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Prologue
MARATHON KEY,
KEY WEST,
FLORIDA



HE NOTICED them because they were having fun—not that they stood out otherwise. They were a nice core family of four: a mom, a dad, and their two children: a boy and a girl. The children looked so much alike that he assumed they had to be twins.
This day, they were playing in the resort’s pool. The girl screamed with joy as the boy jumped in, making a huge water bomb. In the next second, she was crying loudly because he splashed water all over her. Her mom ran to her instantly and grabbed her in her arms, then comforted her, while the dad told the boy to be more careful next time. A few seconds later, the girl and the boy were both taking turns jumping in and swimming about, with their orange wings floating on the surface.
Yesterday, he had watched them at the tennis court as the parents played together, and the kids chased the runaway balls and handed them back to their parents, who patted them lovingly on their blond heads as a thank you. The day before, he had watched while they were enjoying the beach. He had especially taken pleasure in listening to the happy squeals as they looked at fish while snorkeling, splashing their little arms and feet on the surface of the water. He had watched them closely from behind his dark sunglasses as they built a sandcastle, his cap pushed down over his forehead, making it look like he was sleeping.
He noticed their happiness because he hated it—just like he hated Key West and its sticky air. He hated the water and the scorching sun. Yet, he returned every year just to catch a glimpse of the children at the resort.
He moved restlessly in the lounge chair. It was still early in the day. Only couples with children were at the pool at this hour. They were the only ones who’d get up this early on their vacation.
It was the perfect hour for scouting.
He grabbed his sunscreen and applied a layer, rubbing his arms and legs, hoping to get rid of that itch growing inside him. It was getting harder and harder to keep it at bay, and he realized that, as much as he enjoyed looking at the children, it was time for him to leave.
He sat up straight and grabbed his flipflops and the bottle of sun lotion when he heard a small voice talking next to him. The sound of it startled him.
With a gasp, he glared at the small girl who had snuck up on him and was now standing right beside him. It was one of the twins, the girl. She was obviously already too aware of her cuteness and prettiness, even at the age of only five years old. Her big blue eyes gleamed up at him and almost made him lose it. He stared at her throat, the small piece right underneath her chin, and he wanted badly to touch it. He wanted to caress her skin and put his arms around her. He panted heavier as he imagined all the things he wanted to do to her.
Not now. Not here.
“What do you want?” he hissed at the child, hoping to get rid of her. He didn’t think anyone had noticed he was even there. Her talking to him would attract attention. It was the last thing he needed right now.
Of course, the child stayed where she was.
“What’s your name?” she asked with a small sweet voice. Her breath even smelled like sugar from the snack she had just eaten.
He forced a smile, taking a deep breath to calm himself while clenching his fists so hard with excitement that it almost hurt. This girl had a sweetness about her, unlike any little girl he had met or observed.
He leaned forward, then whispered in her ear: “It’s a secret.”
Her eyes grew even wider, and her mouth gaped. Then, she placed her hands on her hips.
“Hey, mister, are you a spy?”
That made him laugh.
“You might say that.”
“Woah,” the girl said, mouth still gaping.
Her parents had, by now, realized she was gone and spotted her talking to him. This was his cue to leave. They called her name, and the girl was about to leave when she stopped herself and turned to face him again.
“I’m Maggie, by the way. And your secret is safe with me.”
He smiled and felt his heart melt as Maggie ran to her parents and brother. Her mom lifted her hand and waved at him, and he waved back, smiling. He stared after them, and couldn’t stop thinking about the girl and her small soft neck as she disappeared with her parents, holding her mother’s hand.
His heart pounded in his throat as he mumbled to himself: “You are my secret, Maggie. You are my sweet and delightful secret.”



SHE HADN’T RECOGNIZED herself in a while. But now, for the first time in months, she felt like herself again. Mary Marshall stared at her children in the bathroom, where they were brushing their teeth for bed. Maggie and Blake were both in their PJs. His were blue and had airplanes on them, while hers were pink and had Rapunzel from her favorite movie Tangled on them.
Maggie and Blake, the twins, had been inseparable since birth, yet they could drive their mother nuts with all their fighting and screaming. They had just turned five years old and, finally, things were getting a little easier, their mother had to admit. There was more now that they could do on their own, and her workload had eased up slightly.
It was Peter’s idea to come to Key West for the summer. “A couple of weeks at a resort will do you good,” he said. “You won’t have to cook or clean—just hang out in a lounge chair by the pool or on the beach. Get some sun on that pale nose of yours.”
He had said the last thing with a smile and a kiss on the tip of her nose. Peter was a good husband. He was a dentist and had his own clinic, and provided well for them without ever complaining. Even if it meant he had to work long hours and go away for dental conferences regularly.
It was never Mary’s plan to be a stay at home mom. She had liked working at the local newspaper. She had loved her colleagues and, once she got pregnant, she hadn’t assumed she would stay home as long as she did. But having twins turned out to be quite the challenge, and if she was perfectly honest, they had become her entire life. And as they grew, she found that she quite enjoyed being at home with them. She hadn’t wanted to go back to work, not even when the twins had started voluntary pre-Kindergarten when they were four. After the summer, they would start Kindergarten, and Peter was talking about getting her a halftime position at the clinic, but for some reason, it didn’t interest Mary. She found that she hated the thought of having to be apart from her children. She enjoyed being with them all day, even on the long days when Peter came home late. They filled her with so much joy, and she didn’t think any job would ever be able to live up to that. She had never expected to feel this way, and it took her quite by surprise. Growing up, Mary hadn’t even been sure she wanted children one day. When her friends talked about it, she’d been the one to say she’d rather travel and see the world or live alone in an apartment in New York, working for a big publishing house, attending cocktail parties and book launch parties on the weekends. And she had done those things…well, almost. She had traveled for three months through Central America after college, and she had lived in NY for a year, alone while applying for jobs at publishing houses, but never getting one. When the money ran out, she had ended up going back to Lexington, Kentucky, where she had sworn she’d never come back except to visit. Her mother had died in a house fire, and suddenly, she was left all alone in the world, and so she decided it was time to settle down. She got a job at the local newspaper, and a few years later, she met Peter at the grocery store of all places. He had just come back to town and opened his own dental clinic in Lexington. He remembered her from when she was a child, he said. She never told him, but she didn’t remember him at all…maybe because he was older than her. He did seem familiar to her, and she felt very comfortable with him for some reason. He was the first guy she didn’t feel like she had to pretend to be someone other than who she was. She could be herself completely, and that felt nice. He had asked her out on that day at the store, and, well, the rest was history. Not as interesting a story as she would have liked it to have been, but far better than what she had imagined. She had no idea that her happiness was to be found at a dental clinic in Lexington, and a small house in a cookie-cutter suburb neighborhood. It was the life she had sworn she never wanted, and yet today, she wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world.
“You should get ready,” Peter said, coming up behind her, kissing her neck. The kids rinsed their mouths and put their toothbrushes in the cup, then ran to their bedroom.
“Are you sure it’ll be fine leaving them in the hotel room while we go to dinner?” she asked anxiously.
Tonight was their anniversary, and they had planned to eat at the hotel’s restaurant—alone for once.
“Of course,” Peter said. “The door will be locked, and the kids will be sound asleep. We’ll be right downstairs. This is a resort. It’s safe; believe me. Besides, I can’t wait to have a few hours alone with my beautiful wife. I feel like we haven’t been alone for years.”
He was right. They hadn’t been good at prioritizing being just the two of them. Other couples had date nights once a month or even once a week, where they went out just the two of them. Mary didn’t like leaving her babies with some babysitter, and to be honest, she wasn’t that interested in being without them. She loved Peter, but why couldn’t it be all four of them?
“What if they wake up and want their mother?” she asked, biting her lip. She felt odd about this dinner and wasn’t sure she wanted to go.
“We’ll leave my phone by their bedside. They know how to use that and can call us on your phone. Plus, we can check on them every hour if you like.”
“Let’s make that every thirty minutes, and you have a deal,” she said, smiling at him in the mirror in front of her.



“OKAY, kiddos. What are we reading tonight? And remember, Mommy has to go. That means it can only be one story tonight.”
“Aw!” Blake said, disappointed. He crossed his arms in front of his chest and pouted. “You’re gonna choose something she wants because you always do.”
“No, Blake,” Mary said. “We can choose a book that you both want to read. What do you want to read?”
“Flat Stanley!” Blake exclaimed.
“NO!” his sister yelled. “I hate that book.”
“I am not reading about that stupid Wolfie the Bunny again,” Blake said.
“Well, I don’t want to hear about stupid Flat Stanley. What’s so cool about him being flat anyway?”
Mary smiled and looked at the pile of books they had brought with them. She had gotten ready for dinner and was wearing her red dress—the one Peter gave her for their last anniversary. It was a little tight over the hips, and she had realized she had gained some weight since last year. As she bent down, it felt very tight in the waist as well. She pulled out a book.
“How about this one? You both used to love this.”
She showed them the book’s cover, holding it up for them. Maggie’s face lit up. “Yay. I love Kevin the Cute Monster.”
“I hate that one,” Blake said. “Monsters aren’t supposed to be cute.”
Mary sent him a look, her head slightly tilted. “Maybe not, but this is the book I am reading tonight, okay? Then we can read both Flat Stanley and Wolfie the Bunny tomorrow night. Maybe we can even add a third one that you pick, okay?”
Blake wasn’t happy but finally acquiesced. The children crawled into her lap, and she opened the book. Mary began to read while she could hear Peter in the bathroom, getting ready. She thought for a second about telling him she didn’t want to go out tonight after all, that she didn’t feel like leaving the children, but she knew he would only be hurt. He had talked about the dinner for weeks, how the restaurant at the hotel had five stars and that she could get Foie Gras, her favorite. She didn’t tell him that it had been many years since she had thought of it as her favorite. The thought of eating the fattened liver of a goose made her want to throw up now. Things had changed. She had changed. And right now, all she wanted was to lie down with her children and cuddle with them all night. She really didn’t need a fancy dinner or alone time with her husband. She wanted to sleep in their room so that she could protect them all night.
“You almost done?” Peter asked and stood in the doorway. He walked in and kissed each of the twins goodnight. She smiled warmly.
“Almost. Just a few more pages.”
He looked at his watch. “All right, but hurry up. We have reservations at eight.”
He left, and the kids crept slightly closer to her. She kept reading until Maggie suddenly interrupted her.
“What if we get scared while you’re gone?” she asked.
“Then you have the phone. Remember how I told you that you could call my phone and I’ll be up in less than a minute?”
Maggie nodded with a sniffle. Blake sent her a concerned look. She pulled them both closer.
“I’ll come to check on you once every thirty minutes,” Mary said, her heart aching. She didn’t like this. The children weren’t used to being left alone. On the other hand, she knew Peter was right; they’d be safe in the hotel room, but still. She couldn’t say why, but she didn’t feel comfortable leaving them. “I’ll leave the bedroom door ajar to make sure there’s a little light coming in. It’ll be just like if Mommy and Daddy are right next door.”
“But you won’t be,” her son added, concerned. “You are not next door. What if Maggie has a nightmare?”
“You’ll be fine,” she said, trying her best to sound comforting. “You’ll be sleeping, and when you wake up, Mommy and Daddy will be here again. You won’t even know we were gone.”
Mary sighed and tugged them close to her. She pulled up their covers, then kissed their foreheads gently. As she walked to the door, she wondered if it was because they could sense her unease that they were anxious about this. Children sensed those things in their mothers, often before they did themselves.
Mary flipped the light switch, then turned around to glance at her already half-asleep children one last time. With a deep sigh of happiness, she thought to herself: How did I get to be this lucky?



SHE DID ORDER the Foie Gras. Not because she desperately wanted to eat it again the way Peter thought, but mostly to make him happy. He had wanted to treat her with this delicious meal for years, and now he finally could.
Peter was a sweetheart, and she didn’t want to break his dear heart, so naturally, she ordered Foie Gras for the appetizer and then the fish for the entrée. The food was wonderful, and so was the atmosphere at the restaurant. They were sitting by the big panoramic windows overlooking the dark ocean as the sun set. Everything was beyond exquisite.
After the first glass of wine, Mary began to relax, and as the second went the same way, she no longer had that knot in her stomach, telling her things were about to go terribly wrong. She smiled and laughed at Peter’s jokes, and they talked while looking deeply into each other’s eyes without being interrupted, something they hadn’t been able to do much of in the past five years. Yet somewhere between the appetizer and the entrée, the conversation still turned to be about them, the children. Mary had run out of other topics to talk about, and frankly, they were more on her mind than ever.
“Do you know what Maggie told me today?” Mary said with a light laugh. Her fingers were touching the stem of the wine glass gently as she smiled secretly to herself. “She said she had met a secret spy.”
Peter laughed and sipped his wine, leaning his head back.
“Isn’t that cute?” Mary asked. “I swear; with her imagination, she’s going places. I won’t be surprised if she turns out to become an author one day or a screenwriter or something like that. She’s got what it takes. And Blake?” Mary shook her head, smiling from ear to ear. “That boy is adorable. He took my hand just yesterday and told me he wanted to live in our backyard when he grew older, to be able always to be close to me, and protect me when I got old. Isn’t that the sweetest thing? He’s going to make some girl very happy one day.”
Peter nodded slowly, then ordered more wine. Mary sipped her glass and peeked at her watch.
“It’s been half an hour. I should go check on them.”
She felt Peter’s hand on her arm. “Let me do it.”
She tried to hide her disappointment behind a smile. She had wanted to see them and had actually looked forward to it. But Peter believed he was helping her out. She couldn’t really get angry at that.
“It’s okay,” she said. “I don’t mind.”
He gave her a look. He rose to his feet and bent over and kissed the top of her hair, a gesture that felt both protective and gentle. “You take care of those kids all day long, twenty-four-seven. You need a break. I will go. You stay here, and I’ll check on them. You can go next time, okay?”
She forced another smile, then nodded. “O-okay.”
He leaned down and kissed her lips, then left with the keycard in his hand. The minutes felt like hours while Mary waited, and when he finally returned, her wine glass was empty. She looked up at him expectantly. She almost gasped as she spoke: “How were they? Is everything okay?”
He exhaled, then ran a hand through his hair. He sat down with a sigh. “They’re fine, Mary. Just like I told you they would be. Now, let’s get back to our dinner. I’m starving.”



SHE HAD THE ALASKAN HALIBUT, and he had the New Zealand Elk Chop. They ate in silence, except for Peter’s groans of delight as he chewed. The food was beyond excellent; there was no doubt about it, but for some reason, Mary seemed to have lost her appetite. The more she put in her mouth, the more it seemed to grow in her throat and made it hard to swallow. She didn’t know why she was feeling this way, nor did she understand why the earlier so soft chairs felt hard to sit in or why the walls in the restaurant felt like they were closing in on her. It was like the anxiousness that had crept up on her all day grew larger than anything else, and she could no longer escape it.
Something was wrong, and she had no idea what to do about it.
You’re being silly. Peter was just up there with the children, and they were fine. They were sleeping, he said. They won’t even notice you’ve been gone.
“And you’re sure they were sleeping, right?” she asked. “Both of them?”
She looked up at him. The look on her face changed to uncertainty. A real smile spread across his, and it miraculously eased the tension—at least for a second or two. Then it was back…the deep, strange fear. His hand crept across the tablecloth and grasped hers in his. He rubbed his thumb on top of her hand.
“Relax, Mary. You’re going to drive yourself crazy with worry. They were fine. Sleeping like babies. Trust me.”
She smiled nervously. “Of course, I trust you. It’s just…”
His eyes caught hers, and they locked. “Let it go; will you, Mary? We need to be able to go out as a couple now and then. We have to be more than just parents. We’re also a married couple, remember?”
She nodded, biting her lip gently. He was right, of course, he was. It was just that she had never had that same desire to be alone with him as he had with her. It wasn’t that she didn’t love him or enjoy being with him anymore; it was just…well, it was like something was missing when they were alone. A part of her was missing. They were missing…the twins. It was like she wasn’t complete when they weren’t there.
But she never could get Peter to understand how she felt because he didn’t feel the same way.
She just wished they could all be together all the time, all four of them.
“Maybe I should go check on them,” she said, swallowing another bite that she barely tasted because her mind was elsewhere.
“What? But I just went fifteen minutes ago?” Peter protested.
Her shoulders slumped. “I know. I just…I feel so anxious.”
“I was literally just up there, and I told you they were fine. I stood in the doorway, and they were both asleep. You don’t trust me, do you?”
“Of course, I do,” she said.
But it was a lie, and they both knew it. She hadn’t trusted him since the twins arrived. She wanted to explain that it had nothing to do with him; it was her. She didn’t trust anyone when it came to her children. It was just because he didn’t feel the same responsibility as she did. His entire life wasn’t about their every need like hers was. It was hard to let go and trust others when it came to your children. Peter hadn’t been there much. She always took care of them…even at night. He didn’t know that sometimes Blake would forget to go to the bathroom if he woke up at night. Sometimes, he would not go because he was too scared of the monsters in the closet to get out of the bed. Then he’d end up wetting himself. Peter didn’t know about these things, and she hadn’t told him to walk in there and look closely at Blake to be sure he wasn’t awake. Sometimes, he’d lie in there, too scared to say anything. You’d have to stand by his bed and look into his face to know for sure. You’d have to check if his eyes were closed.
Now, suddenly, she was obsessed with the thought. He could be up there right now, trying to hold it in, or maybe he had already wet the bed?
“I just need to make sure Blake doesn’t need to pee. I forgot to ask him before bedtime if he needed to go again. I’m scared he might wet the bed.”
Peter exhaled again, then sipped his wine. “I can’t believe you. Well, if it’ll make you feel better, then, by all means, you should go.”
She shot to her feet, then grabbed the key card from the table. She leaned over and kissed him on the lips.
“I’ll be right back. I promise.”



