

    Rory understood the terror this news would bring to so many in the county, but she was proud of the work they’d done so far with their skeleton crew of a department. Help was on the way from neighboring jurisdictions, and they’d already opened a tip line and email account for folks to come forward with information. Jasper had also assigned a community liaison officer to work with the citizens of Pattersburg and Hank County.

    Jasper slipped his phone back into his pocket. “BCI offered their assistance. They’ll have an agent here by morning.”

    Rory’s heart sank. “They’re taking over the investigation, aren’t they.”

    “Not yet,” Jasper said. “Rory, we need them. You know that.”

    She did. They were in a hell of a mess. That didn’t change the fact that Rory wanted to remain an important part of the investigation. The BCI would take over any kind of partnership she had with Jasper, particularly once they found out her relationship to Stephen. They’d argue it was too personal, that she was too close to the case. Her own team knew about her dedication to the truth. An outsider might not.

    The towing crew Pattersburg PD used for cases arrived on scene. They needed to move the bike back to the station for tests and evaluation. Jasper helped the crew as Rory stepped back to watch with Cade.

    “I should have talked to those kids. Why didn’t I at least get their names?”

    Cade touched Rory’s arm. “You’re so good at this, you know that?”

    “Not as good as I should be.”

    Cade shook her head. “Come on, you’re so good at beating yourself up. There’s no way you could’ve known.”

    Rory hated the accuracy of Cade’s statement. She hated more that she was a full-fledged adult and still hadn’t worked through it all. To be fair, Rory had to remind herself that Cade hadn’t been around for Rory’s childhood. Cade didn’t see the way her mom demanded excellence in everything Rory did. Cade didn’t know about getting grounded for anything less than an A on a report card or the loss of privileges for poor performance in a soccer or basketball game. Nothing but the best was acceptable to Rory’s mother. And then Stephen Michaelson took her away.

    “Ben’s checking the security footage now to see if the kids are on it,” Cade said.

    Rory rubbed the sweat from the back of her neck as Jasper joined them.

    Two analysts waved to Jasper. “Ready, Lieutenant?”

    Jasper gave them the thumbs-up. The analysts lifted the bike from opposite ends and placed it inside the wide-open doors of a waiting cargo van. They laid the bike on wooden slats covered with thick plastic, looking a lot like a wounded animal.

    “You got this with the bike? I’ll go inside and check on the security footage,” Jasper said.

    “Go,” she told him.

    Once they were alone, Cade asked, “You okay?”

    Cade would worry about her until they solved the case. It was her nature.

    Rory nodded. “My past will come up. I’m telling myself to lean in to it, to prove to everyone I can help solve this case.”

    From a legal standpoint, Stephen Michaelson hadn’t been charged with any crime in connection to the events six years ago, so the only reason BCI might recuse her would be a close relationship to a past suspect. Rory didn’t want to lose this case. This was big—bigger than any case she might ever get the chance to work in her career. She believed that finding Max would unravel everything from Jane Doe’s killer to Savannah Armitage’s whereabouts and Brenda Lee’s killer. This case would give her the credentials to write her own ticket to Chicago or anywhere else she wanted to go. And if Stephen had committed crimes, he needed to pay, and she desperately wanted to be part of that arrest.

    “I see. This is about Stephen,” Cade said. “Making him pay, huh?”

    Anger bubbled up in Rory’s throat. “He’s guilty, Cade, you know that. And now he’s gone and done it again.”

    “Maybe,” Cade said.

    “Maybe?”

    Cade groaned. “I’m just saying, keep an open mind, Ro. Please.”

    Oh yeah, she was keeping an open mind.

    “Rory? What are you thinking?”

    Rory waved to the tech as they finished securing the bike. “It’s like this moment has been coming for me, you know?”

    “What do you mean?”

    “It was never over, even with Stephen cleared by police. It feels like this has always been chasing me, this breath at the back of my neck.”

    “A reckoning,” Cade said. She reached for Rory’s hand, her fingers winding through Rory’s. “I’m here to help in any way I can. You’ll be late tonight, but I’ll have some dinner ready whenever you get home.”

    Rory leaned into the warm softness of Cade, the comfort of it, like finally taking in a full breath. All Rory really wished she could do was rewind the clock, go home, and have a date night with her partner.

    As the evidence van rolled away with the bike, Jasper popped open the back door of the restaurant.

    “Can you take over scanning the security footage?” Jasper asked. “This could take some time, there are several cameras. Mackie’s pulling all sex offenders living in Hank County, and I need to check in on a few of them. Tomorrow, we’ll need to revisit the suspects from the Savannah Armitage and Brenda Lee case.”

    Rory tensed, waiting for her assignment. She’d known this moment was coming—they had to re-interview the key players from six years ago, and she dreaded having to come face-to-face with her stepfather.

    “Allard and I will take Stephen Michaelson and pay Cork Bradley a visit. You will interview Sebastian Winters first thing in the morning.”

    Surprised and relieved, Rory had to consider the name a moment. “The music teacher?”

    “Former, yes. Work up his timeline. I want to know everywhere Sebastian’s been in the last forty-eight hours.”

    Sebastian would be a quick interview. Rory had spent time looking into his police statements from six years ago and had dismissed him quickly as a suspect. The media wasn’t so willing to let him go. The young attractive music teacher made for good TV.

    As Jasper drove away, Rory placed her open palm over her heart, a simple gesture that calmed her. The overwhelming urge to call her mom wouldn’t quiet even though they hadn’t spoken in almost two years. Despite everything that had happened, the longing to protect her mom was still there. Rory gently patted her chest. She looked out at the night’s lights across the water until her heartbeat finally relaxed to its normal rhythm.

    

  
     
    Chapter Nine

    

    Goose’s smelled as delicious after hours as it did during dinner. Rory took a broken cookie from the imperfect box and joined Cade in the back office. Cade’s four-chip cookies were Rory’s favorite, a super-secret recipe she’d gotten from ContempoRoast, a wonderful coffee shop in south Dayton. Goose’s used their special recipe to build their monster cookie sundae from the bottom up. Cade was a perfectionist, and that included her cookies. Only intact and rounded cookies could be served, so Rory and the rest of the staff fought over the broken ones. Cade had as much talent for baking as she did for creating a delicious meal from scratch. Rory ate the cookie edges, and the chocolate melted in her mouth.

    The back door buzzed as someone opened it, and soon the night delivery wheeled in boxes of sourdough. Cade greeted him and directed the delivery to another location in the kitchen. Rory watched the two talk as they unloaded the bread, the man’s dark hair spilling over his eyes. He looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place him. The perils of small-town living. He wanted to know what the police were doing there, and Rory heard snippets of Cade’s response as she walked him out of the building and secured the door. Boys. Bikes. The missing girl. Security recordings.

    Cade and Rory stood over Ben’s shoulder as he messed with the desktop computer. An image filled the screen. “It’s not a perfectly clear picture, but you can see their faces.”

    The camera pointed to Rory and Cade, the two of them perched on the old wooden bench overlooking the water. Rory’s arm wrapped around Cade, whose brown hair shimmered golden as it spilled over Rory’s arm. Ben turned to a different view and zoomed in on the group of kids who’d been playing with the fireworks. Four faces, all local kids and too young to drive. The recording rolled forward to show each of them looking toward Rory, recognition washing over their faces before they took off on their bikes. No bikes remained in the parking lot after the kids left.

    Relief filled Rory. She hadn’t overlooked something so important.

    Ben scrubbed the recording timer forward. “There’s an hour here with customers parking in the back and a few of us on break. The cameras are working here. Then this.”

    Rory watched as the camera went from a clear image of the back parking lot to a sudden picture of treetops.

    “Someone angled the camera toward the sky,” Ben said. “From this point on, this is the only picture we have from the back of Goose’s.”

    Ben scrubbed the timer back twenty seconds and slowed the speed. “We did catch something, though.”

    The quick image of a hand. A wrist, really. White skin and a dark-colored step tracking watch. The wrist and the band were thick. Probably a man’s wrist.

    “Who has access to this system?” Rory asked.

    “Everyone who works here,” Cade said. “I’ve never seen anyone mess with it, but we all know the security recordings are kept here. No one bothers it, and no one needs special access.”

    Rory leaned back from the screen. This could have been anyone. All they needed to do was reach up and redirect the camera lens toward the sky. But they had to know where the cameras were located and how to move one of the cameras without showing up on another. With only three cameras, it wouldn’t have been hard to do, but it certainly indicated familiarity with the place.

    The kids. How would they identify them? At least two were locals, but she didn’t know their names. She needed to get back to the station. Someone there must recognize one of these kids.

    “I’ll send a copy to you. Anyone else?” Ben asked.

    Rory added the email of an analyst and Jasper to his list. She needed the team to extract the footage for evidence. Rory documented the findings for the case timeline as Ben printed out the image of the wrist and then Cade walked Rory out to her vehicle.

    “So that’s him, huh? The one making all the decisions about your cooking career?”

    Cade nodded. “He dumped the news on me and caught up on the bills.”

    “The news?”

    Cade’s eyes welled with tears. “They’ve decided to go with another head chef. I’ll move back to my position as assistant chef next week.”

    “No, he didn’t.” Rory reached for her as they kept walking.

    “He did. Ben said they needed to keep the business in the family, so their choice is to go with a cousin who has some cooking experience in one of their Columbus bar and grills.”

    Rory heard the message underneath Cade’s words. This cousin didn’t have near the experience Cade did and wormed his way in to the top spot here through the family connection. And Ben chose to tell her on one of the busiest nights of the year during her own shift. Rory always thought Ben was an asshole, but this confirmed it.

    “Cade, I’m so sorry.” She leaned into Cade’s back, rested her head on Cade’s shoulder, and hugged her from behind. “He doesn’t understand how much you do here. How you hold this entire place together. I see that. I see you.”

    Cade wiped her eyes with the edge of her shirtsleeve. “I knew it was coming. I just thought if I worked harder, they’d see how good I was for this place. I thought if I gave them all of me, they couldn’t possibly demote me. But here we are.”

    Rory turned Cade into a full hug. Her fingers dug into the soft flesh of Cade’s shoulders. “You’re going to do better than this place someday, Cade. Once we get to Chicago, there’ll be so many more opportunities—”

    Cade pulled away. “Do you know how hard it will be to even get an interview without at least a year’s experience as head chef?”

    Rory reached for Cade’s hand. “Cadence, you are the most persistent person I know. You are strong, and you always find a way.”

    Cade kissed Rory, her lips lingering before she rested her forehead against Rory’s. “Thank you.”

    “For the record, Ben’s an asshole.”

    Cade chuckled. “I think the whole family fits into that category.”

    Rory’s shoulder mic beeped before announcing the analyst received the video.

    “That’s my cue.” Pulling away, Rory reached for the vehicle door.

    Cade wrapped her arms around her waist and leaned into Rory’s open window. “Careful out there. I want you home at some point for a warm meal.”

    Giving her a wink, Rory pulled the vehicle in drive. “See you soon, love.”

    She wanted to appear more confident than she felt. Rory and her team were staring down the barrel of a very long weekend.

    

  
     
    Chapter Ten

    

    The shivering little girl stood naked in the bathtub covered with goose bumps. Silent tears ran down her cheeks.

    Indigo reached for the water faucet and let her hand linger under the running water until it was warmer than room temperature. When she flipped the shower on, the girl jumped with the sudden blast of water. The girl didn’t move as the spray pounded over the crown of her head and down her shoulders.

    “Ivy, let me help.” Indigo stood beside the bathtub, handing the child the soap.

    When the girl first arrived, she’d been panic breathing, taking quick shallow gulps of air that sounded like a broken whistle. Amma tried to soothe the girl and even sprayed their bedroom with a mint-smelling spray. It almost covered the odor of blood that still filled the small house. Amma brought the girl an inhaler from the pharmacy, which helped ease her cough. Now that the child was here, Amma would do anything to keep her alive.

    Hours later, the girl’s breathing settled into a raspy rattle with a deep cough loaded with phlegm. But even Indigo could tell the cough didn’t sound healthy. She worried if Ivy didn’t get help, another breathing attack would happen.

    “My name is Max,” Ivy said, accepting the soap from Indigo.

    “Not anymore. We all get our names changed to a name that begins with I. It’s what Amma wants.”

    “I don’t want a new name.”

    “I know,” Indigo said. She leaned forward and whispered, “I’ll never forget your real name, and I promise to be your friend.”

    Ivy nodded, wiping the bar of soap over the washcloth and then over her arms. The remnants of caked mud ran down the drain. “Where is that lady?”

    Indigo reached for the washcloth. “Amma works nights. She’ll be home for breakfast. Here, I’ll do your back.” Indigo rubbed the washcloth over the little girl’s skin, and her palm felt the outline of every bone. Deep bruising had settled in over the girl’s right shoulder blade and the side of her neck. There must have been a fight to get the child into the car.

    Ivy’s head was bent forward, the shower spray catching the side of her head. “If she’s gone, I could leave. Run home to my mom.”

    Indigo’s hand froze. Ivy’s words had been nothing more than a whisper, really, but they screamed in the confines of the bathroom. Indigo gripped the child’s shoulders and spun her around. Her fingers dug into the girl’s soft flesh, little bird bones so loose inside the skin. She shook her hard.

    “Don’t ever say that again, Ivy. You understand? It’s dangerous. If Amma hears…” Indigo looked over her shoulder at the closed bathroom door. But it didn’t matter. There were recording devices throughout the home. Amma was always watching, and she never forgot an infraction. Just when it seemed you’d gotten away with something, Amma appeared in the bedroom doorway with a bucket and a rag. Scrub every inch of the house and clean those thoughts right out of you.

    “Ow! Indigo, you’re hurting me!”

    Indigo immediately released her grip. Tears pricked the corners of her eyes. She remembered being this small and scared in this same shower. She remembered her first bath, with Isha.

    “All the doors and windows are sealed tight,” Isha had whispered to her. “Alarms and cameras are everywhere. We’re never without Amma.” It hadn’t made sense to Indigo then. She didn’t understand what it meant that someone was recording everything. How could anyone see them who wasn’t in the room?

    Indigo reached for the bottle of shampoo marked lice killer. The sickly smell brought her back to when Isha had spread the thick liquid across her scalp years ago. She’d been afraid of what was in that bottle, but Isha put up with no nonsense. She’d grabbed Indigo by the upper arm and pulled her out of the water spray, then spread the thick liquid over her head. Indigo had cried silent tears while her body shook with fear. It wasn’t until after a timer went off and Isha rinsed the shampoo from her head that the older girl had comforted Indigo. Isha’s hands had petted Indigo’s scalp, her fingers running through the length of Indigo’s blond hair.

    “I know you are scared,” Isha had said. “Soon you will see that this is your family, and you’ve always belonged here with Amma.” Isha had squeezed Indigo’s small shoulders and then wrapped her in a thick warm towel.

    “I want my mom,” she’d whispered.

    “Amma is your mother now. You’ll follow her rules.”

    Indigo blinked herself back to now. There was no time for the flashes of memory that often hit her from nowhere. She grabbed Ivy, tilted her face down, and squeezed the thick shampoo on top of her head, lathering the liquid in harsh bubbles. Ivy whimpered under Indigo’s scrubbing fingers.

    “Hush, Ivy,” Indigo warned as she shut off the water and marked the time on the clock.

    “I need my mom,” the girl whispered, nearly choking on her snot.

    Indigo took a deep breath and steeled herself. She had to be disciplined. If this new girl didn’t fall in line soon, Amma would punish Indigo.

    Indigo told Ivy exactly what she’d been told when standing in that same shower years ago. “Your mom doesn’t even know you’re gone. She doesn’t deserve you. Amma is the only one who loves you now.”

    Ivy sobbed, her slight shoulders shaking, her bare feet standing in the last of the water that refused to drain.

    Tears filled Indigo’s eyes. It was hard for Indigo to be this way with the little girl. It wasn’t in her nature to be gruff or mean. But she needed to save both their lives. Indigo wanted to see her real mom again, too.

    When the timer went off, Indigo ran the water once again. It was only then she noticed Ivy’s fingertips had turned blue.

    

  
     
    Chapter Eleven

    

    Frankie stepped into her sandals and out the back door. The dogs followed behind, trailing at her heels. The late night hushed over the farm, and it was the one time of day Frankie felt most settled in the old family house. It had been her grandfather’s farm, then her father’s, and now hers. She knew and loved every creak and quirk of the place. Almost thirteen years ago, she’d returned home, pregnant with Savannah, after a nasty split with her partner, Russell. Her father had passed on by then.

    When Frankie had unloaded the last box from her trunk, her mom held tight to her with one hand, the other splayed wide over Frankie’s belly. “I’m so grateful you two are safe. You’ll stay here as long as you both need to.”

    Frankie had cried tears of relief, but she had every intention of moving out once the baby came. A few weeks turned into months. It was so clear her mother loved Savannah with all her heart, and it felt like a punishment to take her grandchild away.

    The barn loomed tall in the early morning sky. A motion sensor caught Frankie’s movement, and the light on the corner of the building flickered on. A distinct snort sounded from the stalls. Frankie grinned, knowing it was Buxley. He always snorted instead of grunting his irritation at the bright lights like the other horses.

    Frankie and her father had renovated the original barn when she was seventeen, adding stalls and additional space to board four horses. Buxley was hers, a colt who’d come to live with them when Frankie was fourteen. Bux had come cheap. His owner had died, and the young horse had a birth defect to one of his back legs. It caused the horse to limp when he exercised or strained it too much, and the family didn’t want him. Frankie’s dad brought the horse home and showed her how to rub out the muscles in Buxley’s lean leg. On many hot summer nights, Frankie wrapped the horse’s leg in a heating pad and waited for him to feel better while sitting with him inside his stall. She leaned into him, their breaths syncing, as they drifted off to sleep. Over time, Buxley’s leg improved considerably with only the occasional flares when Frankie overworked him on a trail or stressed him out with changes to his schedule. But now he was an old man and needed TLC. The horse was nothing if not sensitive.

    Buxley whinnied now, knowing full well Frankie was on her way. The grass edges swished against her bare ankles near the main barn door. She could have typed in the security code in her sleep, her fingertips sliding over the well-worn pads.

    “Almost there, Bux.”

    She flipped on the overhead lights, the cool cross breeze welcome in the heat of the night. She opened the stall door to an agitated Buxley. He leaned against the stall’s wall to take weight off his back leg, and his eyes looked wild.

    “Buxley?”

    The horse whinnied, and Frankie felt it immediately, the shift in the air. The hint of a cologne she didn’t recognize. Her heart pounded in her ears as she stepped out of the stall. An icy cold feeling of recognition washed over her. Reaching for the phone, Frankie walked the length of the barn, looking for signs of intrusion. The soles of her sandals echoed as she looked in on each horse, all following her with their big eyes as she walked past. When Frankie pushed open the back gate, she found exactly what she expected. A single cigarette butt burned to the nub next to the door.

    How long had it been since this last happened? Two years? Frankie expected there would be a malfunction with the security cameras, just as there had been the time before. If Frankie called the police, she’d have nothing to report but the end of a cigarette and the horrifying feeling someone was watching her.

    Frankie crossed her arms over her chest to quiet the shivers before going back into the barn. Whoever had been here wanted her to know they hadn’t forgotten that she was still expendable. The visit to the barn had been a warning to stay out of the new murder and missing child. She had theories of who they were but nothing substantial. She’d always suspected Stephen or Cork. She could cross one of those names off the list tonight. Cork was serving his time upstate. Whoever it was, they were gone. For now.

    As she locked the gate behind her, Frankie thought about calling Chief Allard, but for only a few seconds. He’d accuse Frankie of taking attention away from the current investigation, but in truth she didn’t want to divert any of their resources from the searches. Finding Max Greenwood meant finding her own daughter.

    Frankie walked back to Buxley, but she didn’t expect to see pain in his big eyes. This seemed like more than his usual muscle pain, and his hoof was swollen. She worried it could be an abscess.

    “Oh no, Buxley. I’ll call Dr. Kelly in the morning.”

    Dr. Kelly had been making house calls for Buxley and the other boarded horses since the day she and Savannah moved home. It was only because of Dr. Kelly’s care that Buxley was still able to trot the fields and trails.

    He nudged Frankie’s shoulder with his nose as she ran her hand down the length of his long neck. Frankie kissed his forehead and rubbed his soft ear, trying to calm his agitation. Buxley didn’t like strangers in his space, and noise bothered him. The intruders must have banged on the barn door or shouted in at the horses. Just the thought of anyone scaring Buxley and the other horses infuriated Frankie. Her cheeks burned as she led the horse to the back corner of the stall.

    A glint caught Frankie’s eye, something shining in the overhead lights. She leaned over and pushed away the straw and recognized it immediately—the golden buckle from Buxley’s leather halter. The leather had been cut. Her fingertips ran over the uneven edges as she held the well-worn leather, cool against her palm.

    The halter had been with Buxley since he’d come to live with them, a gift her father had made from rawhide. Once the leather was softened and molded to fit Buxley, her father had created a golden nameplate that rested along the horse’s muzzle. But where was the rest of the leather halter? Frankie kicked up the straw but found nothing. The loss of the halter brought tears to her eyes. She was bone tired and had been for weeks. Maybe she’d taken the halter off on their last ride and forgot to bring it back to the stall. It didn’t account for the cut leather and missing parts, but she told herself she’d find it. She had to. That halter was as much about Buxley as it was her dad.

    After collecting some towels from a locked cabinet, Frankie helped Buxley settle into the far corner of the stall, his favorite spot. Moonlight spilled in through the window, and Frankie had the perfect view of the cloudless starry night.

    The dogs had already cuddled up together outside the door to Buxley’s stall. Frankie knelt beside him as his body curled in a loose C. She extended his leg and gently wrapped his foot with a warm wet towel. She used the heels of her palms to rub Buxley’s ankle and shin, pushing the fluid upward. Her fingers found a swollen knot, and she worked the flesh to relieve it. Bux blew air through his nostrils and shook his head, a sign that Frankie had come to know meant her massage felt good to him.

    She looked over to the corner where the horse’s eyes were glued. “What is it, Bux?” She crawled across the stall and pulled back the loose straw. Her breath caught when her actions revealed a lone cigarette butt.

    They’d been inside the barn standing in Buxley’s stall. They’d never entered the building before. And a burning cigarette near the hay? A dark terror seeped through Frankie. It wasn’t that her life had been threatened by these people, but those she loved most in the world, her daughter and now her horse.

    Frankie placed a shaking hand over her racing heart. This evidence left behind told her she was closer than she thought to finding something substantial that could identify her daughter’s abductors and bring her home.

    Frankie thought of the ginger-haired detective, the one who wanted answers, too. Frankie promised herself she’d find Rory Scott in the morning. There was nothing else she could do now but continue fighting for Savannah. There was no other option. She had to save her daughter and keep the horses safe.

    Frankie let all her weight collapse against Buxley and the straw around them. The warmth of his coat and the tenderness of his touch calmed her into sleep. She dreamed of the seashore, the South Carolina vacation when Savannah was four and first learned the glory of the tides. She’d worn her pink rubber arm floaties and jumped the incoming waterline, marveling at how it never landed in the same spot. Savannah’s laughter carried through her dreams, a sound from some faraway place.

    When Frankie awoke the early morning, sun shone through the window. Buxley’s soft gaze watched as she reached for his leg and unwrapped his foot. The swelling had gone down. Resting his head back on the mound of straw, Buxley closed his eyes. Frankie realized he’d been watching over her these last few hours, tending to her.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twelve

    

    Saturday, July 4

    Rory woke with a start. Her back screamed from the position she’d been in over the last few hours. Unfolding her arms from the top of her desk, she leaned back, stretching away the creaks of a restless sleep. Her watch blinked seven a.m. Only an hour until the department’s press conference. Voices filtered underneath her office door, and Rory groaned, thinking of the crowd that must be converging outside. The last time Pattersburg PD had this many reporters clamoring to get in their building was six years ago. Soon their office would be fielding calls from podcasters and true crime fanatics from across the country. Some of these jockeys would do about anything for a live quote and interview from anyone even remotely close to the case.

    Rory never made it home to share that meal last night with Cade. She’d come back to the office somewhere around one a.m. to update her case notes after working what she could in the field. She’d entered both Maxine Greenwood and Jane Doe’s information—what they had of it, anyway—into the nationwide missing persons database NamUs and with NCMEC. NamUs collected records for unidentified and unclaimed persons while NCMEC was a nonprofit clearinghouse for information about missing and exploited children. It always shocked Rory to see how many young people they tracked. The numbers of those who didn’t return were staggering. No immediate hits on Max or their Jane Doe. Rory was disappointed, but this was not an unexpected outcome. She set the systems to alert her if anyone entered related information.

    Rory stood to stretch her legs, and the unfolded note on her desk caught her attention. She’d found it last night underneath her windshield when she came out of the coroner’s office.

    Frankie had written her contact information along with this: I have information about the past case. We both need to know the truth, whatever it may be. Contact me, Rory. We’re stronger together than alone.

    Alone. It sounded so dramatic. But Chief Allard had written Frankie off as a delusional grieving mother. What else could this mother possibly feel with the local police chief avoiding her after the tragedy of her daughter’s abduction? Still, why contact her, the stepdaughter of one of the men suspected of abducting Savannah?

    Rory grazed her fingertips over the paper. She should report the message to Jasper, if not Allard. They’d want to talk to Frankie themselves and shut down any communication between Frankie and Rory. Allard was afraid of the media spinning the case as if their department had already dropped the ball in the investigation. He’d want to be the only one giving Frankie and others the official police statements.

    Something told Rory to hold back, to keep this message from Frankie to herself. It was a gamble she hoped would pay off. If Allard found out she’d kept the note from him, at best she’d be facing a suspension from the case for withholding evidence, at worst she’d be fired. She was jeopardizing a lot for a person who might have the answers she’d been looking for.

    There was a sudden knock on her office door. Dale Mackie stepped inside with a wave. “Hanging in? It’s been a long night.”

    Rory’s first instinct was to hide the note, but Mackie was too close to not question it. Instead, Rory stepped around the desk and leaned on the front corner, her back hiding the unfolded note from Mackie’s view.

    “You’re the one who’s been canvassing the woods all night. Find anything?”

    Mackie grinned, and his mustache looked even more porn-star-ish than usual. Had it really grown that much overnight? “Nothing new. Jasper just got back from interviewing the grandparents and a few cousins.”

    “Please tell me the grandparents cleared.”

    Mackie nodded. “Mom’s ex hit a few snags on his alibi, but it looks like he will clear, too.”

    Relieved, Rory took a full breath. It was always heartbreaking to learn that a close relative or partner was involved with a crime against a child, and everyone feared that would be the situation with this case. The Jane Doe scene suggested the murderer was someone who knew the teen well. She’d been partially buried with care and in a location where someone would find her quickly.

    “Allard does have someone to lean hard on,” Mackie said. “Max’s mom works for Lake Hank Toyota as a receptionist. She says her manager has always had a creepy fascination with Max. So far, no one’s been able to verify the guy’s alibi.”

    Rory immediately mapped out the business location in her mind. It couldn’t be more than a mile from Cork and Stephen’s boathouse. “Creepy how?”

    Mackie shrugged. “I guess he likes to take Max out for rides in the hot rods. Apparently, Max likes to hang out in the garage while her mom works.”

    “She went to work a lot with her mom? It’s interesting that no one complained about a kid hanging around.”

    “Sounds like the business is a financial sinkhole. Molly Greenwood claims the owner’s selling off equipment to keep the lights on.”

    Rory’s stomach tightened. The mention of financial issues and missing kids sent her mind in the direction of human trafficking. They hadn’t had many cases of it in the last twenty years in Hank County, but it was something the team considered for Savannah’s case. They found no evidence to direct them to trafficking, but it remained an open possibility in Rory’s mind. The American economy had taken a nosedive in the last year, and six-year-old girls were worth a lot in certain markets. Still, the possibility of human trafficking left so many troubling questions. If the perpetrator was selling these six-year-olds, how did they gain access to the teens? Why would they kill them? Young women were also highly valuable on that market. It didn’t add up.

    Mackie yawned. “I’m headed downstairs for some fresh coffee and a muffin before Allard starts talking. Coming?”

    Rory nodded, then reached back to grab the note along with her phone. She shoved them both in her back pocket as she followed Mackie out the door. But her mind wasn’t on fresh coffee or muffins. Rory couldn’t stop thinking about what Frankie might have found and didn’t tell Chief Allard. The stakes were high for Frankie, too. Would the final cost be too much for either of them?

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirteen

    

    Indigo poured the egg mixture into the skillet and checked the clock on the stove. Amma would be home from work any minute, and Indigo had overslept. Amma liked her breakfast piping hot and waiting on the table when she walked in the door. Indigo had been late on the breakfast preparation only once. That mistake had cost her access to food for four days.

    A few months ago, Indigo didn’t understand why she was inheriting the job of breakfast preparation. Why would Isha leave this job when she had the timing and the browning of the sausage down to a science? Now it all made sense. Amma wanted Indigo trained before Isha left the family. After all this time, Indigo still hadn’t perfected cooking sausage the way Amma liked it.

    Yesterday’s patties were undercooked.

    “I’m giving you a grace period, Indigo,” Amma had said. “We’ve had some big changes around here, I know. But remember this. I won’t excuse your mistakes much longer.”

    Indigo had dunked her hands in the soapy sink water and closed her eyes when Amma stepped up behind her. Amma ran her fingers through Indigo’s long hair, untangling the sleepy knots around her thin shoulder blades. “Your hair’s getting long. So pretty.”

    Indigo froze as a shiver raced along her spine. A sudden image filled her mind: the strings of the mophead drenched in Isha’s blood.

    “You’re doing better.” Amma had squeezed her shoulders hard. Indigo had felt the half-moon bruises already forming under her skin before Amma walked away to prepare for the day’s lessons. “It pleases me so much, Indigo.”

    Amma believed her physical presence and guidance were essential for good parenting. She planned every moment of their day into the three pillars of an exceptional life: education, work, and religion. Amma insisted these pillars were the way to God, a path toward what Amma called eternal happiness. Indigo didn’t understand why they weren’t working for happiness here and now, but that was something Amma never explained. The blessing, Amma said, was working together as a family, side by side.

    Now, the sausage sizzled as Indigo scrambled the eggs. Outside, the sun had risen. Morning light streamed through the Plexiglas kitchen window that had been sealed shut with industrial grade sealant. There was not a house, building, or a road visible from any window in the house, but Indigo knew they were in Ohio. The biggest tell had been Amma’s license plate, and the seasonal changes were the same as what Indigo had lived with her whole life in southern Ohio. Another tell had been the man who drove the black truck who regularly sat outside Amma’s house while she worked the night shift. The headlights filled their bedroom while its engine rumbled long enough for Indigo to know she and Isha had double the eyes on them. He also had an Ohio plate, but more telling was the square sticker on his front windshield with the row of black lines. Her mom had that same sticker for the lake. The man in the truck was a regular visitor, and that meant they all had to be somewhat close to the water Indigo had learned to swim and boat in.

    Today, the new girl sat at the table, her heels on the lip of the chair and her arms wound tight around her knees. Indigo had pulled her from bed and dragged her downstairs to the table. Ivy needed to be part of breakfast with Amma, even if she was struggling to get a full breath. This was a family meal full of prayers and teachings to begin the day right, as Amma liked to say. Everything about Amma’s world was built on routines and time slots. Order and discipline, she liked to say, were the only things that saved her from her own death.

    Amma’s Tahoe crunched into the gravel drive just as Indigo plated the food. She rushed to get the plates on the table. As Indigo sat down, she noticed some of the scrambled eggs from Amma’s plate had spilled onto the tablecloth. Terror shot through her body, and she rushed to grab the glob of egg. She pinched too hard, and the egg fell apart. Amma’s door slammed closed, and each step of her work boots grew closer to the front door. Indigo bit her lower lip as she picked up each remnant of egg—she’d made them too dry!—and brushed the crumbs away as Amma shut off the alarm system. Indigo pocketed the eggs from the table and slammed back into her seat before Amma shut the front door and reset the alarm.

    “Good morning, my girls.” Amma was still in her scrubs. “Ivy, I have something for you.” She rummaged through her shoulder bag and pulled out a pill bottle. She rattled the pills.

    Ivy’s eyes lit up. “My meds?”

    Amma opened the top and tapped out a few pills into her palm. “I believe so. It might not be the same, but these will work. Here, swallow these.”

    Ivy hesitated, staring at the round chalky pills in her palm.

    “Take them. Now.”

    Ivy nodded but didn’t move fast enough. Amma reached out and gripped a fistful of hair on the back of the girl’s head. She yanked until Ivy cried out.

    Amma stuffed the pills in her mouth. “Swallow.” She brought a glass of water from the table to the girl’s lips and poured it in. Water ran down the corners of Ivy’s mouth. She coughed, but the pills went down.

    “Good girl. It’s prednisone and will act fast. Get some food in your stomach.”

    Ivy moaned when Amma released her grip.

    Indigo didn’t have to ask where the medication came from. Amma always took what they needed from the pill closet at her work, and no one noticed. A few antibiotics here, some pain meds there, prednisone, whatever was needed. Amma had always treated her and Isha in the rare instances they became ill. In the last forty-eight hours, though, Indigo had begun questioning all Amma’s motives, including the medication. Why give Ivy the medicine if Amma planned to eventually kill them? Why not just let them die?

    Amma ran her fingers through Ivy’s hair. “She’s still damp, Indigo. You let her go to bed with wet hair.”

    Indigo stared at her plate. Her cheeks burned.

    “Look at me.” Amma waited for Indigo to make eye contact. “You are the elder now. It’s your job to care for Ivy and this house. I can’t do everything, Indigo. You must know that.”

    “I do.”

    “Then act like it. I work so hard for you. I risked everything to bring home this medication. To save her. To save us. What kind of a life would you have without me?”

    The question hung in the air, but every part of Indigo wanted to shout that she wished she’d been killed and not Isha. Without her older friend, Indigo would rather be dead than live with Amma any longer.

    They sat around the table eating their eggs and listening to Ivy breathe. Slowly, the sound of her breath settled. Amma pulled the small girl into a hug and held her close. Indigo blushed with envy. Amma had taken to this new girl so fast. She pushed her chair back, trying not to give the new girl the stink eye.

    “Indigo, get a bag of ice for Ivy. She’s burning up.”

    The remnants of Amma’s lunch sat on the kitchen counter, a half-eaten sandwich Indigo had prepared for her last night. Indigo grabbed a plastic bag for ice and opened the freezer door when her eyes landed on the framed magnet photo on the side of the fridge. The magnet’s edges crinkled with age and had faded in places from the daily stream of sun through the kitchen window. What remained was the image of a child with long golden hair pulled back from her face with purple barrettes. Indigo had heard the story of Indira, Amma’s real daughter, who died when she was six in a drowning accident. Six years old. The same age Indigo had been when she arrived at Amma’s. The same age as the new girl battling for a full breath at the kitchen table.

    Indigo filled the baggie with ice and sealed it shut. She slammed the freezer door and set the bag on the counter next to Amma’s work bag. Indigo hadn’t meant to look inside, but the bag gaped wide open. The brown glass bottle roughly wrapped in a white rag caught her eye. Indigo edged the corner of the bag down. She’d seen that bottle before. Amma had used a rag just like that one to press against her face when Amma took her from the park. This must have been what Amma used with Ivy, too. Indigo’s blood ran cold with the memory of the medicated rag still on the bloody kitchen floor. Amma must have used it to keep Isha quiet while she was murdered. Why did Amma bring that into the house?

    “Indigo!”

    “Coming.” She bit her bottom lip to keep from crying. There was a reason Amma brought the bottle back to the house. Was she planning to kill the new girl if she didn’t get better? Or had Amma finally decided Indigo was too old and of no use to her anymore?

    “Indigo! Bring the ice. Now!”

    Indigo swallowed hard. She’d be more watchful from now on, alert to any signs Amma was preparing to hurt her. Indigo wouldn’t let Amma kill her the way she did Isha.

    Indigo’s line of sight once again caught the photograph of the child long gone. It was a relic of the past, a time when Amma had been so hope-filled. A time before she took other people’s daughters and named them all with words that began with the letter I for Indira. A memorial to the first child who slipped through Amma’s arms.

    

  
     
    Chapter Fourteen

    

    A large crowd convened around the entrance steps to the Pattersburg Police Department. Frankie watched as journalists set up their recording equipment amidst the concerned Pattersburg citizens standing with them in the morning heat. Already in the mid-eighties, the day was lining up to be a scorcher.

    Frankie had been up for a few hours tending to the horses and dogs. Dr. Kelly and Sabrina had emergency appointments and wouldn’t be out to see Buxley until lunch. Once Frankie realized he was feeling well enough to be alone, she showered and arrived early outside the police station. Frankie wanted answers. She needed to know where her girl’s case stood, and any leads police had uncovered throughout the night. Frankie was convinced these connections would lead her to Savannah.

    It wasn’t long before Chief Allard exited the main doors with Lt. Jasper at his side. Allard adjusted the microphone at the podium and cleared his throat.

    “Thank you for coming out this morning,” Allard said, rolling back his thick shoulders. He wore a black suit coat and tie for the cameras, and the boxy cut gave him the look of a solid brick.

    “A missing child and a deceased person were reported yesterday to the Pattersburg Police Department by Molly Greenwood. Maxine Greenwood, or Max, was last seen with friends riding her bike at Michener’s Creek around two thirty p.m. When Max didn’t come home, Greenwood searched for her daughter and found the body of a deceased woman, sixteen to twenty years of age. We have not been able to identify the young woman.”

    Allard cleared his throat again and looked around the room at the anxious faces. “Many of you have questions about the possible connections to the murder and child abduction that happened in Hank County six years ago. The medical examiner has compared dental and health records. What I can tell you, with certainty, is that the body of the teen found is not Savannah Grace Armitage.”

    Allard’s confirmation washed over the crowd. Everyone expected the body to be Savannah’s. They were looking for something—anything—in these tragedies to make sense. But there was little sense to be made, and in the last twelve hours, the people of Pattersburg reverted to what they’d done six years ago, looking to their friends and neighbors as suspects. Who could have done this? Why would anyone do this? Was the killer in this crowd? Frankie’s skin prickled with the possibility of her daughter’s abductor standing in the crowd ogling over everyone’s terror.

    From the moment Frankie heard about Max and Jane Doe, it felt like she was standing on shifting sand. One minute Frankie’s attention was on Max and what she could do to help with the search. The next, Frankie was thrown back to her own initial interviews with police while she sat at cold metal tables and examined six-packs of men she might have seen with Savannah. Hard memories bubbled up and hit her with a vengeance. No matter how hard Frankie tried, she couldn’t rewrite the past.

    The first week Savannah was gone, Frankie’s throat felt like it had been scorched. She walked miles through the woods and surrounding neighborhoods screaming for her daughter. Frankie’s legs ached and her feet blistered. She’d surpassed exhaustion and didn’t eat anything other than saltines and cups of bland soup. She dropped twenty pounds in three weeks. Her stomach roiled with acid, but that was nothing compared to the chaos inside her head. A blaring fire alarm rang constantly inside her mind, and Frankie fought the urge to completely shut down.

    Six years later, her daughter’s abduction still confounded Frankie. Savannah had been in a public place full of kids and many adults. No one had seen a thing. It was as if Savannah had been swallowed by a sudden sinkhole. How could a child, one so full of laughter and energy, vanish? How could another child, Max, with just as much energy and vibrancy also disappear?

    Lt. Jasper pulled the microphone to his level with a little too much gusto, the feedback ricocheting through the area. “Sorry.” He nodded back to the screen behind him. “These are the most recent photographs of Maxine Greenwood. She was last seen in blue denim shorts, a Dayton Dragons T-shirt, and black Converse.”

    A second image appeared on the screen. “Take a close look at this drawing of our Jane Doe. We are looking for any identifying information for this person. Anyone with information about this young woman or Max should come forward. Pattersburg Police Department has set up a tip line both by phone and text. Our morning search teams will dispatch at nine a.m. from Michener’s Creek. We welcome volunteers today.”

    Allard wiped his sweating brow with the back of his hand before stepping toward the microphone. “These crimes are overwhelming for our small department. Special Agent Jake Witherton from the Bureau of Criminal Investigation will be assisting us with the case as we work to catch whoever is responsible for these crimes.”

    Frankie blinked a few times, hard, as if that would help her stomach Allard’s words. The state didn’t step in with her daughter’s case until the final days of the search, nor was she interviewed by their people. She’d even asked Allard to put her in communication with them. She’d gotten a whole lot of nothing in response. Frankie’s cheeks burned with indignation. Anger slowly rose up her sternum.

    “The state of Ohio has a reward of $50,000 for any information leading to an arrest or the recovery of Maxine Greenwood or Savannah Armitage, both of whom remain missing. The reward is also available for information leading to the arrest of the murderers of Brenda Lee and Jane Doe.”

    Frankie shook her head as the fury overtook her. A reward? Where was this support for her daughter and Brenda Lee in the last six years?

    The clamor of reporters with questions rose from the audience. Allard pointed to a middle aged white man with a local affiliate of a major network, who kicked off a round of questions.

    “What was the cause of death for Jane Doe?”

    “Gunshot to the head,” Allard said.

    “Has your team determined whether this is the same killer as six years ago? Or is this some kind of copycat?”

    “We’re still working through those details.”

    “Has anyone been questioned in Maxine’s case?”

    Allard cleared his throat. “We’re interviewing suspects. When we arrest someone, we’ll release the information. We’re taking every tip and running with it, I assure you.”

    The media liaison signaled to Allard to wrap up. It was a slippery slope, these questions that linked the current case with that of the past. If they let the questioning continue too long, it would reveal what they didn’t want the public to know. The police had no strong leads for the new crimes or for the cases from six years ago. But that’s exactly what Frankie wanted everyone to do—make connections, ask questions, say Savannah’s name.

    Frankie raised both her arms until she had Allard’s attention. “Savannah Grace Armitage, my daughter. She’s been missing six years. Six years! And what have you done to find her, Chief Allard? Where was this special agent then?”

    “Ms. Armitage,” Allard started, “we’re doing everything we can to bring Savannah—”

    “Oh, save it, Allard.” Frankie pushed forward in the crowd toward the podium. “You are the reason my daughter is still missing.”

    Reporters turned their cameras and recorders on Frankie, encouraging her to say more.

    The rage inside Frankie was white-hot, flowing up toward her head like a sudden blast of fire. “I want justice for my Savannah, Allard. Justice and answers. This entire town deserves that.”

    Allard and Special Agent Jake Witherton stepped back from the podium. Two officers came forward to escort them back into the building. Hands gripped Frankie’s biceps, leading her to the building as well, officers sent to quiet her.

    “Let go of me!” Frankie fought against their grip and screamed to the reporters around her for help. They didn’t try to stop the confrontation but took the opportunity to record her screams and demands for Savannah’s justice. Frankie kicked whatever leg was closest to her until a hand on her arm released. She turned, pounding the closest officer with her fist. “You can’t keep me quiet, you hear? My daughter was stolen. Stolen!”

    That’s when Frankie heard her voice.

    “Please don’t do this. You can’t help anyone from a jail cell, Frankie,” Rory said. “Let’s find another way.”

    Frankie looked into the amber eyes of the detective she’d been trying to contact. Frankie’s rage simmered down as she searched the faces surrounding her. Most of their mouths hung open, their eyes wide with…what?

    She was used to large reactions from people. Most everyone had seen her at the very worst moments of her life, all played out in real time through the news and social media. Frankie was every mother’s nightmare. Somewhere in the last six years, she’d crossed a line from grieving mother to raving lunatic. This was also every mother’s nightmare, including Frankie’s.

    She took a breath, wiped away her tears, and followed Rory through the building.

    

  
     
    Chapter Fifteen

    

    Main Street traffic tangled with media vans in the intersections. Rory smacked her horn when an SUV veered into her lane, the driver hardly looking up from his phone. “Dumbass,” she said under her breath.

    Frankie chuckled from the passenger seat. “I thought traffic might be different in a cop car. Looks like you sometimes have it like the rest of us.”

    “Unfortunately.” Rory checked the clock on the dash. Most of the traffic was headed to the search launch for Max. The grid had been expanded, and Jasper hoped the local volunteers would allow them to search even more land.

    Before leaving the station, Rory and Frankie had met with Allard. Frankie could have been held for assaulting an officer, but Allard let it go. He said Frankie was grieving, and he was in a hurry to leave for Max’s search. Allard agreed not to press any charges only if Frankie went home and kept out of the public searches for Max. Rory wasn’t so sure Frankie could stay out of things, but she was willing to help make that possible by dropping Frankie at home on her way to interview Sebastian Winters.

    “Thank you for helping me out back there.”

    Rory reached to adjust the rearview mirror, as if that would help the traffic flow better. “You’re welcome. Just don’t make me regret it.”

    Frankie smiled at Rory’s words. “Allard would love nothing more than to put me in jail.”

    “He had his chance and passed,” Rory pointed out. “I know he can be difficult, but he wants to find Savannah as much as the rest of us.”

    Frankie sniffed and looked down at her hands in her lap.

    “The note,” Rory said. “It said you had information about the past case and wanted to talk. You’ve got me as long as it takes to drive to your home.”

    Frankie looked out the window as she spoke. “I’ve been investigating on my own and even hired a PI out of Columbus a few years ago. The best in the state, supposedly. He did uncover some new information, just not enough for me to find my way to Savannah. Since then, I’ve been tracking leads myself.”

    “Frankie, I mean this in the gentlest way possible, but what makes you think Savannah is still alive?”

    Frankie sniffed, and for a moment Rory worried she would break down in tears. It had been a long day already, and Rory’s patience ran thin. She wanted to help. She even believed Frankie could have additional information the department didn’t. She just wasn’t sure how much she trusted the woman beside her.

    “I know Savannah’s alive because they are watching me. They were watching us before they took her.”

    “Who’s they?”

    “That’s just it,” Frankie said. “I don’t know. I see them sometimes on the road near my house, their truck with those monster wheels idling in the dead of night. Other times they do the slow crawl along my road in the evenings. I’ve tried to get a plate, but the vehicle has none. They’re warning me.”

    “Warning for what?”

    “They will kill my baby if I don’t stop digging.”

    The lane began to move, and Rory inched her vehicle forward. “I’ve read every report for Savannah’s case, and I haven’t seen anything about trucks sitting outside your place. Have you reported this to Allard?”

    Frankie shook her head.

    Rory swallowed her frustration. Almost every resident in Hank County owned a truck, a dark one at that. Her heart bled for the woman beside her. But the station needed to know someone was harassing Frankie. This wasn’t the first time Rory fumed over the lack of communication in this case. Or was this something more? Could Frankie have imagined the surveillance? Or made it up? That could explain the refusal to report it to Pattersburg PD.

    “Look,” Frankie started, “the parent of a missing child walks a fine line. Some think I’ve lost my mind for never letting go. Others see me as this public grieving figure and feel sorry for me. But everyone sees me as a bad mother. I’m the one whose only child was snatched in broad daylight. I’m the one who wasn’t watching over my child the way I should have been.”

    Rory tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “That’s a harsh self-assessment, Frankie. I don’t think of you that way.”

    They were moving now, slowly making their way out of town.

    Frankie reached into her jeans pocket and pulled out a small black memory stick. She held it toward Rory between her fingertips. “This is everything I’ve got on my daughter. I’ve tracked down every witness, talked to every parent I could find from the rehearsal that day, and investigated sex offenders across the state. I may not be licensed, but I’ve got hundreds of hours here, easily.”

    Rory turned on the state route toward Frankie’s farm and considered the memory stick but didn’t take it. “Again, have you talked to Allard about this? Or Jasper?”

    Frankie chuckled. “Come on. Aren’t we past that question yet?”

    Rory gripped the steering wheel. “I want to keep my job, Frankie. I want to save these girls, yes, but I need to do this by the book. I have a whole career ahead of me.”

    “You’ll have an even better career ahead if you crack this case, Detective.”

    Rory turned down a side street. “Why me?”

    “Because you’ll listen, and you won’t get caught up in the red tape from the state. Because we don’t have much time. Don’t you see?” Frankie asked. “They’ve killed off the oldest child and taken a six-year-old to replace her. My baby is in the middle of this madness as she hits puberty. Savannah is in more danger now than she’s ever been. It could be only a matter of days, hours, until she passes from this earth.”

    Rory put the vehicle into park on Frankie’s gravel drive. She didn’t fully understand what Frankie was talking about, but she agreed the killer seemed to be triggered by these kids moving from childhood into adulthood. The older they got, the less valuable they were to the killer. Expendable. A liability, even. An older child could better identify their location and abductor. They were stronger than a six-year-old and could be physically difficult to control. Rory also believed it was only a matter of time before Savannah and Max were executed just like Brenda Lee and Jane Doe.

    Tapping her fingertips on the steering wheel, Rory said, “I’m sure you know about my stepfather and my mother’s support of him.”

    Frankie nodded once, then sniffed again. She set the memory stick on the dashboard. “We’ve both lost things.”

    Rory sat quietly beside Frankie for a few long moments. Somewhere in the distance, a string of noisemakers popped off.

    Then she reached for the memory stick and slipped it into her back pocket.

    “Come inside,” Frankie said. “I’ll talk you through what I’ve been working on.”

    “Another time. I’ll be in touch.”

    Frankie slipped out of the vehicle, the gravel crunching underneath her steps. Frankie’s tall slim figure was almost vaporous in the late morning heat. Something about the woman’s image reminded Rory of her own mother. Would she have fought as hard as Frankie if it had been Rory who vanished in childhood? She wanted to believe her mother would have turned the world upside down looking for her child. Rory wanted to believe her mother would have chosen her.

    Rory tapped the face of her watch. Allard and Jasper were caught up with the BCI agent and lingering media. She had a few minutes to spare, didn’t she? She wanted to know what information Frankie had and how it might be helpful in the case.

    “Frankie!” Rory killed the engine. “Wait up.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Sixteen

    

    Frankie flipped on the basement light as Rory followed her down the wooden stairs.

    “I can’t stay long,” Rory told her once again. Already inside Frankie’s home, she second-guessed her decision to come in. She’d just fired off a text to Mackie with her whereabouts. Still, it felt risky. Rory was defying the chief’s direct orders. She should have been at Sebastian’s over an hour ago.

    Two large Labs swiped against Rory’s knee as they rushed past, barreling down the stairs into the unfinished basement. Most of the open space in the basement was used for storage, but Frankie had taken over the back corner with her investigation. An old wooden desk held a desktop computer with two additional screens. Banker boxes piled in the corners along with stacks of papers clipped together with colorful binders. She wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but it wasn’t this. Notes in various colors filled three large whiteboards. Rory walked along the far wall, running her fingertips along the pegged aerial and county maps.

    Rory stepped back to the center of this makeshift war room. It was nothing short of inspiring. FBI investigations were made of this. “There’s so much work here, Frankie.”

    “My obsession, no doubt.” She didn’t look up as she rooted through a stack of papers. “There are still major holes, but I’ve run down what I can.”

    Rory read through the names and took note of the locations pinned on the boards. “I still don’t understand why you haven’t shared this with Chief Allard. If you don’t trust him, why not someone else in the department or the state police?”

    “I tried, Rory. Allard doesn’t want to know what I think.”

    Rory continued her investigation of the whiteboards, but Frankie’s answer didn’t make a lot of sense to her. There were so many people who could have helped—why had Frankie shut down and worked this alone? She moved on to the next whiteboard when something stopped her cold. A cluster of familiar photographs. Her family photographs. Blood roared in Rory’s ears as she investigated the photos. One featured Stephen, her mother, and her on a summer vacation in Florida. The picture must have been taken from an old posting on her mom’s social media account. Another photo showed Stephen with her mother outside the boat repair building. Then pictures of Rory, both alone and with Cade. The last photo was from a few weeks ago, on the bench outside of Goose’s where she and Cade took another break together. “How did you get these, Frankie?”

    “You’ve been one of the missing links in my investigation,” Frankie said, now standing behind her. “I’ve talked to Stephen and your mother a few times, but never you. Allard’s been protecting you.”

    Rory’s mind raced. Feeling ambushed, she spun around to face Frankie. “You’ve been following me?”

    “Following is a strong word. More like keeping tabs on you.”

    “Why?”

    “You were living with Stephen at the time my daughter vanished,” Frankie said. “You knew Cork.”

    Rory groaned and rubbed her temples. The muscles were tight, and she felt the twinge of a migraine coming on. “And you think I had something to do with Savannah’s abduction? Or Brenda Lee’s death?”

    “Why is Allard protecting you?”

    “I don’t know, Frankie. Probably because I’m a detective in his department. It’s not a huge conspiracy, I promise you that.”

    Frankie pointed to a photo of Cork’s family boating business. “Do you know that Stephen heavily invested in Cork’s family business, but he was never made a partner? Why would he continue to sink money into a company that wouldn’t make him an equal? The boating repair company has been in financial danger a few times, taxes and bills unpaid, that kind of thing. A good friend of mine works for the credit union in town. She told me Shana Zauner funded the rescue of the business.”

    Rory’s face burned with the mention of her mother. Anger bubbled in her throat at the thought of her mom’s money—their money—sinking into that boat repair shop. For Stephen. Always for Stephen.

    He’d moved into their home a week after their first date. Nearly a year later, Stephen talked her mom into giving up half her savings to invest in the boat repair business. Later, Rory found out her mom also invested most of Rory’s college savings. Her mother willingly handed over all her hard-earned cash, for what? A nearly bankrupt business with its owner now incarcerated for assault and drug trafficking. If Rory let it, the rage over her mother’s choices would eat her alive.

    “I didn’t know until it was too late. Stephen stole my mother from me.” Anger squeezed inside Rory’s chest. “He worked this wedge between us, a shoehorn that grew into an ocean. Suddenly it was Stephen and my mom in a world where I had no place.”

    “I’m sorry, that must have been tough,” Frankie said, turning to the desktop. She tucked her thick braid behind a shoulder and pulled up a few documents. “Here’s what I wanted to show you. My theory is it’s all connected to Cork Bradley.”

    Rory joined her at the computer, pulling up a chair. “Come on. You think Cork masterminded these latest crimes from a prison cell?”

    Frankie smiled. “He’s no mastermind, that’s for sure. He’s had some help.”

    Frankie opened a visualized network chart with Cork’s name bubbled in the center. At least twenty other bubbles populated the screen and connected to his name. Rory followed one of the threads to a photograph of an old gray and white trailer.

    “I recognize that place. It’s near the lake.”

    “It’s the home of Betty Bradley, Cork’s mother. He was living with her when he was arrested.”

    “I’ve been there with Stephen, years ago, but I don’t remember what for,” Rory said.

    Frankie clicked open a few more photographs of Cork’s mother. “I tailed her for a while once I realized her connection to Cork. After her son went to prison, Betty’s actions got interesting.”

    Frankie pulled up a video. Betty Bradley got out of a car and walked up to an apartment building Rory recognized. She was supposed to be there interviewing Sebastian. The video showed him slowly opening his front door, his dark hair blurry in the distance.

    Rory took the seat next to Frankie as she took in this new information. There was nothing in the case notes to indicate Cork or his mother had any connection with Sebastian.

    “No…was this romantic? There must be a twenty-year age gap.”

    Frankie chuckled. “It’s not that, at least as far as I can tell. Let me show you a few other images.” She flipped through a few folders on her desktop. “Stephen and Cork were tight. Did you ever hear Stephen talk about Sebastian or his band?”

    In the early days of the investigation, Rory remembered her mom talking about the choir director and how the school had made a mistake hiring the young guy for the job. None of that mattered to Rory then. She was out of the Pattersburg school system and had only kept in touch with Tessa, who thought the new choir director was hot. They’d gone to see his band play one weekend, and Tessa gave Sebastian her number. As far as Rory knew, they never hooked up.

    Frankie clicked open another photo. This one showed Betty leaving a bag of groceries at Sebastian’s door. Then another showed the two of them talking at the door.

    “It seems like it’s more of a caretaking thing,” Frankie said. “Betty brings Sebastian food and supplies from the grocery.”

    “Maybe she felt sorry for him after all the horrible press in Savannah’s case,” Rory said.

    Frankie rubbed her brow. “Or maybe he had a connection to where the children were stashed. I watched his place twenty-four seven for a few weeks. The man never leaves.”

    Rory popped her knuckles as the new information turned in her mind. If Frankie thought there was a connection to the kids through Sebastian, why hadn’t she reported him? It didn’t add up.

    “Here’s my theory, Rory. All of this is on the memory stick for you, but let me draw it out. It helps me think.” Frankie uncapped a red whiteboard marker. “First, we’re looking for a woman who for whatever reason can’t have or keep her own child.” Frankie drew a smiley face with a ponytail. “Here’s the catch—she only wants a daughter. As soon as said child matures, she no longer wants them around. That age gap is six years.”

    Frankie drew a large triangle on the whiteboard. In one corner, she wrote Max, age six. In another corner she wrote Savannah, age twelve. In the last corner she wrote Jane Doe, age eighteen. “This,” Frankie said poking her red marker against the board, “shows the current children in her home.”

    Rory saw it immediately. The crimes were a pattern. She reached for the marker and drew her own triangle. “When Savannah was taken, the woman was holding another set of children against their will.” In one corner she wrote Savannah, age six. In another corner, she wrote Jane Doe, age twelve. In the last corner, Brenda Lee, age eighteen.

    Rory stepped back with Frankie and took in the bright red visual that showed there were always at least two children between the ages of six and eighteen under the control of the abductor, who was also the murderer. Despite the scribbly lines and uneven triangles, the image gave voice to what her brain had been trying to put together for the last day.

    “That’s it,” Rory said, “a map of the abduction-slash-murder pattern. Frankie, we need to share this with the team, giving you full credit, of course. They need this information.” Rory took a few pictures of the board with her phone.

    “I’ll let you do that for me,” Frankie said. “Before you go, I have a short video to show you.”

    Frankie opened a video of Cork in an empty parking lot. He wore a hood, but the camera captured his face. He leaned against his vehicle until another pulled up beside him. Rory couldn’t see the driver, and the car was darkened in the photograph. “That’s Hollow Park, right? When was this? How close to Savannah’s abduction?”

    “About two years later. Long enough for police presence to have vanished.”

    Cork handed over a large envelope through the driver’s window. He leaned closer to take something in exchange. Then the car rolled forward and turned around at the end of the lot to head back toward the entrance.

    Rory’s stomach hollowed, and her mouth went dry. She didn’t know the car but recognized the slight outline of the driver and the oversized sunglasses. But it was the slope of the right shoulder and slight tilt of the head that cinched it.

    The driver was Rory’s mother, Shana Zauner.

    

  
     
    Chapter Seventeen

    

    Rory raced down Syfers Lane, a rural area along the eastern side of Lake Hank. Sebastian lived beside the railroad tracks in an area where locals congregated. Lake enthusiasts only ventured to this part of town when they needed help with their boats or when something went terribly wrong in their cabins. Families had owned their land along the lake for generations.

    Mind churning, Rory tried to make sense of what her mother was doing meeting with Cork. Her mom had given over their money to the business, but why would she meet with Cork alone to do that? Where was Stephen, and why were they meeting in the park where Savannah had recently gone missing, and Brenda Lee had been found? It didn’t make any sense. Of course it could just be a coincidence that they chose a large public park for this exchange. Maybe there was no sense to be made of it.

    Six years ago, Sebastian Winters lived in his parents’ basement and played gigs with his band, Ragers Gotta Rage. He’d just graduated from college, and his first professional music job was as choir director for Pattersburg Public Schools. The kids loved him. Administrators had nothing but high praise for his work and enthusiasm. After Savannah Armitage vanished and Brenda Lee was found, Sebastian’s contract was terminated. The district cited disagreements with administrators. The reasoning was suspect. Sebastian was one of the only adults at the dress rehearsal that fateful day. He’d been the last person to see Savannah before she vanished, and that was enough to make the district pull his contract.

    Sebastian had been questioned at length by police and fully cooperated. Rory remembered him from the media coverage, a guy who looked like he couldn’t have been any older than eighteen. All the media photos from that time caught Sebastian with a genuine look of terror on his face and tear-filled eyes. He never wavered from his story, and everything Rory read about him indicated that he’d been in a state of shock.

    Rory had taken a deep dive into Sebastian’s history the night before. He had no remaining family in Pattersburg or the Lake Hank area. His parents were in Cincinnati, a place that seemed to fit Sebastian better and where bands had more chances of playing multiple venues. Why would Sebastian choose to stay out here alone after all that had happened with his teaching job? Records showed his only employment was teaching piano and guitar lessons at the local YMCA. Rory wondered if his family had ghosted him after the murder and abduction.

    Pattersburg PD rarely received calls for incidents in this part of the county, since it technically fell in the Sheriff’s Office’s jurisdiction, so Rory wasn’t familiar with the street when she parked against the curb. The old apartments looked like they’d been built in the fifties with squat squares of brick and tired flat roofs. Window air-conditioners hummed in apartments lucky enough to have them and box fans sat in the other windows. The heat and humidity sat heavy against the brick.

    Rory shut off the engine and checked her messages. She hoped for an update from Mackie on their one and only suspect in custody. In the early morning hours, an officer working the sex registry had uncovered an offender with a particular interest in girls under the age of ten. He wasn’t checking in for his required parole meetings. When the officer tracked the offender down, he was illegally staying with his sister near Michener’s Creek. Her home was about three miles from where Max’s bike had been found. Jasper had gone to the sister’s home and arrested the offender for violating the terms of his probation. He sat in a holding cell for a few hours, but it looked like they weren’t getting anywhere with him, otherwise Mackie would have updated her.

    Rory thumbed a message to Jasper: I’m at Winters’s place. I’ll report to search after.

    She waited until the dots stopped bubbling at the bottom of her phone screen, then slipped it in her back pocket. She’d catch up with Jasper after she spoke to Sebastian and fill him in on the connection with Cork’s mother. Worry pulled at Rory when she thought of the image of her mother in the car meeting Cork. Even with all the distance between them, the years of no communication, Rory felt this need to protect her.

    The first level apartment had a long concrete walkway that crumbled under her boot steps. The metal handrail looked about as secure as if it had been paper-clipped to the wall.

    When Rory knocked, Sebastian’s front door cracked open.

    “Sebastian Winters! Pattersburg PD.”

    She leaned inside the door. The apartment was silent with no TV, music, or voices. Drawing her gun, Rory pushed open the steel door.

    “Pattersburg police. Sebastian Winters, walk toward my voice!”

    The small living area had a TV and game console with a chair in front of it. The carpet was the old beige-orange of the seventies. The apartment had recently been cleaned, and the smell of bleach lingered. Rory walked through the front room leading with her weapon. The apartment was hot. Like upper nineties hot. A baseboard heater clicked. Someone had the heat cranked, and everything smelled of sour milk. The hairs on the back of Rory’s neck stood on end.

    Rory moved into the small galley kitchen and pushed open a bedroom door. The bed was made with a huge collection of throw pillows. An oversized chair was piled high with T-shirts. Alongside the wall, a row of musical instruments gleamed in the light. She stepped closer. Bright orange sticky notes waved to her from each guitar, horn, and ukulele. Each had been labelled with names. To Mike. Play on like your life depends on it. To Stella. This guitar always reminded me of you.

    Rory’s throat constricted, and her jaw clenched. She didn’t like the tone of these messages. The only sound in the apartment was creaking baseboards and the neighbor’s classical music seeping through the thin walls.

    Inside the kitchen, Rory looked out the window above the sink. The train tracks were a few yards away. Rory turned to the kitchen table. Perched against a half-filled water glass was a handwritten letter.

    To whoever finds this:

    I know nothing about Savannah or Brenda Lee. I know nothing about the new murder and abduction. I’ve lived this nightmare long enough to know everyone will think I did this.

    Back then, I was just the band guy trying to put on a great event with a bunch of awesome kids. Now I’m the creepy band guy no one wants around. It’s too much to carry.

    PS: Please call my mom.

    In the far distance, a train whistle.

    Rory’s blood ran cold.

    No way.

    The back door was unlocked. Rory opened it to a shared grassy yard that led up to a rocky embankment along the railroad tracks. A single lonely lawn chair sat near the embankment. Two bricks anchored the chair’s U-shaped legs while empty beer bottles were scattered around it.

    Rory ran across the overgrown patch of a lawn. She climbed the embankment in three giant steps, the smaller rocks slipping under her boots. Adrenaline surged as she jumped between the rails and looked in each direction of the tracks. A shoe lay on its side between the tracks. A little farther down, the ripped leg from a pair of worn jeans.

    Rory jogged down the tracks and dialed 911. It was the fastest way to bring help, and she had a feeling she would need everyone. Breathless, she gave the operator her badge number just as the train whistle blew again, much closer this time. Then she saw it—the remnants of a body strewn across the tracks. Carnage from a train strike spread, and if the body was hit a second time, it would extend exponentially.

    Rory turned toward the sound of clacking carriage wheels. She yelled into the phone while her arms waved at the train. “Stop this train now! We have a body on the tracks!”

    “We’re contacting the dispatchers, Detective. Get everyone away from the tracks.”

    “It’s a possible crime scene,” Rory yelled to the operator. “This train cannot come through here!”

    Rory felt the strong vibration from the tracks echoing through her body and settling in her chest. The racing steel careened toward her as she threw up both arms, wildly waving to signal an emergency stop.

    The whistle blew again, and now the full front of the train was in view.

    Steel scraped against steel as the emergency brakes locked. The screech pierced the air with a knife-wielding scream that would have brought Rory to her knees if she hadn’t already jumped to the side of the tracks. She rolled down the rocky embankment as sharp rock edges dug into her skin. The long cool grass caught her, and Rory had a moment of respite. She wanted to stay in this soft place.

    The smell of burnt metal pulled Rory from her reprieve. She looked up toward the hiss of the engine in emergency mode. The first car had slid to a stop about twenty yards from where she’d been standing only minutes ago.

    

  
     
    Chapter Eighteen

    

    Rory sat in the open back of the ambulance, her feet hanging below the rubber bumper. She fisted the blanket tight against her waist. The warmth against her body grounded Rory. It had been over an hour since she’d found Sebastian, yet emergency vehicles were still arriving to process the scene.

    A paramedic emerged from the front of the ambulance with a medical gear bag. “They’ve given clearance to stitch you up here. Are you sure you don’t want to go to the ED?”

    “Nope.” Rory shook her head hard. “I hate hospitals.”

    “I understand.” The woman chuckled. “I do my best to stay out of them, too.”

    Rory had been wearing pants, and her legs had been saved from the jutting edges of the rocks. Her elbow and left arm had taken the brunt of the fall. Thankfully, nothing was broken.

    The medic cleaned Rory’s abrasions and small cuts. “Looks like you’re going to need a few stitches in three places. You were lucky, you know.”

    Rory did know. It amazed her now to think she’d stood in front of a moving train and lived through it.

    As the medic sutured her arm, Rory had the strangest sensation it was someone else’s limb. She saw the tech working on her wounds but felt nothing. She’d feel all of it later.

    “Ready for the next one?”

    Rory shrugged her acceptance.

    The medic was a friendly soul and chattered on about the local weather, the heat, and how it all bothered her dogs. Rory understood the message underneath this small talk. The woman was assessing her for shock and doing her best to pull Rory back into this time and place. Rory had used this same tactic many times at accident scenes and never realized how comforting it could be.

    “Thank you,” Rory said when the medic finished suturing her wounds. She just wanted to get this part over with. She’d had her fair share of stitches in her life. The first time, Rory had fallen out of a tree house in Tessa’s backyard. The base of their tree house was a hard plastic sheet Tessa had found in her father’s shed. Together they’d dragged the plastic up the tree and propped it between two strong branches. But once Rory gave the base her weight, it buckled and then snapped, tossing her down to the ground but only after the side of her leg scraped along the trunk on the way down.

    Her mother held a hand towel against her bleeding leg as they waited for a doctor in the children’s hospital. Rory had been terrified when the towel turned bright red.

    “It’s your body’s way of cleansing the wound,” her mom had said. “You’ll be okay.”

    “I’m sorry, Mom. You had to leave work for this, and I shouldn’t have tried to stand on that plastic board.”

    “Rory, don’t you know by now that I’ll always be here when you need me? It doesn’t matter if I’m at work or out of town or whatever. I’ll always come for you.”

    Now, sitting on the back of the ambulance, an ache cracked across Rory’s chest. She rarely had memories of her mother taking care of her as a child, rarer still that she felt the pull to be near her mother. The part of Rory that held tight to her promise not to contact her mom until her mom contacted her softened like a fist unclenching.

    “You’re a great patient.” The medic winked at Rory as she disposed of the detritus from the sterile dressings. “We’re staying on scene in case the team needs us. How about you just sit here awhile, catch your breath, and hydrate?”

    Rory agreed and took a drink from the near full water bottle the EMT brought over.

    The medic left her with orders. “Drink up. This heat is brutal.”

    Everyone around Rory moved quickly and with purpose. Rory wanted to jump off the back end of the ambulance and join the investigation. It was in her blood, this desire to help and make things right for others. But there was no way to make things right again for the families of these victims, and that included Sebastian’s folks. Someone from her office, most likely Jasper, would soon be visiting Sebastian’s family to perform the duty none of them ever wanted to do.

    A PPD SUV drove up to the ambulance, and Rory caught a quick wave from Mackie behind the steering wheel. The passenger door flew open. Cade emerged teary-eyed, her hair a mess, and still wearing the orange vest from the morning’s search. She ran to Rory, leaving the vehicle door gaping wide. Rory wrapped her arms around Cade and held on tight.

    Cade eventually pulled away, her fingers pushing the hair behind Rory’s ear as Cade checked her face and neck for any wounds. Cade’s hands searched Rory’s arms and found the bandaged areas. “What were you thinking, trying to stop a train like that?”

    “I’m okay. Just some bumps and bruises.”

    Cade leaned into her again, patting down Rory’s legs looking for other injuries.

    “Cade, stop! I swear I’m okay.”

    Satisfied she’d seen the worst of the injuries, Cade held Rory’s cheeks between her hands and planted a big kiss on Rory’s lips. “If anything ever happened to you…”

    Tears welled in Rory’s eyes. She leaned her forehead against Cade’s shoulder and let the tears fall. Rory didn’t know what she’d do without Cade there. How did she get so lucky to have this woman’s support at every turn? Cade was her rock, the solid comfort she fell into time after time. She tried to stop her tears, but that switch had already been turned on. The waterworks flowed.

    Cade patted her back and pulled away. “You okay?”

    Rory nodded, wiping away her tears. “I’m just thinking about my mom.”

    Cade’s brow furrowed. “I wish you’d reach out to her.”

    Rory groaned as a fresh wave of tears came on.

    Cade wrapped Rory in her arms. “Please?”

    “Cade…”

    “I know, you’re busy. Call her after this all ends, okay? Everybody needs their parent figure, Ro. Even you. See if you can mend what’s broken, at least.”

    Cade pulled back and held Rory’s shoulders at an arm’s distance. “God, you look tired. Have you eaten today? You can’t keep going like this.”

    Rory cleared her throat and pulled away. “I’ll be fine. It’s only until we find Max.”

    Cade reached into her shoulder bag and pulled out a protein bar. “This will carry you for a bit. And you’re in luck. The menu for this evening’s cookout is your favorite—grilled hamburgers and hot dogs.”

    With all that had been going on, Rory had forgotten about Goose’s annual cookout on the Fourth for the county. “They’re going ahead with the cookout?”

    Cade nodded. “Ben talked with Allard and that agent from BCI. Allard wants us to have the cookout while officers monitor the crowd.”

    “Allard came to Goose’s?”

    Cade nodded and talked about the setup for the cookout, but Rory’s mind was reeling. They were setting a trap for someone local, a full-time resident from the Lake Hank area. Someone who could mix among everyone without the slightest detection.

    “Feeling better?” Jasper rounded the side of the emergency vehicle.

    “Much. They’ve cleared me for duty.”

    Jasper crossed his arms over his chest. “Rory, you’ve been through a lot here. You need some rest. We’ve got this covered.”

    “I’m okay. Besides, I need to speak with you about the pattern in these cases. I drove Frankie home, and we talked about—”

    “We can talk about this later. Go take care of yourself, Rory. Meet me at the medical examiner’s office in”—he looked at his watch—“four hours?”

    Rory reluctantly agreed, but she was itching to get back out on the field. It was only a few stitches. When Cade reached over and rubbed her back, Rory relaxed underneath her warm hand. She listened to her body for the first time in nearly twenty-four hours. Rory’s stomach growled. Everything ached. The sunscreen had worn off her face long ago, and the skin tightened across her nose from the burn. In her mind, Rory heard the line Cade regularly used when Rory became too engrossed in her work: You’re human, love, not a superhero.

    Truth, but what Rory wouldn’t give to have the stamina of a superhero.

    

  
     
    Chapter Nineteen

    

    After Amma lay down for her afternoon nap, Indigo retreated to her room. Ivy was already in bed, sleeping off the meds. An old square fan rumbled from the windowsill, drowning out Ivy’s ragged breaths. Indigo squirreled herself into the corner of her bed, then leaned against the cool wall. This was the only place where Indigo felt safe enough to mentally plan their escape. She had roughly an hour before Amma would wake and demand she and Ivy begin their studies again.

    Over the last few days, Isha had occupied most of Indigo’s thoughts. She missed her best friend. She missed the way Isha interceded when Amma turned her anger on Indigo. Now that those blistering rays of rage hit Indigo full on, she realized just how much Isha had done to protect her in the last six years.

    Isha promised they would both escape Amma one day and return to their real mothers. “It’s like we’ve dropped into the underworld,” Isha had explained. “We fell through an invisible trap door. Everyone we love is still out there living their lives, and they are all waiting for us to come home.”

    Indigo understood exactly what Isha meant, but she hadn’t felt the pull to escape Amma until Isha…left…and Indigo helped Amma bring in the new girl. She never understood why Isha had cried so much at night, her body shivering in the twin bed near Indigo’s.

    “I’m so sorry,” Isha had repeated. “I should have told you to run. I should have told you to scream for help.”