THE KEYCARD SLID through the reader with a click, and the small light turned green. Mary pushed the door open with a relieved sigh. In a few seconds, she’d get to see for herself. In a few seconds, she’d see her babies again and know that they were all right. She’d finally feel the sense of peace she had lacked all night long. She’d finally be able to relax.
Babies, Mommy is here.
The first thing she noticed as she stepped inside was a draft. It struck her as odd that there would be one as she closed the door and it disappeared. Next, she noticed the open door. The door to the children’s bedroom was left fully open and not just slightly ajar to let in some light. It was probably from Peter when he went to check on them, she decided, then moved closer when she realized there was a light on inside the twins’ bedroom. More light than she expected. This filled her with an unease that was hard to explain away. It could, of course, be that Peter had left some sort of light on, but why would he do that? The kids slept with the door slightly ajar, not a nightlight.
She walked to the door, then stepped inside the bedroom, her pulse quickening. Her eyes fell on Maggie’s bed, then Blake’s. Her heart stopped beating.
Both beds were empty.
“B-Blake? Maggie?”
Her eyes shot across the room, scanning the corners for her children, wondering for a desperate second if they might be playing somewhere else. Then her eyes landed on the sliding doors leading to the small porch outside. The light green curtains were fluttering in the wind.
The sliding doors are open. Why are the doors open?
Gasping for breath, she rushed to the doors and went out onto the small balcony outside. Their suite was on the second floor with views of the pool area below.
“Blake? Maggie?”
Barely able to breathe, Mary turned around and stormed across the suite, running for the door, almost tripping over her own feet. She slammed the door shut behind her, then ran to the elevator and pressed the button repeatedly. The elevator came, and she pressed the button to go to the lobby. As it dinged open, she stormed out and ran in her high heels, lifting her dress to be better able to run fast into the restaurant where she spotted Peter. He lifted his glance when he saw her and smiled, but as he saw the terror on her face, his smile froze. He rose to his feet.
“Mary?”
She hurried toward him, barely able to keep from screaming.
“What’s wrong, Mary? What’s going on?”
She spoke, but the words sort of fell out of her mouth in a strange jumble that made her hard to understand.
“The children…the kids…Peter…they…Peter the chil…Oh, Peter…”
A frown grew between his brows, and he rose to his feet.
“What are you trying to say, Mary?”
“They’re not in their beds, Peter.”
“What do you mean they’re not in their beds? I was just there.”
“They’re not there.”
“But that makes no sense,” Peter said.
Mary stared at him, then shouted loudly, almost screamed into his face: “They’re gone, Peter. Someone has taken the children!”



TEN YEARS LATER
COCOA BEACH, FLORIDA



Chapter 1
“WHERE ARE ALL the yellow ones? Did you eat the yellow M&M’s? You know I love those!”
I gave my sister Sydney a look, and she blushed. She was sitting next to me in my minivan, in the passenger’s seat, the bag of peanut M&M’s between us along with several other empty bags of candy and fast-food.
“What if I did? I like them too,” she said. “Plus, I never get to eat junk like this.”
“You want me to feel sorry for you? You chose to become a Hollywood actress,” I said. “And gave all that up in the process. No one forced you.”
“Maybe not, but now I want to eat stuff like that too. Especially since I’m not doing any new movies soon.”
“Wait, here comes another one,” I said as I lifted my binoculars and looked at the man as he entered through the back door. “That’s fifteen today.”
Sydney took a deep breath. “The poor girl.”
I ate an orange M&M, but it simply wasn’t the same as the yellow ones. “Gotta meet that quota.”
“That’s just awful. I can’t stand it, Eva Rae. Sitting here watching all these men go in and out, knowing she’s in there…it makes me so mad.”
“Good,” I said. “It should make you angry. We can use that.”
“Can’t we just take her back to the shelter with us now? It’s driving me crazy that we know this is happening, and we’re not doing anything about it.”
I shook my head. “Gotta wait till the right moment.”
Sydney groaned. She was wearing a wig, giving her black hair and a bob cut. It looked cute on her, but then again, everything looked adorable on my sister, the famous Hollywood actress. She had just finished a movie, and all the profits from it had gone into our mutual project, House of Freedom. We had literally bought a house for the project, a house to shelter trafficked girls. It was in South Cocoa Beach, by Thirty-fifth Street, directly on the beach, and had become the perfect shelter for the young girls. Supported by trained staff, we nurtured them back to life outside of captivity.
My sister Sydney and I had gotten the idea after rescuing my daughter and a bunch of other girls from traffickers in Miami. We wanted to provide a safe haven for girls like them, a place to stay where they could get all the help they needed. Since Sydney had been kidnapped as a child herself by our biological father and we had ended up growing up apart from one another, rescuing young girls from their kidnappers was a big dream for both of us. Doing this project together, starting the House of Freedom, was a way of healing for both of us as well.
We had recently heard about this RV in a parking lot on the mainland by Rockledge, where a girl was held captive. We had kept an eye on it for three days now and seen more than enough.
I lowered the binoculars and looked at my sister again. We waited half an hour till the guy left, then took a series of photos of him walking out, just for security.
It was getting darker out now as the sun set behind the trees in the parking lot. The darkness would be our friend.
“All right,” I said and grabbed my Glock 17 9MM handgun. “Let’s do this.”



Chapter 2
WE WALKED UP to the RV, then knocked on the door. It was opened, and a guy I could only assume was this girl’s pimp was standing there. His eyes landed on Sydney and me as a frown grew between them. He stepped outside, smirking from ear to ear, the door to the RV slamming shut behind him.
“Who are you?”
I pointed my gun at him and placed it right in front of his face to make sure he understood the seriousness of the situation.
“We’re here to get the girl. And make it quick.”
Of course, he had to make a big deal about it.
“What girl? What are you talking about?”
“Do we really have to go there?” I asked, annoyed. “I really don’t want to have to hurt you.”
That made him laugh. He was every bit as nasty as you’d imagine a guy exploiting a young girl like her would be. His teeth were destroyed, probably from meth, and his big stomach bulged over the top of his pants. He had sweat patches under his armpits, and his skin was glistening. Don’t even let me get started on how he smelled.
“You? Hurt me? I’d like to see you try.”
He looked at us like he could eat us, especially my sister. It made me even angrier. I cocked the gun. The sound wiped the smirk from his face.
“I don’t think anyone would miss you, do you? I know the girl in there certainly won’t.”
“Listen,” he said. “I don’t know who you are or what you’re doing here, but you have no right to…”
I lowered the gun and fired a shot between his legs. The guy screamed and danced.
“What the…are you crazy, lady?”
It was my turn to smirk. I pointed the gun at him again.
“The girl. Now.”
But, of course, the guy wouldn’t give away his source of income that easily. He reached out his hand and grabbed mine, which was holding the gun, then twisted it, probably trying to grab the gun from me. I knew he probably had a couple of guys in there and that they most likely were armed. The shot would lure them out. It was only a matter of seconds.
As he twisted my arm, I lifted the other, clenched into a fist, and slammed it into the man’s jaw so forcefully he fell back against the RV.
I heard commotion from inside the RV and grabbed the guy by the hair, then placed the gun to his face just as the door slammed open and someone else—every bit as nasty as the first one—came outside, armed to the teeth with a rifle, pointing it at me.
“Give me the girl, or he gets it,” I said, hoping the guy I was holding was the brains and not the guy with the heavy gun. I needed him to be indispensable.
“Let him go,” the guy said.
“Girl first,” I said, my heart hammering in my chest. I prayed he wouldn’t notice how badly the gun shook in my hand. Sydney refused to carry a weapon, even on our missions. She hadn’t grown up shooting the way I had since she grew up in London as opposed to me in Florida. I had asked her if I could take her to get lessons, but she didn’t want to. It could have been useful now.
We were in the middle of a power struggle here, and I wasn’t sure I was winning. His gun was a lot bigger than mine, and I wasn’t sure he even wanted to keep this guy at the end of my gun alive. He lifted it to his eye and aimed at me.
“I don’t take orders from little ladies.”
His finger moved on the trigger when I noticed movement behind him. Someone—a young girl—jumped him from behind. Her hands were tied with rope, which she placed around his neck and pulled him back. The gun went off into the air, and he growled loudly as he fell back. I let go of the knocked-out guy in my hand, then rushed to help her. The big guy had managed to pull the rope off his neck and was soon on top of the young girl, letting the punches fall on her face and body. The girl screamed as he rained his fists upon her. I ran as fast I could and threw myself at him, crashing into him. We tumbled to the floor inside the RV. He grabbed my leg and pulled me as I tried to get away. One quick kick caused him to fly to the side. I pulled the girl away from him, still holding the gun in my hand, shaking in anger, while she ran outside to Sydney. I lifted the gun, then turned it and used the grip. I slammed it on his head a couple of times until I was certain he’d stay down at least long enough for us to be able to leave.
Then, we ran for the minivan.



Chapter 3
THE GIRL WAS SHAKING and crying as we skidded sideways into the road leading to the bridges, then floored the accelerator to get as far away as possible from this place.
Sydney sat with her in the back, holding her in her arms.
“It’s okay,” she said. “We’re taking you to a shelter now. You’re free. They won’t be able to get to you anymore. It’s over.”
I looked at her in the rearview mirror. It was dark now, so I couldn’t see her properly, but she couldn’t be much more than fifteen, the same age as my oldest daughter, Olivia. In the coming days, she’d be nurtured back to life by our staff at the shelter, but it was going to be tough. She’d have to talk and tell us everything about how she ended up where she did, and that wasn’t easy for these girls. Many of them had left their homes voluntarily because they thought that something better was waiting for them, and not really realizing what was happening to them until it was too late. They were broken down, told they were useless and their lives meaningless, drugged up so they wouldn’t feel anything, and it took years to get them back on track. But back on track we were getting them, no matter what it cost.
“What’s your name?” Sydney asked.
The girl shook her head. It wasn’t unusual that they weren’t ready to talk to us right when we brought them in. Gaining trust took time.
“It’s okay,” Syd said. “You can tell us later. My name is Sydney, and this is my sister Eva Rae Thomas. We’re taking you to a safe place. No one can hurt you there. I promise you.”
I smiled, knowing this girl had probably been given all the promises in the world and also had them broken just as many times. They all had the same story; it was heartbreaking.
Rescuing a girl like this felt good. It felt really good. But for some reason, it also filled me with such a deep sadness because I knew there were thousands more of them out there, and I couldn’t save them all—no matter how badly I wanted to.
There was nothing legal about what we did, but I didn’t care. I was no longer in the force; I had left all that behind and retired from the FBI. I didn’t answer to anyone. Besides, who would report us? The traffickers? Not very likely.
I drove up to the gate of the property housing the shelter, then greeted the hired security guards, and they let us in. I drove up to the eighteen-thousand-square-foot house that Sydney had bought, and made me co-owner of, then parked at the entrance. A set of staffers came running out. Sydney opened the sliding doors of my minivan.
“We don’t have a name yet,” she said, then grabbed the hand of the young girl. She stepped out cautiously, and Sydney helped her inside with the staffers, holding her arm around her. This was the part that Sydney was really good at. She knew better how the girls felt, having been kidnapped as a child herself. I, on the other hand, was good at finding them and bringing them to the house. The rest, I left to those better suited and who were gentler in their approach.
I sighed with relief as I saw her enter the building, then got out and walked in after them, the adrenalin still rushing in my veins, but slowly subsiding. It was all over. The girl was safe, and my job was done.
At least for now.



Chapter 4
THE TV WAS on in the living room while Dad watched the news. He was half asleep by now, but the beer was still in his hand and hadn’t slipped to the floor yet, which usually meant he had passed out.
“Just a few more minutes,” Jessica whispered to her younger sister, Maya. “Then he’ll be out.”
They were doing the dishes as usual after dinner. Mom was upstairs, probably putting make-up on her face to cover the bruises she had received during dinner when Dad blew up over her talking back to him. It was the usual stuff on an ordinary Monday night. Jessica worried about her homework and whether she’d be able to finish it on time since the cleaning up took longer than anticipated—mostly due to the broken glass on the floor, that she cleaned up so her sister wouldn’t cut herself.
Jessica wiped a plate clean and put it in the cabinet when there was a small thud from the living room. She peeked in there and saw the beer had fallen to the carpet, its foaming contents spilling out on the usual spot. Then she smiled and went back to her sister.
“It’s done. He’s out.”
Relief showed on her sister’s face, and her shoulders came down. It was the same thing every day. Once the clock neared six, they knew Dad would come in the door, and they never knew what mood he would be in. Sometimes he was happy, especially on payday, then he went to the pub and had a couple of beers before he came home and sometimes, he’d even grab their mother and dance with her in the kitchen. But that wasn’t on most days. Jessica told herself she could see it on his face once he entered the door what mood he was in and what kind of night it was going to be. But not always. Sometimes, he could be happy when he got home, but then she’d do something to tick him off, or her sister would, and that could ruin the entire evening for all of them.
“If only you would behave nicely, then these things wouldn’t happen,” Mom said over and over again. “We could all have such a great life together. We do really well on the good days, right?”
They did. On the good days, Dad was the kindest and funniest man on earth. He would lift her sister in the air and swing her around until she screamed in joy. He would kiss Jessica on the cheek and tell her how beautiful she was.
But then there were the bad days. And lately, there didn’t seem to be enough of the good ones to make up for the bad ones.
“Do you want to play cards?” Maya asked and looked up at her with her big eyes. She was only eight years old, and it tormented Jessica that she had to live like this—never feeling safe, nothing feeling stable—never knowing what might destroy the world around them, or what might set him off.
“We need to finish cleaning first,” she said, looking at the clock, wondering if she could stay up all night and do her homework without her parents finding out. She had done so before. She didn’t want to disappoint her sister, who loved playing cards with her. “We still need to dry all those plates and wipe down the tables.”
“All right,” Maya said, smiling. “Let’s hurry up then.”
They rushed the last plates and put them in the cabinet, and Jessica grabbed the cloth and went to the dining room table to wipe it down. There was still one glass left on the table that she took in her hand. She turned to leave when the broadcast Dad had been watching before he passed out was suddenly interrupted by a breaking news sign.