    Now that she’d helped to bring Ivy home, Indigo understood why Isha cried and apologized so much. The shame of bringing another child into this home was so world-crushing heavy.

    Amma’s story had always been that Indigo’s real mother no longer wanted her. After she dropped Indigo off at choir practice, the dress rehearsal, Amma said Indigo’s mother never intended to return.

    “This was the plan all along,” Amma had told her. “I’ve been searching to adopt a daughter and was contacted by an agency when your mother abandoned you. I was told to pick you up from choir practice. That’s why Isha was there,” Amma had explained. “She couldn’t wait to have a baby sister in the house.”

    Indigo followed Isha into the woods that day in the park. Someone grabbed her from behind, covering her mouth and nose with a cloth. Then she woke in her new bed beside Isha’s.

    In those first few weeks, Indigo looked for signs to determine where they were. Near the lake? That was the only place she knew where the woods were this dense. Surrounded by trees, she’d seen no sign of humans outside Amma’s home other than the man who sat in the truck at night.

    Once, at mealtime, Amma let it slip they were in Kentucky. Another time she referenced Virginia. Only a few weeks ago, Amma talked about Michigan. But there had been other places, those mentioned in whispered conversations with the man, places Indigo wasn’t supposed to hear about. Columbus. Arlington. The lake.

    Indigo didn’t believe her mother abandoned her. She didn’t believe her mother would ever give her up without a fight. Amma had done her best to rewrite Indigo’s memories of the Before, but she couldn’t control Indigo’s mind.

    The Before. It was dangerous to tread these waters of murky memories. There was no sense in making herself sad, in remembering everything she had lost.

    In many ways, it felt like Indigo had been with Amma her whole life. Amma said she was her new mother—one who was cold and indifferent on her best days and a mother who murdered Isha on her worst. Over time, the memories faded, but they returned at night as she drifted off to sleep. Her mom. Her grandmother and the farmhouse. Snippets from that life: open fields, a fireplace that roared in the winter, a mother who brushed Indigo’s hair every morning into a ponytail so carefully pulled back, no strands fell into her face. Indigo held on to these memories as proof she’d been a different little girl in a different time and place.

    And now Indigo had physical proof that her mother couldn’t be too far away. Buxley’s nameplate, from his halter. Amma had seen Buxley. Most likely her real mom, too.

    Indigo had gone back to Amma’s work bag once Amma fell asleep after breakfast. At first, Indigo only wanted to take the bottle from the bag and dump the liquid down the sink. That would stop Amma from doing whatever evil thing she was planning. Once Indigo reached into the bag, though, she felt the worn leather strap, snaking along the bottom.

    She held the nameplate in her fist. That halter had been a gift from Indigo’s grandfather for Buxley. Her real mom would be sick looking for it. Wherever Bux went, Indigo’s real mom wasn’t far behind. Indigo just needed to get away from Amma long enough to reach another human who could help.

    Closing her eyes, Indigo could smell Buxley’s barn. She imagined her mother beside her, the two of them running water from a spigot to fill the horse’s bin and feed. The same horse who ate carrots from her hands and nuzzled her hair and shoulders with his velvety nose and big lips. Buxley was a big warm body that felt like a blanket of pure comfort when he curled around her.

    “Bux loves you so much,” her mother always told her. “Almost as much as I love you.”

    Indigo opened her eyes as the tears streamed down her face. Her real mother loved her. Buxley did, too. She had to get back to them, no matter the risk.

    Ivy coughed and then settled back into sleep. Indigo knew there would be a time when the meds would run out or no longer work. Ivy needed to see a doctor.

    There had to be a way outside these locked doors and windows. There had to be a way past the man who watched them from his truck.

    Then Indigo remembered. Ivy’s arrival meant that this was Indigo’s gotcha day.

    Gotcha days called for a celebration.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty

    

    Rory pushed her hip into the morgue’s kitchen door where Dr. Megan Reyes kept the fancy brew maker. The smell of fresh coffee delighted Rory. She’d gone home for a few hours to shower, eat, and make an attempt at rest. She wound up on the couch watching reruns of Law & Order: SVU, unable to get comfortable. Rory’s wounds ached, while sleep came in fits and starts. What a relief when her phone alerted it was time to leave for the meeting at the ME.

    Jasper looked over his shoulder. “Hi there. Big surprise. The good doctor is running behind.” He pushed a few buttons on the fancy machine. “You have to be a genius to get this thing to work.”

    Rory checked her watch and groaned. It wasn’t only the doctor they were waiting on. Agent Witherton was supposed to be there, too. Holiday weekend be damned, Dr. Reyes had worked through the night so she could deliver the autopsy findings early. As they closed in on the forty-eight-hour mark of Max’s disappearance, everyone working with Pattersburg PD had the look of the walking dead. No matter how tired or hungry or overheated they were, everyone was hard at work, trying to bring Max home.

    Jasper continued pushing buttons on the machine. “Preliminary reports are in on the items found at the Jane Doe scene. Have you seen them yet?”

    “You’re going to blow that thing up, you know.”

    Rory reached for her phone, opened the message, and opened a flagged fibers report. Something had caught the eye of one of the state’s best analysts. The red material woven into the blanket found with Jane Doe reminded the analyst of something she’d seen before. Pulling the remainder of Savannah’s coat from storage, they retested some of the fibers. One hundred percent match to the missing hood from Savannah’s red raincoat.

    Finally. No matter how common that raincoat fiber might be, this evidence would help them build an argument that the two cases were linked.

    Over the last twenty-four hours, the team had scattered. After the crime scene unit finished processing the location where they found Jane Doe’s body, they moved to the train tracks to recover what was left of Sebastian. Even with the suicide note, the team had to treat it as a crime scene until evidence proved otherwise. The tracks would remain closed for hours.

    Rory pinched open a photograph of the fiber analysis. “All these materials woven into the blanket are different. Could each come from a separate victim?”

    “That’s the direction I’m leaning. BCI pulled the clothing Brenda Lee was found in and are testing it,” Jasper said. “If it’s positive, we probably have some kind of trophy on our hands.”

    Rory thought of a patched quilt her mom had made years ago using all of Rory’s beloved softball uniform shirts. Memories held together with stitching. This blanket was born out of that same impulse. But why would the killer go to the trouble of weaving it all together and then leaving it as evidence? Was this some sort of way for the killer or killers to take credit for the crimes? Or were they begging to be caught?

    Jasper set off an alarm on the brewing machine. “How the hell do you shut off this beeping?” He dropped a spoon that clattered against the tile floor. “Could you help me, please?”

    She’d been waiting for him to ask. While she didn’t say it aloud, Rory wondered how this man could do his job if he couldn’t even make himself a cup of coffee. She reset the timer and unlocked the carafe holder.

    “I don’t understand why we can’t just have Mr. Coffee machines everywhere.”

    “Mr. Coffee doesn’t offer options.” Rory pulled out the glass carafe and filled his mug. She reached for another mug from the rack for herself.

    “Options.” Jasper shrugged as if to say who needs ’em. Then, “Thank you, Rory.” He sipped the steaming brew. “You proved it this morning, you know that? The train, the body. You handled it all like a champ.”

    Rory certainly didn’t feel like a champ. If she was one, she’d have made it to Sebastian’s apartment while he was still alive. She would have stood up to her mom and Stephen and demanded answers years ago. She would have appealed to her mom to not get tangled in whatever Cork and Stephen were involved in. At least Rory was working toward righting that justice.

    “I’ll keep looking into Sebastian’s timeline,” Rory said. “He’s not…he wasn’t involved. I’d put money on it.”

    Rory believed Sebastian was as much a victim of these unsolved crimes as the others. He must have known the suicide note would raise suspicions about his guilt. She felt the meaning behind Sebastian’s words in her bones. He didn’t have the strength to go through it all again. He couldn’t face all the accusations and scrutiny from police and his community another time around, so he chose an exit plan.

    She checked the cabinet for coffee fixings and then sat down at the small table beside Jasper. “I wanted to brief you on my time with Frankie Armitage this morning. I drove her home on my way to Sebastian’s. She invited me in to see her work on Savannah’s and Jane Doe’s cases.”

    Rory handed Jasper the memory stick Frankie had given her. “Here’s a copy of her work.”

    Jasper turned the black plastic stick over against his palm. “Rory, come on. The woman is grieving her missing child. This material is unreliable at best.”

    “Perhaps, but hear me out.” Rory grabbed a napkin from the center of the table and drew three triangles. Walking Jasper through the theory of abduction and murder, Rory offered that the fabrics from the blanket could be from each of the children.

    “I agree there are ties to these past cases, Rory, and this theory is a good one. Right now, though, this isn’t our main concern. It’s Max. We’ve spent the day contacting and re-interviewing everyone suspected at the time of Savannah’s disappearance and Brenda Lee’s murder. Here we are with nothing new, and one of the key suspects from the past is dead.” Jasper wrapped his hands around his mug and leaned in toward Rory. “Look, I know how much this case means to you, and I believe the answers will all come out eventually. We’re pulling on a thread, and this entire mess will unravel if we pull the right one. We’ll just keep pulling. But Max and Jane Doe must be our priorities now.”

    “I understand, but—”

    “Rory, leave Frankie Armitage alone. Focus. Cut out the noise.” Jasper groaned. “And there is so much noise.” He waited for her nod. “I wanted to meet with you because Agent Witherton would like you to help organize a candlelight vigil for the victims tomorrow night.”

    Rory wasn’t sure she heard that correct. Plan a vigil? There were so many other things Rory’s skills could be used for. What did he think she was, a party planner?

    “BCI’s victim services and media offices are pitching in, and they’re spreading the word about the vigil through the media. They’ll deal with the logistics, but I want you, Mackie, and Pine to work with them. The perp is close. This is our chance to lure him to us.”

    “We’re including the parents?”

    Jasper nodded. “Parent. We’re focusing all the attention on Molly Greenwood. We’ll use the vigil to publicize the sketches of Jane Doe.”

    “What about Frankie? Isn’t her voice also important?”

    “Rory…”

    “We don’t have Savannah’s body or any evidence the child is dead. Why wouldn’t we include her in the vigil? The media has connected these cases, Jasper. Let Frankie speak for her daughter.”

    Rory couldn’t shake the feeling that Frankie unknowingly held the answers to all the cases. No matter her grief and possible unreliability, Rory needed to keep this mother close.

    Jasper grumbled, but Rory noticed he kept the memory stick. He was also keeping this mother close.

    
     

    Jane Doe’s neck rested on the head block with her long dark hair brushed away from her face. A white sheet draped across her thin shoulders. It was hard to believe this was the same young woman who’d been half buried with a blanket in the park. She looked younger now, almost childlike, with all the dirt stripped away.

    Dr. Reyes rubbed her hands together as she started. “The cause of death is a gunshot wound to the head.” She pointed toward the exit wound. “The bullet entered through the base of the skull and traveled up through the brain, exiting above the eye. She died in seconds.”

    Rory studied the entry angle. “She was shot from behind.”

    “Yes, and from not much more than a distance of about six feet.”

    “Did our Jane Doe know the shot was coming?” Jasper asked.

    Reyes shook her head. “There’s nothing to indicate that.”

    “What about barrel marks against the skin?” Agent Witherton asked.

    “None, it was a clean shot. Very confident. Whoever killed this teen meant for her to die immediately,” Reyes said.

    “Execution style,” Rory said.

    “This method of death can be interpreted as coldhearted or kind, depending how you look at it,” Reyes said. “My guess is it leans toward the latter.”

    Jasper asked, “No other wounds on the body?”

    “Nothing substantial, and she’s been well cared for,” Reyes said. “Perfect health at the time of her death, although fifteen pounds underweight. I did find a few dental hygiene issues. She hasn’t been to a dentist in years, maybe ever.” With the edge of a metal instrument, Reyes pulled up Jane Doe’s lip to reveal a ghostly white gumline. “There’s decay here and a few small cavities in the back molars. But no fillings or extractions.”

    Rory said, “Someone wanted to keep her alive but without the intervention of medical professionals.”

    “Looks that way. I found vitamin supplements in her bloodstream and an antihistamine,” Dr. Reyes said. “No kidnapper would feed their captives vitamins and allergy meds unless they intended them to live long-term.”

    Jasper clicked his tongue. “They why kill her off?”

    Reyes shrugged. “I can’t speculate. But someone cleansed Jane Doe’s body hours after her death. Her hair was washed with a shampoo regularly used for horses.”

    “Horse shampoo?” Agent Witherton asked.

    Reyes chuckled. “There was a fad a few years back of teens using horse shampoo. Supposedly it makes hair grow thicker and faster. My kid bought into that nonsense for a few weeks before she realized it didn’t work.”

    Rory chuckled. Tessa had been a fan of the horse shampoo, too. Rory liked to tease that Tessa smelled like a barn.

    “There are a few horse stables in this area, and we get a lot of folks for the horse trails in Hank State Park,” Jasper pointed out. “Frankie’s made a living boarding horses for out-of-towners.”

    “The mother of Savannah Armitage?” Witherton asked. “The one from this morning?”

    Jasper nodded. “That’s her.”

    “She’s been cleared.” Rory didn’t want this to devolve into a discussion of Frankie’s possible involvement. Witherton didn’t have Frankie’s investigative work yet.

    Dr. Reyes stepped around to the side of the body. “Honestly, the cleaning of the body is meticulous, particularly with this long hair that reached below her waist.”

    “Did you scrape the nails?” Jasper asked.

    “Nothing there. The body was free of fabric and carpet fragments.”

    Rory sighed internally. She’d hoped for more. These findings left them with little to go on, but the care and the cleaning matched the abduction and killing pattern Frankie hypothesized.

    “There is one other thing.” Dr. Reyes reached for an evidence bag from the shelf. “I found this toy tucked inside Jane Doe’s pants pocket.”

    Witherton took the bag and held it up to the bright lights in the room. “Is it a plush dog? With big eyes?”

    “Sure is. It’s from a McDonald’s Happy Meal campaign about five years ago. It ran nationwide, so it’s going to be next to impossible to identify the store this came from, but I hope it gives you a start. I’m sending the toy to the BCI lab today.”

    Reyes handed Rory the evidence bag with the dog in it. With a gloved hand, she pushed against the toy inside the bag. The dog’s fur had been rubbed off in places. Rory could almost see the hand that held on to the dog. Was this something the killer overlooked? Why spend time bathing and cleaning the body only to include the worn toy? Someone included it as an act of comfort, a way to care for Jane Doe.

    “A mother putting her child to bed for the last time.” A chill scattered up Rory’s spine as she handed the bagged evidence back to Dr. Reyes.

    Jasper agreed. “This seems like additional evidence of a replacement child. It falls in line with the abductions of Savannah and Max.”

    “We’ve already searched for deaths of children in this area around the age of six,” Witherton said. “I’ll have the agents move the date back twenty years.”

    “We talked to OBGYNs at the time of Savannah’s abduction hoping they might share some names of people who’d recently been told they couldn’t have children,” Jasper added. “I’ll have an officer follow up with that again.”

    While Dr. Reyes covered Jane Doe’s body with the white sheet, Rory took some comfort in the knowledge that the girl hadn’t been physically abused. Someone had cared for Jane Doe in their own twisted way and kept her alive for years. Was it too much to hope this same abductor was also keeping Savannah and Max alive?

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-one

    

    Indigo trailed behind Amma as she threw her work items into her tote. “Is this punishment for me or for Ivy?”

    “It’s not a punishment, Indigo. We don’t leave the house. Period.”

    Indigo propped her fists on her hips. She wasn’t about to let this go. “We don’t go outside unless it’s something you want. I was just at the creek to help you with Ivy. And you promised me a surprise for helping. The same way you promised a party to Isha for bringing me in.”

    Amma’s spine stiffened with Isha’s name.

    “You promised me a surprise, and I want to celebrate our gotcha day at a swimming pool.” There. Indigo had said it. And she was going to fight for it with every breath in her body.

    “No pool. No anything. I must go to work, Indigo.”

    “Tonight, then. After dark. Please.” She tossed in an extra ounce of whine. “You did this for Isha right after I arrived. You took me. Don’t you remember? Why can’t we do that tonight? It’ll be dark. No one will be out then, Amma. We’ll be safe.”

    Safe was a relative term. Indigo was relying on the fact it was summer, and no swimming pool would be completely devoid of people, even after dark. She also figured any area with a swimming pool would have other businesses nearby. They could get away, Indigo felt certain of it.

    Amma slipped into her work boots and hoisted the heavy tote over her shoulder. “I won’t be more than a few hours,” she told Indigo. “You and Ivy have your reading and writing exercises to do. I’m trusting you will guide her.”

    Indigo heard the threat laced in Amma’s words. Indigo was the big sister now, the one who took on a very different role now that Isha was gone.

    “So, that celebration with Isha when I first came home? It was for Isha and not me, wasn’t it?” Indigo knew she was pushing Amma hard, but she didn’t back down. “So don’t do this for me. Ivy’s homecoming deserves to be celebrated.”

    Anger flared in Amma’s eyes, a hard glint, before her phone beeped. Amma ran her finger over the screen, biting her bottom lip. Then she slipped the phone in her back pocket and headed for the door.

    “Let me think about it, Indigo.” She pulled open the main door and typed in the code for the wire security door. It popped open. “Ivy does call for celebration. You’re right about that.”

    Amma shut the door behind her, the locks clicking into place. Indigo stared at the heavy wooden door for some time, trying to wrap her head around what had just happened. Had she really changed Amma’s mind? Convinced her they needed a celebration outside of the house? No, it had been the phone. Amma had seen something on the screen, something that caused this change of heart. What in the world?

    Indigo turned and headed for the kitchen. Was this the divine intervention Amma liked to talk about? Or was it what other people called luck? Maybe it was Isha giving her a helping hand from heaven. Either way, Indigo had a gotcha day party to prepare for.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-two

    

    Frankie waved across the backyard. She’d figured her lawyer would show up at some point, but she never expected Terrence Reed to show up at her barn. In the last six years, he’d built a criminal defense practice in Columbus that was now one of the best in the state.

    “It’s been a minute,” Terrence said, lifting each leather-shod foot higher than needed. His pressed pants fluttered in the breeze. Even though Terrence looked like he was as uncomfortable as a cat in water, he followed Frankie into the barn. He held out a brown lunch bag full of long carrots. “I brought some treats for that horse of yours.”

    “Buxley will be happy to see you. He hasn’t had the best day.”

    Frankie went on to explain the abscess in Buxley’s hoof and how the vet’s office had already been out to see him and would return later. “I’ve been trying to soak his hoof, but Buxley’s not the best about keeping one hoof in a warm bucket of water. The horse tries, I’ll give him that.”

    A sadness rose in Frankie’s chest as they walked toward the barn. It always worried her when Buxley didn’t feel well. These last six years had been hard on the horse, too. She didn’t want to admit that he was growing older and was more susceptible to illness and the dangerous effects of stress on his immune system. She had to do a better job of protecting Buxley.

    “I hoped we’d have better news about Savannah,” Terrence said, following Frankie through the barn, “but I’m glad the new missing child case is generating coverage. You never know who will see the stories and come forward.”

    Frankie liked Terrence well enough, but she hadn’t missed him in the last few years. He’d been a strong support for her in the beginning, a voice of positivity when no one could find Savannah. She’d never forget how kind he’d been to her brokenhearted mother. He’d joined her for multiple interviews, from news programs to YouTube videos. But in the end, Terrence turned out to be just like everyone else. He vanished from Frankie’s life as soon as Savannah’s case went cold.

    “Is that why you’re here, Terrence? For media opportunities?”

    He chuckled uncomfortably before denying it. The film of sweat over his face shone in the late afternoon sun streaming through the windows. “There’s been a few developments, and I wanted to catch up with you.”

    Buxley walked over to meet them at the stall door, stepping gingerly on his hurt hoof. Frankie pulled a thick carrot from the bag and snapped it in half.

    “Here, why don’t you feed him?” She handed over the halved carrot.

    Terrence held it out, as if the carrot was a toilet brush wand.

    Frankie laughed. “Terrence, he’s not going to bite you.”

    Buxley whinnied, showing his teeth, and Terrence about dropped the carrot. Buxley worked with Terrence, though, sucking the carrot between his teeth until he finally had the whole thing. Finally working up the nerve, Terrence rubbed the length between Buxley’s eyes and his nose. “He must hurt even worse in this heat.”

    Buxley looked heartbroken when Frankie crumpled the bag. He huffed and turned away, limping back to his soft corner of the stall.

    “He’ll be on anti-inflammatories for a while. He’s been to this rodeo before, unfortunately. We’re just hoping he won’t need the abscess lanced.”

    “Eww. Poor guy.”

    “So, what’s up, Terrence?”

    He looked around. “Could we sit somewhere?”

    Frankie led him out the main barn door to a set of rocking chairs. Terrence eased into one, his gold bracelet and watch clinking against the wooden armrests Frankie’s dad had built and sanded himself.

    “Brenda Lee’s mom is going after the Pattersburg Police Department for dropping her daughter’s case,” Terrence started.

    “Does she have a chance?”

    Terrence shrugged. “If it goes to trial, probably not. But her legal team will make a huge stink about it in the media. In a lot of ways, that’s more damaging, and my guess is the department will settle.”

    Frankie leaned her head against the back of the wooden chair. She felt for this mother and understood the need to grasp for answers like grasping for straws. “Do they have any proof?”

    “They hired a private investigator who supposedly uncovered police notes showing some leads in the case weren’t followed up. They want to use the current case and the immediate involvement of the BCI to show Pattersburg PD couldn’t handle Brenda’s case from the start.”

    “Funny, I’ve had those same thoughts. The BCI should have been in Pattersburg to lead the investigations for Savannah and Brenda.”

    Terrence nodded. “I agree. They reached out to me to see if you might want to join them.”

    “In a media blitz against the PPD?” Frankie shook her head. “Talk about biting off the hand that feeds you. I need the police on my side, Terrence.”

    “It’s risky. I’ll support whatever decision you make.”

    Frankie’s knee bounced up and down as her mind raced. The Brenda Lee situation was different than hers. Brenda had been murdered and brought home for burial. Her mom had a definitive answer about her daughter’s existence. Frankie still needed the help of local law enforcement even if they didn’t like her.

    A breeze wound through the porch, a welcome moment of relief from the heat.

    “There’s something else, isn’t there, Terrence?”

    “It’s about the polygraph. BCI wants you to do another one.”

    Frankie groaned.

    “It’s ridiculous, I know. But they’re pushing for it, Frankie.”

    “Polygraphs aren’t reliable. If we ever end up in court, you said they’d toss it.”

    “That’s right, but it’s in your best interest to comply. It shows you have nothing to hide.”

    Nothing to hide? Anger rose through her chest. “My God, the Pattersburg PD tore apart my life looking for any possible thing I’ve done wrong in the last twenty-five years. I’m not hiding anything. What more do these people want from me?”

    The words had no sooner left her mouth when the answer hit. “I’m still a suspect, aren’t I.”

    Terrence nodded his head once. “It’s nothing personal, and the faster they clear you, the faster they move on with Savannah’s and the present case. You know parents are always the prime suspects until they aren’t. Police are re-examining every suspect from the past cases. No one is singling you out,” Terrence said. “They’re covering their asses, Frankie. A polygraph proves they can rule you out once again.”

    A silence landed between them as Frankie rubbed her temples. Another headache was coming on, and she was so tired of always having to prove her innocence.

    “What about Russell? Have you heard from him?”

    Frankie’s jaw clenched at the mention of her ex-husband.

    “I know you’ve severed all contact with him, but Savannah is his daughter,” Terrence said. “He had no contact with the child. If anyone had a reason to steal Savannah, it was him. They’re asking him to repeat the lie detector test, too. Are you sure you’ve carefully considered Russell?”

    “It wasn’t him. Besides, the police cleared his alibi with his current wife. He was home that day, mowing the yard and planning for their own Fourth of July party.”

    Over the years, Russell had been questioned at length and was always mentioned in articles about their daughter. Frankie believed his story of his whereabouts on that day. Russell had been a terrible dad and an even worse husband, but he didn’t have it in him to plan an abduction in daylight from a location full of kids and the wherewithal to keep it going for six years. Russell simply wasn’t that smart.

    “Now for the good news.” Terrence gave her a smile. “This sudden interest in Savannah’s case is a second chance at media coverage. It’s a built-in do-over, a chance for the world to better know you.”

    “That’s good news?” The mention of media made Frankie squirm. She’d fumbled through many interviews.

    Terrence clicked his tongue. “This time we have some help. The BCI wants us to work with their media liaison. She’ll help deal with reporters and strategize ways to put you in the best light. And we have our first interview in a few hours, before the vigil.”

    “What vigil?”

    Terrence explained the idea for the vigil and that Frankie would possibly be onstage with the other parents. When she didn’t answer, Terrence went on with his chest-pumping positive speech about how they’d find Savannah this time.

    “Frankie, are you okay?”

    For the first time since she’d heard Jane Doe’s body wasn’t her daughter’s, Frankie wept with relief. Terrence pulled her into a hug. She buried her face against his shoulder and remembered well the smell of his aftershave. Terrence rubbed her back as years of pain threatened to spill out of Frankie.

    “It’s a lot, I know.”

    Frankie pulled away from him, wiping her tears. “I’ll be okay.”

    “You sure? Why do I get the sense you aren’t telling me something?”

    Frankie ground her fingertips into the flesh of her temple. The muscles were stiff, unyielding. She wasn’t sure if she should tell him about the visitor to Buxley’s stall or not. She understood those visits to carry the unspoken threat that if she told anyone, she was putting herself in even more danger.

    Terrence sighed. “Come on. Let me in, Frankie.”

    She hesitated, picking at her thumbnail. She hadn’t told Rory everything because of her affiliation with police. Sure, Frankie trusted Rory, but she also believed Rory’s commitment to her job would win out. Frankie couldn’t risk those consequences. But Terrence? He was bound by client confidentiality.

    “They’ve been here,” Frankie said. “It’s happened a few times over the years, but last night was different. They entered the barn and left a message inside Buxley’s stall.”

    Terrence leaned forward in his chair. “Who?”

    Frankie whispered, “Them. The abductor-slash-killer.”

    Terrence stared at her with wide eyes. Then his gaze fell on the cameras.

    Before he could formulate the question, Frankie cut him off. “Nope. The system went down for an hour.”

    “Of course.” Terrence groaned his annoyance. “Then how do you know someone was here?”

    Tears filled her eyes once again. “They usually leave a cigarette butt behind the back gate. But last night, I found the butt beside Buxley’s hay pile, threatening a fire. They’ve never come inside the barn before, and never that close to the horses. If I keep digging, they’ll kill the only beings I have left—Buxley and the rest of the animals.” Frankie choked on those last few words. Not Buxley, her mind screamed. Not her Buxley. They would not take the animals from her, too.

    Terrence put his hand on Frankie’s shoulder. When she looked up at him, it was the young and hungry lawyer he’d been six years ago. Frankie admired that most about him, his instinct to take on the world full of injustices.

    “We should report this to the police,” Terrence said.

    “No!”

    “Frankie…”

    “No. When the word gets out, and it will, the boarders will take their horses somewhere else. I need the money, Terrence.”

    Buxley whinnied from his stall at the sound of Frankie’s cries. It was enough to stop her tears. She didn’t want Bux to worry. He’d been through so much in the last day.

    “If anything else happens, we’re involving the BCI. Okay? I want you safe, Frankie.”

    She nodded, wiping away her tears.

    The afternoon sun finally sank behind the edge of the barn, leaving them in shadow. Terrence checked his watch. “I’m heading back to the hotel to do a few things before our meeting. As soon as I hear a time, I’ll text you.” He stood and looked once again at the security camera. “Your latest visit only solidifies for me that you know the abductor. Child abductors tend to get close to the parents a few weeks before they take the child. This feels desperate, Frankie.”

    She nodded and promised to keep in contact with him over the next few hours. As Terrence headed back across the lawn, Frankie thought that desperate was a good position for the abductor to be in. Desperate meant rushed decisions and careless mistakes. Frankie, or someone else close to the investigation, had hit a nerve.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-three

    

    Rory recognized Bennett right away, the kid from Goose’s parking lot who ratted her out to the other kids as a Pattersburg cop. A desk officer had brought in snacks: cheese puffs and sodas. Bennett had already finished off three snack bags, his fingers and lips bright orange.

    The kid leaned the chair back on two legs while his mom buried herself in her phone. Rory recognized the mother, too. It was the tilt of Faith’s chin and her slim shoulders that reminded Rory. They’d gone to high school together, though they hadn’t been friends. It was always a shock to see one of her classmates with kids, a reminder that this could have been her life if she’d chosen a different path. She could be the mom sitting with a teenage boy, trying desperately to disappear inside her phone at the police station.

    When Rory pushed through the door, Faith didn’t bother to look up, but Bennett groaned.

    “Ah, so you do remember me,” Rory said, sliding into a chair around the table. She sat near the mother, who finally looked up.

    “Rory?”

    “Hi. It’s me.”

    “It’s good to see you,” Faith said. “I didn’t know you were working for the police or even in town.”

    “Well, I generally keep to myself. You don’t seem to break the law, otherwise I’d see you more.” Rory attempted a joke. “So, Bennett, tell me why you’re here.”

    It was the wrong lead-in because he scoffed back, “Because my mom made me.”

    Rory forced a smile. “Keep all the legs of the chair on the floor before you fall.” Good God, she felt like a junior high teacher. “Tell me what you saw, Bennett.”

    The boy groaned but complied, slamming the metal legs against the tile floor. “I’m sorry I ran away from you yesterday,” Bennett started, eyeing his mother’s approval. “I was scared you’d arrest us.”

    Rory had to fight laughing at that one. Arrested for what? Noisemakers and a lighter?

    Bennett explained he and his group of friends ran into the woods after seeing her and that he’d seen two girls walking in the woods, a little girl and one who looked a little younger than him. The boys had taken the main trail back toward their neighborhood. When they arrived at the entrance to their housing development, where one of the backyards opened into the woods, Bennett realized he left his phone in Goose’s parking lot. He’d already lost four phones and hadn’t been able to keep track of one for more than a few months. “My mom would kill me if I lost another phone.”

    Faith nodded. “Totally accurate.”

    “So I went back to Goose’s on my own,” Bennett said. “I didn’t see anything until I was on the path on my way back. I heard their voices, the girls talking.”

    Rory made a note of this on her pad. “Could you see their faces?”

    “Yes, but I didn’t know them.”

    Rory frowned. Pattersburg was a small town. Why wouldn’t Bennett recognize another local kid around his age? One explanation was that these kids were visitors to the lake. They could also attend a different school in the county. Or…Rory allowed her mind to go there for the briefest moment…the older girl was Savannah, and Bennett didn’t recognize the girl who’d been missing from school for the last six years.

    “The younger girl walked beside her bike, which is kind of weird.”

    “Weird how?”

    “I don’t know, it’s just hard to push a bike through the water. I mean, why not use the hard mud bank?”

    Rory wanted to tell him it was so no one would see their footprints and tire tracks, but she kept that information to herself.

    “I said hi to them when I ran past. The younger one waved back. I didn’t even think about it until I got back to the entrance to our housing development. A woman was waiting near the creek. I ran past her and saw a big black truck parked along the curb. There was a man inside. He watched me run home.”

    Two adults and a teen. Why take these extraordinary risks in the middle of the day? In a neighborhood filled with families? Anyone could have seen them. Maybe that was the point. They wanted to be seen.

    Rory turned to Faith. “You live near this entrance to the neighborhood. Did you notice any vehicle you didn’t recognize?”

    Faith shook her head. “I’ve been swamped with work. I’m at home but on my computer all day. Bennett didn’t mention it when he walked in, or I would’ve gone outside to look for the truck.”

    “Did either adult say anything to you, Bennett?” Rory asked.

    He shook his head.

    Rory took a minute to load a photo on her screen. It was an age-progressed image of Savannah. The six-year-old’s jaw had been elongated and her eyes set wider.

    “That’s her, the older girl. I remember the way she smiled. She has that dimple.” Bennett pointed it out to Rory. “Her hair is really long now and much darker.”

    Rory let the information sink in and willed herself not to show her excitement. Bennett had confirmed one of their theories, abductors who wanted these six-year-olds for their own. But Rory’s big question remained: Why children the age of six? Why not a newborn or a baby? If they were trying to replace a child lost to death or a custody battle, why couldn’t police find those records? Or had the abductors moved to the area from somewhere else?

    “I remember her,” Faith said, leaning closer to the image. “The little girl who was on the evening news for years.”

    Rory said nothing as she slipped the phone back in her pocket. She couldn’t confirm or deny anything for Faith. But she couldn’t wait to share this information with the team. If Bennett was right, Frankie’s instinct about her daughter being alive had been right all along.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-four

    

    The guy in the truck, better known as The Watcher, sat outside Amma’s house cursing the afternoon heat. He’d planned on spending his day off work inside air-conditioning, but Amma had a way of disrupting his best laid plans. She worked an emergency shift, and the children were alone. He’d been summoned to keep watch. He took off his baseball cap, then used the fabric to wipe the sweat from his brow. The truck’s AC couldn’t keep up as the vents blasted hot air.

    Indigo had pulled the curtain over the window into the main room. She knew the curtain was to stay open while Amma was away, and the girl was in direct violation of the house rules. The Watcher knew Indigo had been struggling since Isha’s death. He was, too.

    These last few days had been anything but normal. He wasn’t prepared for Isha’s murder. He wasn’t prepared for the teen to fight him or the amount of blood spilled in the battle. He wasn’t prepared for the weight of Isha’s body in the back of his truck or that gnawing fear that he’d made a mistake. Had he left his handprint on Isha’s body? A hair? Anything that could trace the girl’s murder to him? The possibility terrified him.

    The curtain fluttered, and The Watcher caught the edge of a face he knew well. The curtain closed again, and The Watcher could almost hear Indigo’s giggles from inside the house.

    The Watcher groaned and tried not to blame Amma for their current circumstances. She was expecting the same reaction from police and the community Indigo’s case received six years ago. Amma never expected Pattersburg and surrounding counties would respond so quickly to searches for the missing girl. Amma never expected the national media to pick up Max’s story on the first day. They were now living inside a fishbowl, desperately trying to blend in with everyone else. It wasn’t hard to do in Hank County. They were used to the outliers and holiday crowd.

    His phone dinged with a text from Amma: Any movement? Anyone on the property?

    The curtains opened again. He wrote back: Nothing so far.

    Everything quiet inside?

    Indigo smashed her nose against the window.

    Yes.

    Good. Keep a close eye. I don’t trust her.

    Her. Amma had never trusted Indigo. Not even when she was six and brand new to the family. Indigo always had a rebellious streak, but from what he observed, Indigo had fallen in line. The child accepted her new life and followed Amma’s orders. The real issue, he thought, wasn’t Indigo’s rebellion but the way she looked.

    It was unnerving how much Indigo resembled the daughter Amma had lost. The hair color, a golden wheat with a ponytail as thick as the child’s wrist. From the moment he saw Indigo, he understood. Amma picked this child to bring her own daughter back. She welcomed this look-alike child on her dead daughter’s birthday. Amma and Isha had redone the bedroom with a fresh coat of cheery yellow paint and had quilted new blankets for the twin beds. Amma even went to the thrift store a few towns over to fill the chest with clothes for the child. And then, almost as fast as the girl had been snatched from the concert practice, Amma’s acceptance of the new child turned ice cold.

    The Watcher had worked hard to bring Indigo into their family. He’d watched her for months, learning the child’s schedule and when she was without her mother. All that time and effort for Amma to ignore the child and rage against her when Indigo broke a rule. He’d always known Amma’s love was conditional. He’d grown used to the way Amma’s feelings for him could change in an instant. Oh, how he’d wished his entire life to be one of Amma’s girls. But there were brief instances when Amma would turn her eyes on him. She’d see The Watcher, his whole heart, and it felt for a few seconds like the sun rising in his chest. These moments kept him coming back even on the darkest days.

    But Indigo? The one who could have been Indira’s twin? What did this child ever do to Amma other than try to please her? It wasn’t Indigo’s fault she reminded Amma too much of her daughter and all that was lost.

    The Watcher shivered as Amma’s horrific screams tore through his memory, the wails of a mother losing her only child. He hoped to never hear that sound again as long as he lived.

    Indira’s death had been in the middle of the winter, a cold so painful it hurt to blink. Most of the lake had frozen, but patches of thin ice remained. Snow covering parts of the ice made it difficult to locate the unsafe areas.

    They’d gone night skating, something Indira had wanted to try for weeks. Skating under moonlight with only their flashlights showed off the cloudless sky filled with stars. It was dangerous, skating on the lake at night by themselves, but Amma and The Watcher had done so many times. Besides, The Watcher was there. He’d keep them safe.

    While he and Amma tried to name stars and argued over what was what, Indira slipped away. Her tiny feet swished along the ice in the ice skates that had once been her grandmother’s, pushing her distance from her mom farther and farther. Perhaps she wanted to find the middle of the lake, the point where it was farthest from home but not too late to turn back.

    One minute Indira was moving near the center of the frozen lake. Next, the water’s dark beauty swallowed her whole.

    The Watcher saw Indira go down, her outline illuminated by the moon.

    That’s when the screaming began.

    The Watcher and Amma tore up the ice looking for Indira. He reached his arm in the hole that took her, his body lying against the shocking cold of the ice, Amma gripping tight to his ankles. He felt nothing but the cold tentacles of the water trying to pull him under with Indira. He reached in deeper until his shoulder dislocated. Indira had vanished inside the icy waters of the lake.

    “You should have been watching her!” Amma smacked him with her fists, and he let her, shivering in the cold with a lame arm. It was his fault. He should have been watching Indira.

    Later, he tried to talk sense into Amma. Those were the days before cell phones, and they needed to leave the ice to call 911. Amma refused. They fought viciously over it. The Watcher loved Indira and the thought of her sinking deeper into the lake, weighted down by the old heavy ice skates, was almost more than he could bear. The lake covered so much history, and now this small girl, his sister of sorts, would join those hidden secrets below the surface.

    In the end, Amma won. She always got her way. She convinced The Watcher not to call the police. Any involvement from law enforcement could be dangerous to their family. Indira had been stolen from her father, a young man Amma had left after Indira’s birth, had left no trace. The father had been searching for his daughter and filed in court for custody, but no one could take Indira if they couldn’t find her.

    After Indira’s death, Amma spent hours lakeside sobbing over the lost girl. She would not stay under the icy water for long, though. Indira’s body was recovered weeks later, after The Watcher had been trolling the water watching for signs of her. He was the one to pull her bloated body from the water and return her to Amma.

    Now, as The Watcher scanned the front of the home, a glint caught his eye. Something shone from the front room window. Was the pane moving? It couldn’t be. He’d spent hours wiring the alarms and nailing the windows shut. Amma took no chances. No surprise escapes, no alarms that could be dismantled by smart children. Amma held what she cherished close to the vest. She’d always told The Watcher that she’d learned that no matter how loyal she’d been to her God, what she loved most could be taken away in a heartbeat. But this wouldn’t happen if they couldn’t get outside.

    The Watcher leaned over the steering wheel for a better look. Indigo was standing with her open palms against the shatterproof glass. He’d never seen the girl do this before. Indigo looked up and didn’t turn away her gaze. Then, slowly, Indigo stepped back until she disappeared from his view.

    The Watcher sucked his teeth. It was far too hot for games. Still, he couldn’t let this blatant disregard for the rules go.

    What exactly was Indigo up to?

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-five

    

    The stylist double-sprayed Frankie’s hair in place. “So pretty,” she said, fluffing up the crinkly ends of Frankie’s hair.

    Frankie almost laughed aloud. Pretty was never a word she would use to describe herself, even with a hair stylist and a makeup artist waiting in the wings.

    Terrence agreed from the chair next to Frankie’s. “You’re going to kill this interview.”

    Frankie wasn’t so sure. She never expected anyone would want to interview her, let alone any state news outlet or true crime shows. She’d fought with everything in her to get media to run stories about Savannah in the past. Now they were begging her for interviews. She was also scheduled to interview with 20/20 alongside Molly Greenwood, Max’s mom, in the morning. They needed to wait for their star interviewer to arrive. The crew had already transformed a room in a local hotel into a recording studio, with a separate room for wardrobe, hair, and makeup.

    While Frankie waited for makeup to start working with her face, she caught her reflection in the mirror. She hadn’t paid much attention to her appearance in the last six years, and grief had clearly taken its toll. There were more gray strands in her long hair than she remembered. Her face looked tired with cheeks that had sunken and lines she’d never noticed around her eyes.

    “Don’t worry about it,” the makeup artist said as she prepared her color palette. “We will hide all that from these pesky cameras. Just like magic.”

    Frankie smiled. “Something like that.”

    Terrence’s phone alerted. He waved it at Frankie. “You passed.”

    “As if there was any question.”

    “Didn’t mean that at all.” Terrence held up his open palms to her as if to say stop. “It’s just another thing we can use in the interviews to show your credibility.”

    While Frankie had her hair done, she and Terrence ran through the prepared questions from the reporters. Frankie wondered whether her answers were good enough. She also worried about giving a public speech at the vigil the following night. The media liaison had given her examples of what other parents had read at vigils across the state of Ohio. She needed to pick one and tailor it to her Savannah, but it was much harder than she thought it would be.

    “Tomorrow night, the police will meet us at the gate and escort us into Hollow Park. They’re trying to keep vehicles from driving and parking on the grass.”

    The makeup person smoothed blush across Frankie’s cheek. “What do you mean, Hollow Park? I thought the vigil was at Michener’s Creek.”

    “They needed more space,” Terrence explained, his warm hand suddenly on hers for a few seconds. “Sorry, I thought you knew about the location change.”

    The quick but genuine affection from Terrence touched her. Tears filled Frankie’s eyes, and she quickly wiped them before they could fall to her freshly painted cheeks. “I haven’t been to that park in over a year.”

    “From what I understand, you won’t recognize it.” Terrence handed her a tissue. “A restaurant will set up food trucks and hydration areas around the performance area. What’s it called? Goose’s?”

    Frankie nodded and thought about how Rory would be happy to have Cade so close. Historically, Goose’s had a Fourth of July cookout behind their building on the surrounding lawns. They’d be doing that tonight and then the vigil tomorrow.

    “The police will be adding large screens and a podium to the staging area. Photographs of Savannah, Max, Brenda, and Jane Doe will be on a constant loop behind the speakers,” Terrence said. “It’s impressive how fast they’ve pulled this vigil together.”

    In truth, the media liaison arrived in Pattersburg with most of the work already done, including written releases for the local papers, radio, and news stations.

    “They’re going for the emotional punch, huh?” Memories banged against Frankie’s heart, begging to be opened.

    “Besides you and Max’s mother, the images are the big draw for the media,” Terrence said. “Brenda Lee’s mom moved to Florida a few years ago, but she has a sister living in Cincinnati who will read a statement for the family.”

    Images flashed through Frankie’s mind. Six years ago, she’d found Brenda’s body so close to Savannah’s favorite playground. That shallow grave almost called out to Frankie, begging to be found. Her heart stood still for those moments when she thought the child could be Savannah. Then that blessed wash of cool relief when she’d confirmed the body was not her daughter’s. It had happened all over again earlier that day when she learned the deceased teen at Michener’s Creek wasn’t Savannah.

    Six years ago, Pattersburg PD threw together a small vigil at the police station a few days after Savannah went missing. The entrance to the station had been sprinkled with colorful posters filled with children’s messages to Savannah and Brenda. We love you, Savannah! I’ll never forget you, Brenda!

    That vigil felt like a funeral without a body. Frankie worried it had sent the message they’d given up searching for Savannah, but Terrence had disagreed. “We need to keep Savannah alive in the media. We need to show everyone who you truly are. A loving mother grieving her daughter.”

    Frankie had bristled at his words. She knew exactly what Terrence meant by who you truly are. It was no secret—Frankie’s encounters with CPS were no secret and gossip had made the rounds. Terrence had tried to protect her from the terrible comments, but it was no use. How easy it was to blame the mother.

    CPS’s investigation happened during a period when Frankie and Savannah had moved out of the family farmhouse and into a nearby apartment. Frankie had recently graduated from massage school and rented a small space for clients with another student from her program. Between building her massage clientele, keeping up with Savannah and their new residence, and helping her father with the care of the horses, time got away from Frankie. She was never where she was supposed to be, always the last one to the dinner, the child pickup, the appointment…

    It wasn’t that Frankie didn’t care for her daughter or anyone else’s time. She was completely overwhelmed. But she had her own agenda to prove. She could be a great single mother without her parents’ help. She could be a successful business owner who helped many people. She wanted to do it all and do it all flawlessly.

    It just didn’t work out that way.

    During the CPS investigation, Frankie and Savannah moved back to the family farm. That was where Savannah wanted to be, and if Frankie was honest with herself, it’s where she wanted to be, too.

    “Our family. My mom…We were so heartbroken by those charges,” Frankie told Terrence.

    “Hey”—Terrence put his arm around her shoulder—“there’s no judgment here, Frankie.”

    Frankie leaned into Terrence and wanted to tell him that was a lie—judgment was everywhere. There was no escaping it.

    Everyone’s eyes had been on Frankie since Savannah went missing, even her own mother’s. They all were waiting for her to say or do something, anything, that proved what everyone was already thinking.

    How could anyone lose their child in a place full of people?

    She didn’t love that kid enough, she was never around for Savannah.

    Frankie’s a single mother living with her own mom to pay the bills.

    Frankie doesn’t deserve to be a mother.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-six

    

    Every Fourth of July, or Family Fourth as the locals called it, Goose’s transformed their parking lot and lawns into a celebration. This year, the large crowd spilled out of the parking lot and into the street.

    “Might as well be a block party,” Rory said to Mackie as she threw the police vehicle into park.

    “These grill-outs have always been one of my favorite parts of the Fourth. I came every year as a kid. All those grills smoking right along with the fireworks.” Mackie put his large hand over his chest. “Heaven.”

    Rory agreed. She’d come every year as a child, too.

    They walked together toward the crowd, both in plain clothes and assigned to monitor the crowd. It didn’t matter what they wore—every local person knew Rory and Mackie were police.

    A line of old-school box grills stretched along the grass near the bench where Rory had been sitting with Cade yesterday. Three sides of the grill were brick, with a fire in the center. Steel grids lay over the flame, lined with cooking meat and corn on the cob, still in the husks. Anyone on the outside would label the scene quintessential Americana Fourth of July until they found out what had happened in Pattersburg, Ohio, only days before.

    Mackie’s boots kicked along the short blades of grass. “It’s been a rough twenty-four hours, Rory. You doing okay?”

    Rory’s body ached. Her stitches throbbed with what felt like each heartbeat. Sweat was already pooling between her shoulder blades. But for the first time since this morning, Rory felt like she’d woken up from a dream. She was wide awake. “I’m good,” she told Mackie, and she meant it.

    “It’s been so hard for Frankie,” Mackie said. “I’m worried she’s going to crack.”

    “No way,” Rory said, “they don’t make them tougher than Frankie.”

    Rory hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Frankie since the autopsy. The horse shampoo used for Jane Doe was such an odd detail, but one that gave Rory pause. There had been red flags with Frankie, but she’d been cleared in the last investigation and passed today’s polygraph. Besides, how would Frankie have done these crimes alone? Sure, she was physically fit. Frankie performed hard physical labor at both her jobs. Keeping those stalls clean and carrying hay was no joke. Neither was a deep tissue massage for hours on end.

    Frankie certainly had the ability to overpower a six-year-old and move the body of a teen. She had access to horse shampoo. And then there was the fact that she’d enmeshed herself with every reporter and camera she could find. She had reason to, particularly now that there was evidence the cases were connected.

    There could be another side to all this. What if Frankie’s involvement with this latest case was only so that she could guide police away from her? Rory believed Frankie was hiding something. Still, that didn’t mean she had anything to do with the abduction of her daughter or any of the other crimes. Or it might. It would break every heart in Pattersburg all over again if the mother of one of the victims was responsible for these crimes. It would break Rory’s in a way she might never recover from.

    Officer Pine joined them with her own hot dog and plate of food. “What a crowd! I’ve been here a few hours and have eaten way too many dogs,” she joked. She told them the only thing people were saying was what everyone else was thinking. Max was most likely dead. By this point, word had spread about what the morning search had turned up. The list included a torn flannel shirt, cigarette butts, torn magazine pages, an old shoe half buried in the mud, and a broken case from a phone. People had also heard about their main potential suspect, the sex offender staying in the neighborhood adjacent to where Max went missing and Jane Doe was found.

    “Great,” Rory said. “We have a department leak somewhere.”

    “Don’t look at me,” Mackie said.

    Rory shook her head. These leaks never made sense to her, but they happened all the time. It was infuriating.

    She left the officers to find Cade, who was working one of the grills with her back to Rory. Cade had shoulders that could hold the world. “Or those of a linebacker,” Cade liked to say. So strong. Capable.

    “I bet you’re sick of burgers, huh?” Rory asked.

    Cade turned and gave Rory a smile that melted her heart. “I’ve always got one more in me for you. How about a double with cheese?”

    Rory laughed. “Not today, not with this heat. How about a smallish burger with cheese?”

    Cade adjusted her red, white, and blue headband. It was soaked with sweat. “You got it.”

    Cade had a break coming to her, and after she put two steaming burgers in tin foil, she turned the grill over to another cook. Rory followed her through the crowd and in through the back door of Goose’s. The AC might have been weak, but Rory welcomed the thin wall of cooler air. They walked through the kitchen and into Cade’s office, a small closet big enough for an old steel desk and chair.

    “Pop a squat.” Cade kicked the roller chair toward Rory. The old leather had split in multiple places with foam spilling out. Cade handed her a burger. “Let me find some bottles of water.”

    Rory couldn’t wait to eat. Her stomach grumbled at the smell of food. She fisted her burger, and a corner of cheese bubbled out from underneath the bun.

    Cade came back with two bottles and sat on the desk. “That cook who took over for me outside? They’re the new head chef.”

    Rory shook her head incredulously. “Goose’s has made the mistake of their life. I’m sorry, Cade.”

    Cade shrugged. “Family always promotes family. At least I’ll get a raise—Ben told me today.”

    Rory cheered and stood up to hug Cade. “That’s a long time coming, huh?”

    “It’s something. At least they still want me.”

    “They’d be idiots to let you go, Cade. You’re the best chef they’ve ever had, and I’m a good judge of that. I’ve been eating at Goose’s my whole life.”

    Rory knew these comments about family weren’t only about Cade’s job. Cade had never fully worked through her feelings of abandonment or the constant worry a caseworker would remove her from a foster home at any second. The terrible crimes against children must have triggered these feelings anew in Cade.

    “Cade, no matter what happens at Goose’s, I need you. More importantly, I want you.”

    Cade grinned. “You want me?”

    Rory waggled her eyebrows. “I just mean that you will always have a home with me. We’re family now, and we have been for a long time.”

    Cade reached for her water bottle. “So you won’t put me out on the street for some adult caseworker to pick up, huh?”

    It was a joke, and Rory heard the edge in Cade’s voice. But there was so much more there, layers upon layers of hurt, thick and unwavering as deep scar tissue.

    “Cade.” Rory reached for her hand. Cade’s fingers were swollen and stiff from the heat of the grill and the humidity.

    As hungry as Rory was, she couldn’t let the moment pass without giving Cade a chance to talk about this loss. Cade had a way of burying every difficult emotion out of concern for Rory’s case.

    “This can’t be everything you’re feeling about this, Cade. You are more than qualified for the head chef position. You’ve proven you can do it. It’s not fair that they aren’t giving you the permanent position.”

    “Fair…right.” Cade didn’t look up, but tears spilled from her eyes. “It’s just that…I guess what I’m saying is they cannot make me the lead dog and watch me do it well, then send me to the back of the pack.”

    “I understand.” Rory had been shoved to the back of her work pack today, too.

    Cade groaned. “You know, it’s me I’m most mad at. How could I have let myself become so certain I’d get this job? I know how close families work.”

    Rory stepped back. “What do you mean?”

    “It’s just that I’m the outsider, the non-family member. I’ve observed enough families to know they favor their own, always. So why am I surprised by their decision?”

    “Because they should have chosen you, not their family. Their business sense should have told them they need you to keep their customers. They aren’t thinking smart here, Cade. You’re better off without them.”

    “Yet I still want what they have.” Cade always wanted a big, close family who gathered for every possible occasion. She grew up bouncing around the foster care system until she finally landed with Ruby, an older woman who loved children. Ruby welcomed Cade with open arms. Cade continued to visit Ruby until she passed away two years ago. She was the only person Cade considered to be family, and Ruby’s death tore Cade apart.

    “We’re family now,” Rory reminded Cade.

    “I know, and I’m so grateful.” Cade nodded, wiping away her tears. “Please eat your food. It’s supposed to be served hot, not lukewarm.”

    Rory hesitated, but Cade was shutting down. They could talk more about the restaurant tomorrow. She reached for her fork as Cade reached for her own plate.

    “I almost walked out today,” Cade said between bites. “I was ready to pack my bags for Chicago.”

    “But?”

    “But there’s nowhere I want to be but with you.”

    “Same,” Rory said.

    They sat together in the tiniest of offices drinking water and eating cheesy burgers, a reprieve Rory needed more than she realized. They were both sweating and stank like no one’s business. Still, there was no other place in the whole world Rory would rather be.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-seven

    

    Indigo’s gotcha day. This was number six for Indigo. What did it mean that this new girl arrived on Indigo’s gotcha day?

    They always celebrated sometime during the Fourth of July weekend, depending on Amma’s work schedule. Six years ago, when the fireworks filled the sky, Amma took Isha and Indigo on a celebratory picnic. They rode in Amma’s van to a wooded location next to a horse trail, spread out a blanket, and had a night picnic under the stars while the sky filled with fireworks. Amma said everyone celebrated their gotcha day, and the fiery colors in the sky proved it. But this year, Amma forgetting Indigo’s gotcha day scared her almost more than what she’d been asked to do for the new girl. Even if Amma was sidetracked by Ivy’s arrival and illness, it was concerning. Amma said she was at work, but what if instead of planning to celebrate Indigo she was preparing to murder her the same way she did with Isha?

    A pop sounded in the distance, and a lone firework burst throughout the sky. Indigo could see most of it above the tree line, a spray of blue and red. She went over the plan again in her mind. She’d appeal to Amma for a picnic. Indigo would insist how much the celebration meant to her, and Indigo counted on Amma’s exhaustion from work and dealing with Ivy to work in her favor. Once they were out of the house and in the open woods, she’d run one direction, and Ivy would run the other. Ivy wouldn’t get far given her lungs, but it would give Indigo the chance to move farther from Amma than she ever had before. And she only needed to get to a spot where there were people—a house, a car, a hiker. Anyone she could latch onto and appeal to for help.

    Years ago, Isha warned Indigo: “I’ve heard she’s killed kids for leaving. She won’t hesitate to kill you, too.” Indigo didn’t doubt it, but this was her only shot to save Ivy. Without a doctor, Indigo believed Ivy would die. If Ivy became sick enough and Amma couldn’t think of a way to save her, Indigo feared the new girl would end up murdered like Isha.

    Indigo would never forgive herself if she didn’t try to save Ivy. She didn’t want this girl to live this life locked inside a home three hundred sixty-four days a year with Amma and fearful of her every move. There was no question. Indigo needed to save the new girl. After all, Indigo was a big part of the reason Ivy was even there. She’d been the one to help Amma grab her. If she’d done the right thing a few days ago and told the girl to run, they wouldn’t be locked together in this house now.

    Outside, tires crunched on the gravel driveway. Headlights cut across the bedroom through the front windows. Indigo didn’t have to look to know it was the dark pickup truck, the one whose engine rumbled like a boat in the dead of winter. The driver revved the gas, a message to Indigo he was watching. While that was supposed to scare her, he’d always been more of a comfort to Indigo. A teddy bear dressed up as a wolverine.

    Still, he’d been the one to do something to Isha. Tears spilled down Indigo’s cheeks as she thought of Isha’s earlier words to her: Amma will kill you, too.

    The firecracker pops came steady now, growing louder by the minute. Color erupted over the tree line while explosions of red, white, and blue climbed up the sky, leaving smoke trails in their wake. Indigo pressed her open hand against the cool Plexiglas as if she could touch them. This day always came as a surprise. The fireworks were her only real measure of time other than the changing of the seasons.

    There was a rustling in the bedroom. The new girl slipped out of bed and joined Indigo at the window. She leaned in, and Indigo wrapped her arm around Ivy.

    “What’s happening?” Ivy said, wheezing.

    “Fireworks.” Indigo squeezed Ivy tight against her as the sky lit up. “The whole world is celebrating us.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-eight

    

    Rory lay across the length of the bed, her head resting against Cade’s bare chest. This was her most treasured time with Cade, those fleeting hours after sex. Rory loved to drift into a deep sleep against the warm solidness of Cade’s body, their breaths syncing together. This was Rory’s safest place.

    “Still point,” Rory said, her voice cracking open their shared silence. Outside, the occasional sounds of vehicles swished past as a steady rain pattered against the windows.

    “Hmm?” Cade’s voice was thick with the onset of sleep.

    “It’s something Frankie mentioned in her interview. She said she strives for this place, a still point, where the body and mind weave into alignment.”

    “Is this a massage thing or a spiritual thing?”

    “Both, I think. Frankie described it to the reporter today as a place where you’re content and full of health in the here and now. No thinking ahead to the future or looking back on what has happened. Just here, breathing and heart beating steady, right now. She says she strives for that every day.”

    “Frankie’s deep,” Cade said. “I’d love for you to find your own still point, Rory. You are rarely here.”

    Rory chuckled. “True. I’m working on it. I don’t understand how Frankie does it. I’d never have the strength to live through what she has.”

    Cade craned her neck to look Rory in the eye. “What makes you think you aren’t as strong as Frankie? That’s not at all what I see.”

    Cade had always been Rory’s biggest fan. That devotion sometimes made Rory nervous—she wasn’t always the confident, professional detective that Cade and everyone else believed her to be.

    “I may appear balanced and strong on the outside,” Rory said, “but the inside? That’s a whole other thing.”

    Cade gave a sleepy sigh. “I’m not talking about strength on the outside. You’re mentally strong, too. You’ve been through your own stuff, we all have. Besides, who’s to say someone is stronger than another? We deal with the hand we’ve been dealt.”

    Rory’s mind flashed to Stephen. He’d been her and her mother’s dealt hand, among other things. It was rare for Rory to allow herself the space to examine that time in her life when suspicions of Stephen surfaced. Rory remembered the sheer panic of it all and the way the media had descended on them. Reporters wanted to know how Rory and her mother could have lived with someone suspected of such vile things and not known his reputation, the rumors, the talk? Their message was clear. Her mom should have suspected something. Rory should have suspected something.

    Red flags are never as glaring to those closest to a predator. Rory reminded herself of this often. It wasn’t like she had been looking for Stephen to do wrong, and, maybe more importantly, there’d been no creepy gut feelings when Stephen was around her or other women. He paid his bills; he treated her and her mom well. Rory never caught him somewhere he wasn’t supposed to be or sneaking around on anyone else’s laptop or phone. Everything just seemed fine. Normal, even. Well, as normal as you could get when your mom’s boyfriend has lived with you for a few years, and he’s the only one in the house you’ll talk to.

    Yet there was the thing Rory tried to forget. The thing she’d tried so hard to ignore. It’s nothing, she told herself repeatedly since she found the images of Tessa on their family laptop. It can’t mean anything.

    Electronics and Stephen didn’t get along, they didn’t need to. He used the laptop rarely and only to check his email and pay bills. Rory’s mom was much more active online, and Rory had her own laptop. On that day, though, her own laptop battery died, and she needed to respond to an email to her professor for class.

    Rory used the laptop on the kitchen table for a few minutes and was just about to log off when the downloads window popped up. She moved the curser to close the window and saw two thumbnail images. Was that…Tessa?

    She opened the images. The date had been a few weeks before. Her breath caught in her throat. She remembered this day, her and Tessa at the pool, both lying on loungers in the sun. Rory wanted to swim, Tessa didn’t. During a window of maybe thirty minutes, the two of them had been separated. The images showed Rory’s towel crumpled up in the lounger beside Tessa. She’d been so close to her best friend and still didn’t know someone was taking photographs of Tessa in her bikini. They had joked that morning about how Tessa’s suit covered next to nothing. Tessa didn’t care. She just wanted a good tan. The photographer had zoomed in on Tessa’s breasts and legs. Everyone else from the pool that day had been cut out of the photograph. What were these pictures doing on their family laptop? Her mother had no reason for these pictures. That left Stephen.

    Rory sent the images to her own email, where she examined them when the house was quiet. It became an obsession for her. Who took these pictures? Was it Stephen? Or Cork? And why? Tessa had been to their house on numerous occasions when Stephen was home. Rory had never noticed anything different about the way he treated Tessa. Then again, she hadn’t really been looking.

    In the coming weeks, Rory purposely brought up Tessa in conversation with Stephen and her mother. There’d been no unusual reaction from her mom, but Stephen did everything he could to avoid any talk of Tessa. His leg bounced up and down when she spoke of Tessa, and he couldn’t look Rory in the eye.

    Then, weeks later, Brenda was murdered and Savannah abducted.

    “Frankie agrees with you, Cade. She thinks the police were too quick to publicly announce their questioning of Stephen and Cork.”

    Cade took a cautious breath. “Here’s what I think. Stephen and Cork deserved to be questioned and considered in the case. The police were looking for any answers they could find. But these guys also deserved to come back to their lives unscathed when the police didn’t find anything against them. It’s only fair, right?”

    Fair. What exactly had been fair about anything that had gone down in these cases? So many people had been hurt, and the town of Pattersburg needed someplace to direct their anger. That place had been Stephen and Cork. Months after Brenda Lee was found and Savannah went missing, Stephen and Cork still couldn’t go out in public without receiving judgy stares and reproach. Even their neighbors said awful things to Stephen and her mom about where they hoped he ended up.

    It all terrified Rory, this anger directed at their makeshift family. It also confused her. Stephen couldn’t prove his alibi for the night of the murder and abduction. Why not? Everyone else seemed to be able to do that. And those pictures? Stephen had been acting so odd about Tessa. Was her best friend next on his list? Would he really hurt Tessa? Kill her?

    Tessa had stopped coming by their house. There’d been no more pool days or beach nights at parties. Tessa explained that she’d been busy getting ready to go back to college for the upcoming year, that her time had been taken up with helping her mom and dad at home with house projects. Tessa’s withdrawal hurt Rory more than any comments made in the press or in passing about Stephen or her mother.

    Rory had lost so much because of Stephen, so many people she loved.

    “I don’t know if I can keep working this case,” Rory whispered into Cade’s shoulder. “It’s bringing back so much of what I don’t want to face.”

    Cade sighed. “Please don’t stop working this investigation, Rory. You owe it to yourself and your family to find out what really happened that night. More importantly, you deserve to know everything.”

    Cade squeezed Rory tight in her arms. She kissed the top of Rory’s head.

    Tears slipped down Rory’s cheeks. “What if it’s too much?”

    “For who?”

    “Me. You.”

    “Not for me, Rory. I promise.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-nine

    

    Only a few random booms remained from Lake Hank’s Fourth of July fireworks celebration. The air still smelled of smoke, something the high humidity wouldn’t let go of. Frankie walked the perimeter of the barn with Annie and Archie tailing close behind. The fireworks terrified them, and they liked to hide when the sky popped. Frankie wanted to check the barn again for any signs someone had been inside. Frankie knew whoever they were, they’d eventually return. She needed to be ready to protect her animals and land.

    It was almost midnight. Frankie was usually fast asleep by now, but tonight she was on edge, wide awake. Maybe it was the upcoming vigil. Or it could have been the mugs of coffee she’d consumed all day. There was also the nagging feeling that Savannah felt so close and yet so very far away. Would Frankie ever see her again? Hold her close? In the cover of night with her animals, Frankie was willing to admit to herself that maybe Savannah had already been lost to her.

    Frankie locked the main door and spoke gently to each horse as she moved through the barn toward Buxley. The horses paced and nickered at her, working through their agitation from the fireworks. She stopped to rub them behind the ears and searched each stall for any sign of visitors. The lack of evidence throughout the barn settled Frankie. Since finding the cigarette butt, she’d been increasingly aware of the holes in her home and barn security. With only the cameras, her phone, and her father’s old metal baseball bat from behind the barn’s fridge, everything felt exposed. For the second time in two days, she regretted getting rid of her father’s gun.

    Growing up, Frankie always thought it was odd her dad didn’t own a gun. Their neighbors proudly showcased NRA stickers on their trucks and bragged endlessly about their hunting trophies. But her father always said guns were more of a danger to the people he loved than to any intruder or thief. He swore they were better off without one. After her dad died, Frankie learned the truth. Her mom gave her the gun that had been hidden behind the solid wood dresser for years.

    “He didn’t want you to feel unsafe,” her mom said. “You’re in charge of the barn now. But here’s the truth: I’ve lived on this land with your father for fifty-two years. We never even thought about taking the gun out from behind the dresser.”

    After Savannah vanished, Frankie found herself spending more time in the barn with Buxley and the other horses. As the days turned into months, and after her mother passed on, Frankie started spending more time with her father’s gun. At first, she let the weapon sit out in the open. Then she held it, turning the cool metal over in her hands. Soon she began carrying the firearm in the waist of her jeans. Then, one night, when she was desperately missing Savannah and her folks, dark thoughts crept into her mind. The gun. You could do it. You could be with them all again.

    Six months later, with those dark thoughts nearly taking over her life, Frankie drove out to a remote bridge near Lake Hank and tossed the weapon into the depths of the water. She watched the water bubble around it as the heavy metal sank out of sight. She didn’t trust herself with her father’s gun anymore.

    Gathering up blankets from the front closet, the bat, and Buxley’s next dose of meds, Frankie entered Buxley’s stall with the dogs. Curled in the corner, Buxley’s eyes brightened at the sight of her. He snuggled his long nose into her hands, and Frankie swore she could hear Buxley grinning. It had been a long time since the horse had her as an overnight guest for two nights in a row.

    Frankie inspected Buxley’s hoof. The swelling had gone down with the help of the soaking boot Sabrina had left behind. The vet assistant had wrapped Buxley’s leg and showed Frankie how to change out the water without disrupting the horse.

    “Looks like it’s feeling better, buddy.”

    Frankie slid her palm over the horse’s thin coat. His hoof and pastern were still warm to the touch, the infection lingering. He groaned as she massaged his leg muscles but didn’t pull away.

    Annie was happy to pile in the stall for a good night’s sleep and scraped at the straw with her paws until she had a soft pile to settle on. Archie, though, wasn’t so content. He grumbled and paced outside the stall door.

    “Arch, I know, you like your own bed.” Frankie reached out for him, and the dog reluctantly came toward her hand. Soon he was close enough for her to massage the spot on his neck that he couldn’t refuse. Despite himself, he moved closer and closer to her. “One more night, Arch. Buxley needs us.”

    The dog grumbled again but settled in beside her, his thick fur a heater against her thigh.

    
     

    Archie jumped to his feet and barked. Frankie woke up with a start.

    “Arch! What is it?”

    The dog ignored her call and continued his alert bark, the short sharp blasts of noise.

    Frankie stood, grabbing the bat from beside her, and slipped the phone out of her back pocket. She wanted to face these intruders, to see their faces, but her fingers were poised to dial 911 at any time.

    Stepping outside Buxley’s stall, Frankie closed the two dogs and horse inside. Archie barked his frustration, short screams to let him out now. But Frankie needed to know what she was dealing with first. Archie’s barks followed her down the barn’s corridor toward the back door. As she walked past two side windows, she saw it.

    Boxy headlights, most likely from an older model pickup truck.

    They wanted Frankie to know they were there. But who were they? Why hide behind the cover of a windshield and the glare of headlights?

    Frankie swallowed hard. She refused to hide. She’d done nothing wrong and would do anything to get Savannah back. With a shaking hand, Frankie pushed open the back door and stepped into the beams of light.

    “Who are you?” The rumbling engine swallowed the sound of her voice. “What do you want with me?”

    Frankie moved closer, a few feet away from the front of the truck. The lights were still too bright to make out any figure or movement in the cab.

    A dark shadow caught the corner of Frankie’s eye. She reacted in time to see a figure’s quick movement. Before she could run, an arm wrapped around her neck and squeezed, lifting Frankie’s feet off the ground. She dropped her phone as her hands clawed against the thick arm at her neck. Kicking her heels into anything solid, Frankie flailed against her attacker.

    The arm around Frankie’s throat squeezed out any screams. Then, the sudden bite of something on her neck, the sting of fluid entering her system. No, no, no! Fight!

    Everything faded to black.

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty

    

    Sunday, July 5

    Amma’s tires crunched on the gravel driveway, and Indigo straightened her spine against the wooden back of the kitchen chair. She’d worked hard to get the morning breakfast exactly the way Amma liked it. Steam rose from the eggs and sausage. At least the food was hot. She’d have to answer for last night. The Watcher always contacted Amma whenever he came inside the house. Last night, he’d been there to warn Indigo. “Whatever you are up to,” he warned her, “stop now.”

    The Watcher didn’t tower over Indigo as much as he used to. She was growing, and this made him nervous. She wasn’t exactly sure why, but Indigo guessed it had a lot to do with what happened to Isha.

    Outside, the gravel drive silenced. Indigo’s heart slammed inside her chest, and she kicked Ivy underneath the table.

    “It’s time,” she told Ivy.

    They watched the front door, anxiously waiting for Amma to make her way down the front path.

    Months before Amma took Indigo, Indigo lay in bed with her real mom watching the news. They’d just reported on a surprising trend of adults making something called murder books.

    “What’s a murder book?” Indigo asked.

    Her mother clicked the remote until she found a station with a sitcom. “Something you shouldn’t know about yet.” She kissed the top of Indigo’s head.

    “I’m big. Tell me.”

    “Big, huh?” Her mother laughed. “You just turned six.”

    Indigo grinned. “That’s big, Momma.”

    “I don’t want you to ever get big. Stay six forever.”

    Indigo giggled and urged her mom on.

    “When I was about your age, Grandma took me to the Pattersburg fire station. Every kid in Ohio was supposed to go to their local station. Firemen gave us cards to fill out with our name, address, and phone number. Then police officers took our fingerprints and pulled a few strands of our hair to tape to the card.”

    “They pulled your hair out?”

    “Just a few strands. It didn’t hurt,” her mom promised. “Then they wrote down what we looked like, our weight, eye color, hair color. They even wrote something about the scar on my leg from a bad fall at summer camp.”

    “Oh, this one?” Indigo pointed to the jagged white line against her mom’s knee.

    “That’s the one. They took a picture of the scar. They also took a full body picture and then another with a close-up of my face,” her mom said. “They put the card and pictures into this little booklet for our parents. Grandpa and Grandma were supposed to deliver the booklet to the police if we went missing.”

    “You mean if a stranger took you?”

    “Exactly. These books were supposed to help police find us.” Her mom pointed to the television screen. “The news was talking about how that trend is back, but it’s now adults who are making their own books in case something happens to them, not kids.”

    Indigo furrowed her brow. “Adults can get taken by strangers?”

    “Anyone can get taken by a stranger,” her mom warned. “That’s why we are careful with people we don’t know.”

    Indigo nodded. She knew the rules well. Her mom had always been afraid of someone taking her, and she never really understood why. Until the day she walked away from her music rehearsal with Isha and Amma.

    Ivy’s sudden cough brought Indigo back to the kitchen table. The memory of her real mother slowly faded, and Indigo wondered if things might have been different for her if her mom had made Indigo a murder book before she went missing. Would her own strands of hair or fingerprints on a card have saved her from Amma? Would the police have found her in a few hours’ time? Could that little book have saved Indigo from herself? After all, it had been her own fault she was taken. She broke one of the golden rules: Don’t talk to strangers. Indigo did more than talk to strangers, she willingly got into their vehicle. That meant she deserved everything that had happened to her since that day Amma’s vehicle locked her inside.

    Indigo wiped the tears from her cheek. Maybe it was the cleanup after Isha’s murder or the new girl consistently calling out for her own mother in the night, but buried memories had shaken loose within Indigo. Images flashed across her mind at the most random moments. Images of her mother and their horse, her grandmother and the old farmhouse they’d all lived in, the place where her mother had grown up, their home.

    Sometimes Indigo thought she could hear her mother calling to her from a distance, as if she was standing at the other end of a long tunnel. She worried this meant the end of her life was drawing near. Her grandmother had said when people died, God called them home in the voice that person loved most. Was this what was happening to Indigo? Her breath shallowed, and her chest ached with fear.

    Time was running out.

    For the plan to work, they needed to go to the lake. They needed to go to the place where Amma lost her own child, back to the start of it all. This year was special, she’d argue to Amma. Ivy had joined them, so this was her gotcha day, too. This double celebration called for a lakeside picnic. Indigo knew Amma’s biggest fear was people seeing them. So they’d go at night where they could stargaze and swim in the darkness.

    “You cannot go outside because it isn’t safe,” Amma regularly told Indigo. “Anything could happen to you out there. In here, I can protect you.”

    Outside. The word sent a shiver down Indigo’s spine, an excitement she hadn’t allowed herself to feel in years. Could she really talk Amma into a trip to the lake with Ivy? It sounded almost as far-fetched to Indigo as her mom and her classmates going to the fire station to get kidnapping books made. But Indigo had to make this work, she had to make things right.

    The key turned in the front lock.

    “Ivy?” Indigo reached her arm across the table toward the girl. “Are you ready?”

    Ivy looked up at Indigo. She reached her own arm out for Indigo’s. “For what?”

    “To go home.”

    “How?” Ivy wheezed. “The locks. The cameras.”

    Indigo grabbed the girl’s hand and squeezed. She knew Ivy had been thinking about how they might get out, too.

    The doorknob turned, and the weather seal broke open.

    “Do you trust me, Ivy?”

    The girl didn’t hesitate with her answer. “Yes.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-one

    

    Rory arrived at the station before seven with an insulated tumbler of hot coffee in hand. She’d fallen asleep wrapped in Cade’s arms but awoke within hours. She’d spent the remaining early morning hours analyzing the organization of these crimes. The triangles. An image that gave Rory a different way into thinking about the abductor-slash-killer. If they felt at all threatened by the media’s attention, they had only two options: kill Max and Savannah or hunker down and ride out the publicity.