Chapter 5
I WAS TOO late for dinner, and the kids had already eaten when I got home. My mom was in the kitchen, doing the dishes with Matt. Elijah was on the couch, feet on my coffee table, watching TV. Olivia was in her room; Christine was sitting in the recliner wearing headphones, watching YouTube on her phone, while Alex was playing with his toy cars on the floor.
“There she is,” Matt said when he saw me.
I threw my keys on the counter, walked to him, and kissed him on the cheek.
“I am so sorry for being late.”
I pecked my mom on the cheek, and she smiled, then looked at me more closely. She moved a lock of my red hair to the side. I hated it when she touched my hair and messed it up.
“You look awful, Eva Rae.”
“Thanks, Mom. Good to see you too.”
“Where were you, Mommy?” Alex asked and approached me. I lifted him in my arms and hugged him tightly, closing my eyes, enjoying the fact that I could still carry him, even though he was getting heavy. It wouldn’t be long before that was over. I wasn’t looking forward to that. My kids were getting so big; I just wanted to stop time. Christine had just turned thirteen, and Alex would be seven soon.
“I was helping your Aunt Sydney with something,” I said and kissed my boy before putting him down so he could run back to his toys.
Matt gave me a look, eyebrows lifted. “You were out with Sydney? Again?”
“There was a girl who needed our help.”
“I see,” he said, then approached me and kissed me. “And just where did you find that girl?”
I looked him in the eyes. Matt was local law enforcement; he was a detective at the Cocoa Beach Police Department. I couldn’t tell him what I had been up to. I never told him how we found the girls. Most of them were brought to us by the police if they were found somewhere or after a trafficking raid, but some of them—like the girl tonight—we liberated ourselves, and I never told Matt how. It wasn’t that we didn’t trust the police. It was more because of being able to react quickly. Often, we had experienced that once we did tell them of a girl being kept somewhere or of trafficking taking place in an area, they had to do their own investigation. By the time the police finally got there, the perps were usually gone, taking the girls with them.
It wasn’t all illegal what we did. We also trained hotel personnel in being alert and spotting potential human trafficking taking place, entering their hotel. We taught them to look out for girls in the company of controlling men who wouldn’t let them speak for themselves, women who didn’t have their own ID or other personal items, and ownership tattoos like Daddy’s girl or branding marks burned into the skin. We instructed them on what to do if they suspected someone was being sold for sex. And I had given presentations to the local sheriff’s department about how to treat potential victims, and I went with federal investigators on raids, taking the girls with me back to the shelter as soon as they were liberated. Our lawyers would then guide them on how to handle police interrogation and interviews. Frequently, the girls were too scared to tell about the many men they had been forced to be with because of the embarrassment and shame involved. And often, it was hard for the police to understand this, why they wouldn’t tell everything they had been through. Many of the girls were foreigners, and we provided them with lawyers to help them get immigration relief. Some of them just wanted to go back home, and we made sure they did that once the trial was over. Every case had its own unique story and a special way it needed to be handled. No two girls were the same.
I knew Matt was acting suspicious because he knew no girl had been taken in today. He knew everything that went on in the area, and he would have heard if a girl was liberated from captivity.
It wasn’t because I didn’t trust him that I didn’t tell him the truth. It was more that I didn’t want to drag him down with me if I got myself in trouble. And I knew he’d be mad at me for risking my life. Of course, he would. I would be mad at me too.
“We picked her up on the streets,” I said, then turned away from him and walked out to my mother.
“Did you eat?” My mom asked. “You probably had nothing but junk all day, if I know you. There’s still some Biryani left. It’s an Indian dish with vegetables and chick-peas, in case you don’t know. It’s the first time I’ve made it. It came out pretty good; don’t you think, Matt?”
He nodded, still scrutinizing me. I knew he wasn’t done with his inquiries, but hoped to be able to avoid his questions. I looked into the pot at the dish my mom had created. It didn’t look too shabby.
My mom was vegan and had been for years. Usually, I hated every part of it and wanted my meat, but ever since she moved in with us, I had slowly learned to enjoy it. It wasn’t too bad. And on top of it all, I had managed to lose like six pounds since she started cooking for us, and that made me feel pretty darn good about myself.
I filled a plate and sat down at the table to eat. Matt sat down in front of me, a beer in his hand. He was fiddling with the sticker, ripping it.
“Apparently, there were reports earlier of shots being fired in Rockledge. Around seven o’clock, they said, some neighbors heard shots being fired by the parking lot at the old abandoned strip mall by US1. There was an RV parked there,” he said, then sipped his beer. He continued as he put the beer down. “Our colleagues at the Rockledge Police Department went to check it out. They found two guys there, both of them needed to go to the ER, but wouldn’t say how they got so badly messed up.”
He paused, his eyes scrutinizing me. I kept eating, pretending like I didn’t know what he was talking about.
“Strange, isn’t it?” he said. “On the same day that you bring back a girl that you found on the streets?”
“Sounds like it’s drug-related,” I said and poured myself a glass of my mother’s iced tea that she left on the counter. I sipped it, my eyes avoiding Matt’s.
“I take it you don’t know anything about what could have happened out there?”
“Me?” I asked. Then added, sounding appalled at the mere suggestion, “No.”
I sipped more tea, trying to suppress the blushing of my face, cursing myself for not having inherited the talent for acting my sister had. I couldn’t lie if my life depended on it. Luckily, Matt didn’t dig deeper because I would have given in if he did. My savior was Elijah. He was done watching TV when he came out to us in the kitchen and sat down next to Matt. He put his prosthetic arm on the table. He had been shot last year and lost the arm from the elbow down. He was being a real sport about it, and I was proud of him for never complaining or being bitter about it. My sister had sponsored a bionic arm for him, with fingers he could move and everything, but he hadn’t gotten it yet.
“Dad, I’m tired,” he said. “Can we go home now?”
Matt smiled and ran a hand across the boy’s hair. “What happened to the movie you were watching?”
“It stopped because of some breaking news or something.”
Matt nodded. “I’m beat too, son. Let me just finish this beer, and then we’ll go back to the house.”



Chapter 6
THEN:
Somehow, it had always been like Roy and his mother knew their time together on this earth was limited—even before she got sick. He couldn’t explain how he knew; he just did. And he could see it in her eyes as well when she looked at him with such deep compassion while her hand gently stroked his hair. It was like she wanted to take all of him in while she still could.
Roy suffered from Asthmatic Bronchitis as a young child, and his mother would let him sleep with her in her bed to be able to keep an eye on him at night. Even when he outgrew his asthma, and the attacks stopped, she still insisted he sleep with her. It didn’t stop until he was eleven, and that wasn’t because of him. The only reason it stopped was that she could no longer get up the stairs to her bedroom.
Her respiratory system was failing her. The cancer was growing in her lungs.
From that day on, she slept in a chair in the living room, and Roy moved to the couch. From there, it was now his turn to keep an eye on her at night, and he’d stay awake, watching her breathing, afraid she’d slip away in the night.
On the day she did pass on to the great unknown, they were watching TV together. Roy had noticed her eyes kept rolling back in her head. It was a Saturday, and he had slept in, eaten some cereal, and then he had found a bag of chips that he devoured on the couch while staring at his mother’s hands. Roy had always loved his mom’s hands. Throughout his childhood, they had been used for soothing him when he was upset or hurt. They had stroked his hair and cheeks so much or had held him when he was sad or scared. When much younger, he’d sometimes play with them in his, measuring the length of his fingers against hers, or sometimes just hugging it close to his cheek to feel them close. Throughout the years, he had watched her hands grow bonier, the skin sagging, and the veins popping out on top. He remembered the first time she passed out in the living room, and he found her face down in the carpet. When she was taken to the hospital on the stretcher, her hands had been dangling by the sides of the stretcher, limp, lifeless.
Now, as they were watching TV, she reached out one of them and reached for his. He placed it into her hand, and she squeezed it. Roy looked down at their hands, intertwined, as she squeezed it again, and her eyes rolled back in her head once more.
“M-mom?”
Her hand gave his a squeeze. Her eyes were strained, as she was obviously fighting to stay conscious, her eyeballs spinning in their sockets.
“Mom, I’m here.”
Roy lifted her silky soft hand to his lips, then kissed the top of it. Her eyes rolled back in her head once more, and he wondered how much she sensed…if she knew he was even there. He sat there watching her breathe for a few minutes when suddenly she ran out of breaths to take.
“Mom?”
He touched her shoulder, and her head fell forward, slumped. Roy gasped and pulled away when his dad came into the living room. He put his hand on Roy’s shoulder. Roy had never liked his dad’s hands much. They were nothing like his mother’s. His were rough and big and couldn’t comfort him.
“Is she…?” he asked and looked up at his dad, who in the bright light from outside was nothing but a dark shadow.
The shadow nodded.
“Yes, son. We knew this day would come. The cancer ate her up. She has found peace, finally. Now, it’s just the two of us. But at least we have each other, right?”
Roy nodded and stifled his tears like he knew his dad would want him to.
His father was right, he decided. At least they had one another. At least he wasn’t left completely alone in this world.



Chapter 7
SYDNEY CALLED RIGHT after I had put Alex to bed and kissed Christine and Olivia goodnight and told them not to stay up too late. It was summer break, and they didn’t have school anymore. As a matter of fact, none of them had been to school since March because of the Coronavirus that had closed down the entire country for several months. Once they started to open up again, the school term was over. We’d had some tough months, all being cooped up inside, doing online schooling. Especially Alex, who had the energy of an Energizer Bunny, was bouncing off the walls. I took him to the beach, and he went surfing every day, getting some of that energy burned off, but persuading him to do schoolwork wasn’t easy. He just wanted to go surfing constantly. He had daily calls with his teachers, who encouraged him to do his best, but little did it help. Surfing seemed to be the only thing making him happy these days, so I took him to the beach as much as I could when the waves were good. Luckily, they never closed the beaches around here. You could still do activities like biking, walking, surfing, and running. That decision was my rescue. I wouldn’t have survived otherwise with that boy inside the house; that’s for sure.
“She told us her name,” Sydney said. “It’s Amber.”
I walked to the bathroom. I was wearing PJs and had a toothbrush in my mouth. I spat in the sink. “That was fast.”
“She’s finally sleeping now. She wouldn’t let go of me once we got to the house, so I stayed. She needed to talk, so we did. She knows who I am and has seen many of my movies. I just left her room. I’m gonna sleep here tonight, so I can be here in the morning if she needs me. She’s quite the character. Strong.”
“I kind of got that feeling when I saw her jump her captor from behind,” I said, laughing. “That girl has got guts.”
“I can’t wait for you to meet her properly.”
“Did they drug her?” I asked after rinsing my mouth with water and putting the toothbrush in its holder.
“They did. We’ll have Dr. Martin look at her tomorrow. She hasn’t had her period for months, she says. She could be with child.”
“Where is she from?” I asked and dried my mouth.
“North Dakota. She says she can’t go back. Her mother and her boyfriend were the ones who sold her to the traffickers to get rid of her and to get money for drugs.”
“Oh, dear,” I said. The worst part was that I wasn’t surprised. I had heard so many stories like Amber’s before.
“Let’s talk more tomorrow,” Sydney said, yawning. “I am beyond beat and want to sleep.”
“Me too,” I said.
“You did something good today, Eva Rae,” Sydney said. “You saved that girl.”
“It’s not over yet,” I said. “The next few weeks will determine the rest of her life. What you do is just as important, nurturing them back to life. Creating a connection to these girls is so vital.”
“Good night.”
“Night.”
I hung up with a deep sigh and walked back into my bedroom. As I crawled under the covers, I couldn’t help thinking that, to me, it seemed Sydney was happier and prouder doing this work than from any movie she had ever made. I couldn’t help wondering if she had finally found her true calling in life.
I had just closed my eyes and drifted off into oblivion when a car drove up into my driveway and parked.
When the doorbell rang, the sound became just a part of my dream.



Chapter 8
JESSICA STARED INTO THE DARKNESS. On the street outside, a car passed, lighting up the room swiftly before disappearing again. Jessica sighed and looked at the clock next to her bed. The house had finally gone quiet. Dad had gone to bed, and he and mom had yelled at one another for about ten minutes or so before they finally went silent. They hadn’t made a noise for at least half an hour now, so Jessica assumed they had fallen asleep.
She sat up in the darkness and hugged her knees. Her cheek was still burning from the slap she had received after dinner. She had dropped the glass on the floor when she saw the breaking news on TV. It had slid out of her hand and shattered across the tiles. But worst of all, it had woken up Dad, and he had been angry as a bear.
“What on earth are you doing, child?” he had yelled, then risen to his feet and staggered toward her.
Jessica had stared at the screen and barely looked at him, her knees shaking, her heart pounding. It wasn’t until the slap fell that she was pulled out of her paralyzed state. She had looked up at Dad and tears rolled down her cheek—not because of the slap, but because of what she had seen.
She couldn’t believe it.
Jessica felt her cheek gently, then placed her feet on the carpet. She was already fully dressed. Maya was sleeping heavily in the bed next to hers as Jessica stood and pulled her backpack from underneath the bed. It had everything she needed in it—her wallet with the little money she had been able to save up from stealing a bill from her mom or dad now and then while they were drunk and sometimes left a five-dollar bill out and forgot about it. She had also been walking the neighbor’s dog once a week for the past year and earned herself ten dollars a month for that. She never spent any of it and never told her parents she earned anything since they’d just take it from her and use it on booze. The backpack also contained some clothes. Jessica didn’t own a phone like most girls her age since her parents never let her have one, even though she begged them. But she had packed some snacks: some bags of chips and some candy and breakfast bars. That should keep her going for a little while.
She swung the backpack over her shoulder, then walked to her sister’s bed and placed a hand over her mouth.
Her sister’s eyes shot open, and she groaned behind the hand.
“Shh,” Jessica said.
The girl went quiet, and finally, Jessica removed her hand. Maya stared at her.
“I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye.”
Maya’s eyes became fearful. “You’re leaving?”
Jessica bit her lip so she wouldn’t cry. This was the hardest part, leaving her baby sister, whom she loved so dearly and had taken care of since they were very young. She was her everything.
“I have to. I can’t stay here.”
Maya sat up. “But…you can’t just leave me here?”
“Shh,” Jessica said. “Mom and Dad can’t hear us, okay? This is important. Now, you promise me you’ll be careful while I’m gone. Hide when Dad throws things and when he yells at Mom. Don’t get in between them. And if Mom becomes unresponsive, what do you do?”
Maya sobbed. “Call 911, then go hide in the cabinet in the hallway till they get here.”
Jessica smiled, relieved, then leaned over and kissed her sister.
“I love you.”
“Dad will beat you when you come back,” she said. “He’ll beat me to tell him where you went.”
That was the part that hurt the most…leaving Maya in the hands of that bastard, not knowing when she could come back to protect her.
“I’m sorry for doing this, but you have to trust me. Do you trust me, Maya?”
She sobbed again, then nodded.
“I trust you.”
Jessica kissed her sister on the forehead, told her she loved her, then grabbed her backpack and walked out of their room, keeping the picture of the red-haired woman in the front pocket of her backpack. She snuck downstairs and into the panic-room in the basement. Here, she opened the safe, using the passcode she had seen Dad use, then took out the gun he had kept there for years. She put the gun in her backpack, closed the safe, and left out the front door, making sure to close it so silently it wouldn’t wake anyone.



Chapter 9
“MOM, SOMEONE’S AT THE DOOR.”
I blinked, trying to focus. It was Olivia. She was standing by the side of my bed.
“Mom?”
I sat up, feeling confused. “I was sleeping; what time is it?”
“It’s one in the morning,” she said. “The doorbell has been ringing non-stop. Couldn’t you hear it?”
I shook my head like I was trying to get the loose pieces to fall into place inside of it. “Someone’s at the door? At this hour? Who is it?”
My daughter growled, annoyed. “You think I’d go open the door at one in the morning? How stupid do you think I am?”
I rose out of bed as the doorbell rang again. “No, of course not. Good thinking. I’ll check who it is. Go back to sleep.”
I looked at my daughter, who was still dressed. She had probably been playing computer games with her friends until now.
“Or at least go to bed, Olivia. It’s late.”
My daughter growled something again, then went to her room and slammed the door shut. The doorbell was still ringing insistently like someone’s finger was stuck in it.
“I’m coming; I’m coming,” I mumbled under my breath as I rushed down the stairs and hurried toward the door. I pulled it open, saying, “Someone better be dead!”
The guy standing outside was tall and young—in his late-twenties, probably. He was wearing the very recognizable FBI blue jacket, the very same I had hanging in my closet upstairs as well.
“You don’t mean that, do you?” he asked with a grin.
“What?”
“Someone better be dead?”
“Well…no, I guess not. It’s just something you say. Who are you?”
He reached out his hand, then stopped himself, since no one shook hands these days with the virus and all that. He was wearing a mask, but it was dangling underneath his chin, as most people did now, since everyone was getting tired of being careful.
“Brad Shearer, FBI.”
Even his name sounded annoying, but that was nothing compared to the smirk he had at one a.m. Everything about this guy rubbed me the wrong way. Maybe it was just the fact that he was ringing my doorbell at this hour.
“Okay, Brad Shearer, FBI, what on God’s green Earth are you doing here? You do know people around here are asleep, right?”
“Yes, and I am sorry for disturbing you, but I need your help. Can I come in?”
I shook my head. “No, you can’t come in at one a.m. My kids are asleep. Or at least some of them are. What do you want?”
“I need your help,” he said. “I assume you’ve heard about the Marshall kidnapping case?”
I narrowed my eyes and had a major Deja-vu. “The Marshall kidnapping. Of course, I heard about it. I solved it. That was ten years ago. We closed the case. The guy’s on death row and will be executed this Friday. Why are you at my door in the middle of the night babbling about a case from ten years ago?”
“You haven’t heard, then? It’s been all over the news tonight.”
“I don’t watch the news, not since the Coronavirus. I got sick of all the fear. Heard what?”
“It happened again.”
I exhaled. I couldn’t really figure out what was up and what was down with this.
“What happened again?” I asked. “The kids were killed back then. The murderer was convicted.”
“But the Marshalls had another child,” he said. “A boy. And now he has disappeared too.”