    Rory was willing to bet the person they were looking for was close to Pattersburg. She hoped the vigil and the media blast would root out whoever had committed these heinous crimes. They just needed the suspect to make a mistake, one slip-up.

    “Detective, you hear?” The desk sergeant waved Rory over.

    “What’s up?”

    “Allard, Jasper, and BCI have a man in interrogation room 1. Says he’s Jane Doe’s grandfather. Flew in from Phoenix last night.”

    Now that was a break, if the man was who he claimed to be. “Credible?”

    The desk sergeant shrugged. “They’re giving him the time.”

    Rory thanked him and jogged down the hall to watch what was left of the interrogation. Why hadn’t Allard or Jasper called her about this? As lead detective on the case, she should have been notified. She’d devoted her life to this department, and now that there’d been a break in the case, they sidelined her. Jasper’s silence hurt.

    Inside the interrogation room, the grandfather sat across the table with his hands draped over the handle of a cane and one rail-thin leg crossed over the other. Rory recognized through the one-way glass the man’s swollen eyes, dark and lined with thick lashes.

    “My wife and I raised Mia when our son couldn’t take care of her,” he told Allard. “Mia lived with us from the time she was about a year old.”

    “And you now live in Phoenix, Mr. Napoli?”

    “Travis, please. We’re from Dublin, outside of Columbus. My wife and I moved to Phoenix two years after Mia vanished. Couldn’t stay with all the ghosts. My wife…well, it was just too much.” He shook his head. “Mia fell off the Dublin police’s radar years ago.”

    Dublin? This didn’t match the other girls. They’d all been from Pattersburg or Hank County. A chill scattered up Rory’s spine. How wide should they spread this investigation? All of Ohio? The Midwest?

    Witherton held up a photograph. “Thank you for providing the pictures. How old would Mia be today?”

    Travis averted his eyes from the photograph. “Hard to believe she’d be an adult now. Eighteen years old and a few months.”

    “Tell me about the day Mia went missing,” Witherton asked.

    Travis leaned back in his chair as tears welled in his eyes. “Before Mia vanished, we were happy. Her father had a lot of problems, but my wife and I were determined to give Mia a good home and education no matter what her parents chose to do. When Cody was granted full custody, we tried to make the best of it. We fought a lot with him, and we worried all the time for Mia. We only wanted to do right by her.” He looked down at the table. “I’m not sure if we helped Mia at all, Detective. I think about that a lot.”

    Jasper wrote something on his notepad. “It was very hard, I’m sure. Where was Mia when she vanished?”

    “A park near the Columbus Zoo. She was spending the day with her father. They walked through the zoo in the morning and then stopped at the park for a picnic. My wife and I were working that day. We volunteered with an animal shelter, and my wife was really involved with the management team. We were at the shelter when Cody called to say Mia vanished.”

    Rory struggled to read Agent Witherton. He exhibited no reaction to the grandfather’s account and wrote nothing down. He sat with his fingers laced together on the table and his head slightly cocked to the left. Was Witherton also thinking about the differences in Mia’s case? Travis seemed very credible, but sometimes grief made people see what they hoped to see. They had to wait for the DNA results before releasing any of this information.

    The differences in the crime scenes interested Rory most. If Travis’s story was true, Mia had been snatched from a playground when her father wasn’t watching. That particular detail matched—this killer liked public parks and wooded areas. But the other three children connected with these crimes—Brenda Lee, Savannah Armitage, and Max Greenwood—were all local kids. Rory’s mind churned with possibilities.

    “Where is Mia’s father now?” Witherton asked.

    “Columbus, near campus. Cody has worked for a restaurant down there for years.” Travis scratched his temple, thinking. “He’s never been the same since Mia left. Never stopped blaming himself.”

    “And the child’s mother? Any contact with her?”

    “None.” Travis shook his head. “It was always on my son, you know. Mia’s mother wanted custody, but she had no idea how to take care of herself, let alone a child.”

    Rory wrote down the word mother and circled it. This seemed to be the heart of the cases. Every child abducted or murdered had been a child from a single-parent home, usually in the mother’s care. The parent struggled to juggle parenting and work duties. Rory suspected the unsub knew about this home situation. And had contact with the child, if only in passing. Perhaps the suspect looked for overwhelmed single parents and targeted their six-year-olds.

    Jasper stood to excuse himself. “We’re having a candlelight vigil tonight in Hollow Park in response to these crimes against children. We’d love to see you there.”

    Travis bit his lips together and nodded. Silent tears slipped down his cheeks as he agreed to let Witherton hold on to Mia’s birth certificate and other documents.

    Jasper exited the interrogation room and came face-to-face with Rory.

    “Hey there.” He seemed surprised to see her. “We’re waiting on DNA confirmation that this is Jane Doe’s grandfather.”

    Rory nodded. “Sounds promising. Why didn’t you call me in?”

    Jasper smirked. “We were already here, Rory. We had it covered.”

    “You do, for sure. I’d just like to be kept in the loop. That’s all I’m asking.” She tried not to remind her supervisor that she was the lead detective for Pattersburg PD, but it was hard. Such a large part of her didn’t want to miss anything, and here she was, missing it.

    “Rory, this is about finding the kids. We’re grasping at every straw. I really need you to focus on preparations for the vigil and the media. It’s such important work.”

    “I really want to revisit an interview from the past case. Cork Bradley’s mom was—”

    Jasper shook his head. “Please, stay focused on the vigil. We need to draw the unsub to the event. Understand?”

    Rory’s cheeks burned. She agreed. To Jasper’s face, anyway.

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-two

    

    The morning breeze blowing from Lake Hank tangled Rory’s hair. She leaned against the wooden rail of the observation deck. Rory caught her breath as the gentle wake lapped underneath the wooden boardwalk.

    Rory had never defied a direct order in her career. She hadn’t joined Mackie and the others at Hollow Park to help organize the vigil. Instead, she’d followed her instinct and headed for the lake to find Betty Bradley.

    Rory slid her phone out of her back pocket and texted Frankie, wondering why Frankie hadn’t connected with her yet today. Are they prepping you for the interviews? Headed to Betty Bradley’s place now.

    The beep of a truck in reverse broke the quiet. The vehicle backed an old pontoon boat down a nearby boat ramp. The driver waved to her, his mirrored sunglasses reflecting blue sky.

    Lake Hank was beautiful this time of day, and the late morning sun caught the water’s movement. Away from shore, boats already pulled kid-filled tubes and water-skiers. Jet Skis tore through the lake’s surface, leaving long white trails behind. Just another typical July Fourth weekend on the lake.

    Rory couldn’t be at the lake and not think of Stephen. These nine thousand acres had been Stephen’s favorite place. He’d grown up around the lake and spent his childhood with Cork. The two of them had helped at the Bradley family business since they were tweens.

    When Stephen started seeing Rory’s mom, he brought them to the lake every Sunday. The best part about visiting Lake Hank with Stephen was Rory had her pick of the Bradley boat rental fleet. She rotated between a fishing boat and a speedboat, always leaving enough time to dive off the watercraft into the cool water.

    Stephen preferred the observation deck where the surrounding water showed off the changing seasons. The deck, Stephen said, gave him a front row seat to nature’s rhythms.

    “The water’s where it’s at, Ro. It holds the seasons and all their moods. Did you notice how the water looks greener in the summer, bluer in the winter?”

    Rory could see it, the water’s multiple colors, the way the soft current seemed to hold emotion. The water became a point of connection between her and Stephen. What do you think the water is feeling today, Ro? What shade do you think the water is showing most?

    Today, Lake Hank’s water held a greenish cast, and the current swirled in dizzying eddies around the deck’s legs. What mood would Stephen label the water today? Murky? Mysterious?

    Rory closed her eyes to the memories of Stephen. Could a man sensitive enough to see the water’s mood hurt children? Her stomach turned at the thought of it.

    Rory looked behind her, into the forest that surrounded the lake, unable to make out the Bradley place yet. They’d visited often after spending time on the deck. Betty’s white hair usually stood on end, and she was always in a worn robe and slippers no matter what time of day they visited. Cork’s and his mother’s trailers sat next to each other on over ninety acres of forest that had been in their family for generations. Stephen said there were cabins at various locations, and hunters liked to rent them during the hunting season, but for the most part, the land remained untouched.

    Rory checked her phone. No response from Frankie. She must be getting ready for her big interview with 20/20.

    Frankie’s notes indicated she’d tried to talk with Betty, but Betty refused to meet. Frankie made another attempt after Cork was sentenced to prison, with similar results. But Rory had met Betty, had spent time on her front porch looking out over the firepit with the old couches surrounding it. A rusted El Camino sat near the trailer and looked like it hadn’t been driven in a century. Betty Bradley wasn’t going anywhere. This was her family’s land, and the boathouse was their family business. She had a front row seat to what went on inside the boathouse. There was a reason she’d refused interviews with police and Frankie all these years. Rory intended to find out what that reason was.

    
     

    Rory pushed through the heavy steel doors in the rear entrance of Lake Hank Boat Repair and Storage. A buzzer alerted, as she expected it would, and Rory waited for someone to appear. The business had always been extra careful about security, something that now made a lot more sense to her. An employee would be monitoring the cameras the minute the door sounded.

    Rory stood between two enormous boat racks, each holding three boats stacked like bunk beds. The view from the floor overwhelmed Rory, all the heavy machinery hanging from steel joists. One loose binding, one faulty boat lift, and the weight of these watercraft could kill her in an instant.

    Everything felt surreal. Being inside Stephen’s place of employment, the business her mother threw away Rory’s college savings on. Rory swore she’d never set foot in this building again. Yet here she was, looking for two people she hoped to forever avoid: Betty Bradley and Stephen Michaelson.

    Stephen was the reason her family had blown up, and it happened just when Rory finally accepted that he wasn’t going anywhere. She’d caught snippets of adult conversations, particularly from her grandmother, who told Rory’s mom she would be a hard sell for a man. “A child in the mix? Well, it takes a special man to step in where someone else ran off.”

    Rory couldn’t deny that Stephen loved her mother, and her mom loved him. Her mom smiled and hummed while she cooked dinner and made morning coffee. She giggled at his text messages and talked about their plans for traveling, adventures they’d mapped out to visit every national park before they turned sixty-five. Rory held a picture in her mind of what Stephen and her mom would look like in retirement, the camper for driving across the country and holiday visits, always somewhere new. Maybe that was why this all hurt so much. What their family could have been in the Before and all the things they lost in the After.

    Rory turned to find Stephen watching her. Her gaze met his a few moments before his head bowed in greeting. “I thought I might not see you again,” he said.

    “Fair. I wasn’t sure, either.”

    “You’ve grown up. You look so much like your mom.”

    “I hear that a lot.” Rory fought an eye roll. She’d heard statements like this her whole life, and the troubles in her relationship with her mom only made these kinds of comments harder. She took stock of Stephen’s appearance. The thin gray hair across the top showed his age, but his eyes were the same. He could light up a room with only a grin.

    “Speaking of. Your mom didn’t tell me you were coming.”

    “She has nothing to do with this,” Rory said. “I wanted to talk with you and Betty about the new murder and missing child case in Pattersburg.”

    Stephen looked down at the wrench in his hands. Wiping the engine oil from his fingertips against his blue coveralls, he asked, “Do I need my lawyer, Rory?”

    “That’s up to you. I’m only here to clear up a few things.”

    Tucking the tool into his pocket, Stephen gave a single nod. “I won’t speak for Betty, but I’m working on an engine in the back. We can talk there.”

    Rory followed, their footfalls echoing in the wide-open space. In the dead of the summer, the building sat mostly empty. Boaters generally waited the season out unless they had a repair that couldn’t wait. The customers came for Stephen’s expertise. He got the job done right the first time and didn’t price gouge. Her mom had always said Stephen ran the show without enough ownership in the business. Cork paid Stephen well enough, but what Stephen always wanted was half ownership in the business. Even with Cork in prison, that never happened.

    Stephen led Rory toward a workstation with a dismantled boat engine. Rory took a seat on a stool beside him.

    “You know I’ve never believed your story,” Rory started.

    “And now?”

    Rory swallowed. “I don’t know.”

    Stephen pulled the wrench from his pocket and reached for an engine part. “That’s progress, I’d say. It’s a good place to start.”

    A phone rang in a back office, followed by Betty’s gruff answer. Rory hoped Betty wasn’t aware she’d entered the building. Betty was best taken by surprise.

    “Here’s the thing,” Rory said. “I don’t think Chief Allard and Lieutenant Jasper were far off when they questioned you and Cork in the Savannah Armitage and Brenda Lee cases.”

    Stephen scoffed. “It was more than questioning me. Those guys would have taken my head if they could get away with it.”

    “Hear me out.” She held up a hand. “Perhaps their target was off, but they were pointed in the right direction. I think the real guilty party is someone who was involved with you and Cork, someone you’ve possibly never suspected.”

    Stephen reached for another tool from the box beside him. “I don’t know a lot of people, Rory. Cork and I grew up together, so we knew the same crew from school. Now I only talk to folks who come in here for repairs and storage.”

    It was hard to turn a critical eye on friends, but she thought Stephen might have done that already with Cork. “Speaking of Cork, how is he? Have you talked much to him since the sentencing?”

    Four years ago, Cork received ten years for aggravated assault and battery in a bar fight and possession of a large bag of weed and some cocaine. Cork’s lawyer unsuccessfully appealed the conviction as retribution for the lack of evidence in the crimes against Brenda Lee and Savannah Armitage.

    Stephen leaned over the engine and worked on a bolt. “The first few months, yes. I tried to visit every other weekend. Then they moved him to a Cleveland facility. Too much of a drive for more than the occasional visit. He’s Cork, you know. He makes friends wherever he goes.”

    Rory smiled. Cork did have a big personality. The loudest at any gathering, the one who always showed up with a cooler bursting with cold beer, and a week-old beard growth. Everyone loved Cork and accepted his quiet friend, Stephen. The two men were as close as brothers, and one rarely went somewhere without the other.

    After Cork went to prison, Stephen took over the business and moved to a Columbus suburb. The commute was long, but Rory understood why Stephen took it on. In his new neighborhood, no one knew the gossip about Stephen’s possible involvement in the crimes. He could walk through a grocery store without facing the cold, angry stares of his neighbors.

    “The last time I talked with Cork, he was back in touch with his ex,” Stephen said. “Rekindling something.”

    Rory hadn’t known Cork to be anything but single. “Do I know her?”

    “Don’t think so. She’s from our high school days. Ida? Or Idie, depending on how well you know her.”

    Rory turned the name over in her mind. “Same age as you two?”

    “We graduated together. She was homeschooled for a while with her siblings, but she maybe started school with us in eighth grade. Why?”

    “I’ve never heard you talk about Idie before.” Rory had to be careful not to give away too much information, but she needed to know more about the women in these men’s lives. “Do any women work here?”

    Stephen shook his head. “Only Betty.”

    “I almost stopped at her place, but I figured she’d slam the door in my face.”

    Stephen grinned. “If she even opened the door. Betty’s not very kind to strangers on her land, and I doubt she remembers you.”

    Stephen explained that things had been hard for Betty since Cork went to prison. She was left with the business and the cabin rentals on their land.

    “The rentals…” Rory started. “Are any occupied long-term?”

    “I’m not sure. If so, they’d be off-the-grid types willing to deal with the isolation and dismal services out there.”

    “Do you have contact information for Ida?” she asked.

    Stephen looked Rory in the eyes and held her gaze. “Be straight with me, Rory. Why are you asking?”

    Would it really hurt to reveal a woman could be involved? Maybe Stephen would be willing to help.

    “We’re looking into every lead,” Rory said. “Like I said, it’s very possible you and Cork have had dealings with someone involved in the crimes.”

    Stephen’s knee bounced with this added information. He was thinking through something.

    “What?” she asked.

    “Ida’s a strange bird. She’d have to be to put up with Cork, right? But she’s been in contact with Betty since she and Cork started talking again.”

    “What’s strange about Ida?”

    Stephen shook his head. “It’s nothing, really. She’s just odd. A bit of a loner, I’d say.”

    “You think Betty will talk to me?”

    “Let me try to approach her first.” He headed for the office.

    Rory turned the phone over in her hands. What was keeping Frankie, anyway? She thumbed out another message. Have you heard of an Ida or Idie? Went to school with Cork and Stephen?

    After checking her email, Rory thought about texting her mom. Stephen would tell her soon Rory had been in to see him. Maybe she should reach out first about any potential suspects in Stephen’s life. It had been so long, Rory wasn’t sure what to say.

    Thankfully, Stephen’s footsteps were headed back to her, and he wasn’t alone.

    “Ah, I do remember you,” Betty said, her voice like sandpaper.

    Rory extended her hand and thanked Betty for her time.

    “I’m not too keen on talking to you. Police haven’t been too kind to my boy.”

    “I understand. Clearing these cases will at least clear Cork of any wrongdoing with these girls. We’re up against the clock. Max has been missing for over two days, and time is running out.”

    “I want those kids home safe and sound, too.” She flipped her phone over and searched the screen. “Here it is.” She handed the phone to Rory. “It’s one of the only pictures I have of Idie.”

    Rory took the older phone and maximized the photo. She recognized the yard and firepit. The woman stood between Cork and Stephen in front of the smoking meat. Her dark hair hung below her shoulders, and she held a bottle of beer with a cigarette toward the camera. She was saying something to the photographer.

    “When do you think this was? Fifteen years ago, or more?”

    Betty nodded. “The kids just graduated, so maybe the summer after. Cork may have some other pictures in prison from his visits with her. He likes to hang them on his cell wall. I’m just glad she’s not coming between the boys anymore.”

    Stephen blushed. The flush swept from his cheeks down his neck.

    Rory grinned at him. “What’s the story?”

    “Nothing, really.”

    “Come on, now,” Betty razzed him. “Both the boys loved Idie in high school. She had a way of bringing out the worst in each of them.”

    “Do you know the surname?”

    “Johnson, I think,” Betty said.

    Rory asked Betty to look for more photographs of Idie. With a last name like Johnson, it would take some time to track her down. Johnson was better than Smith, but not by much in the Midwest.

    Betty went back to her office, and Stephen walked Rory to the back door.

    “What’s going on between you and your mother, Rory? This break between you bothers her so much, and I feel like I’m the cause of that.”

    “I don’t want to talk about my mom.”

    “So, it’s only you that gets to show up here years later and ask questions? Why are you talking to me and not her?”

    A burst of guilt bloomed in Rory’s chest. He was right. She couldn’t just demand information and not answer to her own behavior.

    “She told me to lie for you, Stephen. She demanded I tell police I saw you that night at home. The crazy thing is, I did it. I never even questioned her. What were you two hiding? What was she hiding?”

    Stephen stared at her, slack-jawed. “Rory, you don’t know the whole story.”

    “If you didn’t do anything that night, why did we cover for you?”

    “Rory—”

    “I just want the truth, Stephen.”

    A buzzer rang, a new customer at the front of the business.

    “Sorry, I need to help them. Call your mom.”

    He turned and jogged away. Rory stood there a moment, watching his back. Her eyes stung with the sudden wash of tears. Seeing Stephen made her miss her family. In so many ways, Rory, her mom, and Stephen had made a great team.

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-three

    

    Amma blew through the front door in a fury, her work bag on one shoulder and a grocery sack on the other. Heat radiated from Amma’s body as she swept past Indigo toward the kitchen, her body odor lingering. Tossing her work bag in the corner, Amma called for Indigo.

    Indigo held her breath as she almost tiptoed into the kitchen. She’d learned to read Amma’s moods. This one wouldn’t bode well for anyone. Indigo braced herself against Amma’s wrath.

    Amma dumped the groceries on the kitchen table. Sorting through the flour, carrots, canned soups, and eggs, Amma pulled out the boxed cake mix and icing. “You’ll have to cook your own gotcha cake. We’re leaving in a few hours.”

    Indigo’s jaw dropped. She hadn’t expected this.

    “Get to it! While the cake is baking, do your algebra lesson.”

    Indigo set the oven and opened the cake box. “We’re having our gotcha day celebration?”

    Amma kicked off her work boots near the back door. “Yes, after I get a cold shower and a nap.” She turned around to face Indigo. “I’ve thought a lot about your request. You’ve earned this celebration for helping with Ivy. I know it’s been a rough transition.”

    Indigo smiled as she pulled out a mixing bowl. It had been a long time since she’d convinced Amma she was right about anything. “Ivy will go? It’s her gotcha day, too.”

    “As long as she’s feeling okay. We can’t risk another asthma attack.”

    Indigo dumped the powdery mix in the bowl and reached for an egg.

    “Are you working tonight?”

    “Hope not, but I’m on call for a horse who’s not feeling well.”

    Indigo’s heart dropped. Buxley?

    Amma put away the empty bag. “Don’t forget the algebra,” she said on the way to the shower. “We won’t leave until that’s completed.”

    Indigo swirled in the water and oil while she listened to Amma’s footsteps as she climbed the stairs then shut the bathroom door. Indigo tried not to think of Buxley as she mixed in the remainder of the ingredients.

    Outside the kitchen window, the late afternoon heat blistered the grass and trees. Amma said it was the hottest day of the entire summer. While Amma was at work, Indigo had gone through the whole house, turning on fans that only blew the stale air around. The heating oven only added to the house temperature. Indigo wiped her brow then placed the pan in the oven.

    At least Amma agreed to the late celebration of Indigo’s gotcha day. She might have had to make her own cake, but at least Amma hadn’t forgotten her. Indigo wanted to be just as important to Amma as Isha had been.

    Indigo filled the sink with dishwater and set the mixing bowl to soak before turning to her algebra. She knew better than to leave dirty dishes on the counter. She’d made that mistake more than a few times, and she didn’t want to give Amma any reason to revoke their celebration plans. She was near giddy with the thought of leaving the house tonight. Fresh air. A star-filled sky. Even if the escape plan went south and she died tonight, experiencing those sensations would be worth it.

    Voices. People talking upstairs. Ivy was asleep and Amma was in the shower. Indigo walked over to the base of the stairs. Was that the radio? Amma hadn’t turned that on in months. The only way it worked was to manipulate the antenna every few minutes. What was going on with Amma, anyway?

    Indigo walked through the kitchen and picked up Amma’s work bag. She set it on the counter as she rooted through the animal thermostats, stethoscopes, pill bottles, and other items Amma always carried with her. Were these pills for Buxley? Then she looked inside the bag’s pockets, where she’d found one of Buxley’s halter straps. Maybe Amma was just tired and hot from the extra day at work. She hadn’t been sleeping well, and maybe…

    Indigo’s fingers closed around a crumpled half sheet of paper. She smoothed the paper out on the table. A background image emerged of faces illuminated by candles.

    Candlelight Vigil

    In remembrance of the lost and found children of Pattersburg

    Hollow Park Amphitheater, 9 p.m.

    Wear white to honor those lost and for peace

    This event is sponsored by Pattersburg Fire and Police, Pattersburg City Council, and BCI

    They’d found Isha. Indigo’s heart leapt into her throat. She had allowed herself to imagine for a minute that it had all been a very bad dream and Isha was still alive.

    Indigo knew what a candlelight vigil was from her real mom’s discussion of murder books. Her mom described it as a group of people holding burning candles at night to honor the dead. Indigo could see it in her mind now, a collection of flames running together as the light broke up the darkness with a patch of hope.

    If police planned a candlelight vigil, then Isha was dead, and maybe Amma was listening to the radio for reports on Ivy and Isha.

    Hollow Park. Indigo knew that place. An image of the park’s entrance flashed in her mind, the single lane drive and the theater where she used to sing. The park where she’d been tricked by Isha. The place she’d been taken.

    Indigo’s knees gave way. She fell against the cabinets, her full weight sliding down the solid wood until she landed in the fetal position. Her body shook against the linoleum. Her teeth clenched as her shoulders shook with silent tears.

    The bathroom door creaked, the radio sound stopped, and Amma’s footsteps echoed. It wouldn’t be long before Amma came to check on her. Indigo sat up and wiped away her tears. Her gaze settled on the kitchen window. The afternoon sun shone bright, and Indigo watched as a brown bird teetered on the window ledge, its toothpick legs bouncing along. The bird looked in at her, its eyes settling on Indigo as if it was trying to tell her something. Then, quick as it landed, the bird flew away.

    Indigo slowly rose to her feet and finished the dishes. She only had two minutes before the cake would be done cooking. And she now had important information—truth that Indigo would hold close to her chest.

    The police were looking for Ivy. If they were searching for Ivy, maybe they were looking for her, too.

    
     

    The Watcher fumed with a mixture of rage and shame only Amma could bring out in him. The heat rose from his chest, spilled up his neck, and flooded across his face.

    Amma. It was always about her.

    He tossed the phone on the driver’s seat and stepped out for some fresh air. Punching the hot afternoon air in frustration, the Watcher screamed into the open field.

    Amma would be mad he’d made unnecessary noise, but he didn’t care. He’d done everything she asked and more. Today was supposed to be his downtime, a rare day to himself. So how did he end up sitting in this sweltering heat babysitting a locked trailer? How was he supposed to know about land searches near the lake or the planned candlelight vigil? Amma had a way of making everything his fault.

    He could hear a muffled scream from the trailer. “Help me please! I’m a mother, and I need to find my child!”

    Mother. The word grated on The Watcher’s nerves as he climbed back into the truck. He adjusted the AC until the cold air covered her screams. It didn’t matter. She could yell all she wanted out here. No one would hear this mother, the same way no one heard his real mother.

    From the time he was very small, he remembered Amma and not his own mother. The way her hand feathered across his brow, her palm smoothing down his hair over the sides of his skull, and how it felt to have her hold his head so safely, so securely inside her warm hands. This was what he thought of now with the word mother—those warm strong hands. Hands that had known work, hands that delivered discipline. Hands that always caught him when he strayed too far. There was no denying it. The Watcher never would have survived this world without the grip of Amma’s hands.

    The moment he realized his aunt was more of a mother to him than his own mother still burned in his mind. A heated argument between his mother and aunt had broken out, complete with smashed plates and screams so loud they threatened to split his eardrums.

    “Sisters,” his aunt liked to say, “could save each other’s hearts or shred them to pieces.” For these two, shredding took center stage, like branches through a woodchipper.

    Their most enduring argument had involved who deserved to be a mother. His mother got pregnant easily and gave birth even easier. At the first labor pain, she checked herself into the hospital, and within three hours she held him, a newborn, in her arms. Only days later, she went back to work. The Watcher’s aunt? Pregnancy was no longer a possibility.

    “You take this gift, this God-given ability, and you shit all over it,” his aunt told his mother. “You don’t deserve children.”

    “Guess what? You don’t get to make that decision.”

    His aunt scoffed. “Why do you want more children? You can’t even take care of your boy.”

    The Watcher’s ears had perked up then. His mother, pregnant? A little brother or sister? Hope percolated in his chest.

    Eight months later, Ely arrived.

    “The world is not fair,” his aunt told him regularly. “But there’s justice in that unfairness, a path toward vengeance. You and I will be crusaders.”

    “A crusader for what?”

    “Equalizing justice. Bringing bad luck to those who are much too lucky.”

    The Watcher’s aunt pulled him close to her side and kissed the top of his head. He was twelve years old, no longer a child, and he’d seen cruelty in those he loved far too much. As his aunt and mother tore at one another, they closed The Watcher out a little more every day. He felt left out, unloved.

    One day, his aunt called him to the kitchen table. They regularly ate dinner with Ely, and Amma liked to use the family meal as a time to prepare the kids for what was coming. She would become their mother. “From now on, call me Amma,” their aunt demanded.

    “Amma? Why?” The Watcher asked.

    “It means mother, and I think we can all agree I’ve been more of a mother to you than your own.”

    They’d responded with silence. There was no argument there.

    “Are we in agreement? I am Amma.”

    And so it was.

    Two years later, the county court decided Amma had to give Ely back to their real mother. She’d completed rehab and a parenting program. Because he was a teenager, The Watcher could choose where he wanted to live but the decision was made for him. His mother said she was ready to be a good mom. She came for Ely but left The Watcher on Amma’s doorstep.

    “Some women aren’t meant to be mothers. My sister is one of them. It hurts, doesn’t it?” Amma asked The Watcher one afternoon when she found him sitting alone on the porch. He’d already fed the animals and was waiting for his aunt to tell him when to start dinner. He liked these chores, these rituals that kept his mind and hands busy. Besides, Amma saw his effort, all his hard work, and regularly praised him for it.

    He nodded. “I would have stayed with you, Amma, no matter what the judge said.”

    She grinned and rubbed his back. “I know, baby, I know. It doesn’t make the situation fair, though.”

    A laugh bubbled up out of The Watcher. “I don’t think there is such a thing as fair.”

    “Ah, but this is going to be your job. I’ve seen it in you since you were born. You’ve always been our defender of what is right and wrong. We are going to work together for justice.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “You and I are a team. We’re going to take Ely back.”

    The Watcher let those words sit between them for a minute. Amma had been depressed since his brother left, but the courts had decided their fate. That meant the police. He didn’t want to do anything that would put them in jail.

    “I know it sounds scary, but you are so brave,” Amma said. “Inside that big heart, you know it’s the right thing to do.” Amma drew her knees against her chest and hugged her shins tight. “You don’t know what this has done to me, losing Ely. It’s like dying over and over again, all because my sister’s body will give her babies and mine decided it won’t.”

    The Watcher sat quietly beside Amma. He’d learned in the last year that most of the time she only wanted his presence, not his voice.

    “We’re gonna fix this for good. No more back and forth. We’ll make it so my sister can never take either of you away again.”

    Amma’s words left a chill inside him, a ball in his throat that he didn’t know what to do with.

    Now, sitting in the woods watching the trailer, The Watcher wondered if things could have been different if he’d only spoken up.

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-four

    

    Sand spilled over the tops of Rory’s boots as she walked the path toward the water. This was it, the beach where she and Tessa had been for the party six years ago. A single lane road along private property that led to the lakeside, hidden by brush. Locals knew about it mostly because the private beaches ensured leniency regarding enforcement of the state’s alcohol laws.

    Rory stood just outside the lapping water’s reach. The private beach stood empty, but only yards away, people dotted the public areas, some swimming, others lying on the beach. Partial memories of the party seeped through to her consciousness. Laughter around the firepit, the hoots from the football game with the glowing ball, and the splash of dark water around her.

    Tessa was drunk, Rory tipsy, and they both swam with a group of unfamiliar guys. On-brand behavior for Tessa, but Rory felt out of place, even with the alcohol singing through her veins. The only one to notice her was the quiet guy a little older than her with the ponytail at the base of his skull. He asked her about school in Pattersburg.

    “You don’t look familiar,” Rory told him. “Did you go to the county school?”

    That’s when his obnoxious little brother popped up in the water beside him. “Ellis, tell her the truth.” When Ellis said nothing, his brother talked for him. “I’m Ely. I’m homeschooled and so was Ellis.” The tween pointed to the darkened woods around the beach, but Rory didn’t understand the reference. As far as she knew, there was nothing but forest in this area. “Ellis wishes he could have gone to Pattersburg High with all the girls like you.”

    Ellis erupted in denials and jumped toward Ely. They splashed and smacked at one another until Ely finally swam away. By then, Rory had been pulled into a swimming competition with two guys Tessa met.

    “We’re timing it,” Tessa yelled, slurring her words, and Rory knew she’d need to drive home. “Whoever can stay underwater longest gets a kiss with me!”

    The boys hooted and promised to outdo one another. Rory stood waist deep in the water and couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. She caught Ellis gazing her way throughout the night, the quiet boy trying to fit in with anyone other than his annoying younger brother.

    Coldplay blared from a radio until the local newscast broke in, reminding them about what they’d come to the beach to escape. A child abducted from Hollow Park. A teen’s body discovered. Rory left the lake along with the others, and someone cut the radio. Everyone talked in hushed voices. Tessa shared her theories about the identity of the perpetrator. Rory grabbed her towel and looked around for Ellis and his younger brother, but they’d vanished.

    Rory couldn’t wait to get home. Despite Tessa’s company, she’d felt out of place, although she usually felt safe in this remote place. But the darkness sat heavy, and the warm night air felt suffocating. Rory didn’t know these people, and a sense of danger grew inside her.

    Rory’s phone rang twice, pulling her back to the present. She checked her phone and noticed she’d missed a few texts.

    “Detective Scott? It’s Mackie.”

    His formality threw Rory off, helping to bring her back from the memories of the party. “Yes, I’m here. What’s going on?”

    “It’s Frankie. She didn’t show up at the park for the network interview or to plan the vigil.”

    Dogs barked in the background. “Where are you, Mackie?”

    “In Frankie’s barn. Something went down. The back door of the house is wide open. Her phone was in the grass outside the horse barn. It’s shattered, Rory.”

    This was why she hadn’t heard back from Frankie. “The animals? Anything suspicious in the barn or house?”

    “I found the two dogs shut in a stall with one horse. The other horses are all in their stalls,” Mackie said. “Nothing seems to be disturbed.”

    “They only wanted Frankie,” Rory said. “I’m on my way.”

    She sent an alert to Jasper and Allard requesting crime scene analysts at Frankie’s place. As she headed back to her vehicle, Rory chastised herself. She should’ve paid more attention to Frankie’s silence. It wasn’t a coincidence Frankie went missing on the day she would get national media coverage for Savannah. Someone wanted to silence her. Why else would they take Frankie now?

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-five

    

    The Watcher moved toward the trailer. Thick trees and brush muffled the woman’s screams.

    “Please, help me! My name is Frankie Armitage, and I’m being held against my will!”

    The Watcher’s stomach churned. Amma had a plan for this woman, and he knew he’d have to be the one to take care of it. He never agreed to murder anyone, yet his life had been riddled with murder.

    “Hello? Talk to me. Please.”

    The Watcher couldn’t help Frankie, but he didn’t need to actively murder her, either. The heat in the trailer would do that for him. Walking back to his truck, he thought about going to the police with an anonymous report of the woman in a trailer. They would arrest Amma and keep her for life, hopefully. But that wouldn’t save him; he would be forced to serve time in prison, too. Amma made sure that if she went down for anything, he would, too.

    Back then, on one of the worst days of his life, Amma mixed a concoction in her kitchen. The Watcher sat on a high-backed wooden chair in the corner and marveled at the way she mixed the liquids together. Amma smiled and teased him about soon becoming a man. It occurred to him later that these liquids were the reason he’d been left alone for a few nights. His aunt had been out gathering the clear odorless substances.

    Back then, The Watcher had many questions, but he knew better than to ask. Amma only hummed like this when she was excited or happy, and judging from the length of time she’d been humming, he guessed it was both. He kept his mouth shut and rubbed his right forearm. The wound had healed, but it left behind a wicked line, puffy and angry. The scar wound around his right forearm like a bracelet. The Watcher told everyone at school that the wound came from a cooking accident, hot oil that spilled and ran across the width of his arm. He’d heard from a kid at school that if you rubbed a scar enough, it would flatten like the rest of the skin. He rubbed and rubbed the skin sometimes until it split and seeped blood.

    Amma swore that all her punishments were educational, but The Watcher didn’t understand what he’d done wrong. He’d only been trying to feed himself and his younger brother with whatever he could find in Amma’s cupboards. He’d settled on rice, beans, ketchup, and the final squirt of mustard to hold it all together.

    When Amma finally came through the front door with two bags of groceries in her hands, he nearly cried. He grabbed another paper plate and spooned up the mixture for her.

    “What is this mess?”

    The Watcher stepped away. He recognized that tone. “We were hungry. You weren’t home…”

    “Not home? I’ve been working so that I can keep you both,” she roared.

    “You were gone.” The words came out of his mouth much harsher than he meant.

    Amma grabbed his arm so fast, he didn’t know she had ahold of it until she began to twist. Both of her hands gripped his arm hard, and he yelped. That searing pain! His skin screamed as she twisted hard in opposite directions. He thought she’d broken his arm until he saw the blood rolling down toward his hand. Amma called it a love bite. Later, at school, he learned the punishment was called a snake bite. He thought of the scar as a seam, a line that divided his forearm in half.

    Amma poured her mixture into a glass cone. The clear liquid rose to the rim of the vial. Then Amma sealed the top with a rubber stopper. All the while, she narrated to him what she was doing with the carefully measured poison that would soon kill his mother.

    Amma danced throughout the kitchen, shaking her hips as she hummed one of his brother’s favorite children’s songs. It was the happiest he’d seen Amma in months. She told The Watcher she couldn’t wait for her justice. Soon the courts would grant her full custody, and Amma would give her sister the final punishment for choosing drugs over her children.

    “This won’t hurt your mom a bit,” Amma had promised. “She’ll just drift off into a sound sleep, and then her heart will stop beating. You’ll see.”

    It struck The Watcher as particularly cruel that his mother would die of a drug overdose when she had gone through all the work to get clean.

    “How will you get the drug inside her?” he asked. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out how Amma would inject the liquid into his mother’s vein.

    Amma gave The Watcher a wink. “It’s so much easier than you think.”

    
     

    About a week later, the Watcher saw his mother for the first time in over a year. She rented an apartment only ten minutes from Amma, but it might as well have been on the other side of the world.

    Amma had asked his mother, her sister, to join her and the boys for a family meal. It took some convincing for his mother to accept the invitation.

    “Let’s do it for the kids,” he’d overheard Amma telling her on the phone. “The boys miss you terribly. It’s time for us to come together as a family.”

    The Watcher never imagined his mother would accept, but Amma said good-bye, hung up the phone, and turned with a measured grin. “She’s coming.”

    His mouth dropped open.

    “She’s struggling again,” Amma explained. “My sister never imagined staying clean would be so much work.”

    “Maybe she’ll give you the rights to us without going to court.”

    Amma shrugged. “Even if she does, I can’t trust she won’t try to take you two again. This is the only way.” She nodded to the cupboard. “Remember, this is our secret.”

    The Watcher understood. Ely couldn’t know what they had planned. He was too young to fully understand, and he’d fumble it. He had a way of messing things up on the regular.

    “We have a little over an hour before she arrives.” Amma called for Ely. “Let’s get the nicest plates out with the cloth napkins.”

    The Watcher thought of the vial, and it filled him with a strange mix of dread and excitement. He loved his mom, but he was also excited she would be punished for hurting him. How many times had she tossed him aside and given him to Amma? His mother never wanted him back, unlike Ely.

    Still, did she really deserve this? His mother had been awful to him, but did that warrant a death sentence? What if his mother really did turn her life around? What if she wanted him back at some point? It felt so final, so harsh, and a part of him recoiled with the thought of his mother in pain.

    The Watcher cleaned the bathroom and vacuumed while Ely created a gorgeous tabletop. Amma cooked roasted chicken with fresh cut beans and vegetables from the garden. She whipped potatoes and gravy along with hand-made bread. Delicious food for her sister’s last meal.

    Ely had turned the small kitchen into a cheery dining area complete with a bright yellow tablecloth and green napkins. “Fancy,” Amma said, kissing Ely on the head. “Let’s send your mother off in style.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-six

    

    Crime scene techs and police scattered over Frankie’s property finding no obvious signs of a robbery, just as Rory expected. Before she arrived, Officer Mackie found a broken needle outside the barn not far from the smashed phone. Analysts were testing both for evidence, but Rory already knew they’d find traces of Frankie’s blood on the needle. Whoever did this had to drug her; Frankie would have beaten the life out of anyone who tried to take her.

    When Rory arrived, the dogs were barking like mad inside Buxley’s stall. The horse was curled in the back of the stall, his quick breaths revealing his anxiety. The dogs remembered Rory, though, and allowed her inside. Annie was the first to greet her, licking Rory’s hand. Archie’s tail eventually motored back and forth as he butted his head against Rory’s leg.

    “You two must be hungry, huh?”

    Both dogs bounced around the stall. Archie yipped a yes.

    “Hold on, let me check Buxley, and then we’ll find your food.”

    Rory knelt beside the horse. He looked up at her with hooded eyes. She was no expert, but the horse seemed sedated. Curled up in the back corner of the stall, Buxley wasn’t responding to her touch.

    “Detective? I found some dog leads next to the main door.” Pine draped the leads over the stall’s door as Archie let Pine know she wasn’t welcome in the stall.

    Rory slipped them on the dogs and led them into Frankie’s house once the property cleared. Rory stumbled through the kitchen, then filled their bowls with food and water. As the dogs scarfed down the food, Rory scoured the kitchen and den looking for a number for the vet Frankie loved so much.

    Rory’s phone rang. She answered on speaker.

    “I’ve received information on Frankie’s ex,” Jasper said. “He was arrested a few weeks ago in Dayton for assaulting a guy in a bar. Did some serious damage. Victim has permanent brain damage.”

    “I hope they’re pressing charges,” Rory said, opening Frankie’s desk drawer. “This proves he’s been in the area, Jasper. Who paid the bail?”

    “His father. Says he hasn’t talked to Russell since,” Jasper said. “Bartender reported to the officer the fight was over Savannah. The victim accused Russell of killing his daughter.”

    “Killing her?”

    “Could be drunk talk, but it was enough for the bartender and others around them to notice.”

    “Who did Russell assault?”

    “A contractor who was doing construction on a lake home. Last name’s Williamson. Know him?”

    Rory hadn’t heard the name, but that didn’t mean much. There were lots of builders in the area rehabbing lake homes built in the sixties and seventies. “We need to find him, Jasper.”

    “Tristate APBs out on the ex and Frankie.”

    Rory thanked him and hung up. Her gaze landed on a business card for Dr. Kelly from an animal hospital and shelter called Paws of Love Sanctuary. A number was scribbled on the back of the card. Rory texted the vet information on Buxley’s condition.

    “Detective Scott?” The back door slammed open and an officer stepped in.

    Rory jumped, her heart thudding inside her chest.

    “Frankie Armitage’s lawyer is here. He wants—”

    Terrence Reed walked in behind the officer. “Hello, Detective. Someone has been stalking my client. They were here two nights ago.”

    Two nights ago? Rory had seen Frankie since then. Why didn’t she report it? “Have you been in contact with your client in the last twenty-four hours?”

    “Communication stopped last night around nine p.m. Nothing seemed weird, but we were talking about the number of times she’s found evidence of intruders on her property,” Terrence said. “She believes they have Savannah.”

    This happened more than once, and Frankie had said nothing. What else could Frankie Armitage be hiding?

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-seven

    

    “You’re my blessing from God,” was the last thing The Watcher’s mother said to him. Then she slipped away forever.

    As was the usual way of things, he had been charged that evening with caring for Ely after the meal. The brothers sat together on the floor while the TV blasted cartoons and they argued over who could hold Amma’s cat, who flattened his ears in protest. When Ely touched the black fur, the cat dug his claws into the carpet, ready to leap.

    Amma disappeared into her bedroom with their mom. The Watcher kept an eye on the closed door. Everything remained quiet. After Ely dozed off in Amma’s oversized chair, she finally emerged. Amma’s gaze caught his, and she gave a nod.

    Within the hour, EMTs arrived, pushing the gurney into the bedroom. Ely cried when the medics placed their mother’s body on a gurney and then slowly wheeled her out. The Watcher didn’t truly understand that his mother would be gone forever until he saw her unmoving body stuffed into a black bag and zipped up on the gurney. He wondered what she looked like inside the bag. Were her eyes closed? Were there tears on his mother’s face? Was it painful, or did she simply fall asleep and die?

    While Amma soothed Ely, The Watcher escaped to the front porch. He held his arm where the scar still ached. That night, everything screamed around him—the crickets, his brother’s cries, the loud voices of the EMTs as they loaded the gurney. The only silent thing was the ambulance that slowly backed out of their driveway. He stood there until the red taillights vanished down the single lane.

    Suddenly, Amma was at his side. It alarmed The Watcher how she sometimes materialized out of nowhere. Amma reached for his hand and wove her fingers with his. He leaned into his aunt and realized he was now the same height as her.

    “We have a secret now, my sweet boy. Something to bind us together forever.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “We did this thing together,” Amma said. “We both killed your mother.”

    He drew in a sharp breath. “I didn’t kill my mom.”

    “Ah, but you did. You watched me concoct the drugs. You took care of Ely so I could be alone with your mother and kill her. This is on both of us. If we get caught, we go to prison.”

    This was how Amma got her hooks into you. This was how she made sure you’d never leave her side.

    Hot tears seeped from The Watcher’s eyes. Prison? He was too young for that. He wanted to explain that he really didn’t understand that this all meant his mother would be dead, for God’s sake. He just thought she’d be gone for a while, like when she left for her stays in treatment centers. But Amma wouldn’t hear it.

    “It’s all about justice,” Amma told him. “Sometimes we must take things into our own hands and make it happen. Other times, justice happens on its own. Ellis, we had to do this together, and I promise you, Ely will be so much better off because of what you did tonight.”

    Ely? What about The Watcher? A gnawing emptiness settled into the pit of his stomach. He knew the truth: All of this had been for Amma. It had nothing to do with him or his brother.

    “We’re a team. Together we can do anything.” Amma leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.

    The Watcher understood he was now Amma’s partner, and he owed her. She’d taken him in when he’d needed her most. She’d been the one to feed him, clothe him, house him. Without Amma, he didn’t know where he would’ve gone. No one else paid him any attention. Even his classmates and teachers looked right through him like he was some kind of ghost. He owed Amma, and he would keep their secret forever.

    But for the grace of Amma.

    Amma hugged herself. “One day, my boy, you will get justice for me. Think of all I’ve done for you, for this family. I’ve given everything to be a good mother. Damn my own body! I’ll never get over the betrayal of it. My body has completely robbed me of the one thing I need most. Another child.”

    The Watcher hadn’t come from Amma’s womb, but she’d been at his mother’s bedside when he was born. Amma was the first to hold him, to welcome him into this world. That was as close to a mother as he could imagine. Weren’t he and Ely enough for Amma?

    Would anything ever be enough for Amma?

    
     

    Sundown’s edges spread violet over the treetops. Indigo stood near the kitchen window and placed the wrapped sandwiches into Amma’s work cooler. She’d already iced the gotcha cake and packed it safely in a box for the car ride. Beside her, Ivy separated the cut fruit into three containers. They only needed a few final items to make this celebration picnic epic.

    Amma had been shut in her bedroom for the last two hours. The tension in the house was palpable. Indigo worried Amma would open her bedroom door any minute and call off the celebration. She’d worked so hard for this chance at freedom. Would Indigo be able to live with herself if they lost their opportunity?

    “What if the police stop looking for me?” Ivy whispered.

    “They don’t stop looking for children for months,” Indigo said, hoping that would comfort her. She wondered again if it was the right thing to tell Ivy about the vigil.

    Ivy tossed in three forks wrapped in napkins. She scratched her cheek. Her face was puffy and red since she’d started the new medication, but her breaths were regulated.

    “You said to run toward the beach,” Ivy whispered. “What if I can’t find it?”

    “Just run away from Amma. Don’t look back, no matter what,” Indigo instructed. “Run until you find an adult. Tell them to call the police, you’ve been kidnapped.”

    “Will we die if Amma catches us?”

    Ivy’s words caught Indigo off guard. When Indigo had been a seven-year-old and Isha was thirteen, Isha planned their escape. The alarm system on the windows and doors wasn’t as strong then. Amma had been rewiring a new system following a how-to booklet she’d gotten in the mail. While Amma drilled and screwed jewelry-sized boxes to the top of every window and door, she and Isha sat at the kitchen table handwriting chapters from the Bible.

    One night, while Amma was at work, Isha noticed one window in the front room didn’t have the same glowing green button. Amma hadn’t installed the box correctly, and Isha had a plan. She and Indigo would slip out the window near midnight.

    “Run for the road,” Isha told Indigo. “Don’t look back, just run toward the sound of moving vehicles.”

    Indigo worried. She wanted to go home more than ever, but she also was terrified of what Amma would do to them. She’d always followed the rules, especially Amma’s. Indigo sensed a white-hot rage that pulsed just beneath Amma’s skin and feared what would happen if it broke free. “If Amma catches us, we’ll die.”

    Isha clenched her teeth and grabbed Indigo by the shoulders. “Never say die! Indigo, never ever say that!”

    Indigo scrunched her shoulders and closed her eyes tight. Isha’s sharp fingers ground into her skin, and she tried to wiggle free. “I promise, I won’t say it again!”

    Isha sank to the bedroom floor, sitting on her crossed legs. She held her face in her hands and cried.

    Indigo sat beside Isha, patting her thigh. It felt disorienting. Isha always knew what to do.

    Isha looked at Indigo, her eyes red and wet with tears. “If we don’t go now, we’ll never go.”

    Four hours later, Isha squeezed her body through the open window. No alarms rang, no guns shot at them. Most of all, Amma was not in sight.

    Isha stood on the ground outside the window and held out her hands. “Come on, Indigo. Now.”

    Indigo couldn’t move. Her feet felt like they were encased in concrete. All she could think of was what Amma would do if they were caught.

    “Indigo,” Isha said, her eyes wide with urgency. “I cannot wait for you.”

    No matter how many times Isha called out, Indigo couldn’t move her body. Frozen, she watched her best friend turn and run into the night’s darkness.

    An hour later, Indigo still hadn’t moved from the open window. Her eyesight fixated on the darkness as a gentle breeze brushed against Indigo’s arms. She hadn’t felt fresh air on her skin in over a year.

    It wasn’t too late—she could climb through the open window. Just like Isha, Indigo could run across Amma’s yard and find the road. Indigo’s fingertips grazed the wood paneling. She leaned closer to the sill.

    Headlights spilled across the front of the house, and Indigo instinctively dropped to the floor. She huddled under the window as one vehicle door slammed as another opened. Indigo peeked outside.

    Amma! Why wasn’t she at work?

    Popping the trunk, Amma reached in and lifted something heavy. The closer she came to the house, Indigo saw Isha lying inside Amma’s arms, her head and limbs loose as if she was fast asleep. Or dead.

    No! Isha couldn’t be dead. Who would help save her from Amma? Who would be her best friend? Indigo spun on her heels and darted up the stairs.

    Later, Amma called Indigo from her room. Isha sat with her legs and arms tied to a kitchen chair. She was awake, though groggy, and sobbed when Indigo slipped into the room.

    “Indigo, I want you to see what happens when you break my rules.” Amma turned from the stove with a saucepan of boiling water. The steam billowed over Amma’s shoulder as she stepped toward Isha.

    “Rules are in place for a reason. Break them, and you choose punishment.”

    “Amma, no! I’m sorry,” Isha begged.

    Amma poured all the boiling water into Isha’s lap. Her torso was protected by her clothes, but Isha had been wearing shorts. Once the water hit her skin, it sizzled and smoked and melted away.

    Indigo watched, wide-eyed and full of terror. Isha screamed and screamed until she went silent, her head falling forward.

    Now, five years later, Indigo snapped the cooler shut and tried to close that memory. She understood what Isha meant when she said now or never. Indigo had that same feeling in her bones. There would be no second chances. She turned to Ivy. “Never say die, you got it? Never.”

    Ivy agreed as Indigo carried the cooler to the front door. She looked out the front window and thought of the vigil. Everyone from town would be there, giving Amma the perfect cover to take the girls out of the house. But what exactly was Amma’s intention? Was it really to celebrate their gotcha day? Or was this Amma’s plan to get rid of what had become her biggest problem, Indigo and Ivy? Indigo understood Amma wouldn’t think twice about killing her or Ivy if it meant saving herself.

    The door of the bedroom at the back corner of the house opened. The floorboards creaked with Amma’s footsteps as she came down the stairs. Indigo turned to find Amma wearing a T-shirt with red and white firework explosions across the front. But the jean shorts—they were the ones Isha wore the night she was burned.

    “Are we packed, Indigo?”

    Indigo averted her eyes. “Yes, Amma. Should we take the blanket from my bed?”

    Amma agreed and then called out for Ivy. “I have a surprise. We aren’t going to the lake tonight. I want to take you to the bridle trails.”

    Amma’s words felt like a punch to her gut. The lake would be populated. A horse trail at night while random fireworks exploded? No people there.

    “I know you love horses, Indigo,” Amma said.

    Indigo’s stomach roiled with rage. She screamed so loud inside, her eardrums popped with pressure. She hated Amma so much her body shook. She silently raged at Amma and The Watcher who said he wanted to help them but never did. Indigo raged at the police for allowing kidnappings to happen in the first place. Most of all, she raged at herself. She’d been the one who followed Isha, the one who didn’t question where they were going until it was too late.

    Indigo mustered up a “Thank you, Amma.” She only needed to play along with the woman’s demands a little longer. Something would change that night. There were only two options: She and Ivy would escape, or they would be killed.

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-eight

    

    The metal walls of the cattle trailer radiated heat. Frankie pressed her face against one of the open vents, reveling in the breeze. The trailer had finally cooled by a few degrees in the darkness. It was time to get to work on her escape.

    Hours before, Frankie woke up soaked with sweat and vomit. Her head felt like it could split with the pain throbbing behind her eyes. They’d drugged her with something. The blurred vision and the strange hues of color were the result of whatever they’d injected into her neck. With no water to flush out her system, Frankie hoped she’d sweat out the drug before she died of dehydration.

    Frankie ran her bloodstained fingertips over the emergency door. She’d shredded her fingers trying to pull it open. She had a lot of experience with horse and cattle trailers and knew that each had an emergency exit built in for humans to escape without having to open the main gate. In this trailer, someone had used some kind of adhesive—she could see it and feel its tackiness at the seams between door and wall—to seal the exit.

    Weird, Frankie thought. Why glue the door shut when welding it would have been so much more secure? Or had they done this in a pinch? Frankie ran her hands all over the seam. She finally found a corner that had some give to it.

    Frankie got to work on the corner. Ever so slowly, the seam pulled apart. Then another section of the door gave way. Frankie pulled the edge toward her, throwing all her weight behind it. With each pull, the sealant gave way a little more.

    In the Before, Savannah had been fascinated by the emergency door built into their horse trailer. It was something the two of them discussed, how to get out of a trailer if you found yourself locked inside. Savannah had always seen the small door as some kind of magical portal.

    “It’s an outside escape when the smell of horse poop is too much,” Savannah suggested. Frankie had giggled about it with her daughter. Now she was so grateful for these little exits, no matter what they were meant for.

    Savannah had been fascinated by the safety unit that year at school, and Frankie continued working through safety tips with her that summer. Savannah had also been so taken with the idea of a murder book, something Frankie regretted explaining so plainly to her daughter. Savannah had wanted to make one, just in case the police ever needed it. Frankie persuaded her not to. “You’re safe, Savannah. I promise. If you do somehow get lost, I won’t need a murder book to find you.”

    After Savannah disappeared and her own mother passed away, Frankie began work on a murder book for Savannah and one for herself. She didn’t know what else to do with her grief and anxiety. Pasting pictures of her daughter and writing facts about her appearance felt like she was at least doing something. She made copies and sent them to media outlets who largely ignored printed mail. But those books had been a last-ditch effort to engage media on her daughter’s cold case. She had known from the beginning that if anyone was going to save Savannah, it had to be Frankie herself.

    The metal door bent in far enough that Frankie could reach her arm outside. She felt along the side of the trailer until her hand wrapped around the handle. Locked. It wouldn’t budge. Frankie pulled her arm back in and rested against the side of the trailer. It scared her to realize she was no longer thirsty. Dehydration had set in. How much time did she have? She closed her eyes. Savannah was there with her bright blue eyes and smile. Don’t give up now, Mom. Please, I need you!

    Frankie had to get out of this trailer for her daughter. Rage bloomed inside her chest. She screamed silently into the darkness: How dare you steal my daughter! How dare you lock me up! What gives you the right to destroy my family?

    Frankie kicked at the base of the emergency door with her booted foot. Then again. She felt the edge of steel give from the adhesive. She gave it her best karate kicks, slamming the heel of her work boot into the lower portion of the door. With every kick, a memory of Savannah erupted.

    I remember Savannah’s smell, the shampoo she loved most that was made for babies. It didn’t burn her eyes when I accidentally got soap in them. She loved the way the bubbles stiffened her hair. Mohawks. Swirls. Curlicues.

    I remember the way I used to sniff her extra hard at bedtime after she’d had her bath and snuggled into freshly laundered sheets.

    I remember every smell of Savannah. So young, so vulnerable, so alive.

    Another section of the metal gave way, and Frankie gripped the upper part with her hands, wrenching it open even farther. She screamed and pulled and kicked until the edge of the metal door opened enough for Frankie to slip her body through. The metal sides of the trailer burned against her skin before she landed with a thud in the grass.

    Frankie lay in the darkness, the outside air a sudden chill on her exposed skin. She took a deep breath, savoring the fresh air. Her gaze settled above on the faintest sliver of the moon and scattered stars. Her eyelids closed, and more than anything, Frankie wanted to sleep. This was the dehydration talking.

    Frankie forced herself to stand, her knees threatening to give way until she eventually found her footing. They’d left her in an untended field surrounded by woods. The partial moon and stars issued enough light to see a few steps in front of her.

    How long had she been transported after she was drugged? How far from Lake Hank was she?

    After Frankie’s eyes adapted to the darkness, she knelt beside the license plate. Franklin County. Columbus. As she stepped back, markings emerged on the upper third of the doors. She’d seen this cattle trailer before.

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-nine

    

    Despite the heat, Amma seemed chipper while driving to the bridle trails. She rattled on about the holiday weekend while looking at Ivy in the rearview mirror.

    “Everyone is celebrating your homecoming,” Amma said, glancing at Indigo in the passenger seat. “The world knows you both belong to me.”

    A painful lump formed in Indigo’s throat. She’d received the same words of welcome six years ago. All Indigo could think of was Amma’s work bag in the back of the SUV alongside their food for the picnic.

    Through the window, Indigo watched as the streets turned from a single lane to double. A car passed them in the opposite lane, and a bloom of hope opened inside Indigo’s chest. Maybe her plan would work after all.

    Indigo wished Isha was with them. She would have known exactly how to escape Amma even if she had been the one to bring Indigo into Amma’s home. Indigo understood that betrayal so much better now.

    For so long, Indigo thought her own mother was the one to betray her. Famous for her tardiness, Indigo had learned to accept this about her mom. She expected to always be the kid left at pickup after everyone else had gone. It wasn’t that her mother didn’t love her, but her mom not managing time well. That’s what Indigo’s grandmother always said, anyway.

    Indigo first saw Isha after choir practice while waiting for her mom in the parking lot. Sebastian, the choir director, was stacking the risers inside, and Indigo went out to sit on the benches where the afternoon sun filtered through the trees.

    Isha walked across the grassy lawn, her long blond hair tied back in an intricate braid. She practiced her ballet turns in her bare feet, a long skirt spinning wide as she twirled until she stumbled.

    Laughing at herself, Isha asked, “Do you like to dance?”

    Was this very cool older girl really speaking to her? She had to be, and Indigo jumped up to run to her. Soon they were twirling until they both fell on the grass. When Indigo’s mother’s vehicle circled down the park’s drive, Isha vanished in the woods.

    Every day after choir practice, Indigo looked for Isha and her dance moves outside the theater. Their brief time together became one of Indigo’s favorite parts of practice. Indigo loved that this older girl listened to her, laughed with her, saw her. That was not always Savannah’s experience with the other kids at choir, or anywhere else, really.

    Now, Ivy’s heavy breathing filled the vehicle. The girl was nervous, and this made Indigo anxious. What if Ivy was too ill to run?

    They passed a sign for Lake Hank State Park, then another that pointed toward the bridle trails.

    Buxley! The sight of the trails made her think of their family horse. His big soft ears. His wet velvety nose. If she could only find her way back to him and her mom, everything in her life would go back to normal. She missed working in the barn with her mom, taking Bux out for trail rides, her school and all the activities that came with it. She missed her grandma and wanted to eat her homemade pies once again. Indigo kept these memories close, using them as the motivation for risking their lives.

    Amma drove along the lakeside. Lights from docks shimmered off the water with very few people in sight. Indigo caught a glimpse of Ivy in the side mirror. She’d taken on this strange pink color, like a sunburn. Indigo tried not to think of what would happen if this escape failed and tried to ignore Isha’s screams in her head, the sound of her thighs sizzling under the boiling water.

    “We’re going to Moonlight Vista,” Amma said. “One of my favorite places.”

    “Moonlight Vista,” Indigo repeated. “I like that name.”

    Amma ignored Indigo and spoke in the mirror to Ivy. “It’s clear tonight. We’ll be able to see the moon.”

    Only twenty-four hours ago, Indigo had crawled into Ivy’s bed, hugged her close, and whispered directions for the escape into her ear. She also slipped a folded note into Ivy’s hand after they spoke, directing the girl to put it inside the waistband of her underwear. In Indigo’s scrawled writing: My name is Max Greenwood. I was kidnapped. I need a doctor for my asthma. Amma took me and she still has Savannah Armitage.

    The thought of the note made Indigo’s heart race and her palms sweat.

    On Indigo’s final day in the Before, Isha came to the dress rehearsal. She stood in the audience with a few parents and siblings and waved for Indigo to follow her. Why was Isha here to play when there was still an hour left of practice? Why did she want Indigo to come outside now? Her favorite song would be rehearsed soon. Maybe something was wrong, and Isha needed her help. Indigo stepped off the risers and ran through the backstage exit where Isha waited.

    “Want to see a secret?”

    Indigo paused, toeing the sidewalk. She did, but she also wanted to sing her favorite song with the choir. This was Isha asking to share a secret, though. No older kid had ever asked Indigo that before.

    “It will only take a few minutes, I promise.”

    Indigo finally agreed if she’d be back for her favorite song. She ran after Isha across the grassy lawn to one of the dirt paths. “Where are we going?”

    They continued to run along the wooded path until the older girl suddenly stopped. They stood facing one another, panting in the thick summer humidity.

    “Have you ever wanted a sister?”

    Indigo’s stomach fluttered. Was Isha asking to be her sister? She’d heard some kids talking about cutting their palms and then shaking hands at school to become blood sisters. Oh, how she wanted a blood sister, too.

    “We’ve been waiting for you, Indigo,” Isha said.

    “My name is—”

    A large hand reached from behind and covered Indigo’s mouth with a cloth. She screamed against it as something pinched her neck hard. She kicked her legs in the air as the person behind her lifted her off the ground.

    Then, darkness.

    Bright headlights suddenly swooshed across the windshield. Amma yanked the wheel to the right to give the vehicle room, and the car moved past them. Amma’s brow furrowed. She told the girls they’d be alone out here. Indigo unlatched her seat belt, holding the unlocked parts in her right hand. Her pulse thumped, her breath shallow.

    This plan had to work.

    Amma pulled down a side lane where a camper and a truck sat on the side of the road. Panicking, Amma’s foot left the gas pedal. As their vehicle passed, flashlights moved around the camper with its hood up. Indigo caught the eye of one of the men, who smiled just as Amma stepped on the gas again.

    The road came to a sudden end. It was only a turnaround, and Amma swore as she circled the lot back toward the group on the side of the road.

    “Get down! Now!” Amma’s right hand reached over to block Indigo from falling forward. Their tires squealed against the blacktop.

    It was now or never.

    Indigo turned around to Ivy. “Jump! Now! Open the door, Ivy!”

    Amma threw her arm across Indigo’s body, gripping hard as Indigo tried to unlock her own door.

    “Stop!”

    For a few seconds, Ivy didn’t move, and Indigo thought all the planning had been for nothing. Then Ivy’s door swung open with a screech of metal. Her little body hit the blacktop with a soft thump.

    “No! No, no, no!” Amma slammed on the brakes. Both she and Indigo lurched forward with the sudden stop. Indigo smacked her forehead against the dashboard and blood seeped down her brow.

    Voices called to Ivy and yelled for Amma to stop. Amma’s chest heaved with rage as she slammed on the gas. The open back door swung shut. Indigo’s heart pounded inside her chest, but she couldn’t unwedge herself from the floorboard with the movement of the vehicle. She’d lost her window of opportunity for escape, but Indigo didn’t care. Her plan worked, at least halfway. Ivy would soon be safe, and she had the note.

    Amma swerved to the side of the road and grabbed hold of Indigo’s T-shirt, balling it up inside her fist. “I’ll kill you.” Amma’s eyes looked like they could bulge out of their sockets. “Do you hear me?”

    When Indigo didn’t respond, Amma gritted her teeth and hissed, “I’ll kill you just like Isha.”

    “I don’t care, Amma. They’ll find me.” Tears streamed from her eyes, releasing the emotion of the past few days. Nothing Indigo said or did now could save her own life, but she’d helped to save Ivy. That had to be enough. Indigo whispered under her breath, “When they find me, Amma, they’ll kill you.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Forty

    

    The high humidity and heat were breathtaking. Already sweating through her shirt, Rory walked around the amphitheater, looking for Cade. The pavilion had been transformed from a live summer music venue into a place for mourning. Poster board images of the children deceased or missing rested on easels. Flowers had been donated by local vendors and colorful bouquets had been scattered around the stage. People were already collecting on the lawn to claim their spot for the vigil.

    Roped areas had been set up to direct the public and media into the surrounding fields where large boxes of white candles waited to be lit. Rory tried to imagine the surrounding lawn covered with a sea of candle flames. The BCI media person had referred to the small candles as little dots of love, and Rory loved that analogy. She hoped Savannah and Max would feel that love, wherever they were.

    Reporters congregated around media vans and filmed live updates about Frankie. Her lawyer broke the news of Frankie’s disappearance, and every news outlet questioned what this new development meant to the case. Had Frankie reunited with her daughter? Was the disappearance a publicity stunt? Was the grieving mother behind Savannah’s and Max’s abductions all along? These suggestions from the press infuriated Rory. They were kernels of falsehood that would hold on to Frankie long after the truth was revealed. She and her family knew firsthand how long Pattersburg’s memory could be.

    The media had also been leaked the information about Frankie’s ex, Russell, and his bar fight. This additional connection to Frankie only added to the rumors that she could be involved in her daughter’s disappearance. Frankie regularly expressed her concerns to police about the media’s portrayal of mothers in child disappearances. This media bias infuriated Rory. She’d seen it used in multiple ways to insinuate mothers were to blame when anything happened to their children while fathers rarely dealt with the same scrutiny.

    When the news broke that Stephen and Cork were questioned in relation to the murder of Brenda Lee and the disappearance of Savannah Armitage, Rory was home alone making a grilled cheese sandwich. It had been a long night with her mother crying and pacing and swearing up and down the hallway. She promised Rory this entire thing was nothing more than a big mistake, one that the Hank County Sheriff’s Office would soon regret.

    Someone had anonymously reported Stephen and Cork as the killers and abductors. But no one expected the media to show up when Rory was home alone. She slept in on her day off and then went to the kitchen for sustenance. That’s when the noon news commentator interrupted programming with an announcement: Breaking news. Two persons of interest questioned in the death of a teen and the disappearance of a young girl. The search for young Savannah continues.

    Rory looked up to see Stephen’s photo covering the television screen. It was a picture her mom had taken of the three of them during last summer’s Florida vacation. Her mom joked it was the only good family picture they’d ever taken with everyone smiling. The way the media cut the image made Stephen look off center, like he was leaning too far to the right.

    Within seconds, the landline rang. A van pulled along their curb. Another followed with the local news station advertised across the side of the van. Rory froze, staring out the kitchen window as more vehicles arrived.

    The answering machine clicked on: Hi, this is Debra Willing from News Channel 7, and we are looking for anyone related or close to Stephen Michaelson for a statement. Please call me back…

    Rory froze as reporters made their way to the front door and rang the bell. Sweat broke out across her brow and between her shoulder blades. She didn’t know what to do. The phone rang again, and it felt like her home was under invasion. She wanted to hide under her bed or at least lock herself in the bathroom, but her feet felt heavier than cement blocks.

    Smoke filled the kitchen. When the smoke alarm blared, it pushed Rory into action. She pulled the pan from the stove, her sandwich blackened on one side, the cheese spilling out and burning against the pan. She didn’t open the window out of fear the reporters would take it as an invitation to talk with her. Rory had instant flashing images of them crawling through the window and chasing her through the house.

    Instead of opening a window, she grabbed a chair and ripped down the alarm, then pulled the batteries from it. Rory ran into the hallway, flattened herself against the wall, too terrified to move. The doorbell rang again, and Rory heard the commotion outside the front door. She bent her knees and slid down the wall until she was sitting on her haunches. Pulling her knees into her chest, she balled up as tight as she could.

    
     

    Cade worked at hydration stations set up along the sides of the lawn, and Rory walked out to meet her. Leave it to Cade to make hydration stations at an outdoor event look pretty. She’d cloaked the long tables with black tablecloths. A statue of a goose sat in the center of the tables, ones that came from their collection in their dining room. Large vats of tea and jugs of water, alongside recyclable red cups, filled the rest of the tables.

    Cade stood near the largest table with an apron over her shorts and T-shirt.

    “Any word on Frankie?” Cade gave Rory a hug and a cup of iced tea.

    “Not yet.” She tried not to let on about how worried she was, but Cade could see right through her.

    “I’m scared for her, Ro. I’m scared for you.”

    “Me?”

    “If someone kidnapped Frankie over this case, what’s to stop them from doing the same to you? Or someone else from your team?”

    Rory reached out and rested her hand low on Cade’s back. “I’m okay, I promise. We’ll find Frankie.”

    Cade shook her head but refilled Rory’s cup of tea. Rory thought she might argue about how dangerous Rory’s job had become with this case, but instead Cade changed the subject.

    “You saw Stephen today? How did it go?”

    Rory wasn’t sure she was ready to put that experience into words yet. She’d spent the last six years blaming Stephen for everything that had gone wrong with their family. Now things felt different.

    “Did he answer your questions?” Cade asked.

    “He was as helpful as he could be.”

    “But?”

    Rory shrugged. “It’s just that I never knew how much—or how little—of the business belongs to Stephen. It sounds like Cork and his mom make all the decisions and Stephen is there to please customers with his mechanical ability.”

    “I’m guessing there are other things you weren’t told about Stephen.” Cade set up the last stack of cups. “Is it possible he didn’t know about the drugs and Cork’s use of the boathouse?”

    “I don’t think so. I could buy that he didn’t have a say in how or even if it would go down at the shop, though.” Rory wiped the sweat trickling on her brow. “He told me to call my mom.”

    Cade smiled but said nothing. Rory realized this was a moment when her girlfriend could have said I told you so, but she didn’t. Rory was grateful.

    Since the visit to the boathouse, Rory had been working through her emotions about Stephen’s possible connection to the crimes and her mother’s unwavering support of him. For the first time, Rory seriously considered that all of Stephen’s behavior could be explained through his attempts to hide information about the drugs in the boathouse. Was it possible he’d been covering for Cork’s drug business, and everyone assumed he was hiding information about Savannah Armitage and Brenda Lee?

    “I feel so stupid,” Rory said. “How could I misread things so terribly?”

    Turning toward Rory, Cade held her gaze. “You aren’t stupid. You’re trained to look for lies. They were lying. You did your job well. You caught the lies.”

    The bottom line was this: Stephen and her mom were involved in crimes. But running drugs through the boathouse didn’t compare to the murder and abduction of children. Rory had to reckon with the fact that not all crimes are equal. She’d never been one to give much credence to extenuating circumstances or reasons why someone committed a crime. She’d always seen things as either guilty or not guilty when it came to crime. Stephen tested that theory. He tested her. And her mom? Delivering money to Cork without Stephen? Rory wondered if that meant Stephen didn’t know the extent of money his girlfriend, Rory’s mom, had given Cork to save the business. Was her mom acting on her own, without Stephen pressuring her to turn over her savings? For the first time, Rory had to admit this was possible, that Stephen might not have been the villain after all.

    “Speaking of safety,” Rory said, “I’m concerned about you tonight. Stay aware and safe.”

    “Has there been a threat for the vigil?”

    “No, but tonight will be a powder keg of emotions. The heat alone can cause tempers to flare.”

    Rory didn’t worry too much about herself caught in an active shooter situation, but she worried a lot for Cade. With all of Cade’s calm energy, she tended to freeze in times of great stress. She went still and silent. Rory worried Cade wouldn’t move fast enough for cover if someone opened fire.

    Cade took the empty cup from Rory’s hand for a refill. Rory fell back into a memory of how they met and how Cade had been filling her beverages for a while now.

    Sugar’s was a coffee house and bakery in Pattersburg, and Cade was their day manager back then. Rory regularly stopped into Sugar’s on her way to class. It was always busy, and this gave Rory time in line to watch the hot barista. Cade took her time with orders and always made sure the pastries were fresh and beautifully displayed. She wrote personal messages on the to-go cups for regular customers and had a way of making everyone smile despite their time spent in line.

    The first time Cade came to her table, she surprised Rory with a refill of her favorite coffee. Piping hot and black, Cade had included the local honey that Rory loved best. No other barista seemed to be able to get her order just right.

    “We’re in a lull,” Cade had said. “I figured you needed a top-up.”

    “Thank you.” Rory took the cup, wrapping her hands around it, letting the liquid’s heat sink in. She couldn’t believe the person she’d been crushing on for months was talking to her.

    Cade pulled out the opposite chair and sat down. “I’m guessing you go to Glenn State.” She nodded to the laptop and books. “What are you studying?”

    “Criminal justice. I want to be a police detective.”

    “Mm, I can see it. Just like Olivia on SVU.”

    Rory smiled over the rim of her cup. “What about you? Are you a student at Glenn?”

    Cade nodded. “Culinary arts.”

    “Ah, a chef. Makes perfect sense.”

    “I’m saving to go to a school in Chicago. One day, I’ll have my own restaurant in the Windy City.”

    That’s how it began. Daily meetings over coffee filled with talk of the future and what it might hold.

    Rory’s phone alerted with a message, pulling her back to now. Sometimes she wished she and Cade could go back to those early days. Rory read the text. Then again. Child recovered in Lake Hank State Park. Claims to be Maxine Greenwood. En route to hospital.

    Like clockwork, members of law enforcement near them reached for their phones and shoulder radios as the news spread. Rory thought of Frankie. This was her dream, for Savannah to come home safe. But Max had escaped alone. Rory feared what that meant for Savannah and for Frankie.