Chapter 10
THEN:
After Roy’s mom died, he was told he was depressed. It was his school that had him evaluated by a psychiatrist who told him this. He was being quiet in class and hardly ever did any of his work, they said. He had no friends either and didn’t seem interested in making any. They told his dad all this, and Roy’s father decided to try and make him happy. He took him on a trip to Disney World for an entire weekend, and they went on each and every ride in the park. It was a fun weekend, and Roy enjoyed himself for the most part. What he didn’t enjoy was when his dad’s phone kept ringing, and he had to take this. But Roy didn’t complain. Roy never complained.
Then, one day, his dad came home late from work as usual and found Roy sitting alone in his room, reading his comics, also as usual.
“Let’s go out for dinner tonight,” his dad said with a very unusual smile. There hadn’t been many of those since Roy’s mother died. Come to think of it, Roy believed it was the first one since that day.
A frown grew between Roy’s eyes. He looked up from his comic.
“Go out for dinner?”
They hadn’t been out to eat since Roy’s mom got sick five years ago. Usually, they’d order a pizza or some Chinese takeout when his dad finally came home around eight or nine at night. They’d eat in silence; sometimes, Roy would even take his food to the living room where he’d eat while watching TV because it was so boring eating with his dad.
What was this?
“Yes, son. You and me out for dinner. There’s this nice Italian place downtown. It’s new. I thought we’d try it out. Dress nicely.”
And with that, he left Roy’s room, and the boy heard him whistle as he walked down the hallway to his own room. Roy sat on his bed, puzzled, till he decided to do as he was told and get dressed. He found his nice white shirt that his mom always said he looked so handsome in. The sleeves were short, and the chest was tight, but it would have to do. It was the only nice shirt he had.
“Great, now do something about that hair,” his dad said as he came back into his room. He brought with him a cloud of strong-smelling cologne. His dad touched Roy’s hair and tried to brush it sideways so it wouldn’t fall into his eyes.
“We really should have this cut soon,” he said. “You look like a mess.”
Roy pulled away.
“Ah, well,” his dad said, putting his hands in the pockets of his suit pants. “It’ll have to do.”
“What’s the big deal anyway?” Roy asked and messed up his hair again so it’d look normal and fall in front of his eyes so no one could see all the pimples on his forehead or see how nervous he was from being out in public. Roy didn’t like being out among people much. He didn’t like it when anyone looked at him. He preferred to be in his room.
Driving to the restaurant, his dad chatted about his work, and Roy stared at him suspiciously from behind his bangs. His dad never told him anything about his work. He barely ever talked to him at all. What was this about?
“Here it is,” his dad said and stopped the car in front of a small Italian restaurant. Roy looked through the windows as they got out of the car. The place was crowded. The thought made Roy uncomfortable.
“Do we really have to?” he asked. “We could also go grab a burger somewhere.”
“Don’t be so boring, son,” his dad said. “Let’s get some real food for once. We deserve it, you and I.”
Roy looked at his father, then felt suddenly flattered that he actually wanted to spend time with him. It was rare these days that he even had time to talk to him once he finally got home.
Roy followed him inside, where his dad stopped by the entrance, then scanned the room.
A waiter came up to them.
“A table for two?”
Then, something happened. Roy’s father spotted someone in the room, and he waved. She waved back, and he pointed toward her.
“No, let’s sit over there.”
Roy stared at the woman waving at his dad. She was gorgeous, and it made him beyond nervous.
“Can’t it just be the two of us?” he said to his dad, trying to stop him as he already strode toward the woman in the red dress.
“No, son,” he said. “We don’t want to be impolite. I know this woman from work. Do try and show yourself from your best side, if you have one, okay?”



Chapter 11
IT WAS HAPPENING AGAIN. How could it be happening again? How could anything like this happen twice?
“I’m scared, Peter,” Mary said. “It feels like…like last t…”
“I don’t want to hear it,” he snorted, then got up from the chair where he was sitting. They had rented a suite at the resort in Orlando. Peter tried to sound so collected, but she could hear the fear in his voice. She tried to speak again, but no words formed on her lips. Her nails were bitten down and bleeding, but that didn’t make her stop. She bit them again, and then again like she was trying to inflict pain on herself.
“I can’t go through this again,” she said, her voice breaking.
“Stop it,” he said and turned to face her, looking down at her on the soft couch in the hotel room suite. “Just stop it.”
Next to them, the bedroom was empty, the child gone, their son, Cole, gone. Deputies from the sheriff’s office and men in FBI jackets were coming in and out of the suite with their faces torn. They too knew the possibility was there that the child had been taken, like last time, and couldn’t believe it either.
Something like this doesn’t happen twice. Not to the same people!
Mary continued to bite her nails. Reporters were gathered outside the hotel, just like last time. Only this time, they had been there faster. As soon as the name had been revealed, they had known there was a story. Many of them were there ten years ago when it happened the last time…when Maggie and Blake had been taken and killed. Mary recognized their faces as she went through the crowd earlier when coming in from searching for Cole. Sixty members of the staff and guests had been out looking for him, going through bushes and wilderness, searching in houses nearby to see if he might have hidden there. Hours had passed.
Nothing. Not one single sign of life.
He’s dead; I just know he is. Just like the two others! Oh, dear Lord!
“He could still be hiding somewhere,” the agent in charge had said several times to calm them.
But no one believed he was. They hoped, yes, they wanted to be wrong like never before, but deep down inside, they didn’t believe it. Mary sensed they all looked at her and Peter with that look in their eyes—compassionate, yet suspicious.
She couldn’t blame them.
“Peter, maybe we should go out there again…”
He exhaled. “We’ve been out there for hours and hours. We have to wait until it gets light again. The police are still out there with the dogs. There’s still a chance he might have wandered off, then fallen asleep in someone’s yard or under a bush somewhere.”
“But we can’t just leave him out there? There are alligators and snakes. This is Florida!” she said.
He grabbed her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. His were red-rimmed like they were the last time. Only now, his eyes were older and had that brokenness to them. The hope had left them when they realized they never would get their children back. The life and hope in them had never returned. They had seen so much and gone through so much.
“What’s going on, Peter? I don’t understand. How can this be happening again?”
“You need to rest, Mary,” he said and helped her sit back down. “You haven’t slept at all. Take an hour or two, and I’m sure he’ll be found while you sleep. We’ll find him; do you hear me? It’s not like ten years ago. It’s not the same.”
She put her head on the pillow but didn’t close her eyes. Too much was going on inside of her. This was more than one heart could bear to carry.
“Why did we have to come here, Peter?” she whispered. “I told you I didn’t want to come. I didn’t even want to go on vacation, especially not to Florida.”



Chapter 12
THE AREA WAS BUZZING. He was enjoying that very much. They were running around confused and out of it, like frightened little chickens—scurrying around the resort and the houses nearby. They had search groups walking through the wilderness behind the resort, where there might be alligators and whatnot. Sniffer dogs were out running around, bustling through the area, while people everywhere were calling the boy’s name. People were gathering, so many questions unanswered, some were even crying, even though they didn’t know the boy.
It was a thing of pure beauty, and it was all because of him and what he had done, and boy, had he done it.
“It’s terrible about the little boy,” someone said to another man as he passed them outside the resort entrance.
“I feel awful for him…and for the parents, of course.”
The little pause that seemed so meaningless spoke louder than any words could. It told of the growing suspicion in people who had heard the story before. He especially enjoyed that lingering suspicion. That was the extra fun, the extra spice to it all. Everyone was starting to wonder, how is it possible that this could happen again? Didn’t the parents watch their children? Why did they leave their child alone again? After what happened. You don’t think that…?
No one dared to say so, but it was on all of their minds. What kind of parents were they dealing with here? Wasn’t something awfully wrong for it to happen twice?
“You don’t think that…?”
He heard them whisper with a small gasp in the hotel lobby as he walked by. Voices grew low as he passed them because they felt awful for even thinking this, and to say it out loud would be premature. No one dared to do so yet. But soon, they would say just that. And once the boy turned up dead, they would think the worst. They would know those parents had something to do with it. They would be certain of it, and no matter what they said to defend themselves, it would make them sound guilty. If they cried, they would be faking it; if they didn’t, they were cold as ice and most definitely guilty.
It was almost too easy.
Meanwhile, he went to the elevator, got in, and pressed the button for the fourth floor. He got out, walked down the hallway, put the keycard in the slider, and waited for the lamp to turn green, then entered the room. He let the door slam shut behind him before walking to the bed, where the boy was sleeping heavily, drugged out, and would be for hours. Below him, he could hear the voices from the Marshalls’ room, and it didn’t bother him one bit that they were being so loud.
The police had already searched the rooms. He had waited and brought the child in when they were done. Now, they wouldn’t come back here again. He had it all to himself and was able to listen in on the conversations downstairs.
He was waiting for them to start asking what everyone else was thinking: “What did you do to your child?”
That’s when the fun would start—when they turned their suspicion toward the parents and started asking them questions. And while the world turned their suspicion toward them, he would be alone with their son.
Right upstairs from them, where they could almost hear him scream.



Chapter 13
THE RESORT WAS SWARMED with reporters. I had to elbow my way through the crowd outside, Brad in front of me, pushing their microphones away from our faces.
“Why is the FBI involved?” one of them yelled.
I didn’t stop to tell him that the FBI would always initiate an investigation involving a possible kidnapping of a child of “tender years” —usually defined as twelve years and younger—even though there is no known interstate aspect. The idiot could do his own research. A simple Google search would tell him this.
“Do you have any demand for a ransom?” someone else yelled.
“Is it the mother? Did she hurt her child again?” someone yelled. “Is that why you’re here, Agent Wilson?”
That made me stop. I pivoted and faced the reporter who had asked. I recognized his face from ten years ago when he had also covered the case. He hadn’t aged by much, a few more grays on his head and in his stubble, but other than that, he looked very much the same. On his jacket, it said, USA Today. I knew him as Fischer back then.
“First of all, it’s Agent Thomas now. I’ve since been divorced. Second, Mrs. Marshall never hurt anyone.”
“You got the wrong guy, didn’t you?” he continued. “Ten years ago. Mike Odell wasn’t the right guy, was he, Agent Thomas?”
I stared into Fischer’s eyes.
“I mean, you can’t tell me you’re not thinking what we all are,” he continued. “That sort of thing doesn’t happen twice to the same people, am I right? Not without us all wondering if they…”
“I’m gonna stop you right there, Mr. Fischer,” I said. “There is absolutely nothing that points toward the parents having anything to do with this. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go find a child.”
The voices grew loud and rowdy as they all yelled their questions at me at once. Brad was a tall guy, and he protected me while he helped me get to the door.
“Thanks,” I said as we got into the lobby and walked toward the elevators. “Not that I needed it. I can take care of myself.”
He answered with a smile as the elevator arrived, and we jumped inside. I showed my badge at the door to the hotel room on the third floor, then rushed inside.
“Mary? Peter?”
Mary was lying on the yellow couch. Peter stood by the window and turned as soon as he heard my voice.
“Agent Wilson,” he said. I saw a glint of hope in his worried eyes. “I am so glad you came.”
Fighting my tears was harder than expected. I had been standing like this with them ten years ago, exactly the same way, but this time, it felt more personal. I knew these people. I had walked through their worst nightmare with them. We had been through hell and back together. The worst thing that can ever happen to a parent, losing not one, but two children at once. I had never thought I would stand like this with them again in the same situation.
“It’s Thomas now,” I said, my voice cracking. “I’ve been through a divorce. But you can call me Eva Rae if you like.”
“Eva Rae?”
The voice was Mary’s. She had opened her eyes and tried to sit up. Peter rushed to her, and I followed.
“Careful when you try to sit up,” Peter said as he sat by her side, holding her. Then he looked up at me. “The doctor gave her a sedative so she could relax and get some rest.”
“I told them I don’t want to rest,” she said, looking up at me with her big eyes reminding me of those big-eyed toy animals that my daughters loved so much when they were younger, the Beanie Boos.
“I want to find my son.”
She hugged a pillow as her jaw clenched.
“I just want him back.”
I knelt in front of her and placed my hand in hers.
“That’s why I’ve come.”
She squeezed my hand in hers. We were still in a world of social distancing after the virus, but in a situation like this, there was no way I could refrain from touching her. I couldn’t imagine the terror that had to be going through her mind right now.
“It’s him again; isn’t it?” she asked with a strained voice. “He’s back, and he’s taken another child from us.”
“We don’t know that,” I said.
“But I know. I know it’s him. I just do. I can feel it. But how is this possible, Eva Rae? We got him. You got him and put him away?”
“I did, and he remains behind bars,” I said with a deep sigh. “He’s scheduled to be executed this coming Friday. Personally, I don’t think it’s a coincidence that this guy chose this exact week to kidnap your other son. I think there’s a message here somewhere, a message to me, actually—to tell me I got the wrong guy. To taunt me. He’s laughing at all of us. But that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s the same guy. It could also be someone copying him, someone wanting to be as famous as Odell became back then. Like a tribute to him, and a way for us to question whether or not we got the right guy. It wouldn’t be the first time in history someone did something like that. Guys like Odell become heroes to a certain group of people who look up to them and dream of doing something similar.”
Mary gasped lightly. “What are you saying? That he’ll kill Cole too? Just like…Maggie and Blake?”
I bit my lip, thinking I had to be careful how much I told her. Brad had briefed me on the case while driving there, and we had gone over all the possible theories. Brad seemed to like the conclusion that this was someone trying to become famous, whereas I believed this was more about me than what he assumed. This guy was making me doubt myself and the conclusions we made back then. We had gone through so much trouble to get Odell convicted, but the fact was, he claimed his innocence through it all, and it tormented me. This time, it felt personal to me.
“We don’t know that, Mary,” I said, trying to hide that was exactly what I feared right now, that this guy had already killed Cole, drowned him like he did to Blake and Maggie. Or that he would do it soon if we didn’t get to him first.



Chapter 14
“I DON’T UNDERSTAND how this could have happened,” Mary said.
I had someone bring her some water, then sat down in a chair next to her and asked her to tell me everything. Brad had told me the broad strokes, but I needed the details from her own mouth. I needed to know precisely how Cole disappeared in order for me to be able to create a picture of this kidnapper. I especially needed to know how much was the same as last time in order to understand this guy. How well did he know what happened ten years ago? If God forbid, it was the same guy, and we had convicted the wrong one, then he’d have to know details that weren’t made accessible to the public back then.
“I was being so careful,” Mary said, writhing in despair while still hugging the turquoise throw pillow. “Ever since…last time…I never leave my kid alone. I wouldn’t dream of it. Just ask Peter; I have been driving him crazy about it.”
“How did it happen?” I asked and looked toward the windows. Last time, Maggie and Blake were taken from their beds. We assumed the kidnapper came in through the sliding doors leading to the balcony while the parents were having dinner downstairs, then carried them down from there. The sliding doors had been left open, and they showed signs of forced entry; the lock was broken open with what we assumed was a crowbar. If he had carried one child at a time, he could have taken them down that way, but we never knew exactly how he got them out of the room. But back then, the Marshalls had been on the second floor; now, they were on the third floor in a room with no sliding doors or even windows that could open. I had to assume he had used another way of getting to the child.
“When did you realize Cole was gone?”
“We were in the pool area. Cole was swimming, and I sat in a lounge chair, reading my book. But I was still keeping a close eye on him; you hear of so many kids drowning in pools like these because no one is watching, and even though Cole was an excellent swimmer, I kept a close eye on him as always. He kept swimming further and further away, toward the lazy river. He asked me if he could go around to the waterfall, and I kept saying no. He had been asking this ever since we got here and told me he would come right back. Finally, I agreed to let him go, and he swam around the area; there are these rocks and palm trees that would only cover him for a few seconds before he’d be in my sight again. He went the trip around once, then twice, and then a third time without anything happening. Then, he asked if he could go a fourth time, and I said we had to get out of the pool soon because it was time to go up to get ready for dinner. He begged and pleaded with me, and I gave in. Silly me, huh? I waited for him to come around the bend, and every time I saw a little face peek out behind the artificial rocks, I was so certain it was him, but it wasn’t. He never came back out. At first, I thought he’d gotten stuck in a game back there or maybe stayed by the waterfall or something, or maybe he was trying to scare me; he liked to do that from time to time because he knew how easy I was freaked out. But as I ran around the pool area toward the lazy river, he was nowhere to be seen. There were tons of other little kids, but not my boy. Frantically, I ran around, calling his name, asking everyone if they had seen him, but people just shrugged. There were so many children. How could they possibly separate one from another? They all wore wings and trunks. Did someone approach him? No one would have noticed. That’s when I alerted the lifeguards, and they helped me search the area and the water to see if he had drowned. Then they called for the security guards who started the search. After about an hour, they called the sheriff’s office, and soon, the place was crawling with police and the next thing, reporters.” Mary shook her head. Her gaze had grown distant as she went through the day’s events once more—telling me what she had probably said so many times before over the evening. I couldn’t help feeling this eerie feeling of déjà vu through all this. It was the same look she had in her eyes ten years ago.
Completely paralyzed in shock.