    They only had a few minutes before the media would catch hold of the news. Then chaos would erupt.

    Rory texted Jasper. Is there a positive ID on Maxine?

    Confirmed. Maxine just arrived at the hospital. She needs immediate medical care but is alert.

    Rory took a breath of relief. Max was safe.

    Jasper texted, Meet me at the station ASAP

    “I have to go.” Rory gave Cade a quick hug. “Love you.”

    “Love you more,” Cade called after her.

    

  
     
    Chapter Forty-one

    

    The truck tore along the single lane road, bright headlights piercing the dark forest as branches swatted against the vehicle. Heaven help any animal that wandered into The Watcher’s path.

    Amma had called, her screams nearly nonsensical. The Watcher finally made sense of what was happening. This was Amma’s worst-case scenario. The new girl had escaped and found safety with an adult. At first, The Watcher felt Amma’s terror. This was the beginning of the unraveling. They were all at risk now. Moments later, The Watcher caught himself cheering for Max. Keep running, Max. Save yourself.

    There was a child left behind, the one who crafted the escape. Indigo was now in mortal danger, and she needed his help.

    Despite Amma’s orders to get rid of the mother, The Watcher spent most of his afternoon sweating behind his steering wheel as if it was his calling. He hated the heat, but today it felt good, like something required of him. A cleansing of sorts.

    He’d hoped to sweat out the memory of Isha without any luck. Amma had sworn the killing was over. Yet, days later, he was tasked with killing Frankie Armitage. He’d been relieved by the heat. No one could survive inside that oven of a trailer with no water, not to mention the overload of animal tranquilizer he’d pumped into her neck.

    Now The Watcher was asked to take care of things again, this time with another child. By now, Amma had Indigo alone back at the house. Amma always had a plan, and this one would be painful. He couldn’t let this happen to the girl who never asked for anything but to go home. Indigo worked so hard these last six years to gain Amma’s approval. Amma’s love was always so close, but just out of Indigo’s reach. He lived with that feeling, too.

    Indigo, Isha, Iris, Ivy…none of them could ever be what Amma wanted most—a replacement for her daughter. Amma told him and herself the next girl would be the one to complete their family. The next girl would fix everything broken inside Amma. The next girl would be perfect…until she wasn’t.

    Killing Indigo wouldn’t fix anything.

    It was time for all this to end.

    The Watcher slammed the truck into park behind Amma’s SUV, his headlights screaming across the cabin’s windows. He jumped out of the truck and ran toward the front door.

    Amma howled, and The Watcher froze mid-stride. Inside, glass shattered. She was in a rage. He’d seen her this way too many times, the out-of-control Amma that destroyed everything in her path. Nothing would satisfy her now but blood. He must protect Indigo.

    The Watcher turned back to the truck for his pistol. This time, he wasn’t going down without a fight.

    

  
     
    Chapter Forty-two

    

    A security officer welcomed Rory and Jasper at the Lake Hank security office.

    “We’ve already dispatched an officer to the address from the plates,” he explained, leading them to a back room. “It’s a fake, just a public beach on Lake Hank.”

    Rory groaned. They’d had one very lucky draw, though. The turnaround where Max had escaped was covered by CCTV, and they had the vehicle and the escape on tape. And the guards had kept the three men who Max ran to after jumping out of the vehicle.

    “We’d like to talk to them,” Rory said.

    “Sure, I’ll get the recording cued up in the camera room. I’ve sent it to Allard, but I’ll send it to you both.” He showed them to the interview room, where the three men sat drinking paper cups full of coffee. John Arnold, Bob Miller, and Tom Johnson anxiously awaited word about the child that ran to them.

    “Is the girl okay?” Tom asked as soon as Rory and Jasper entered the room.

    “Believe so.” Jasper took a seat next to Rory. “You were all heroes tonight.”

    The men visibly relaxed after hearing Max was going to make it.

    “We were in the right place,” Bob said. “John’s old camper overheated, and we had to wait on service. When we saw the headlights, we thought the emergency service finally arrived. Then this kid launched out the back door.”

    “Scary, I bet,” Rory said. “Did you recognize the driver?”

    No one had seen the woman before, and they only recognized Max from the local news.

    “We couldn’t figure out what was going on,” Bob said. “This kid gulped for air and couldn’t stop coughing.”

    “Her hands latched onto the driver’s door handle. She couldn’t get the door open fast enough,” John said. “She screamed that someone was chasing her. Once we got the girl inside the camper, she sobbed. I’ve never heard that sound come out of a person before.” He shivered. “It was terrifying.”

    “What did she tell you?” Jasper asked.

    “Not much, just that she needed help from the police. We offered her a bottle of water, and she sucked it down,” John said. “She said she was hungry, and we gave her the rest of our chips. We didn’t have any other food in the camper.”

    Bob said, “It was hard to see inside the vehicle with the brights in our face. but the driver leaned over to the passenger seat.”

    “Yeah, someone was there. They slid down to the floor,” Tom said. He couldn’t describe who he saw, only the outline of a head as it slipped below the window.

    As Jasper released the group after arranging for them to come in to the station after the weekend, Rory couldn’t stop thinking about who the driver was trying to hide. If it was Savannah, why hadn’t Max said something about her?

    Rory and Jasper pushed through the camera room doors where the security officer had cued up the recording. He waved them over to the large monitor.

    “Have you been able to zoom in on the driver or anyone else in the vehicle?” Jasper asked.

    Rory leaned over the screen and clicked the cursor. The grainy footage showed a silver, older model SUV. The camera zoomed in on the driver in quick chunks of magnification, until a blurry image of a dark-haired woman emerged behind the wheel.

    A child ping-ponged around in the passenger seat. Their face was not visible before the blond-haired child slipped down to the floorboards. The driver slammed on the brakes as soon as Max jumped from the back, and the driver’s right arm shot over for the passenger, clenching the kid’s shirt. The woman’s mouth moved with screams, and then her eyes landed on the rearview mirror. For a moment, the driver froze. Then she slammed her foot on the gas.

    The camera had only caught one angle of the passenger. Was that Savannah? It was hard to tell. She would be twelve now, and a child’s face can change a lot in those years.

    Rory’s blood ran cold with the realization that the vigil, which was supposed to lure the unsub, had not worked at all. Instead, they’d given the perpetrator the perfect window to move children undetected, with all police and community attention focused on Hollow Park, miles away from Lake Hank. The woman’s plan would have worked if Max hadn’t jumped from the moving vehicle and run into a group of men resuscitating an old camper. If Rory was looking for a stroke of luck in this entire shit show, this was it—the moment everything came together for Max’s escape.

    “You said the fake address registers to a beach,” Rory said. “Whereabouts?”

    The officer pulled up a map on a second desktop screen. “It’s a small private section. Undeveloped land, not too far from the park’s main bridle trail. North side of the lake.”

    “Zoom out a bit.” Rory bit the inside of her lip as she looked for any landmarks she recognized. She finally caught something she knew, Rebecca’s Barn, a large boarding facility near Lake Hank where visitors rented horses for the day.

    “This section of land”—Rory pointed to an oblong area that ended at the beach—“private land, yes? Any connection with the Bradley family? Owners of the Boat Repair and Storage?”

    While the officer checked with property records, Rory’s and Jasper’s phones alerted.

    Allard texted, Area secured and searched where Max escaped. Child not speaking. Docs found this.

    A photograph emerged in the second text. A crinkled piece of torn notebook paper with the words: My name is Maxine Greenwood. I was kidnapped by Amma and The Watcher. Savannah Armitage is still with them. Find her before they kill her. Please!

    Rory stared at the photograph, taking in the penciled block letters.

    Savannah was alive. At least she was a few hours ago.

    

  
     
    Chapter Forty-three

    

    A single unpaved lane veered into the dark wood. Frankie felt like she’d been walking for hours. She’d lost complete sense of time and location. How close was she to Lake Hank? Or Pattersburg? How long had she been gone from the farm? Her body screamed for water or any liquid that would help her swollen tongue and cracked lips. Frankie pushed on, encouraged that the haloes she’d been seeing around objects had disappeared. Her thoughts seemed a little clearer. Although her system was finally flushing out whatever drug they’d given her, everything still felt dreamlike.

    Two weeks before Max went missing and Jane Doe’s body was found, Frankie had a dream so vivid, it trailed her every thought for days. She’d been exhausted after hours of repairing a fence, cleaning the stalls, and hauling feed for the horses. She’d dropped into a heavy sleep on the couch with one true crime show trailing after another.

    In the dream, someone waved from the distance, just over the lip of wide-open land. The figure and a horse darkened against the bright sun, and Frankie moved closer.

    The image finally solidified, and Frankie ran toward her father sitting on his favorite horse, Rambo. It was the horse of Frankie’s childhood, the one who taught her to ride and that the love of a horse could be better than anything else in this world.

    In this trippy kind of dream, everything felt off-kilter, and it took Frankie ages to catch up with her father and Rambo. When she finally did, Rambo towered over her while his oversized nostrils sniffed her hair and nuzzled into her shoulder. Frankie reached her arms across the horse’s chest while her tears sank into Rambo’s warm fur.

    Her father slid off the saddle, and she melted into his arms. He was at least twenty years younger than when he died and smelled just like she remembered: a familiar blend of sunshine, hay, and his piney-scented aftershave. Her father kissed the top of her head.

    “Mom?” Frankie asked.

    “She’s doing fine. Savannah’s not here, but you’ve known that all along.”

    Frankie nodded and pulled away from him. “I can’t find her.”

    Her father held the reins loosely in his hands. Rambo leaned into her shoulder. Frankie reached up, cupping his cheeks inside her hands. She’d missed this face, this black nose with its flaring nostrils.

    “Savannah needs you now more than ever,” her father said. “She can’t make it out alone.”

    Frankie reached up and hugged Rambo’s neck. She had no idea where she was or if she’d crossed over into some version of heaven. Maybe she’d made this all up in her mind. She wanted to stay and settle into the grass with her father while they watched Rambo graze. They used to pass the late afternoon hours this way, and Frankie was ready to do this for eternity.

    “Don’t give up, Frankie,” her dad said. “Find Savannah.”

    As she walked through the darkness now, she heard her father’s faint voice calling to her and Rambo’s clippety-clop fading away. Frankie walked and then walked some more. Exhausted, she dropped to the ground, her right quad spasming. That’s when she saw the flicker of a light through the tree branches and foliage.

    Go, she heard her father say. Go now!

    On her feet, Frankie ran toward the light. She’d stumbled on an older dwelling tucked away inside the forest. Frankie’s heart pounded inside her throat. Finally, someone who could help her.

    The trees eventually opened on a patch of lawn with a cabin etched out of the trees. An SUV sat in front of the house with a black truck parked behind it. Frankie’s heart sank. She recognized this truck. It had been parked outside the trailer all afternoon and evening watching her. Why would someone hold her hostage so close to their own home? The only reason could be that he never expected Frankie to live.

    Frankie hid behind a grove of bushes. Inside the cabin, she could see the shadows of two people moving. They were arguing. Every few minutes Frankie could make out a word as they followed one another through the lower level of the cabin.

    Frankie held her breath and went for it. She raced for the truck and ducked inside the driver’s door, closing it fast to keep the dome light off. She searched all over for the keys or a phone and nearly ripped off the sun visors in the process. Then she tossed the glove box. No keys. No phone.

    Frankie moved on to the SUV. She slid behind the wheel and ran her hand under the dash and through the glovebox. She searched everywhere until her fingers brushed against a keychain kicked to the upper corner of the driver’s floorboard. She gripped the keys and tried one in the ignition, then another. The third key snapped into the ignition.

    The engine didn’t turn. It clicked back at Frankie as the dome light flickered.

    Frankie whispered a string of curses as she turned the key again. More clicking under the dome light.

    A large shadow filled one of the cabin’s front windows as a figure watched her. Then the front door opened.

    “Please, please, please,” Frankie screamed at the SUV, her face fully in light for the figure calling to her to see. She slammed her foot against the gas pedal and pumped with no luck. Frankie screamed when she saw the man who’d held her hostage in the cattle trailer run toward the SUV.

    “Come on!” Frankie turned the key one more time and slammed her foot into the pedal until it touched the vehicle’s floor. A sputter. Then another. The engine jumped to life.

    Frankie yanked the gear into drive and lurched forward to turn the vehicle around. She almost ran over the man racing toward the SUV before gaining control of the wheel. Frankie sped down the dirt lane, crashing into branches and bouncing through muddy potholes. The red low gas alert blinked at her. She didn’t care. With wheels and a few drops of gas, Frankie could find the one person she trusted—Rory.

    The man who took Frankie stood with his arms over his head shouting for her to stop.

    Giddy with relief and dehydration, she cackled while tearing through the path she’d recently walked. She had a vehicle. She was getting away. Never mind that she was without a phone and nearly out of gas in a place she didn’t recognize. Frankie would find Rory. She had to. Savannah’s life depended on it.

    

  
     
    Chapter Forty-four

    

    Rory scanned the property document on her phone. As she suspected, the address listed on the license sat very close to the edge of the Bradley property. Stephen had told her Cork inherited many acres from family, and he was holding out for a builder who would pay them top dollar for the land. Meanwhile, there were off-the-grid renters on the land.

    “Any way to find out how many dwellings are on this property?” Rory asked.

    The officer explained there were outdated aerials of the land. “The area has been stable for years,” he said. “My guess is the dwellings haven’t changed.”

    Jasper nudged Rory and showed her his screen. Taxes on the land were paid up for the year by Betty Bradley, and she declared herself as the only resident on the property.

    “The Bradleys have rented out a portion of their land to Rebecca’s Barn. They had an overflow of horses last summer and built a small barn on the Bradley property.”

    Rebecca’s Barn. Frankie had said some of her boarders had come from that horse boarding facility. Dissatisfied with the services and the high cost of Rebecca’s, boarders complained the horses didn’t get nearly enough daily movement or attention. Frankie might not have been able to compete with the large facilities and the location next to the bridle trails, but no one could beat the care and attention she put into her barn and animals.

    Rory thought of Dr. Kelly. She was the best board certified equine specialist in the area, according to Frankie. They needed to talk to this vet.

    “Is there a residence out at Rebecca’s Barn?” she asked.

    The officer shook his head. “No one stays overnight other than a paid security guard with a bunch of security equipment.”

    While Jasper finished up with the officers, Rory sat down to review the information provided from Mia Napoli’s grandfather once again. Something was niggling at her brain, a connection she hadn’t quite made yet. He’d mentioned the nonprofit animal shelter he and his wife were devoted to in the Columbus area. What was its name? Maybe there was something on the Rebecca’s Barn website. She ran searches on her phone while keeping an ear out for Jasper and their next move.

    It took a few minutes to spot the crossover, the thing that connected Rebecca’s Barn, Mia Napoli, and Frankie. Rory remembered the business card she’d used to text Dr. Kelly’s emergency line. Paws of Love Sanctuary. Animals had been the connection point all along. Rory swore under her breath. How had she missed this?

    After leaving a voicemail for Dr. Kelly, Rory searched the Paws of Love website. It was one of the largest pet operations Rory had ever seen, with multiple vets and techs working with every species of animal, from cats and dogs to guinea pigs and lizards. There was a whole page dedicated to the care of horses and featured Buxley’s Dr. Kelly and her assistants, Sabrina and Ida. This had to be Idie.

    Rory took screenshots of Dr. Kelly and the horse care team. She didn’t recognize any of the faces. The driver Max escaped from had been obscured by the darkness and movement in the vehicle. It was difficult to tell if anyone could be a match.

    After sharing her findings with Jasper, he directed her to send the screenshots and website link to Agent Witherton and Allard. They’d release the information to everyone working the case. Now they had a new angle. A horse veterinary practice. What a perfect cover in a county scattered with horse barns and farms. Their suspect maneuvered freely under the guise of a caregiver, and no one in this area would question someone associated with a vet clinic.

    Rory clicked through the Paws of Love website and found their location. They were a few miles from Stephen and her mom’s new home in Columbus. Rory wondered if her mom had been to this vet clinic. Stephen had said her mom volunteered with a few nonprofits in Columbus to stay busy on the weekends. Was it possible her mom knew Dr. Kelly as well?

    Jasper’s phone rang. He grunted acknowledgment and waved Rory over. “Dr. Kelly called the station. She’s working today at Rebecca’s Barn, that extension on the Bradley’s land. Let’s interview her. Nothing pans out, we head back to the station.”

    Rory headed for the exit, already prepping questions for Dr. Kelly in her mind.

    

  
     
    Chapter Forty-five

    

    The back end of the SUV fishtailed. Frankie yanked the steering wheel hard to the left. Somehow the vehicle righted itself while racing forward.

    The black truck’s bright lights blared in the rearview mirror, closing the gap between them until it rammed into Frankie’s bumper. The SUV swerved under the impact, and Frankie fought to regain control. This guy wasn’t going to stop until she crashed or surrendered.

    Hot tears ran down Frankie’s cheeks. Why were these people doing this to Savannah? What did they do to deserve this nightmare? She just wanted her daughter back and another chance to be a better mom.

    Frankie looked in the rearview mirror and saw the truck edging closer once again. The engine rumbled loud before charging into her bumper. Frankie flinched as the truck’s jolt reverberated through her vehicle.

    Panic set in, her breath shallow and painful in her chest. Frankie was lost in these woods, and she was getting nowhere fast. The low gas warning light blinked. What was she supposed to do?

    Frankie gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white. Fighting a sob that threatened to overtake her, she weighed her limited options. Making a choice, Frankie slammed on the brakes.

    The truck stopped, too, just before ramming her bumper again. He sat with the headlights shining through the SUV’s back window, waiting for her move.

    Frankie tried to steady her breath. She closed her eyes and pictured Savannah the day she vanished. Savannah’s golden hair in braids, her Fourth of July costume for the dress rehearsal. The way she skipped into the amphitheater for practice, so excited to finally be old enough to take part in the production. If Frankie could only go back to that moment, to grab her daughter and pull her back into the car, how different their lives would be today.

    Frankie opened her eyes. She had a plan. She wasn’t sure it would work, but she had to do something.

    Frankie hit the gas and moved into a three-point turn, maneuvering the SUV until her front bumper faced the truck’s. Signaling to the driver through her open window, she pointed in the direction they’d come from.

    This wasn’t a surrender. Frankie simply refused to leave her daughter again. These people either had her daughter or knew where to find Savannah. Frankie didn’t care if going back meant she would die. Nothing mattered now but saving Savannah.

    

  
     
    Chapter Forty-six

    

    Indigo woke up in a coughing fit. Her throat burned and tasted of metal, like a fistful of pennies had been shoved down her throat. She tried to wipe the spittle from the corner of her mouth, but her wrists were bound behind her back with a thin cord that cut into her skin. Indigo blinked against the pressure of the blindfold and then realized her ankles were also tied. The cough resonated from the depth of her chest, and she fell to her side in the fetal position, her cheek against her bedroom floor.

    Voices filtered through the floor. Indigo recognized Amma’s, the high-pitched one she only used when she panicked, along with a male voice she didn’t know.

    A laugh bubbled up inside Indigo. The sudden burst of sound made her jump, but she couldn’t stop herself. She’d gotten to Amma, rattled her hard. It surprised Indigo, the joy of this knowledge. If nothing else, she’d made things hard for the woman who’d kidnapped her.

    Sure, Indigo’s plan didn’t completely work, but Ivy escaped. It was only a matter of time until the police found Amma. Indigo could die during whatever punishment Amma had for her, but it would all be worth it. At least Ivy could go home to her mother. She’d only been away from her life a few days. Indigo hoped the fangs of trauma hadn’t sunk into Ivy yet. She needed the girl to tell their story. She would have to be the voice for Indigo and Isha and all the others who had come before.

    Six years ago, Indigo had tried to pull herself up from this same floor. When she woke up alone and scared then, the only thing she could think to do was tell herself a soothing story. It went like this: She’d been helping her mom in the horse barn and fallen asleep beside Buxley. When she woke up, her face was buried in the warmth of his long neck, and everything was perfect in her world. His long eyelashes swished against her cheek while her hands buried inside the warmth of his mane. Someone was coming toward the stall and Indigo went stone-still. Play dead, she’d told herself. If she was dead, no one could make her leave Buxley’s side.

    In those first days at Amma’s, Indigo was able to imagine the steady sound of Buxley’s breath. She’d used Buxley as her portal out of Amma’s world.

    During one of her assigned readings for Amma, she read a psychology article about disassociation and the way a person could be physically present but vacant at the same time. Indigo recognized this was her way of escaping Amma’s brutality.

    In the last six years, things had changed. She’d grown up and vowed she wouldn’t leave her body. If Amma was going to kill her, she’d have to look directly into Indigo’s eyes. She would not make this easy for Amma.

    Sitting up, Indigo mentally pictured the layout of her room. She used her heels to push against the wood-planked wall. Her shoulder nudged the edge of the dresser.

    Bang!

    Indigo’s heart slammed in her throat. What happened? Did a window break or maybe the front door?

    Amma’s scream followed the loud noise below.

    People fought on the lower level. A scuffle that ended in gunfire rang in Indigo’s ears.

    “Savannah!” a woman screamed. “Savannah, where are you?”

    It took a minute before Indigo placed the voice. It couldn’t be…she must be hallucinating. “Mom?”

    A wail filled the cabin. Amma howled in a way that made Indigo’s blood run cold.

    “You killed him,” Amma yelled. “You killed my boy.”

    There were clicks, and then the sound of more scuffles. Tears streamed down Indigo’s cheeks. Was that really her mom downstairs? Did The Watcher kill her? Everything felt completely out of control. The only thing Indigo knew for sure was that her mom had come for her. She’d found Indigo. She wanted Indigo to come home. Her mom had never given up on finding her.

    Heavy footsteps creaked up the stairs, ones she recognized. The Watcher’s footsteps stopped outside Indigo’s door, and she held her breath, willing him to go away. She curled her spine against the corner of the wall and tipped her chin to her chest.

    Play dead.

    

  
     
    Chapter Forty-seven

    

    The main horse trail formed a loop that began and ended on a hill near where Max had escaped: Moonlight Vista. The security officer explained to Rory the horse trail was only used by experienced riders due to lack of upkeep. Riders wanted to guide their horses along the water’s edge, but the overgrown areas of the wooded path sometimes proved too much for inexperienced riders. The loop also took them out of the woods into residential areas, and sometimes those weren’t the friendliest of welcomes.

    While Jasper drove, Rory sent off a text to officers Mackie and Pine about their findings. She knew the two of them were riding together and wondered if they had found any new connections between the Bradleys and the vet practice.

    Jasper followed the right side of the loop toward the vista and then circled back the other way toward Rebecca’s Barn. He let the vehicle’s brights linger on the tree line until he saw a rusty mailbox propped up against a tree. Beside it sat a spray-painted board with an arrow pointing down the mud lane. “Think this goes to the overflow barn?”

    Rory looked out into the darkness. “Worth a shot.”

    Jasper edged forward as overgrown branches scraped against the sides of his vehicle. The recent rain left the tires with little purchase until they came upon a clearing in the wood. A barn without a single light on. Rory wondered if they’d taken the horses back to the main property. She hoped so. How desolate it must feel in this humid darkness for any animal.

    There were no vehicles or tracks to indicate Dr. Kelly or anyone from her team had been there. Whatever this place was, it wasn’t the overflow facility for Rebecca’s Barn. As Jasper moved forward, Rory caught the blink of a light in the distance.

    “That light. Maybe that’s the barn we’re looking for.”

    Jasper pushed on, and Rory was thinking this might be a dead end when a two-story cabin emerged.

    “Not a horse barn, but we have lights and vehicles,” Jasper said as he parked behind the truck.

    Rory stepped out holding her flashlight at temple level. She swept her light beam inside the truck and SUV as she walked past. Both engines were warm. The SUV had no plates. Could it be the SUV they’d seen in the CCTV surveillance video? Whoever was here, they’d arrived within the last hour. Jasper reached for his phone and called in the truck’s license plate along with their location.

    Rory held back, waiting for Jasper. She looked out into the dense woods and goose bumps broke out over the back of her neck.

    The place was quiet.

    Too quiet.

    Jasper tapped her shoulder, and Rory nearly jumped out of her skin. She grabbed her chest, catching her breath.

    “Sorry,” Jasper whispered and motioned for her to follow toward the front door.

    Rory kept both hands on her waist, ready to grip her gun if the circumstances called for it. She couldn’t help but think this could be a perfect place to hide someone. Secluded and deeply wooded, but on private property, who would come out here other than a lost hiker or Betty Bradley looking for rent?

    Jasper knocked on the wooden door. “Pattersburg police.”

    A security camera angled down at them from the top corner of the cabin. Rory wondered how many other cameras were on the property. Again, the feeling washed over her that they were close. So very close.

    “Pattersburg police. We need to speak to the homeowner.”

    A shadow moved across a window, and the door opened a few inches.

    “Yes?” A woman peered out as Jasper explained they were looking for a vet. She surprised both Rory and Jasper when she opened the door and invited them in.

    Immediately, Rory recognized the woman from the Paws of Love website. Sabrina, the assistant. “We’ve been looking for Dr. Kelly.” Rory followed behind Jasper down the hallway toward a small kitchen. “You work with her, correct?”

    Suddenly someone was so close behind Rory, she could feel their body heat. Pushing forward, Rory shoved against Jasper just as a man’s arm reached around her neck.

    Pivoting her weight to the side, Rory called out for Jasper as gloved hands grasped her throat. Rory kicked back again and again, trying to land anything that would bring pain. She turned her head and bit into the flesh of a forearm. The pressure tightened around her throat, and Rory’s attacker threw her hard against the paneled wall over and over until she dropped her gun.

    Jasper yelled for the man to stop, and it sounded to Rory like they were miles apart. That’s how the gunshot sounded, too.

    The hands around Rory’s throat suddenly released, and she crumpled to the floor, gasping for breath.

    More gunfire erupted. Jasper fell in her line of sight. His eyes rolled white as blood pooled around his chest. Rory reached for him as a loud buzzing in her head drowned all sound out. She had no time to react to Jasper’s shooting before a pair of boots came toward her, stepping over Jasper and pausing in front of her face.

    The man knelt beside her. “You couldn’t just let it go, could you?”

    Rory recognized him then, the way he squinted his eyes.

    “Goose’s,” she said, the word slurring in her mouth filled with the coppery taste of blood.

    What Rory meant to say was that she had finally put it all together: The sourdough delivery man from Goose’s was the same boy from the lake party. Ellis. She tried to push herself up, but a wretched pain shot up her arm and along the side of her neck. Everything went dark.

    
     

    Rory came to in fits and starts, a darkness tinged with bright flashes. Her head screamed, and she remembered the sound of it hitting the wall, like muffled gunfire. Muscles in her temples spasmed. She must have been grinding her teeth. Or maybe it was from the hand she bit. Rory still tasted Ellis’s blood between her teeth.

    Someone was talking. “What do we do now?”

    “Don’t panic, Ellis. You know what to do. Go.”

    Rory’s arms and legs were bound to the back of a wooden chair. Her brain moved slow, a fuzziness that dimmed everything. She sat in a small kitchen connected to a front room with a worn couch, a wooden coffee table, and a rocking chair. A few old-school chairs with attached desks sat in the far corner. Homeschooling, she thought. This is how she keeps the kids hidden.

    To Rory’s left was a wooden kitchen table. To her right, two bodies lay face down on the floor. One looked a lot like Ellis with dark hair and high cheekbones. It had to be the brother, Ely. His legs were entangled with another body, Jasper. Her stomach clenched at all the blood, and she fought a sudden onslaught of nausea.

    Lt. Miles Jasper was dead. He’d trained Rory. She’d joined his family for dinner more times than she could count. His children, his wife. How dared these people take Jasper from them, from her. How dared they terrorize Pattersburg for years and destroy so many lives. Rory’s terror turned to rage.

    Blinking a few times, Rory tried to focus through the haze of her mind. With a pounding headache, she settled her gaze on Sabrina sitting across the table. Rory’s badge and phone sat between them.

    “Welcome, Rory.”

    “You work for Dr. Kelly.” Rory blinked hard, willing herself to fight through the sludge in her head.

    The woman gave her a weak smile. “Call me Amma. I’m the mother of Indigo and Ivy and all the others.”

    Rory didn’t know an Indigo or Ivy, but she suspected this woman called her victims whatever she wanted. These names meant something to her twisted mind. A chill scattered up her spine. How many children had there been over the years? Had they all been renamed with something that started with I?

    Ellis came through the back door wearing work overalls. Red-faced, eyes swollen—he’d been crying. Ellis looked to Amma for affirmation. When she nodded, he bent down and grabbed his brother by the ankles. Struggling to drag Ely out the back door, tears poured down Ellis’s face.

    Things weren’t going to plan. Ely wasn’t supposed to die. Rory and Jasper weren’t supposed to find them so soon. Amma might have been directing the show, but it was clear to Rory she didn’t know what to do next. As Ellis dragged his brother out the back door, Rory tried to engage Amma.

    “Ellis and Ely,” Rory said. “It all started with these two boys.” She took a chance. “Why did you switch to taking girls?” She shifted her hips and found that the old wooden chair was tippable. Rory’s ankles had been bound through the chair’s cross bar, and the plastic dug into her skin. Man, she hated zip ties.

    Amma smiled, but her eyes remained dark, hooded. “You’ve done your homework, Detective. You tell me.”

    “A daughter. Your own, who vanished.”

    Amma looked out through the window, and Rory wondered where Ellis was dragging the body. Was there another barn or shed out there?

    “She didn’t vanish. She’s right here, always, with me.”

    Rory tried to follow Amma’s gaze and understood that wherever Ellis was taking his brother, the daughter was there, too. They’d buried her body somewhere close.

    “The station knows Jasper and I were en route to Rebecca’s Barn. They know we were looking for another barn on the Bradley property.” As if on cue, distant helicopter blades chopped the air. “They’ll find us here, Amma.”

    The corners of Amma’s mouth pulled into a wicked grin. She nodded to Rory’s phone on the table. “We’ve been in contact with your team. I’ve texted Allard, under your name, of course.”

    Rory’s heart sank. That facial recognition bullshit. Why didn’t she use a security code? There were a few things in her favor, though. Mackie and Pine knew where she was headed. When Rory didn’t check in, they’d become suspicious. Jasper had called in the license plate for the vehicle in front of the cabin, and all department vehicles had trackers. The question was whether the department knew she and Jasper needed tracking.

    “Allard’s fastidious about details,” she said. “He’ll know those texts weren’t from me. Let Savannah and Frankie go. We can work on a deal with my superiors.”

    Amma smirked. “Come on. A dead cop? There will be no deals.”

    “You have a missing child,” Rory reasoned. “We will do anything to get Savannah back alive. Where is she?”

    Ellis returned, his hands and arms covered in his brother’s blood. Now that Rory had a good look at him, she couldn’t believe she hadn’t recognized him before. He looked exactly how she remembered him from the lake. Tall and lanky with a head of dark hair. He was wider now, larger than life. Ellis reached for Jasper’s ankles and pulled him toward the door.

    “And Idie? How is she involved in all this?” When Amma didn’t answer, Rory said, “Come on. You might as well tell me. Looks like I’m not walking out of here alive.”

    Amma liked this response. “Idie helps me take the medications and supplies I need from the sanctuary. She thinks it’s for my own animals. And she keeps me in good standing with the Bradleys.”

    Whatever Ellis was doing with the bodies, Rory understood she didn’t have much time. She’d seen their faces and could ID them. They couldn’t let her walk out of here alive. She needed to keep Amma talking. If she could engage this woman enough, Rory might be able to talk her way out of here.

    “Hardly anyone knows you’re out here, do they? Homeschooling these kids, working nights at the clinic and for Dr. Kelly. There’s no one out here to see you come and go. Not even your landlord.”

    Amma bristled at the word landlord. “We’re not squatters. I’ve been here for sixteen years. I tried to buy this land from Cork, but he refused to sell.”

    Rory shrugged. “This land belonged to his dad and most likely his dad’s dad. Was that really a reason to anonymously report him to the tipline as the killer and child abductor?”

    Amma froze and Rory’s suspicions were confirmed. No one had been able to locate the anonymous caller from six years ago, the call that claimed Cork and Stephen were involved. The caller used a prepaid phone and something to muffle their voice. Now their team suspected it was someone with a vendetta for Cork or Stephen, but back then it was the call that brought police to Rory’s doorstep.

    “You needed decoys,” Rory said. “Stephen and Cork were the perfect targets because they were hiding crimes, too.”

    “Cork isn’t always what he seems.”

    “He has his faults, I’m aware,” Rory said. “He’s been a part of my life a long time, too. But he wouldn’t hurt a child. You were angry with Cork, but why drag Stephen into this?”

    Amma watched as Ellis hauled the last of Jasper from the house. His body left a thick trail of blood behind, and Rory fought the panic rising in her chest as Amma stood and crossed the room to shut the back door. Her boots left tracks through Jasper’s blood.

    Amma settled her gaze back on Rory. “There’s a reason you believed Stephen did it, Rory. Despite all the good he displays to the world, there was something in you that believed he could have done these things.”

    Rory’s chest tightened with Amma’s words. The truth bit hard, and it took her breath away. She’d fallen for this woman’s lie. A lie that tore their family apart.

    “It’s not so hard to believe, is it? The doubt—it’s so tempting. Once you let yourself go there, you can’t go back.”

    This was how Amma fooled everyone. These mind tricks. These twists of the truth that sank their teeth into your soul. In this world, everyone was guilty but her.

    “There’s still time to do the right thing, Sabrina.”

    That’s when Rory smelled it.

    Gasoline.

    Fire.

    

  
     
    Chapter Forty-eight

    

    The beam from Officer Mackie’s flashlight swept across the dirt road. Officer Pine followed three steps behind him. They’d found Jasper’s vehicle and the car he’d called in for a license check, but neither Jasper nor Rory Scott answered their calls. Mackie had never worked a call where his direct supervisors were in distress, and he tried to tamp down the anxiety burning the back of his throat.

    In the distance, a train’s horn blared, followed by a soft boom.

    “Mackie, over there!” Pine directed his line of sight to the bloom of fire building behind the main cabin.

    Black smoke rolled up through the treetops, and Mackie guessed whatever was burning had been doused with gasoline. It looked like a panic burn—someone was trying to hide something. Mackie motioned for Pine to follow as he turned off the flashlight and ran around the side of the cabin.

    Mackie drew his weapon and took cover behind a row of bushes. Pine joined him.

    A window blew out from the side of the shed, the blaze tearing into the shed’s roof. A male stood back from the shed’s open door watching the fire roar inside. He held a canister of gasoline in each hand. The firelight shone on the man’s face, and Mackie tried to memorize every aspect of him before the he turned and walked toward the cabin.

    “He’s gonna burn it all down,” Pine whispered.

    “Not if I can stop him.”

    Mackie hunched over and moved closer to the shed. What was he hiding, anyway? Mackie moved closer to the shed’s open doors, pulling the edge of his shirt over his nose and mouth. Just over the lip of the shed’s door were two feet. Then two more.

    “Holy—” Pine started.

    “Take some photos,” Mackie directed.

    Pine snapped images as she called for immediate backup.

    “Allard and Witherton are five minutes out with three cars,” Pine reported. “EMTs following.”

    “Five minutes too late,” Mackie said, heading for the cabin. “Detective Scott needs our help now.”

    
     

    Rory had tipped the chair over, and the force of the chair hitting the floor helped to weaken its joints. If Rory kicked and pulled enough with her feet, she might be able to free herself.

    “No,” Ellis yelled. “Leave Indigo alone.”

    Amma and Ellis had been fighting since he’d come back into the house. Amma wanted Savannah brought to her, but Ellis refused. “Let’s just leave, Amma. We’ll be in Michigan in a few hours, Canada after that. Please, let’s just go.”

    Rory knew Amma would never go for that. She was an all or nothing criminal: We all go down or we all survive. It was clear Amma’s plan was that everyone would go down with her.

    “I’ll kill the girl myself.” Amma grabbed the gun from the table and ran to the staircase.

    Ellis grabbed her arm, yanking so hard, it threw Amma back to the kitchen floor. She pulled herself up as Ellis came toward her.

    Rory kicked forward as hard as she could, trying to plank her body. The wood finally gave, and when the crossbar broke, the entire chair came apart.

    Ellis had left the back door open, and dark smoke rolled in. Suddenly, almost emerging from the smoke itself, there was Mackie. His weapon drawn, Mackie moved into the cabin’s kitchen.

    Sabrina lunged for Rory, her arm clenching Rory’s neck in a vise grip. Rory tried to fight, but much like her brain, her body was also moving two steps behind. Officer Mackie moved closer, and Sabrina jammed the gun against Rory’s temple.

    “I’ll kill her.”

    “Drop the weapon now.” Mackie stepped back.

    Rory felt, rather than saw, the gun in Sabrina’s hand shaking.

    “You’re holding a detective with a deadly weapon,” Mackie warned. “There’s no reason for this to go any further.”

    Ellis held his hands in the air and stood against the wall. But Sabrina wasn’t complying.

    “Drop it or I will shoot.” Mackie wasn’t backing down.