Chapter 15
“WHERE WAS PETER? You said he wasn’t there. What was he doing?” I asked.
Mary’s gaze was back, and she looked at me.
“Oh, he had gone into the shop to buy new shorts. In the lobby.”
I looked up at Brad, who stood next to my chair. “Any surveillance cameras catch this?” I looked at Peter, sitting on the couch with his wife. “Just to rule you out as a suspect.”
Brad shook his head. “I’m afraid not. The resort only has surveillance cameras in the lobby. Not by the pool or anywhere else.”
I figured as much. Otherwise, they’d probably have a pretty good shot of the kidnapper by now.
“Did you buy anything?” I asked. “Anything that will show up on a credit card statement and show the time?”
“I bought sunglasses, yes, but I paid cash,” Peter said. “They didn’t have any shorts that I liked.”
“But, the woman behind the counter can vouch for that?” I said.
Peter shrugged. “I guess so.”
I noted it on my notepad for later. This would provide Peter with an alibi, and that might come in handy later. Especially in the eyes of the media, who would throw themselves at the parents.
“All right, then back to the pool area. You had the search party out. Did anyone say they saw anything?” I asked.
“A woman saw a man carrying a child,” Brad said. “In his arms like the child was sleeping. But she couldn’t say if it was Cole.”
I nodded. “That could be something.”
“But Cole wouldn’t let someone carry him,” Mary said, concerned. “Not if he didn’t know him.”
I nodded. “It’s not unlikely that it is someone you know. In most cases, it is someone close to the family.”
It was such a cliché and sounded even worse as it left my lips. Still, it was the truth, and we had to look at this possibility first.
Mary scoffed. “That’s what you said last time too. But Odell wasn’t close to the family. We didn’t even know him.”
I swallowed, then exhaled. That was another thing that I hadn’t liked about our case against him. But Odell was formerly convicted of having molested children. He was staying at the hotel at the time of their disappearance, and we did find Maggie’s swimsuit in his room. He argued that he had stolen it from her mother’s bag to have a memory of her, but the prosecutor and the jury never bought that. Neither did I. On top of it all, Odell had been seen near Blue Hole Lake in Key West, where the body of Blake washed up a few days after they disappeared. His truck was parked by the lake, and he was fishing there. Other fishermen testified to having seen him there regularly. In court, he had laughed at this and asked if it was illegal to fish now because he didn’t get the memo. Odell had been mocking them all through the trial like it meant nothing to him, and I had been convinced that meant he was guilty.
Had I just been fooling myself?
Doubt had started to nag in the pit of my stomach, and it wasn’t a pleasant feeling. It was painful for me to open this can of worms. If Odell wasn’t our guy from back then, then who was? And had he been roaming out there for the past ten years, pleased with himself for having gotten away with double murder?
Yes, doubt had found its way inside my mind, but I couldn’t let Mary and Peter see that. So far, there was nothing in this guy’s methods that told me it was the same—except the fact that he had chosen the same family.
“There’s something else,” Peter said suddenly, sounding like a light gasp was caught in his throat. “Something I just remembered.”
I looked at him, narrowing my eyes. “And that is?”
“Cole mentioned having met a secret spy last night before I tucked him in. He said he had met a real secret spy by the pool.”
My eyes grew wide, and my pulse quickened. Mary breathed raggedly. She could barely look at her husband.
“Why? Why didn’t you tell me this, Peter?”
He threw out both his arms. “I don’t know. I guess I didn’t think much of it. Kids say a lot of stuff. Cole talks constantly; I don’t know what he says half the time. I can’t treat everything like something bad is about to happen.”
It was obvious that Mary was fighting her increasing rage. She pulled away from him on the couch and dug a wedge between them.
“You didn’t think much of it? How could you not think much of it when Maggie said the exact same thing on the day she disappeared? How can you be so…so…?”
She stopped herself. I had known and seen the Marshalls through what I believed to be the toughest time in their life, and I had not known them to ever point fingers at one another. They had stood together through it all the first time, but now, I saw something in Mary’s eyes that I hadn’t before.
I saw a hint of blame.
“To be completely honest, I thought he was just making it up,” Peter said. “I kept thinking that it was strange, but also that this sort of thing couldn’t possibly happen twice. Besides, the guy was in prison about to be executed; it couldn’t be the same guy who had murdered Blake and Maggie. That was impossible, so it had to be a coincidence, right?”
He rose to his feet with a deep sigh, then walked to the window, rubbing his forehead. I got up too to grab a cup of coffee from the cart that the hotel personnel had rolled inside the room. Brad pulled me aside.
“What are they talking about? This is news to me.”
“One of the twins, the girl, Maggie, told her parents she had met a secret spy by the pool. It was one of the things that was never told to the public.”
Brad looked down at me, his eyes growing wide.
“Does that mean…?”
“That we caught the wrong guy?” I asked, trembling slightly at the very thought. I had been so sure back then. “It’s definitely a possibility. Or it could mean that this guy has profound knowledge of our investigation back then. Either way, it doesn’t look good if you ask me.”



Chapter 16
THEN:
The woman at the restaurant was called Pamela. Pamela worked with Roy’s dad, and they had known each other for years, Roy quickly learned. Just as he also quickly learned that she wasn’t going to go away anytime soon. After that dinner at the restaurant, she seemed to show up in all kinds of places, like when Roy’s dad asked if he wanted to go to the zoo with him, she was suddenly there…what a coincidence. And now she had brought her two-year-old daughter along with her.
“How fun that we should meet like this,” Pamela said with a light shrug as she narrowed her eyes in a smile.
Roy wasn’t amused. Especially not by the small child who kept running around, giggling goofily, and grabbing his legs when they were eating lunch outside at the little grill in the middle of the zoo.
“Aw, she likes you already, Roy,” Pamela said.
“Well, she is such an easy child,” his dad said and leaned close to Pamela’s face. The way he smiled when looking at her made Roy’s stomach turn to knots. “Always happy, isn’t that right, Roy? She’s just such a thrill to be with.”
Pamela leaned on his shoulder with a soft sigh, and Roy wanted to throw up. He ate his burger while staring at them, and not once did either of them look at him. Instead, they stared at the little girl, who was feeding bread to the birds by throwing it at them, giggling cheerfully, and dancing with joy.
What does she have to be so happy about? He asked himself while sipping his Coke through the straw.
“Look at her spin,” his dad cheered and clasped his hands together. “Just look at her; I can’t believe how cute she is. She is the most adorable thing I have ever seen. Isn’t that right, Roy? Roy?”
Roy glared up from his fries when his dad finally looked at him. The look in his eyes was of disgust, and Roy’s shoulders sunk.
“What?” Roy asked.
His dad scoffed, then turned to look at the girl again. The sight of her spinning around and then falling on her behind made him laugh out loud. The girl laughed too, and Roy decided to go to the bathroom. He got up and walked to the back of the building. Just as he turned the corner, he looked back at the three of them and realized they hadn’t even seen him walk away.
When he returned, the three of them were taking a picture together; his dad had asked a passerby to take it for them.
“Say cheese.”
The girl said something that barely sounded like a word, and both of them clasped their hands and got all excited about it. Roy went back to his seat and sat down heavily.
“How long are we going to stay here?” he asked. “Can we go home soon? I’m kind of bored.”
Pamela’s smile froze as she looked at him and nodded. “Sure. We can go now. I have to put her down for a nap anyway.”
On their way to the car, Roy’s dad pulled him aside.
“You’re not even trying, son. The least you can do is try to be with the rest of us.”
“Why?” he asked.
His dad’s expression went sour. “Well, since you’re asking, I might as well tell you right away. I was going to wait for a better time, but I might as well say it now.”
“Say what?”
“Pamela and I are getting married. I proposed to her, and she said yes. They’ll come live with us after the wedding. That’s why I want you to try a little harder. We’re going to be a family, and you better start behaving if you want to be a part of it. I will not have you ruin my happiness. Do you hear me?”
With that, he walked past Roy toward their car, dangling the keys in his hand. Roy stood behind, staring at his father’s back, then shook his head.
“Whatever,” he said, then put his headphones back on and pressed play on his Walkman, turning up the sound so loud he knew his dad could hear it while they drove home, knowing perfectly well it drove him nuts.



Chapter 17
SHE HAD ARRIVED. The agent from ten years ago, Eva Rae Thomas, was with them now in the room, helping on the case. It was all going the way it was supposed to so far.
Everything was falling into its rightful and beautiful place.
He looked at her old picture from the articles that were written back then about the case. She had gained maybe ten-fifteen pounds, probably from the children he had read she had given birth to when stalking her on Facebook. She had gotten bangs, that was new, but the rest of her red hair was pulled back in a ponytail, just like it had been back then, and she had gotten a few lines around the corners of her eyes. They looked good on her, though. It matched her eyes that were older and seemed heavier. He guessed it was because of all she had been through. Getting a divorce and having to quit your job had to be tough. Especially since her husband had cheated on her with another woman, and she hadn’t even seen it coming.
It was a lot to deal with.
His heart had almost skipped a beat when he saw her. The boy was still passed out from the sedative he had given him earlier and was sleeping quietly. He had placed him in a cabinet in the room, then left to take part in the fun activities downstairs. Just in case anyone entered his room, they wouldn’t find him. He had him wrapped in a blanket, so he wouldn’t even be seen if anyone opened the closet.
They had already searched the rooms before he brought the boy in, but they might come back. He didn’t take any chances.
The boy hadn’t been much trouble to take. He spotted him by the pool while going down the lazy river, then waved happily. As he came by the second time, they waved to one another again and the third time too. The fourth time, he had signaled for the boy to come to the edge, and he had done so, smiling. He had then handed him a lollipop, dipped in the sedative. As the boy sat with him by the poolside for a few minutes and ate it, he soon dozed off. He could carry him away, making it look like a father carrying away his son that had dozed off after hours of playing in the sun and heat. It wasn’t unusual in people’s eyes.
People were so gullible.
He had taken him to his car in the parking garage underneath the resort, where he had injected another portion of the sedative into him to make sure he stayed out for longer and didn’t realize what was going on around him. Then he had left him in the car for a few hours while he joined the search teams until they were done searching the hotel and the rooms. By then, he was able to easily walk down into the parking garage and grab the kid, then carry him inside the elevator and take him directly to his floor and his room. He hadn’t met anyone on his way, and he knew they had no security cameras in the elevators, hallways, or the parking garage underneath the building. People wrongfully assumed that hotels and resorts had cameras everywhere monitoring their guests’ every move, but the fact was, most didn’t. Usually, they only had cameras where money was exchanged. But even that wasn’t usually covered well either. It amazed him that they didn’t take better care of their guests. But it was all to his advantage.
It’s a terrible world we live in—so much evil.
He laughed to himself while he walked down the hallway, yet keeping a serious face as he nodded at the deputy from the local sheriff’s office walking out of the Marshalls’ hotel room.
The deputy shot him a friendly smile and greeted him back.



Chapter 18
BEING out in the middle of the night proved to be a lot scarier than Jessica had thought it would be. She walked down her street, through her neighborhood, heart pounding in her chest, worried that this was a mistake, that it was doomed to be a failure from the get-go.
She took the bus from her neighborhood to downtown Tampa, and as she got out, she looked at her watch that could light up in the darkness and realized it was one in the morning. There were still many hours till daylight, and the bus she needed to take to Orlando wouldn’t leave until four a.m.
She walked past a bar, where some people standing outside whistled and yelled after her as she passed them. It made her feel very uncomfortable, and she began to run. She continued down the street till she thought she was far enough, then slowed to a stop. She rested while panting, leaning on her thighs.
Everything looked different in the darkness, and even the tall buildings that she used to love so much were creepy—all those dark windows glaring down at her. She stared up at them and remembered a story she had read recently about a girl who was walking out at night alone when she was attacked and murdered.
Jessica shivered when a van drove up next to her on the street. She started to walk, and the van slowly followed her. The person sitting in it was nothing but a shadow. Jessica felt her heart rate go up rapidly, and she walked faster. The van, still following her, drove up on her side, and someone rolled down the window. The person looking out at her had a big crooked nose and piercing black eyes.
“Hey there, pretty girl. Where are you going? Do you need a ride?”
“N-No, thanks.”
“Are you out here all alone?” he asked.
She shook her head. “N-no.”
“Sure looks like you are to me,” he said. “You a runaway?”
She shook her head again.
“Don’t lie to me, pretty girl,” he said. “Ain’t no one out here at this time of night but the homeless and runaways. A girl like you shouldn’t be out here now; she should be sleeping in a bed. Come, jump in the van. I can help you out.”
Jessica backed up, still shaking her head.
“Don’t make me come and get ya’,” the man said, grinning.
That made Jessica take off. She turned a corner and ran into a park. The van stopped, and the door opened. The man with the crooked nose jumped out, then sprang after her. Jessica screamed and ran across the park. The dark trees looked like they were reaching for her with their long branches. She ran as fast as she could, pushing herself forward, but still, the guy from the van was faster. She could hear his rapid footsteps behind her, tapping on the asphalt, and soon she felt his hand as it reached for her ponytail, then grabbed it and pulled her back forcefully.
Pain shot through her scalp, and she flew back, then landed on the asphalt, hurting her back as it slammed against the ground below.
Jessica screamed and put her arms up to protect herself like she knew to do when Dad beat her up. The guy stood above her, lingering. He was panting, but smiling as he brushed away a lock of his greasy combover that had fallen into his face.
“You’re coming with me,” he said.
“No, please,” Jessica whimpered, her heart pounding so hard in her chest it hurt. Why had she run away from home? Why couldn’t she just have stayed where she was?
The guy lifted her, kicking and screaming, into the air, then carried her on his shoulder toward the white van. He placed his hand on her mouth when she was put down inside the van, and he stared into her eyes as she squirmed beneath him. His eyes were black as the night; his breath smelled like rotten fish. His hands touching her lips tasted like cigarettes.
“Shh, if you’ll keep quiet, I won’t harm you, okay? But if you do scream, I will kill you. Do you understand?”
Jessica panted and struggled to breathe behind his hand. She knew from experience that fighting him wouldn’t get her anywhere. It was the same with Dad when he got in that mood and the punches rained down; it was best to lie still till he was done. Fighting him only made things worse.
“Do you understand?” he hissed.
She nodded behind the hand, and the guy smiled satisfied.
“That’s good, my girl. You and I are going to have a great time. Just you wait and see.”
With those words, he slammed the door shut and walked to the front seat, got in, and took off.