    The trigger clicked in Rory’s ear as Sabrina applied pressure. The room erupted with the explosion of gunfire. Warm wetness sprayed across Rory’s cheek, and then Sabrina released her. Rory fell to the ground seconds before Sabrina’s body toppled over her.

    Mackie moved toward them as Rory rolled away from Sabrina, who screamed and grabbed her shoulder. Mackie had winged her, and that gave him some time to pull Rory toward him.

    Rory held on to Mackie’s arm, trying to ground herself. “Savannah’s upstairs with Frankie,” she told him. “Where’s Pine?”

    When Mackie, didn’t answer, she followed his gaze. Sabrina and Ellis stood near the staircase. Sabrina had kicked over the canisters of gasoline.

    In the distance, sirens wailed.

    
     

    Ellis pointed Amma’s handgun directly at the center of her chest. The metal felt cold in his sweaty hand.

    Amma sneered as his arm shook. “What you gonna do? Kill me?”

    He steadied the gun by gripping it with both hands. “Everyone needs to get out of this house alive, even Indigo.”

    Amma shook her head. “It’s always about you and that girl. She’s not even yours, Ellis.”

    “She’s not yours, either.” His voice wobbled more than the gun in his hand. He’d never defied Amma, and the strong sturdy heartbeat in his chest was something he didn’t expect. He breathed into that rhythm, that clarity.

    “After all I’ve done for you and your brother. You two would’ve been lost in the system without me. You owe me.”

    “It’s over, Amma. Let these people go.”

    Ellis looked to the officer and nodded for him to take Rory out of the cabin. He wasn’t sure where Frankie had disappeared to.

    “Put the gun down,” Mackie said. “Backup is on the way. Don’t make this any worse for you.”

    “Get out, now,” Ellis shouted.

    Mackie reached for Rory, his arm around her waist. She leaned into him as they moved toward the door.

    “Amma!” The Watcher never took his aim away from Amma’s chest. “You, too. Leave this place before it’s too late.”

    Wherever Frankie was in the cabin, she made no sound. He understood why she wasn’t leaving. He admired her courage to save her daughter.

    “It’s time for Indigo and Frankie to go home,” Ellis said. “The girl needs medical help, and so do we.”

    “You’re the last person who can provide help.” Amma spit the words at him. “My child died on your watch, remember? Sank like a stone in Lake Hank.”

    Amma’s words hit him in the heart. He’d spent years reliving Indira’s death, the exact moment when he couldn’t locate her, and the shrill terror screams from Amma that sounded like a mortally wounded animal. He’d spend his whole life trying to forget that sound.

    “I never should have trusted you.” Tears ran down Amma’s cheeks, dripping onto her chest. “All of this is your fault, Ellis.”

    He’d heard these words from her before, weaponized shame directed at his heart. This time her words landed different, as if the gun helped shield him. After all he’d done. He’d given his whole life to her. He was the one who stayed, who chose never to leave Amma’s side. And she despised him for it. No matter how many people he killed and abducted for Amma, he’d never change how she felt about him.

    The Watcher heard a sound upstairs, and he yelled for Indigo to get out of the house. The smell of gas was so strong now, he felt woozy.

    Amma reached her hand into her pocket. “She won’t defy the rules of this house.”

    “Don’t move.” Panic balled in his throat.

    Amma sneered at him, and she dug around in her pocket. “Don’t forget you were the one who took these kids.”

    “These children don’t belong to you, Amma.”

    She held a Zippo lighter in her hand. “I deserve these children and so many more. They need me.”

    Ellis wanted to shake her but held his aim steady. “This is the lie you keep telling yourself.”

    “Don’t you start.” Amma’s cheeks turned beet red.

    “Drop the lighter, or I’ll shoot.”

    “I’m a good mother!” Spittle flew from her mouth as she shouted. The lighter was clenched in her fist, and she spun the wheel and ignited a flame.

    “Amma, give me the lighter.”

    She glared at him with wild eyes. “Not until you tell me I’m a good mother. Say it.”

    “You were a good mother to Indira,” he said, “but we don’t belong to you anymore.”

    His hands shook under the strain of holding the gun on Amma. What was taking the police so long to get there?

    Amma turned the flame up as high as it would go. Her eyes turned dark, as the pupils overtook the irises. He’d seen this happen before, always when one of the girls was about to be killed. He couldn’t let Amma murder Indigo.

    She grinned at him. “Choices. I like that.”

    He centered his aim and checked the safety was off.

    Amma dropped the flame.

    For a moment, nothing happened. Then a bloom of purplish-blue flame whooshed across the floor. Ellis pulled the trigger, and the bullet hit Amma in the upper right chest. He fired again, this time toward her heart.

    The Watcher dropped the weapon, the weight of it unwinding from his fingers. Blood pooled around Amma’s torso, spilling across the floor from the wounds in her chest. Ellis stood, unable to move, as the life drained out of the woman he called mother.

    Boom.

    

  
     
    Chapter Forty-nine

    

    Everything went quiet as the explosion launched Rory forward into an exposed corner of a wall. She turned her head to the side just in time to save her face from planting into the corner joint, but her shoulder, arm, and torso took the brunt of the hit. She slumped to the ground as thick black smoke plumed around her. An electrical wire popped after catching fire, filling the air with the smell of burning rubber. Rory understood the toxic smoke could kill her before the flames. She fought to stay conscious, knowing the pain from her wounds would come later. She’d heard at least one snap of bone and suspected she’d cracked at least one rib. Her shallow breathing left shooting pain in her side, and she worried she might have punctured a lung.

    Rory tried to move, but her legs and arms felt so heavy. She didn’t have the strength to pull herself up. Her vision blurred through hot tears. Cade! Rory feared she might not see Cade again, and the finality of that terrified her. She couldn’t let anything happen to herself—that was Cade’s biggest fear. She had to make it home to Cade.

    Mackie gripped his thigh a few yards from her. Blood trickled through his fingers. She hoped it wasn’t more than a flesh wound. She pushed against the floor with everything she had, finally able to get her knee underneath to help her up. Everything screamed on her body, but she made it to her feet.

    “Lean on my shoulder,” she told Mackie. “We’re so close. Just a few more steps.”

    It was more than a few steps, and Rory knew it. But it got Mackie moving, and she kept him moving until they were out of the cabin and she was able to wave down Officer Pine to help.

    Moments later, firefighters arrived, their hoses unwound. EMTs worked on Mackie and Rory, as Rory anxiously waited for Frankie and Savannah to run from the fire. She couldn’t leave them. Frankie had fought for so long to save her daughter. Their story couldn’t end like this.

    

  
     
    Chapter Fifty

    

    Fire raced along the baseboards and up the kitchen walls, hot crackling flames that spread into the living room and up the staircase banister. Ellis searched for Indigo through the haze and thick black smoke. The gunfire had probably scared her, and he guessed she’d retreated to her favorite hiding place upstairs under her bed.

    Ellis ran toward the stairs as a thick line of fire ignited in front of him. Amma had spilled gasoline from a pour spout in haphazard lines, and he sidestepped along the line of fire until he found a place to jump. Fire sizzled through electrical cords and wiring as the smell of smoke nearly overwhelmed him. Covering his nose and mouth with the neck of his T-shirt, The Watcher took the first stair, then stopped when he heard movement above.

    “Indigo! Come toward my voice!” The Watcher’s eyes burned and streamed tears.

    A window exploded in the living room. Shards of glass shot like missiles through the air.

    “Indigo! Where are you?”

    Ellis looked up to the top of the staircase and gasped. Blinking hard, he tried to discern whether what he saw was real. The fire and smoke distorted everything, melting plastic furniture through a glazy haze of chemical fumes and black smoke.

    A figure descended the stairs. Frankie held Indigo draped across her outstretched arms. The child appeared unconscious, her body heavy within her mother’s grasp. Head lolling back, Indigo’s feet bounced with every step while her left arm flailed to the side. Fire hissed and roared all around them as Frankie landed each step. He watched transfixed—it was magical, really—as a space opened and allowed Frankie and Savannah to walk through the fire unscathed.

    The Watcher directed Frankie to the front door through the safest path. He reached for the knob before thinking and heard the sizzle of his skin before he felt anything. He’d disassociated from his body and observed the action as if he was floating along the ceiling.

    Kicking the front door until it burst open, drawing the fire with it. He stomped a bloom of flames down as Frankie hurried past.

    She caught his eye and paused beside him. “Thank you for watching over my daughter.”

    Then the two were gone, mother and child racing through the trees that led out to the single lane road.

    Safe, Indigo was finally safe.

    Now all the children were out of Amma’s hands.

    Sweat poured down The Watcher’s back, pooling inside his waistband. A loud crash upstairs as a wall caved in under the fire. The house screamed around him.

    He slowly stepped back from the open door, turning back into the house.

    The flames bloomed over Amma’s still body. The Watcher went to her side, unable to stop the flames that raced along the length of her body and sizzled her hair into a ball of fire. He sat down beside Amma. He couldn’t leave her when she needed him the most.

    Ellis’s mind filled with images of Amma from when he was younger, their long evening walks along the lake, their hours in the parks playing on the swings and gym equipment, and the meals they cooked side by side. His jeans were on fire now, but he felt nothing as he reached for Amma’s hand. It melted in front of his eyes, the skin dripping away from her bones in long sheets. His hand was melting, too. He watched the skin fall away and marveled at the lack of pain. He let the T-shirt covering his face fall from his nose and mouth as the fire roared. Nothing else mattered other than being by her side. Hadn’t this always been the way things went down with Amma? She caused the emergency, and he stayed with her through the consequences.

    “Ellis!”

    Through the smoke and flames in the kitchen, a figure took shape.

    “Ellis, baby, it’s me.”

    “Mom?”

    A mirage? He rubbed his eyes. It couldn’t be his real mother. Could it?

    She reached for him across a wall of flames.

    Ellis stood up. The fire engulfed everything in an otherworldly glowing blaze of blue and gold. Parts of the ceiling crashed around him.

    “It’s all done now, Ellis.” She held her arms out, beckoning to him.

    Finally, it was all over.

    Ellis stepped over Amma’s burning body and went to his mother.

    

  
     
    Chapter Fifty-one

    

    Monday, July 6

    Rory woke beside Cade, who sat in the hospital armchair. She was engrossed in the WNBA game on TV with a vise grip on the remote as if that could control the outcome of the game. What an image: Cade willing herself to remain quiet for Rory while one of her favorite teams played. Rory would keep that image in her heart. These last few days proved she and Cade could do anything for one other. Rory reached for Cade’s hand.

    “You’re awake. How’s the pain?”

    Rory nodded, but she limited her movements as much as possible. In the struggle with Ellis and Sabrina, Rory had broken three ribs. She’d also broken her right wrist, struggling to free herself from the zip ties. Thankfully, it was a clean break. She’d wear a cast for a few weeks and no surgery needed. The broken ribs, though. There was nothing to do but wait out the bones while they repaired themselves.

    “As long as I don’t move much,” Rory said.

    Cade squeezed Rory’s hand and held on tight.

    “You’ve got a serious concussion along with some broken bones. I’ve been so worried about you.”

    “I’m okay. I promise.”

    Rory knew all about traumatic brain injuries from the struggle of other officers she’d worked with. They weren’t pretty, and Rory hoped Sabrina hadn’t left this mark on Rory permanently.

    Rory appreciated the reprieve of the hospital. The last few days had left her bone-tired, and it wasn’t just the physical toll of long, stressful hours. The case had emotionally gutted her. Rory always knew there’d come a time when she’d face her mom and Stephen for the truth. She just wasn’t prepared to do it so soon.

    “Look at this,” Cade said, flipping the channel to a local network. “You’re all over the stations.”

    “Oh no. What are they saying?” Rory watched images of herself and Frankie flash on the screen, soon followed by images of Ellis and Amma.

    “Only that you and Frankie solved the cases and brought two children home to their mothers.” Cade grinned. “You were already my shero. Now you have a lot more admirers.”

    A recording of Chief Allard played on the screen, a clip of him speaking at the vigil. She wondered what her boss thought of the outcome of the case and the deaths of their two chief suspects. Their deaths left the town of Pattersburg without expensive trials to deal with but also left most of the town with a feeling of unfinished business.

    Rory lay back on the stacked pillows. She had unfinished business, too. They would never know the answers to so many questions. While they might be able to link the deaths of Brenda Lee and Mia Napoli to Sabrina and Ellis through forensics, their murders might go unsolved. And they would never, ever know the why.

    A big part of her felt sorry for Ellis. He’d been nothing more than another gear in Sabrina’s machine, a much-needed tool to gain her family. Ellis had done exactly as he was told, and Rory guessed he’d been doing whatever Sabrina wanted since his early childhood. That manipulation was so engrained, Rory doubted Ellis even considered his ability to make his own decisions. But something about Indigo brought out the protector in him.

    Cade squeezed her hand. “You okay?”

    Rory nodded before she realized tears slipped down her cheeks. “It’s just so sad, you know? For everyone involved. Lives ruined, and for what? A woman who wanted children? A woman who believed she had the right to destroy other families? It’s just too much.”

    Cade sat on the side of the bed, and Rory tried to move closer to Cade without setting off fireworks of pain inside her chest.

    “What Sabrina did is on her. We all carry our deeds to the grave, you know that.” Cade lifted Rory’s hand and gently kissed the back of her bruised knuckles. “She’s gone, and Ellis is, too. The kids are safe. Now it’s our job to heal and find the clear path forward.”

    Rory chuckled. “Right. A clear path. I haven’t found one of those in forever.”

    She understood what Cade was saying. She didn’t know what she expected she would feel when the cases wrapped up, but it wasn’t this rising sense of relief in her chest. What a heavy load she’d been carrying all these years.

    An image flashed on the screen that caught Rory’s attention. The journalist recounted the decades-old story of a girl taken from her bedroom and found alive in the hands of her captor nine months later.

    It wasn’t surprising journalists would take this complex family trauma and make comparisons to other infamous cases of abductors trying to build families with other people’s kids. Sabrina Jacobson and her victims weren’t alone in this sort of tragedy. The other children who vanished and reemerged years later were the stories that kept victims’ families going in the bleakest of times. They were the names parents recalled for law enforcement when their own children went missing.

    Now that list would include Savannah Armitage and Max Greenwood. Two kids who were stolen and recovered from Hank County, Ohio. The national media outlets rallied for any information and health updates on the two children. Were they physically hurt? Malnourished and dehydrated? Malformed from poor treatment? Emotionally distraught? Everyone wanted to hear the gritty details of what these kids went through, so they could cheer on their recovery.

    “Look at that,” Cade said, turning up the volume. “Now everyone knows how amazing you are.”

    The door pushed open, and Chief Allard walked into Rory’s hospital room. “She certainly is. We’re so grateful we didn’t lose you, Rory.”

    Rory smiled and tried to sit up higher in bed despite the pain. She’d expected this man to grace her doorway at some point, just not so soon.

    Cade moved off the bed and collected her phone after turning the TV off. “I’ll get us some coffee, okay?”

    Rory held Cade’s gaze and nodded. She wanted this chance to talk to her supervisor.

    After Cade stepped out the door, Allard sat in the armchair beside Rory’s bed. They discussed Rory’s injuries and prognosis.

    “Have you spoken to Jasper’s family?”

    Allard nodded. “Yes, last night. They’re devastated, as we all are. His wife showed me his den and the computer he used at home. He’d been building a chart from a memory stick with case information.”

    Rory nodded. “It’s Frankie’s work. I gave it to him after she walked me through her theory.”

    Allard sniffed. “I’m talking with Frankie next. I owe her an apology. I should have taken a look at her material myself.”

    Rory willed herself to remain silent. She wasn’t going to give Allard an easy way out.

    “You and Mackie used your heads and hearts in ways no one else could have. Thank you, Rory.”

    A week ago, Rory would have given anything to receive this type of praise from the chief of her police department. She’d done everything she could to excel at her job with Pattersburg PD—excessively long hours of work, weekends eaten up with cold case investigations, willingness to pick up the slack when no one else would. Yet all those efforts were met with silence from her male superiors.

    “My mom—”

    Jasper held up his hand. “The BCI’s media liaison is working on a statement from our office. These are two completely different cases, and we will do our best to keep the boathouse drug trafficking story out of the reports about Sabrina Jacobson.”

    Rory nodded. It wasn’t often that she felt torn over a legal issue. Rory had always seen things in that world as black and white. Stephen almost certainly knew what Cork had been doing. But Stephen also knew the business he and Cork had worked to build would go under without the drugs, and he couldn’t have known how deeply this would spiral out of control. And she still had some questions for him, like about Tessa’s picture and that picture of her mom. But maybe it was time for them to talk. Maybe it was time for them all to talk. It was a strange feeling for Rory to reckon with.

    “We’re looking forward to your return, Detective Scott. We’ve been talking about some exciting changes for our department, some ways we can work closer with the BCI. We don’t have all the details yet, but you can bet you will be a big part of those great developments in our department.”

    Rory thanked him as he clapped himself on the back, promising all the good things that would soon come to Pattersburg PD. She was accustomed to agreeing with him, and she did so now. Inside, though, Rory felt nothing. No excitement, no pride, no vindication that she and Frankie had been right all along about the case connections.

    For the first time, she allowed herself to hear the questions that had been nagging the corners of her consciousness: What if I don’t go back to Pattersburg PD? What if Cade and I decide to make the Chicago Plan a go?

    

  
     
    Chapter Fifty-two

    

    The bright sun broke through the blinds, filtering across Savannah’s face. She opened her eyes to a room she’d never seen before. Blinking against the sun, she grasped hold of the scratchy blanket. The bed was much too big for her, and wires ran from her left arm to a beeping machine. Something clicked and the cuff around her bicep squeezed tight.

    A hospital. Savannah had never been in one before, but her grandmother had described it as a place people went when they were very ill. It was where nurses and doctors treated her grandfather before he died. She looked down at her body and wiggled her legs. Everything seemed to move fine, but her body ached as if she’d been mopping the floor for days. Her throat felt like fire had burned its way down into her lungs. It stung to take a full breath.

    Then she remembered. The gunshots. The flames. Her mother.

    Savannah’s gaze landed on Frankie. Her mother slept in an armchair near the side of the bed in her own hospital gown. It was a relief to see her. Savannah wondered if it had all been a dream, some kind of rescue fantasy where her real mom saved her from Amma’s burning home. She could still feel her mom’s arms around her, a tight squeeze that told Savannah her mom would never let her go again. She’d sunk into her mother’s arms, dissolving into a warmth she hadn’t felt in six years. Savannah hadn’t let go until the EMTs pried her loose.

    Amma was dead. Everything she’d told Savannah had been a lie. The truth of that statement took Savannah’s breath away. She’d always known something was off about Amma’s story, but the longer she stayed with Amma, the longer she went without seeing her mother, the more she believed Amma’s tales. A part of her loved Amma, and she’d always love Isha. Now, looking at her real mom, Savannah felt so stupid for believing her mother could have given her up for any reason. What if she had fought back more? What if she’d worked harder with Isha to escape? These questions, she guessed, would never let her go.

    Savannah took in every detail of her mother’s features. There were differences since she’d last seen her. A thin collection of lines around her eyes, a few gray hairs mixed in with her long dark braid, and a different sort of slope to her shoulders. Her mom still had the dimple in the center of her chin, the button Savannah loved to press with her finger as a little girl. Her mother looked smaller now, or maybe it was that Savannah had grown bigger. Either way, Savannah felt protective of this version of her mom sleeping in the chair. Now that they’d found each other again, she wasn’t going to let her go. Savannah was only twelve, but she understood the new slope in her mother’s shoulders was about what her mom had carried alone these last six years.

    The fact that her grandmother wasn’t in the room worried Savannah. The thought of a world without her grandmother brought tears to her eyes. And Buxley? Savannah hoped the gentle horse had survived these years alongside her mother. She wanted nothing more than to wind her fingers through his mane and hug him once again.

    The hospital door inched open. Small feet tiptoed up to the side of Savannah’s bed. The child wore a hospital gown and neon-yellow antislip socks.

    “Max!”

    The child leaned over the side of the bed. With her hair smoothed back into a ponytail, it was the first time Savannah had fully seen Max’s face. The tears spilled over onto her cheeks as she opened her arms.

    Max leapt into bed beside her.

    “Ow, careful!”

    “Sorry,” Max said. “I missed you.”

    Savannah wrapped her arms tight around her. “I was so worried you were hurt after jumping out of the van.”

    Max held up her right arm to show the asphalt burns that spread toward her shoulder. At least Max had been wearing pants, and the fabric helped save her legs and knees. It could have been so much worse.

    Max pointed to Savannah’s arm hooked up to the machine. “Amma did that.”

    It wasn’t a question, but Savannah nodded anyway.

    Amma. Savannah’s mind flashed to the moment she’d last seen the woman who’d held her captive. She lay face down with a gunshot wound, surrounded by flames. A stream of blood ran the length of a wooden board and then seeped down into the cracks. One open glassy eye centered its glare on Savannah, with the accusation that she’d ruined everything Amma had built—their home, their life, their family.

    That life was gone now. Isha, too. Forever. Those facts left a swollen knot of sadness in her throat. And she felt guilty for not celebrating Amma’s death and her own return to her mom. It was complicated, but the one thing Savannah felt sure of was how grateful she was Max escaped and was safe.

    Savannah looked to her mom, who was awake and watching the two of them. Quiet tears streamed down her face. Her mom mouthed the words I love you.

    “I can call you Savannah now,” Max said.

    She nodded, but the statement caught Savannah off guard. Hearing her real name aloud initially sent a jolt of fear through her. What if Amma heard? They’d be punished. This was the moment Savannah realized she was free. She was no longer Indigo, a name she’d grown to love. A sadness washed through her. It felt like a part of her died.

    “Savannah, do you hear that?”

    “Hear what?”

    Max shushed her and they both quieted. There were only the sounds of medical equipment beeping, the buzz of the blood pressure cuff tightening, and the slap of heels and voices in the hallway.

    “My breath is back to normal. No goopy gurgles or whistles.” Max smiled her toothy grin. “I’m going home soon after the doctor checks my breathing. Are you going home, too?”

    “Soon, I think.”

    “We might not live together anymore, but you will still be my sister, Savannah.”

    Max’s words melted Savannah’s heart. Tears ran down her cheeks. Savannah had always wanted a sister, a built-in best friend. She’d had that once with Isha, and now again with Max, a sisterhood built on a bond of blood and tears. Nothing could ever take that away from them.

    “I keep thinking Amma is going to find us,” Max said. “I keep watching for her.”

    Savannah understood. It was hard to trust that this was real or that her mother and the police could keep her safe. It was hard to believe that someone else wouldn’t take Amma’s role and kidnap her again. The Watcher had done what he could to save Savannah, and she had to trust that life was behind her now.

    “Amma’s gone,” Savannah said. “She died on the kitchen floor, Max. She can’t hurt us anymore.”

    Max nodded but didn’t seem convinced.

    It would take time for Savannah to believe this, too. The child she’d been in Amma’s home was slowly slipping away. A new girl stepped forward. Savannah wasn’t quite sure who she was yet, but she was curious who this girl would become. Savannah wasn’t alone. She had her mom and Max, too. She looked over at her mom in the chair. Hope swelled in Savannah’s heart, and it felt like her chest could crack wide open.

    

  
     
    Chapter Fifty-three

    

    Rory’s queen-sized bed had become a fortress full of oversized pillows and blankets. Her doctor suggested renting a hospital bed so that the adjustable feature would make things easier on Rory’s healing ribs. But Rory knew a strange bed wouldn’t feel like home, and that was all she wanted—to be home with Cade.

    Cade had moved their sixty-inch TV to the top of Rory’s dresser, and they were watching an arrest scene from Cagney & Lacey. Early eighties action music and fighting sound effects poured from the speakers. These old cop shows were the balm that helped her recover. The last two weeks had not been comfortable. The breaks and abrasions were painful, and scars would remain. The deep bruises across her core and back were still purple and swollen with injury. It would take time for her body to heal, and Rory wasn’t very good at waiting for anything. But she would recover. She thought about the smart, brave kids who brought Sabrina Jacobson down. Their road to recovery would be long, and Rory hoped at some point they’d be able to leave all of this in their past.

    “Ro?” Cade stepped into the room with her work clothes on, freshly laundered and ready for a big Friday night crowd. “Ooh, who’s got this arrest, Cagney or Lacey?”

    Rory grinned. They’d been watching episodes together when they could. Rory’s binge fest had immersed them into these fictional NYPD detectives’ lives. “Lacey. She outsmarted him.”

    “Of course. She’s Mary Beth Lacey.”

    Rory agreed. She and Cade had some heated arguments over the past two weeks of who was the most gifted detective. Cade always chose Lacey. Rory was more of an equal opportunity supporter.

    Cade placed a plate of food on the side table and sat down on the side of the bed. She was always taking care of Rory like that, managing meals and scheduling the visiting physical therapist. What Rory appreciated was that Cade was quiet about her caretaking of Rory. She never controlled the situation or made decisions without Rory.

    Cade leaned in for a kiss. Rory tasted minty toothpaste and smelled Cade’s soft cologne. She didn’t want Cade to go.

    Cade gave her one more kiss and then pulled away, pointing to the food. “It’s one of your favorites. Chicken salad croissant with a green salad and fruit. Think that will hold you over till I get home?”

    “Did you add cheese?”

    “A double layer of Colby-Jack.”

    Rory grinned. She rarely ate anything without cheese. “You’re too good to me. Any chance you’ll call in sick and watch Cagney & Lacey all night with me? Goose’s can take on a Friday night without you.”

    Cade shook her head. “I want to, Ro, I really do. But you know I can’t do that.”

    Rory didn’t need an explanation. She knew her partner would never break her word. She would never agree to work a shift and then not show up, even after she’d put in her notice to quit in three weeks. Cade wasn’t built to not show up. She prided herself on hard work and integrity.

    “Not much longer.” Cade ran her fingers through Rory’s hair and tucked it behind her ear. “We’ll take on Chicago together soon.”

    Cade was hurt she didn’t get the head chef position at Goose’s, but she’d get through it. She’d recently accepted a position in the kitchen of a wonderful restaurant in downtown Chicago. One of the chefs from Cade’s culinary school days had recommended her for the job. It was a door into the world where Cade wanted to be.

    Rory had also turned in her notice. She was going with Cade to Chicago no matter what, but she’d interviewed for a position with a suburban Chicago PD via Zoom from her bed. She’d been hired, and now all the reciprocity paperwork had to be filed and processed. A few months ago, the Chicago Plan had been years in the future. Now she and Cade were looking for an apartment with a view of the Chicago skyline.

    Rory’s phone alerted. Her mom.

    Want some company? I come with snacks :)

    She held the phone out to Cade.

    “Why not? I’m sure she’s worried she won’t see you much after we move.”

    Rory thumbed back that she’d see her mom soon. It wasn’t lost on her that this was another one of those seismic shifts that had happened in her life over the last month.

    If Rory had learned anything about her mother, it was her loyalty ran deep. Rory wished that loyalty had been about her, but her mom had been afraid to lose everything she’d worked so hard for. Once she’d made the mistake of combining her finances with Stephen’s, she’d become dependent on what happened to him, dependent on what happened to the Bradley business. She became the woman Rory never wanted to be—someone who needed someone else for money. But it was more complicated than that. Rory knew how much her mom loved Stephen and how much she wanted their relationship to work. This was something Rory now felt for Cade. Given similar circumstances, would Rory have done the same for her partner? She wasn’t immune to bending her own rules for those she loved, either.

    Rory reached for Cade’s hand. “We can watch an episode when you get home.”

    “I’m holding you to that.” Cade smiled. “Also, how do you always know what I’m thinking?”

    Rory grinned. “We’re a team, remember?” She reached up and grasped the edge of Cade’s work shirt to pull her in for another kiss.

    The doorbell chimed, and the front door opened. “Yoohoo, it’s just me!”

    Rory dropped her forehead against Cade’s chest. “In here, Mom.”

    Her mom stepped into the room with two tall drinks in hand. “Iced tea,” she said, handing one to Rory, then apologizing for not bringing one for Cade, who was on her way out.

    “Well, I guess it’s just us tonight.”

    Rory sipped her tea. Cold and sweet, just the way she liked it. “Want to watch Cagney & Lacey with me?”

    Her mom laughed. “I haven’t seen that show in ages. Sure, move over.”

    In minutes they had the bag of snacks spread out before them: Cheez-Its, gummy worms, peanut butter filled pretzels, and Hershey’s Kisses. Her mom’s knee rested against Rory’s as they ate together and joked about the show. To Rory, at least, it felt like her childhood, before Stephen moved in. It wasn’t the same now—it never could be—but Rory vowed she wouldn’t let go of her mother again.

    

  
     
    Epilogue

    

    Thanksgiving

    Frankie couldn’t believe she’d pulled Thanksgiving dinner off. When she’d taken this project on, she’d forgotten how much work went into preparing the meal. Granted, everyone at the table contributed one dish, and Cade brought three. Still, Frankie struggled to pull it all together, and her own mom never strayed far from her thoughts. Her mom had a gift for bringing people together over food. How did she always make it look so effortless? The food made it to the table in various stages of warmth with a generous mix of savory and sweet aromas that she expected would hang around the house for days.

    Historically, Thanksgiving had always been Frankie’s least favorite time of year. It signified the end of the fall season with winter banging on the front door. Every month on a farm was hard, but Frankie felt the weight of winter differently. Maybe it was the cold or the ice that Ohio was prone to, but Frankie dreaded the short days and long nights. But this Thanksgiving and turn to winter felt different. A fresh start.

    Frankie filled the table with all the people who helped bring her daughter home, people she owed her very life to. Rory and Cade were there, both anxious for their move to Chicago in a few days. Dale Mackie and his wife were also at the table. He’d recently been promoted to lead detective, taking over Rory’s position.

    Frankie hadn’t been able to make herself invite Chief Allard or Special Agent Witherton from the BCI even though they’d been important to Savannah’s recovery. The bad feelings between them would take more time to settle. Both men had used the girls’ cases to bolster their careers. Chief Allard had been on the podcast circuit since the case closed. Rumor had it he was bringing in more money for one interview than his entire yearly salary at Pattersburg PD. Witherton had moved into the assistant director position at BCI. These moves didn’t surprise Frankie in the least—that’s who these men were.

    But what about Rory? Frankie hoped the move to Chicago and these cases from Pattersburg would help Rory skyrocket to chief of police someday, if that’s what she wanted.

    Max and Molly Greenwood also joined them for the meal. They’d decided to stay in Pattersburg despite all that happened, and Max and Savannah saw each other often. It seemed to help them, this connection that reminded everyone around them of what it took to survive a horror show.

    Mackie groaned with a mouthful of roasted turkey. “Good grub.”

    Everyone whole-heartedly agreed.

    “It’s all Cade,” Frankie insisted. She was going to miss Rory and Cade. They had become friends in the last few months, and while she wanted Rory and Cade to succeed in their career goals, she didn’t want them to leave Pattersburg. Cade had promised a Chicago trip for Savannah and Frankie once they settled into their lives in the new city. Frankie hoped it might be a way to open the world up for Savannah and undo the damage Sabrina had done, locking her child inside a cabin for years on end. Savannah’s PTSD left her with nightmares and a constant anxiety that reminded Frankie of a puppy who’d recently been taken from its mother. The only thing she knew to do was provide her daughter with a safe home and stable schedule along with an excellent therapist and her own consistent gentle presence. She hoped it would be enough.

    As dinner wound down, Frankie tapped the edge of her fork against her water glass. “I just wanted to thank you all. I’m certain Savannah wouldn’t be here today without each of you. We were brought together in a horrific way, but that doesn’t mean the trauma needs to be the basis of our relationships any longer. I want to keep each of you in our lives in some way forever.”

    Frankie looked across the table. Max leaned into Savannah, the two girls holding hands. The image of these two survivors took her breath away. Frankie worried Savannah might have a panic attack after they’d finished the meal. Groups of people didn’t always mix well with Savannah, even if she knew them. It was the sounds, Savannah had explained, the loudness of voices and all the movement that made everything feel so out of control. It overwhelmed her after living for six years in near silence. Now the world sounded like a surround-sound stereo system to her.

    Savannah and Max held strong despite what Amma and The Watcher had done to them. Frankie saw the strength in her daughter and Max, the courage she wished she’d always had. The girls loved and respected one another, and Frankie felt similarly about every person in the room.

    
     

    After everyone left, Frankie couldn’t locate Savannah. She tried not to panic, though it almost killed her every time she couldn’t lay eyes on her daughter. She refused to do what Sabrina had done—lock her daughter in to keep her safe. She would not overprotect her daughter to the point the child could not live. In some ways, the worst had already happened to her child. Frankie refused to live her life waiting for the proverbial other shoe to drop. She would assume it had already dropped and that she and Savannah were strong and smart enough to work through anything together.

    Frankie found Annie whining at the back door.

    “Where’s Archie, huh?” She rubbed the side of Annie’s nose when the dog leaned into her thigh. Looking out the window, Frankie noticed the open barn door. The sun had nearly set behind the barn, leaving a horizon hued a golden mauve.

    “Come on, girl.” Frankie opened the back door and allowed the dog to slip out with her. It was just like Archie to stay by Savannah’s side. He was like Velcro with her since she’d come home. Annie barked once, and Archie returned the call. Frankie wrapped her arms around her for warmth and walked across the lawn to the barn.

    Savannah had been working with a therapist twice a week since she’d come home. The benefits were clear, but Frankie couldn’t help but worry about her daughter’s future. What would be the long-term cost of those six terrible years? The therapist assured Frankie that her daughter would get better. She also insisted that Frankie get her own therapist.

    At first, Frankie bucked the idea. It was Savannah who needed the help, not her. In the last six years, no one had suggested that Frankie’s mental health was just as vulnerable as Savannah’s. Frankie relented. As a massage therapist, she understood the importance of working through trauma. She just didn’t realize she had so much of it. These were early days. Healing would be a very long game, but they’d take it on together.

    Frankie followed Annie through the barn door, the dog’s tail swinging back and forth. Cool air filtered through the barn, and one of the horses neighed. Annie slipped into Buxley’s stall up ahead where her daughter had left the door cracked open. There was Savannah curled against Buxley’s strong torso, her head resting against his shoulder.

    Since coming home, Savannah had spent most of her time with Buxley and the dogs. She loved taking long walks with the horse on the trails while Annie and Archie led the way. It wasn’t lost on Frankie that Buxley had been the horse to save her own life more than once. It made perfect sense that this horse would be the one who comforted Savannah and helped her to heal. Buxley had this amazing ability to absorb sadness and worry while providing comfort in a way no human could. And if you threw Annie and Archie into the mix, Frankie’s daughter had the best mental health support team on the planet. Still, there was a part of Frankie that wanted to be this support for her daughter. She wanted to be the one walking with her along the trails or sitting with Savannah in Buxley’s stall. She understood the power of these animals to heal, but sometimes it stung.

    “I knew I’d find you out here. Everyone’s gone, and we got lucky. Rory and Cade did the dishes.” Frankie squatted down next to her daughter. “You okay?”

    Savannah nodded. “I just needed some space. I forgot about Thanksgiving and all the food that goes with it. We never did that at Amma’s.”

    A silence landed between them. Frankie never really wanted to hear about Amma, but she knew it was important for her daughter to work through those memories of captivity.

    “It’s the first year I’ve celebrated Thanksgiving since you left,” Frankie said, running her fingers through Buxley’s mane. “It felt important to bring all these people together who helped find you. For us to celebrate. But we don’t have to do it again.”

    Savannah nodded. Her hair had grown lighter since she arrived home, the sun naturally bleaching out some of the strands around her face and shoulders. She’d also gained some much-needed weight, and Frankie loved that her edges weren’t so sharp any longer. Paired with the color that had returned to her skin, Savannah looked like any other healthy twelve-year-old.

    “What else are you thinking about?”

    Savannah shrugged. “Isha. The others. Max and I got out, but they didn’t. Why us?”

    “Because you are the most special person in this world. You and Max have so much living to do, so much to offer this world.”

    “Isha did, too.”

    A sadness settled inside Frankie. She understood that her daughter was lucky, that timing and a collection of resources from law enforcement helped to find her before she was murdered. But she liked to think it was fate, too, that her daughter had been saved for a specific reason none of them knew yet. Frankie reached for Savannah’s hand and squeezed it tight. “I can’t explain it, Sav. No one can. Have you talked about this in therapy?”

    “It’s called survivor’s guilt,” Savannah said. “My therapist says Isha would want me to be happy. She’d want me to go lots of places and do fun things. We talked about that, what we would do if we ever escaped. Now I have to do those things for both of us.”

    It broke Frankie’s heart to know Savannah dealt with these heavy issues every day. No child deserved this. Tears filled Frankie’s eyes. Her daughter had endured so much. There was nothing more she could say.

    After some time, Savannah broke the silence. “Max is having a birthday party in a few weeks. Can I go?”

    “Of course. Scooch over, I’m cold.”

    Savannah made room for her mom to lean against Buxley, who nickered. Grinning at his two favorite people with a toothy smile, Buxley seemed to love having his girls and his dogs altogether in his stall.

    Frankie loved it, too. It nearly burst her heart wide open.

    Home.

    Finally.
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