Chapter 19
WE SET UP OUR “WAR-ROOM” inside the Marshalls’ suite, while they rested in the bedroom. The Marshalls’ close friends, James and Brittney Cork, who lived only about half an hour away, had come back from searching the area, and now they were drinking coffee on the couches, looking exhausted and worried at us all.
I worked for hours, running on nothing but black coffee and the cookies they had brought us. I logged into the system and got all my old case files from back when I worked the case for the FBI as a field agent. Most were stored in boxes in Washington, so I had to do with what was digital until they could get the boxes here.
I had talked briefly to the director, Isabella Horne, who was also my good friend, and she begged me to lead the case. Brad was very inexperienced in the field, and I would be doing her a huge favor; besides, I knew the Marshalls better than anyone. She was beyond grateful for my willingness to help, especially since she knew I had turned my back on all of this when I decided to take care of my kids instead. I agreed to do it if I got free hands to run it the way I wanted to.
“Just get me the kid back,” she said with an exhale, knowing I didn’t always play by the rules.
I got the list of suspects that we had interrogated back then in Key West, then handed it to Brad. “Could you check each and every name on this list to see where they are today? Find out where they live, if they are on vacation anywhere close by—maybe checked into a hotel around here, or have they been seen in the area recently—stuff like that. I want to know exactly where each and every one of them is right now, at this moment…if they are sleeping or awake, and what they had for dinner.”
Brad nodded and grabbed the list. “I’m on it.”
“I also need someone to check all the phone calls the parents made in the days up until now. Who have they been talking to? We must consider them as possible suspects. Could there be an associate, someone helping them? If the mom killed the boy accidentally, for instance, then how did she get rid of the body? Could she have had help? Ask around, have either of them left the resort while they were here. Have they had any visitors? I need to know every move they have made since they got here. Chances are that the people at the resort won’t know; this is a big resort with many people coming in and out every day. But ask them anyway.”
“Got it.”
I returned to my own computer and sat back down with a fresh cup of coffee, then looked at the clock. It was three a.m. There was still a long time until sunlight broke, and we could get out there and search for Cole again. I prayed a silent prayer that he was just hiding in a bush somewhere, where he had maybe fallen asleep, and that he would show up in the morning. But I knew it was a long shot. The fact that he had met someone who told him he was a secret spy rubbed me the wrong way. It could hardly be a coincidence that both he and his sister had met a guy who said those exact words, could it?
Dang it, he’s still out there, isn’t he?
I kept wondering about this and how anyone from the outside could know about this particular part if they weren’t the same guy. I was so certain it was Odell that had said that to Maggie that day at the pool. He was a guest at the resort with them and had been seen by the pool that morning when Maggie met this guy, and he had told her that he was a secret spy.
“I think I found one,” Brad suddenly said from behind his screen.
I turned to face him.
“Found one?”
He turned his laptop so I could see the picture. I recognized the guy in the picture immediately.
“Emmeret Schultz. I’ll be darned. He worked at the resort in Key West as a lifeguard and was a registered sex offender who managed to hide it from his employer when applying for the job.”
Brad nodded. “Today, he owns a small tire shop; guess where?”
“Here in Orlando?”
“Bingo. As a matter of fact, it’s right around the corner from here, just a few miles to the east on Oak Ridge Road.”
I rose to my feet and grabbed my phone.
“Let’s go pay the guy a visit.”
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WE DIDN’T TAKE any chances. We brought a local team with us, and I had Isabella make sure we had a warrant to search the place. The fact that he was a registered sex offender was enough. I didn’t even have to add the fact that he was also a suspect ten years earlier.
Warrant in hand and Kevlar vest on, I knocked on the door to the apartment above the tire shop that he had registered as his address.
“Mr. Schultz? This is the police. Please, open up.”
I looked at Brad standing next to me briefly, then knocked again. It was always a balance when to move in. You wanted to give the guy a chance to get out of bed, get dressed, and open the door himself, but at the same time, he could be getting rid of important evidence if we waited too long.
“Mr. Schultz, I need you to open the door right now, or we’ll open it for you,” I yelled. “Don’t make us knock down the door.”
Still nothing but silence. I looked at Brad, then nodded. He signaled the team, and someone kicked in the door. It flew open, splintering in parts, and the team moved in. Seconds later, one of them returned.
“Place is cleared.”
“And Schultz?”
He shook his head. “It’s empty.”
We walked inside to take a look for ourselves, putting on plastic gloves. I walked directly to his bedroom and opened the door. The place was disgusting, but the bedroom was the worst. Clothing was lying everywhere; old pizza boxes were in stacks amid plates that should have been cleaned a long time ago and still had leftovers on them; flies buzzed around the old dried up food.
The bed was a mess, and the drapes were closed. I turned on the light and looked around. I picked up a piece of clothing, then threw it on the bed. I went to the drawers and pulled them out, then rummaged through their contents. I found old pictures and old keys that probably weren’t any use anymore, along with coins and pens. I spotted his computer on a desk and handed it to a guy to secure it as evidence. Other than that, it didn’t seem like there was much there.
Until I spotted something blue poking out from the floor, then I reached down and picked up the clothing item, then held it in the air as Brad came inside.
“What’s that?”
“Looks a lot like a pair of blue trunks, doesn’t it?” I asked. “Size eight years old?”
He gave me a look. “Like the ones Cole was wearing when he disappeared?”
I nodded. “Could be.”
I placed the trunks in a plastic bag and put it with the rest of the evidence. I then went through all the closets and small spaces where one might hide a kid, continuing for at least another hour, then gave up.
“If he has the kid, then he’s not here; that’s for sure,” Brad said, coming up to me. “We’ve combed through the entire apartment and the shop downstairs. No other sign of the kid being here.”
“He might have taken him somewhere. Put a search out for his car,” I said. “I want him found before morning.”
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BRAD and I hurried back to the hotel room and knocked on the door to the Marshalls’ bedroom. Peter opened the door, and we walked inside, holding the bag with the trunks inside of it.
“I am sorry to burst in like this,” I said and showed them to Mary. “Do you recognize these swim trunks?”
She sat up. Her eyes were bloated and red. I guessed she hadn’t slept at all. I know I wouldn’t be able to in a situation like this.
She looked at the bag, then turned it in the sparse light. Seeing this, Brad went to the light switch and flipped it. As the light came on, she gasped.
“Are they his?” I asked, sounding harsher than intended, but I was in a hurry to get this confirmed. If they were Cole’s shorts, then we had some real hard, solid evidence to nail the guy on.
She looked up at me, eyes wide and teary. “I…I’m not sure, but it looks a lot like them…I think.”
“I need you to take another look,” I said. “Are these the trunks Cole was wearing when he disappeared?”
She stared at them, biting her lip, then showed them to Peter. “They are his, aren’t they? Honey?”
He sat next to her, grabbed the bag, and turned it. “Yes. I think they’re his.”
“You think?” I asked.
“I…can’t say I am one hundred percent certain, but it looks a lot like them.”
“It’s the same brand, same size, and the same color,” Mary said. “I think they could be his, yes. Where did you find them?”
“Thank you,” I said and grabbed the bag from between their hands, then walked out with the phone clenched to my ear, calling Isabella.
“Parents confirmed it; they are Cole’s trunks.”
“We need to find this guy, then,” she said.
“I’ve got all the men on it. Local law enforcement all around us is receiving his picture as we speak and will be on the lookout. He can’t hide anywhere. We’ll get him.”
“I love your optimism, and I wish I shared it. Don’t forget that this guy could be smarter than we think. If it was really him back then as well, then he managed to get away with killing two little children right under your noses.”
“Thanks for rubbing it in,” I said.
“I didn’t mean to. It’s just…be careful with this one, okay? Don’t let him trick you again.”
“I won’t. I’m getting the boy back in his mother’s arms before sunrise.”
I hung up, then stared at the display, wishing I shared my own optimism. I remembered interviewing Schultz ten years ago, and he had been a real sleazeball. I couldn’t wait to get my hands on him, but I also knew that Isabella was right, and it annoyed me greatly. If Schultz was able to get away with this ten years ago, chances were he wouldn’t just walk into our hands. He’d make sure to be hard to find.
The question was whether we could get to him before he killed the boy if he hadn’t already.
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THINGS HAD GONE quiet in the suite, and so he snuck back up to his room. Agent Thomas was working on her computer, along with most of the other agents, when she wasn’t on the phone. They had a possible suspect that they were searching for, and that meant they weren’t looking at him or searching the hotel again, which suited him very well.
He slid the card in the holder, then opened the door to his room upstairs and snuck inside. He walked to the closet, then pulled the door open. The bundle was in there, left untouched. He reached inside and grabbed it in his arms, then carried the sleeping boy over and put him on the bed. Carefully, he unwrapped him so that he could see all of him. A shiver of delight went through his body as he watched the boy.
He looked so much like his mother—the same straight nose and slim face. He didn’t resemble his brother Blake much but was the spitting image of Maggie.
Beautiful, beautiful Maggie.
He looked at the pictures from the old articles again on his phone, using his fingers to zoom into her face. What a gorgeous girl. Almost as beautiful as Cole on the bed. He stared down at him, wondering how long he could hold himself back. He looked at the area around his neck and felt a deep desire stir inside of him to just finish him off here, now. But it was too early. This wasn’t the time. Yet, he couldn’t stop himself. He leaned over and kissed the boy on the cheek. He smelled heavenly. The boy blinked his eyes and looked at him.
“W-where am I?”
He smiled, enjoying those worried blue eyes staring up at him. He needed a haircut soon as his bangs were falling into his eyes. He lifted his hand and swept them away, so he could better see him. Then he stared at the throat and imagined where he’d place his hands.
“Mommy?” the boy said.
“Shh,” he said and placed a finger on his lips.
The boy’s eyes stared at him, his small lips vibrating slightly while he tried to hold back the tears.
“We’re gonna play a little game. Are you ready for that, Cole?”
“I don’t want to,” he said defiantly. “I want my mommy.”
“I know. I know. But right now, we’re going to play a silent game, okay? If you want to say something, you have to whisper. Can you do that for me?”
“I don’t want to.”
“Oh, maybe not, but you have to.”
The boy stared at him, and he recognized that same look that Maggie had in the old pictures that her parents had let the newspapers print back then. He couldn’t believe he was about to recreate the magical moment from ten years ago.
He leaned forward and whispered in the boy’s ear. “You better do everything I tell you to. You don’t want to end up like your brother and sister, Blake and Maggie, do you?”
The boy’s eyes grew wide, probably from all the stories he had been told over the years of what happened to his siblings. Then he began to cry, sobbing heavily while speaking with as low a voice as he could: “I don’t want to die, please. I’ll be quiet; I promise.”
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THEN:
They decided to have the wedding in the backyard of their house. On the big day, Roy’s home was changed entirely. There were people everywhere he looked, most of them he didn’t even know. They were decorating, removing things, putting flowers on all the tables and in all the corners, even in places Roy knew no one would ever see. Pamela was in charge of it all, bossing people around, telling Roy’s dad they’d never finish it in time, that there was so much to do, there was no time for him just to sit around and drink coffee. Meanwhile, her small annoying daughter was put in Roy’s arms, and he was told to keep an eye on her while the grownups were busy getting ready.
Roy didn’t want to be a babysitter; he wanted to play his Gameboy, so he gave her a bag of chips and put her on the floor so she would be busy for a little while, even if she made a mess on the carpet. Meanwhile, he tried to play his game when she—apparently bored by the chips—staggered toward him, reaching for his Gameboy.
“No,” he said and pushed her away. “This is mine.”
He picked up one of her toys and gave it to her, but she had her heart set on the Gameboy in his hand and kept grabbing it. She looked up at him, giggling. She was pretty in her little pink dress with flowers on it. She was supposed to be a flower girl, and he would walk up the aisle with her, him carrying the ring, her carrying a basket of flowers, looking adorable, and everyone would go oh and ah and clap when seeing her cute face. Meanwhile, they’d all ignore the clumsy no-good teenage boy who was with her.
While staring at her now, as she was grabbing his Gameboy and pulling it, Roy didn’t see anything cute about that little monster. All he saw was snot running from her nose and little piglet eyes staring defiantly back at him like she knew she owned him from now on, that she ruled his very existence.
He pulled it out of her hand and held it high in the air.
“No!”
The sound of the no made her face crumple, and seconds later, the girl burst into tears. Roy didn’t feel pity for her and let her cry. He knew the grownups fussed about her when she made even the slightest sound, but not him. The girl had to know that she wasn’t going to get her way, at least not when he was around.
Roy turned his game back on and played for a few seconds while the girl continued to cry. She came up to him, her cheeks red with agony and anger, screaming into his face aggressively while still trying to get the game from between his hands. Roy simply lifted it too high for her to reach, and she tried hard to stand on her tippy toes to get it from him, but he didn’t let her.
Then his gaze landed on that little soft spot underneath her chin, the area under it where the skin was silky smooth. For one quick second, he wondered how long it would take to make her shut up if he placed his hands around it and just squeezed.
“No!” he said again, then rose to his feet so she couldn’t reach for the Gameboy anymore. That made the girl throw an even worse fit, and Roy felt the anger rise in him to a boiling point when the girl suddenly laid eyes on something else and forgot all about the game. She reached for his Gatorade on the table, and he let her have it. He was done with it anyway. The girl took off the lid, then poured the drink all over her face and spilled it onto her pink dress.
A second later, Pamela stood in the doorway, staring at her daughter’s dress, saturated in red sticky Gatorade. Her face went pale, and her lips became tight like had she just eaten something that surprised her by being sour.
“What’s going on?” his dad said, coming up behind her. Then he spotted the girl in the dress. She was smiling widely from ear to ear, the area around her mouth turned red from the drink.
“Are you kidding me, Roy?” his dad said. “All you had to do was keep an eye on her, and you let this happen? Are you deliberately trying to sabotage the wedding, huh?”
Pamela put a hand on his chest.
“Mark, it’s not his fault.”
“Of course, it is. He’s fifteen now; he should be able to look after a little girl. But he doesn’t want to. He just wants to ruin everything for everyone. It’s in his nature, just like his mom. Now, get dressed. Guests will be here in fifteen minutes. Do you think you can manage that? Or is that too much for you too?”
With that, he turned around and left. Pamela grabbed her daughter, and they all left his room. Roy sat down, biting back his tears.
A few minutes later, he walked down the stairs, dressed for the wedding, hair combed back the way his dad liked it when he noticed that all the pictures of his mother and him were gone from the walls by the stairway. So were the ones by the fireplace in the living room.
There wasn’t one single picture of his mother left anywhere.
Outside, the guests had started to arrive, and he could hear his dad greeting them, welcoming them, while Roy stood inside, clenching his fists so hard that his nails dug into his skin in the palm of his hands, and the blood dripped onto the floor below.
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AS DAYLIGHT CAME BACK, the hotel suite was soon buzzing with activity again. A cart with breakfast: scrambled eggs, bacon, pancakes, yogurt, and fruit along with fresh coffee and croissants was brought in. The Marshalls tried to eat, but Mary only drank coffee while their friends, James and Brittney Cork, sat with them.
I grabbed a quick plate with a little of everything and filled up on fresh coffee. I called Matt to check if he was up. He was on duty today, preparing a drug sting at the port that he had been working on for months along with the sheriff’s office. They were getting ready to make their move soon, and he couldn’t wait.
“I miss you here with me,” I said, walking into the hallway to talk in private, the phone clenched against my ear.
“I miss you too. You all right?” he said, his voice sounding sleepy.
I sighed. “I will be once we find Schultz and the boy. They can’t be far away.”
“And you’re sure he’s your guy?”
I scoffed and rubbed my forehead underneath the bangs. During the extended quarantine from the Coronavirus, I hadn’t been able to go to the hairdresser, and I desperately needed something new to happen, so I had cut my own bangs. It looked awful, and I never could get them straight, but Matt loved it and said it really brought out my eyes. Christine had then wanted me to cut hers as well and dye her hair pink, so I had done all that. And much to my surprise, she had liked it, and amazingly enough, I had lived to tell about it.
“We found the trunks, so I have to assume he has him.”
“But does he fit the profile?” Matt asked. “I bet you have this guy profiled, am I right?”
“I don’t know Schultz enough to be certain,” I said, trying to cut him off. I didn’t want to have this conversation now. I wanted Schultz to be found and him to have the boy, so this nightmare could be all over. “All I know is he’s a registered sex offender, he was there ten years ago, and he had the trunks. That’s enough for me.”
“But is he smart enough?” Matt asked. “You interviewed him back then, so you must know him a little, right?”
I growled loudly into the phone. “Stop it, will you, Matt?”
“Stop what?”
“I’m trying to find a kid here, and I haven’t slept much. I’m not in the mood for all of this.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to criticize your work or to bother you,” he said. “I was just wondering.”
I exhaled and closed my eyes briefly. “I know. You mean well. I’m just under a lot of pressure here. Listen, I’ll call you later, okay?”
I hung up, feeling a headache growing. I stared at the phone, then thought about what Matt had said. Why had I gotten so mad when he said it? Why had I reacted the way I did?
There was only one explanation, and it wasn’t one I liked. Yet the traitorous doubt in my mind kept popping up and nagging me like it had done all morning. I didn’t want to admit that I didn’t fully think that Schultz had the kid. I tried to convince myself he did, but I didn’t believe it.
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“I KNOW we’ve asked you this over and over again,” I said and looked into Mary’s exhausted eyes. I had asked her to answer a few questions before she and Peter went back out to search for Cole in the nearby areas.
“But I’m asking you to try once again. Can you think of anyone who might want to harm you?”
“But I thought you knew who he was?” Mary asked, her lower lip quivering slightly. “I thought you were looking for that guy…what was he…the lifeguard from back then? He had the trunks? You said so yourself last night that you believed he had taken Cole and that you were looking for him?”
“We are,” I said. “That hasn’t changed. All the law enforcement out there is searching for him. I just don’t want to waste any time in case it isn’t him who has taken Cole—in case there is someone else, someone we haven’t thought about. It smells a little like revenge. One time could be a coincidence, you being in the wrong place at the wrong time, but twice? It’s beginning to seem like an act of deliberately wanting to hurt you and your husband. You’ve become a target somehow. I need to understand why.”
“I…I don’t know,” Mary said. “As I’ve said before, I don’t know why anyone would want…”
“Could Emmeret Schultz have a revenge motive?” I asked. “Do you know him from somewhere?”
I showed her his photo from his driver’s license that we had pulled from the DMV. It was the same photo we had sent out to all law enforcement agencies in the entire state of Florida. Even the coast guard had been alerted, despite the fact that we were pretty far from the coast. He could have tried to escape by boat, trying to go to the Bahamas. And since he had last drowned the twins in a lake, we knew he might want to take Cole to some type of water. I knew they were getting the marine patrols ready to put out boats and divers in all of the lakes and rivers nearby, and the Coast Guard had told us they’d be patrolling along the Gulf Coast by Tampa and the East Coast by my home town, Cocoa Beach, up to Daytona and down as far south as Ft. Pierce. There would be choppers patrolling up and down any nearby coastal areas, and the police on land would turn each and every stone. The pay toll booths on the highways were instructed to keep an eye out for the vehicle and anyone looking like Schultz or Cole. Even gas station owners had been emailed the photos and told to contact us if they spotted them. All local TV stations were given the photos as well this morning and would be airing them all day if necessary.
I was making sure the guy couldn’t lift an eyebrow without me knowing about it.
“I remember him from the pool ten years ago,” she said, looking at the photo. “I remember him being there in the morning. I also remember him talking to the twins on several occasions while they swam—mostly to tell them to be careful by the edge of the pool or telling them to stop running. He did talk to Maggie one day for a longer period of time. I don’t know what they talked about, but back then, I figured it was okay since he was, after all, a lifeguard.”
“Could he have been the one who told her he was a secret spy?” I asked.
Mary shrugged, then looked briefly at Peter like she expected him to confirm what she was saying, but he stared into his coffee cup between his hands, his fingers tapping nervously on the sides.
“Honestly, I don’t know. She just said she had met a secret spy; that was all. She never said who told her this, and we never asked since we just thought it was her imagination.”
“It could have been him,” I said. I was grasping for anything pointing toward Schultz. I knew this to be true and did it anyway because I so desperately wanted him to have Cole. But the fact was, something was missing.
A motive.
Mary nodded. “Yes.”
She stared at his picture, touching it with her finger. A hint of a frown grew between her eyes.
“Come to think of it…” she trailed off, then pulled the picture closer.
I looked at her intently, waiting for her to finish the thought.
“Huh.”
“What is it, Mary? Do you remember something?”
“Those eyes,” she said and tapped at Schultz’s eyes in the picture. She lifted her gaze and looked at me. “I do think I have seen them somewhere before.”
I moved to the edge of my chair. “Where, Mary?”
She bit the inside of her cheek while looking down at his picture. “A boy. I think I know him from when I was a child. Oh, God, I think he might…I think he tried to…”
“What, Mary, what?”
“I haven’t thought about this for years, but when I was about thirteen years old, a guy who was a couple of grades above me tried to grope me. I was riding home from school on my bike, and he came from out of nowhere, then pushed me into a bush where he tried to…fondle me. I screamed, and an adult who was passing by helped me out and reported the boy. He was a senior, so he must have been eighteen by then. I told the police what had happened, and I never saw him again, and I tried to forget about it. I can’t believe I didn’t remember it was him last time. Oh, dear Lord, Eva Rae, do you think he’s trying to get revenge for what happened back then?”
“He probably got into a lot of trouble for it,” I said. “It probably went on his record too, and next thing, he became a registered sex offender. Can’t have made his life easy.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying I was missing a motive for this guy to target you and Peter the way he did, and now you have provided just that. He probably believes you ruined his life that day, and when he saw you ten years ago with your happy family at the same resort where he worked, he might have decided to make sure to ruin your life too. He could be determined not to let you have any happiness, so that’s why he took Cole as well. It could be the explanation. Thank you, Mary, you did very well. I wasn’t sure it was Schultz till now. I couldn’t make it fit properly with the cruelty of the action of doing this to you twice, but now, I can.”
She nodded as Peter sprang to his feet. “I can’t stand it anymore. Can we please just go look for our child? He could, after all, still be out there somewhere, not knowing how to get back to us.”
I nodded, recognizing the need actually to do something when your child is missing. It was only natural, even though it was believed he was kidnapped and had not just wandered off.
“Of course,” I said. “I’m done for now and will make sure this is put in the records. You did well, Mary.”
I reached out and squeezed her hand gently. Their friends, James and Brittney Cork, got up to leave with them when the door to the room sprang open and Brad came inside, holding his phone in his hand. He looked at Mary and Peter, then raised his hand to stop them.
“I’m afraid I can’t let you leave.”
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“WHAT’S GOING ON, BRAD?” I asked.
“Let’s go sit down; shall we?” he said, directed at Mary and Peter. “We need to have a talk.”
“I want to go look for my son,” Peter said, his voice growing shrill with anger. He puffed himself up. “We have waited for daylight for hours.”
Brad exhaled. “I understand, Mr. Marshall. But we need to talk about this. Could you please have a seat?”
There was a short power exchange between the two men that filled the room, but the depth and rigor of Brad’s voice made Peter Marshall back down. He growled, dissatisfied, then walked back to the couches. His wife followed him and sat next to him.
“W-what is this about? Eva Rae?” she asked.
I shrugged. “I haven’t been informed. Let’s just hear what Brad has to say.”
“Yes, please, enlighten us. What can possibly be so important that my wife and I can’t go search for our son?” Peter asked.
“I understand your frustration,” Brad said and sat down with his laptop. He tapped a few times, then turned the computer so they could see the screen.
“This was published this morning in USA Today.”
He handed me his phone, so I could read through the article. It was written by Fischer, of course. He had been a nuisance back then ten years ago as well, constantly writing stories about the Marshalls, making them look guilty in their own children’s disappearance. Back then, I had found him as repulsive as I did now. I couldn’t imagine how terrible it had to be for the Marshalls—not only to lose your children but then being accused of having killed them on top of it. Of course, they were suspects; all relatives and people close to the children were in the beginning, but nothing in our investigation pointed at them. And it didn’t now either. Of course, I knew that it would come, that some of the papers would write these stories. It was the easiest conclusion right now since this had happened for the second time. It had to have to do with the parents, right?
It was just too easy for my taste and a little too sensational.
I skimmed through the entire article, then looked up at Mary, who sat with a hand covering her mouth, reading through it all as well. I handed Brad back his phone.
“Why didn’t you tell us, Mary?” I asked. “We should have known this.”
She looked up. Her gaze held mine for a few seconds. I tried to remain calm. I wasn’t sure she could bear being yelled at right now, even though I was angry at her for not being straight with us. I had to tread carefully so she wouldn’t break down completely. She was a wreck right now, hanging on by a thin thread. I couldn’t be the one to push her over the edge.
“Why didn’t you tell us you’d been under investigation for suffering from Munchausen by Proxy?” I continued. “From a disease that makes you harm your own children? You didn’t think that was important to tell us with what we’re trying to deal with here?”
She shrank in her seat, her shoulders slumping. She looked so fragile; I felt like she could have snapped just by me looking at her too harshly. Her eyes hit the table in front of her, and she shook her head.
“I…I didn’t think it was important,” she said. “Since it wasn’t true.”
A frown grew between my eyes. “What do you mean it wasn’t true?”
“It was something the doctor made up,” Peter broke in, “because he was angry with Mary. She ran to him constantly because she was worried about Cole. It’s only natural when you have lost two children that you’d be worried about the third one, the only one left. Mary was terrified because of having lost Maggie and Blake. Every little cough or anything out of the ordinary that Cole showed signs of would make her take him to the doctor. Eventually, he got tired of her and said he believed she was being hysterical. He accused her of hurting Cole on purpose because she came running with every bruise the boy got…because she needed the attention, he said. Cole suffered a great deal from stomach issues, and the doctor suspected that Mary had given him a laxative to make it look like he was sick. Once the investigation started, we were separated from Cole for a week while he went to live with our friends James and Brittney. This was before they moved to Florida. The idea was to see if his condition improved or not while being away from his mother, and it didn’t. We later found out Cole was just lactose intolerant, and that was why he had stomach issues. It was all just a misunderstanding and a doctor who thought Mary was being hysterical, which—if we’re honest—she was. But rightfully so when you’ve lost two children before.”
Mary sent Peter a grateful smile and put her hand on his arm. He tried to smile in an attempt to comfort her.
“Okay,” I said and looked at Brad. “We’re going to have to speak with some of the doctors who were involved back then. But right now, I’m gonna need you two to stay in the hotel room. No matter whether it is true or not, the story is out, and that means every reporter and probably a lot of people who have read the story will all think you hurt Cole somehow, Mary. It’s gonna be ugly if you step out there. They’re gonna follow you everywhere and ask you all the nasty questions they can come up with. That goes for you too, Peter; they’ll be all over you.”
Mary exhaled and looked at Peter, then nodded. “Of course. We’ll stay here.”
Their friend, James, came up to us. “Brittney and I will go out the back door and search. They don’t know who we are. They won’t follow us.”
Peter looked up at him and smiled. “Thank you so much for all you do.”
“No problem.”
They left, and Brad pulled me aside. I poured myself some fresh coffee while he stood close to me, speaking with a low voice.
“I’m not sure I buy it. What do you make of this?”
I sipped my cup. “I don’t know. I can’t help thinking that if Mary suffered from Munchausen, then Maggie and Blake would have shown signs of it as well. There would have been doctors coming forward back then telling the same story. Try to put yourself in her shoes. The fear of losing another child must have been overwhelming.”
“You’re making a valid point there,” he said. “I just…it’s hard not to think that something has to be very much off here if something like this happens twice, right?”
“I spotted something way worse in that article,” I said, swallowing, hoping the caffeine would kick in fast. I was feeling the effects of not having slept all night. I was getting too old for this kind of life. For a second, I envied Brad his youth. His eyes were still vibrant, and he showed absolutely no signs of having lacked sleep.
“What do you mean?” Brad asked.
“The reporter described our “war-room” in detail, how we were sitting in the Marshalls’ luxury hotel suite by our laptops, working all night, drinking coffee, even the cookies we had been served by the hotel. That can only mean he was in here at some point, and we didn’t notice. The question is, who let him in?”



Chapter 27
THEN:
Roy preferred to stay in his room. No one seemed to miss him much when he did, and even though he could hear their voices downstairs, laughing and having a great time, he pretended the best he could that they didn’t exist, that he lived alone. He couldn’t wait to move out one day and get a place of his own. He’d hang up pictures of him and his mother on the walls, and he’d play music as loud as he wanted to and not have to turn it down at eight because the little one had to sleep.
The Little Maggot, he called her when no one was listening. He even said it to her face, but she didn’t seem to mind. She just giggled as usual and whined…oh, the constant whining. It drove him nuts.
The Little Maggot seemed to like him, though. She’d come staggering into his room from time to time—without knocking, of course—laughing, trying to say his name. Roy didn’t understand a word that little creature said, and he didn’t want to either. He just wanted her gone, out of his life. He hated her more than anything in this world. She was everything that was wrong with his life. Ever since she came into his house, nothing had been the same. Ever since she showed up, his life had been miserable.
Gosh, he hated her.
He saw how his dad looked at her, and how his eyes changed when looking at Roy. To him, Roy was nothing but trouble. He had been called to the school several times now because Roy had gotten into fights, and one day, he was caught with a pack of cigarettes in his backpack during a random inspection. Roy’s dad had stopped even yelling at him or asking him to better himself. He just took him home and told him he was grounded, then left. It made no difference to Roy. He had no friends to hang out with anyway, and spending time in his room was hardly a punishment. He could deal with his dad’s anger if he’d even get that from him. That would at least be something. But he didn’t get anything at all—only the occasional look of disapproval, or the clicking of his tongue and shaking of his head. If it hadn’t been for Pamela stopping him, his dad would have thrown him out long ago; he was certain of it.
One night, when he went to the bathroom late at night, he overheard them speaking with low voices in their bedroom, and he snuck up to the door that was left ajar and listened.
“I don’t know what to do about him,” his dad said. “I’ve tried, Pamela. I’ve tried to include him from the beginning; you’ve seen me…I tried so hard at first. But it’s like he doesn’t even want to be a part of the family. He just gives me that look and walks away. I don’t know what to do.”
“Give him time. It’s a lot to take in…losing your mom and then getting a new family. It’s not easy on him,” Pamela said.
“I feel like I’ve given him all the chances in the world. But his mother spoiled him. I told her back then to stop, but she wouldn’t listen. The boy slept in her bed while I had to sleep in the guest room until he was eleven years old; can you imagine? Do you know what that does to a boy? He’s completely destroyed. I’m certain that she ruined him by doing that. That’s not how you raise a strong independent boy, in my opinion. And now it’s too late. I give up.”
“Don’t say that, Mark. He’s your son.”
He sighed. “I never really felt like he was. Roy was hers, you know? They were so close that there was no room for me. Every time I look at him, he reminds me of her, and I can’t stand it. She made my life miserable for so many years. I was never happy with her like I am with you. I don’t want to be reminded of that awful time of my life. She was sick, so I couldn’t leave her, or I would have done so many years earlier. But you don’t leave someone who is struggling with cancer, do you? I had to suffer through those years, and he reminds me of that. That’s why I can’t stand looking at him or having him around.”
Roy stared through the crack in the door and saw his father put a hand on Pamela’s stomach with a deep exhale.
“I’m ready to start over. Luckily, we have another boy coming. Hopefully, this time, it’ll be better. I know I’m going to do differently by him. I’m ready for a second chance.”
Pamela chortled, and his father put his head on her stomach. “Thank you for making me so happy,” he almost groaned. “You and this baby here make me happier than I ever thought I’d be, happier than I have ever been. With her, I never was, you know? She never made me happy the way you do, and I am not going to let anything or an angry teenager get in the way of that. That’s for sure.”
“Don’t say stuff like that,” Pamela said with a whisper. “What if he heard you?”
That made Roy’s father laugh. “That would be the first time Roy heard anything I said. He never listens; all he does is play Gameboy. He never listened to me, even when he was younger; he just hung on his mother’s skirts. I messed up with him, Pam, I really did. But not this one. With this boy, it’ll be different. I promise. We’ll be so happy once he gets here.”



Chapter 28
MARY’S former doctor was all over the news this morning, getting his fifteen minutes of fame, talking about her and how sick he believed she was, and how he definitely believed it was possible she could have harmed all her children.
“He’s not allowed to talk about his patients like that,” I said and turned the sound off in the suite after listening to him smear poor Mary, who had gone back to the bedroom to rest. “He’s breaking his confidentiality agreement.”
“He’s retired now,” Brad said. “Guess he feels he has nothing to lose.”
“They ought to sue him,” I said. “The Marshalls should.”
“I think Peter is talking to his lawyer about it as we speak,” he said and nodded toward Peter, who stood by the window, phone clutched against his ear. “I found the breach, by the way—a local boy, Deputy Woods. He admitted to having let Fischer in last night. According to Woods, Fischer paid him a hundred dollars to let him walk inside. It was a busy time when many people came in and out, so he slid in without being seen. We sent Woods home. Sheriff Blair will deal with him. “
“Good work. But it can’t happen again.”
My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I pulled it out as Brad went back to work. It was the director.
“Isabella?”
“Eva Rae. What am I watching on the news right now? Please, explain?”
I exhaled. Of course, she reacted to this. “It was a misunderstanding from a few years ago. It was investigated back then, and nothing came of it. The kid was lactose intolerant, but the doctor thought she was harming him, giving him medicine to make him sick, to get in contact with the doctors. It wasn’t the case.”
“But it does make her look like a suspect,” Isabella said. “Are we investigating her as such?”
“Not right now, no. We’re still searching for Schultz. I hope to hear from local law enforcement soon. It can’t be long before he’s caught.”
“I am aware of that, but what if he doesn’t have Cole?” she asked. “Then we’re gonna look like idiots because we didn’t look at what was right in front of our own noses. The media is going to slaughter us.”
I sighed and looked at Peter, who was obviously fuming with anger as he spoke to his lawyer. This wasn’t exactly what the two of them needed right now, this extra pressure on top of not knowing what happened to their son. I was especially worried about Mary. We risked that this would break her.
“I need them questioned as suspects, Eva Rae, do you hear me?” Isabella said. “We have to react to this. Separate them and grill them till we’re absolutely sure neither of them took the boy.”
I nodded. I knew it would come at some point; I had just hoped to be able to postpone it, and maybe—just maybe—we’d get to Schultz beforehand, and it wouldn’t be necessary at all. Naturally, it wasn’t going to be that easy.
“Of course. I’ll see to it being done.”
“Keep me updated.”
“Will do.”
I hung up, then looked at Brad, who was eating one of the croissants that had come up with breakfast. Seeing him eat, I felt a pang of hunger, then grabbed one myself. I almost swallowed it whole, then grabbed two more.
“What did the director want?” he asked and washed his down with coffee. I did the same, then looked up at him.
“She wants the Marshalls separated and questioned as suspects. Tell Peter to get that lawyer of his over here asap, then make sure it is done. But keep it respectful. Please tell them to be gentle with Mary, okay? She’s fragile.”
“And what about you?” he asked. “What are you going to do?”
I grabbed my purse and put my phone inside.
“I’ll pursue another angle.”



Chapter 29
“AT LEAST THIS one looks better than your last one.”
The blinds were closed inside the dirty condo. The guy looking down at Jessica smelled of alcohol, cigarettes, and sweat. Behind him, more men sat by computer screens in the living room, while smoking. On the table, more than a dozen phones rang, buzzed, and vibrated constantly. Girls wearing almost no clothes came and went between the rooms.
The guy who brought her there, the one with the crooked nose, leaned forward and grabbed her shirt. He ripped it off of her, and she was left sitting on the dirty, stinky couch, only in her bra. The guy with the cigarette dangling from his lip nodded.
“She’ll do.”
Jessica was then dragged into a room and asked to sit on a red satin sheet on the floor. The guy pulled off her jeans as well and threw them in the corner. Jessica cried, covering herself when a camera on a tripod was brought in, and the guy with the cigarette took pictures of her.
“That’s it, sweetheart. Yes, look sad; pout at the camera. I like that, yes.”
The camera clicked endlessly, and the sound made Jessica feel sick to her stomach.
“From now on, we shall call you Ramona,” he said from behind the camera. “You’re Ramona from Poland, yes?”
Jessica stared up at him while trying to cover herself with her hands, tears streaming down her cheeks.
“Where am I?” she asked.
That made the guy with the cigarette laugh. He took a few more photos, then let go of the camera. He leaned over her, placing his hairy hands on her shoulders.
“You, my darling, is everywhere and nowhere.”
“I need to go somewhere,” she said. “It’s important.”
That made him laugh again.
“Do you, now? Well, you’re not going anywhere for a long time, sweet girl.”
She looked up at him. The smoke from the cigarette stung her eyes. “But…I have to. It’s important, please.”
The guy slapped her across her face. Jessica fell backward from the force of the slap and landed back on the satin sheet. He pointed at her.
“You belong to me now. This room here is where you live and breathe. It’s where you eat and sleep, and where you perform your duties. You do as you’re told.”
A video camera was carried in by the guy who had taken Jessica in his van, and she was told to sit in the middle of the satin sheet. The guy with the cigarette looked in the viewfinder, then pressed a button.
“All right, little girl. This is it. You’re live now. Cry or pout, do what you want, men will pay to look at you anyway.”
The two men then turned around and left, closing the door behind them. Jessica sat in front of the camera, crying, not knowing what to do. She cried hard for at least an hour or so, not so much because of herself and the situation she had wound up in, but more because of the boy. With her being stuck where she was, there was no way she’d be able to save him in time.



Chapter 30
FLORIDA STATE PRISON, commonly known as Raiford Prison, was located in Bradford, a two-hour drive away from Orlando and housed one of the state’s three death row cell blocks and the state’s execution chambers. It hadn’t been in use since August last year when Gary Ray Bowles was executed for the murder of six men in 1994, also known as the I-95 killer since most of his victims lived close to the Interstate Highway. It was also known for having housed and executed the famous Ted Bundy.
This week, they were preparing it for the execution of Mike Odell for the murder of two children ten years ago—the very guy I had helped put away.
Now, I was facing him again, sitting in a small room with barren walls, separated only by a table between us. When he was brought in by the guards and he saw me, he smiled. Seeing that smile, I was immediately pulled back to that time when we had questioned him over and over again. He had worn that exact same smile like he carried a secret and that we’d one day learn what it was, only to regret it for the rest of our miserable lives.
“If it isn’t Agent Wilson,” he said as he had sat down, his chained hands rattling.
“It’s Thomas now,” I said.
“Right. Because of the divorce. How is Chad, by the way?”
I exhaled tiredly. “He died last year, but somehow I get the feeling you already know that.”
That made him giggle. His pale skin pulled back around his mouth and revealed his teeth that hadn’t grown less yellow while on the inside.
“I have a lot of time to keep track of old friends and their lives,” he said. “He was killed on Amelia Island during a hurricane, huh?”
“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said. “That’s not why I’m here.”
“Of course not,” he said. “Because it was your fault he got killed, right? People get themselves in trouble around you, Eva Rae Thomas. That’s what you do. You bring misery into their lives.”
“Cut the games, will you? You only have a few days to live; try and make yourself useful.”
He leaned back. The chains rattled. “Ah, and help you find the boy, I assume.”
“Yes.”
He leaned forward again. His piercing gaze felt like it could cut through my bones.
“And just how do you suppose I should do that?”
“Maybe, just maybe it could be in your own interest,” I said.
“Feeling the doubt nagging, are we, Agent Thomas? Are we having a bad day because we might have put the wrong criminal behind bars?”
I bit the inside of my cheek. There was nothing I’d rather do than keep this guy behind bars. But I had to look at the facts, and right now, it looked a lot like the guy who had taken Cole was the same as the one who had taken the twins back then. That meant Odell had been telling the truth all along.
On the other hand, it did come awfully convenient just a few days before his planned execution. I kept wondering if this guy could have orchestrated this entire charade from his prison cell, to make us doubt his guilt and maybe pardon him.
“You know there are ways for us to find out who you’ve been in contact with from the outside, don’t you?” I said. “We know who visited you, and I’ll be getting the list as I leave here. We also know who you call and will be in contact with them. If you somehow got someone on the outside to kidnap Cole, then you might as well tell me so now. If you help us locate the boy, then maybe I can get your sentence reduced to prison for life instead of execution.”
He stared at me, his eyes hollow and dark. “We both know you’re in no position to do that. I’m not biting, Thomas. Gotta bait me better.”
“All right,” I said. “You called my bluff; now, I’m calling yours. I don’t think you’re smart enough to orchestrate anything like this. I think you want me to think so because then maybe we’ll keep you alive at least till the boy is found. I still believe you killed Blake and Maggie, but we both know this guy is just copying you, right? How did he know about the secret spy? I mean, we both know you were the one who told Maggie that you were a secret spy. You’re the one who told us about it when we took you in. You said you had spoken to the girl at the pool and she had asked about your name and then you told her it was a secret. Then she asked you if you were a secret spy. You told us all this in the very first interview we conducted with you. But no one knew about it. How did the kidnapper get this information?”
Odell laughed and shook his head at me again. “I also told you I didn’t kill the children, remember? Over and over again. I might have wanted to touch Maggie, to lay my hands on her tiny body, but I never did. Someone else did. I was just framed for it because I like to go fishing at the very same lake where they were found. Because I spoke to the kid and maybe stole her swimsuit to have a memory of her. I didn’t kill her. I am not a murderer. The thing is, I wouldn’t have killed her. I would have kept her with me as my slave. I would have had my fun with her for a very long time.”
Odell laughed. His voice was low like a rumble while he moved in his chair, restlessly like a snake.
“But now you’re wondering if he struck again, aren’t you? How does that feel, Agent Thomas? To have sent an innocent man to prison and death row? To steal ten years of someone’s life? How do you sleep at night, huh? Like a baby? How do you look at your own reflection in the mirror, huh? You like what you see? ‘Cause I don’t like what I am looking at right now. Your face makes me want to throw up. You ruined my life, Thomas. You destroyed it. And now you have the audacity to come here and expect me to…to help you out? The boy is dead, Thomas. Just like Blake and Maggie are. Because you got the wrong guy. The irony of it is almost sweet if it weren’t for the fact that I’ll be killed in three days.”
I slammed my fist onto the table in front of me.
“Then help me find this guy, dang it. Then you’ll probably go free if it turns out he also took Blake and Maggie. Don’t you see that? Tell me who you ever told about the secret spy detail. Who did you tell?”
Another smirk grew across his nasty face. I really hated this situation more than anything. I wanted Odell to remain behind bars. I knew of his attraction to children, which he had admitted to me back then when I interviewed him. He had cried and told me he had it under control, but yes, that’s what he was, and we had found child porn on his computer. For that alone, he would have gone to prison, but if he were pardoned now, he’d be a free man. A sexual predator, yes, and a registered sex offender, but free to roam and glare at children on our playgrounds and beaches.
It made me feel sick.
“All right,” he said, smiling. “I’ll play along. I did tell one person.”



Chapter 31
THE BOY WAS WHIMPERING while he filled the tub with water. He felt the temperature as it poured down from the faucet. The boy was sitting on the bed. He could hear him whimpering even though the boy tried to suppress it. When the water reached the edge, he turned it off.
He stared into the clear water where he was certain someone stared back up at him from under the surface. The eyes were looking at him accusingly. Tears spilled from his own eyes as he looked at the body in the water and the face looking back at him, the eyes torn in disbelief like were they asking him: Why? Why did you do it?
“I don’t know,” he whispered.
He wanted to tell the child in the water that he was sorry, but he couldn’t because he wasn’t. Now, as he stared into the tub, another face appeared next to the first one. Both sets of eyes stared up at him just like they had done in those last seconds before they died, while he held them under, pressed their small faces under the surface and kept them there till they stopped jerking.
“I don’t want to take a bath.”
He turned his head quickly and saw the boy standing in the doorway.
“I don’t like baths.”
“Go back to the bed,” he said while everything screamed inside of him. All the voices yelled at once.
Do it now! While they’re all looking for him downstairs. Grab him and push him under the water. Hold him till he doesn’t move anymore. Send him to the others. They need their brother; they demand to have him!
A burning, warm sensation rushed through him and overwhelmed him. He panted agitatedly, and his nostrils were filled with the sweet stench of death. It was like he was burning up from the inside.
You have to do it. You must do it now!
He rose to his feet, hurried to the boy, and placed a hand over his mouth. The boy’s big blue eyes stared back at him with deep fright while he undressed him, then carried him to the tub. The boy was crying but didn’t disobey him by making loud noises. He smiled and caressed his hair gently, then kissed his forehead before placing him in the water, supporting his head as he slid him under. As his face was pushed down under the surface, his eyes shot wide open, and he began to fight. But of course, he was no match for a grown man. The warm water caressed his arms and elbows as he kept his tight grip on the boy, and he jerked underneath the water. He took in every second of it, holding his breath while the magic happened, while death had its way.
“Only a few seconds longer, then it’ll be all over,” he whispered to the water while the boy’s spasms became fewer and fewer. “Then you’ll be with the others. Then you’ll finally have peace, my boy.”
The boy’s jerks became less frequent and less forceful as his body soon gave up. He stared at him in the water as the surface grew still, and he looked into the boy’s eyes, sucking out the last of the life from him. The faces of the others appeared behind him, and he smiled at the sight of all of them together.
“There you go,” he whispered. “Give up. Let them take you now. They’ll bring you home.”
He stared into the water, paralyzed by the sight of the boy when a voice came up behind him.
“Sorry, sir, I didn’t know anyone was in here. Do you wish to get fresh towels? Sir?”
He turned to look at the small woman in the doorway, holding the white towels in her hands.
“Sir?”
He let go of the boy, then turned his head and got up to cover the bathtub, hoping the woman didn’t see anything, trying to block her view. He could, after all, be in the middle of drawing himself a bath.
He forced a smile and narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing her.
How much had she seen?
“I thought I put a Do not disturb sign on the door.”
The woman was in distress. “I am so sorry, sir; I didn’t see that. I don’t know where my head is at today. I am so sorry. I did knock and yell, but no one answered, and I assumed that you…”
She paused and glared at the tub behind him, just as the water moved, and the boy sat up with a loud wheezing gasp. The boy coughed up water.
He stared at the woman as she smiled uncomfortably. He could tell that the hands holding the towels were shaking.
“Again, I am so sorry, sir; I didn’t know you were in the middle of…I’ll just leave the towels here and then come back and clean later.”
The woman turned on her heel fast after leaving the towels on the toilet. The boy was gasping for air in the tub as the woman suddenly rushed out of the bathroom, hurrying toward the door.
He followed her closely with his eyes.
She knows who the boy is. She saw him. She recognized him. Of course, she did. His face is all over the place. She’s going to tell. Of course, she is. She’ll run directly down and tell them downstairs if you don’t stop her. She’s too much of a risk. It’s too dangerous. You must stop her.
Ignoring the crying and coughing boy, he leaped after the woman and reached her right when she had her hand on the handle and had pulled the door open a crack. He pushed the door shut forcefully, then blocked her way. The small woman gasped and looked up at him.
“Please, sir, I…”
“You what?” he asked. “You’re going to tell me you have children? You’re going to appeal to my humanity by telling me you have little ones in the hope that I won’t hurt you?”
Her big brown eyes stared up at him. He could tell her pulse was quickening and that she was terrified by the small vein in her throat that was popping out.
“Yes?”
He shook his head.
“I am sorry. It’s not gonna work.”
As he said the last part, he punched his fist into her nose. The woman flew back and landed on the carpet. He towered above her, then leaned down and placed both hands on her throat. He tightened his grip and closed his eyes, then held it till she stopped gurgling.



Chapter 32
“IS HE READY FOR ME?”
I rushed inside the hotel room. I had been on the phone with a state trooper on my way back, who told me that a car very much like Schultz’s was seen speeding on I-4 toward Orlando and taking the exit to the hotel on the night Cole disappeared. The state trooper went after him, but he got away when the trooper got the call about the missing Cole Marshall, and he had to respond to that instead. This told me Schultz was in Orlando at the time of the disappearance. I hadn’t given up the possibility of him having Cole, even though my visit with Odell had taken me in a completely different direction.
“I put him in the bedroom,” Brad said. “The Marshalls agreed to this.”
I nodded. “Good job. Will you assist me?”
“What’s going on?” Mary asked, getting up from the couch where she was sitting, biting her nails when I entered. “Why do you have that man in the bedroom?”
I smiled. “Just trying another angle. We’ll question him now.”
Her eyes went fearful, and she hugged herself, rubbing her shoulders. “You think he has taken my boy?”
“I don’t know, Mary. But I have a lead on this guy, and I must follow up on everything if we’re going to find Cole.”
She nodded nervously. She seemed even wearier than when I had left. I couldn’t blame her. The clock was ticking, and the chances of finding Cole alive were getting smaller by the minute.
“How did the questioning go?” I asked Brad as we grabbed ourselves some coffee and a pastry to silence our screaming stomachs. “Of the Marshalls?”
Brad shrugged. “As expected. We went through every detail of the day again, and there was nothing that seemed off. We questioned them separately and compared their stories. They matched perfectly.”
“You don’t believe they took the boy?” I asked and dipped the pastry in my coffee to moisten it up and ate it. It was still pretty dry.
“Nothing points in that direction, no,” Brad said.
“But what does your gut tell you?”
He exhaled and took another bite of his pastry, then chewed and swallowed. “That’s a tougher one.”
“How so?”
“I guess because it happened twice. It just doesn’t seem possible, you know? To be this unlucky, and then there was the article this morning, the one saying she hurt her child deliberately, that she was sick and all that. It’s hard not to be suspicious of them, you know?”
I nodded and finished my pastry, then washed it down with coffee. I made a refill to take with me into the bedroom. I had asked Brad to take the guy in there for us, but it didn’t hurt for him to sweat a little. I needed him desperate.
“You ready?” I asked Brad as I put my hand on the door handle.
He nodded, and I opened it. A set of dark green eyes looked back at us from the chair he was sitting in. To say he looked angry would be an understatement.
“Finally,” he growled. “Could someone please tell me what the heck is going on here? I don’t have time for this. I have a deadline to make.”



Chapter 33
THEN:
Everything was about the baby. It was all they talked about when Roy was there, and also when he was in his room upstairs and could hear them through the door. The baby this, the baby that. They made a nursery upstairs and bought so many things that they could barely fit in there. No matter where Roy looked, something reminded him of the coming arrival of their new son, the one who was supposed to be better than him.
The Little Maggot didn’t seem to understand much of what was going on. She was still oh, so adorable and had all the adult attention as soon as she was in a room. No one looked at Roy, no one really spoke to him except for Pamela, who now and then would notice him sitting there, then say something to him, like, “Don’t you think, Roy?” just to try and include him in the conversation. He didn’t like to admit it, but she was the only one who seemed to care slightly about him, and for that, he resented her less than he did in the beginning.
Two weeks before her due date, Pamela wasn’t feeling well and needed to go see a doctor. Roy’s dad was at a business conference in Las Vegas and so when Pamela needed to go to the doctor, he called and spoke to Roy.
“You have to take her. I don’t want her driving in her condition. Can you do that?” he asked.
“But, Dad…I just got my license, and I was planning on going over to Tommy’s house today.”
Tommy was a friend Roy had made in high school. Roy’s dad didn’t care much for him since he both smoked and swore a lot, but Roy was happy to finally have a friend, someone to hang out with, especially someone like Tommy, who actually understood Roy. Tommy’s parents were divorced, and he lived with his drunk dad, who beat him whenever he got the chance. Just like Roy, Tommy was an unwanted kid.
“Roy, I am giving you a chance to redeem yourself here. You never help out with anything at home; you barely even talk to any of us. All we get from you are angry grunts or sarcastic remarks. This is your chance to do something for others for once. Take it. Show me you care about anyone besides yourself. For once, Roy, do the right thing.”
Then, he hung up. Roy stood with the phone in his hand, staring at it, hands shaking. What he wanted to tell his dad was that he was still nervous about driving and, therefore, may not be the best person to be driving around with a pregnant woman. It wasn’t because he didn’t want to; it was because he didn’t dare to. He didn’t want to risk anything. But at the same time, he knew his dad was right. With her high fever, Pamela was in no condition to be driving. The little Maggot was at a friend’s house, so he couldn’t even use her as an excuse and say that they couldn’t leave her alone at the house. There was no sufficient excuse. He had to do it.
He walked to her bedroom and knocked, then opened the door cautiously. She was lying on the bed in the darkness. He could hear her moaning something. It sounded like his name.
“Roy?”
“Pamela?” he said and walked closer. He stood by the side of the bed. “You need to go see a doctor. I’ll take you there. Come.”
She lifted her hand in the air, and he helped her get up from the bed. He let her put her arm around his shoulder and leaned on him as they walked down the stairs and into the car in the garage.
“Thank you, Roy,” she said as they were in the car, and he opened the garage door, then started the engine. Nervously, he stepped on the accelerator and backed out of the driveway, his hands shaking on the wheel.
He didn’t even see the semi-truck as it roared toward them, coming up from behind just as they swung onto the road. It wasn’t till it honked its horn with a deep rumble that he realized what was about to happen.
And by then, it was too late.



Chapter 34
HE STARED down at the woman below him. She lay completely still, her eyes staring dead into the air. He found no pleasure in seeing her die except for the fact that it served to keep his secret.
What do I do now? They’ll find out she’s gone. They’ll come looking for her. They’ll come here.
He bit his cheek, then felt the woman’s wrist to make sure there wasn’t a pulse. He couldn’t feel anything, so he placed two fingers on her throat, but still nothing. The woman was dead, completely gone. She wouldn’t be able to tell anyone what she saw; that part was good.
But then what?
“I have to think,” he mumbled under his breath. “I have to figure this out.”
The boy was crying loudly in the bathroom now, and he left the woman to attend to him before he alerted the entire hotel. He rushed into the bathroom, where the boy had crawled out of the bathtub and was lying wet on the tiles.
“Shh,” he said hissing.
He then grabbed the boy in his arms and placed a hand over his mouth. But the boy wouldn’t stop. He kept crying behind his hand, and there was no stopping it. In the end, he got so tired of it that he slapped him across the face. He needed the boy to be quiet now so he could think. He needed to figure out what to do about the dead woman by the door. How could he get rid of her body? Could he hide it in the closet like he had the boy?
He decided that was what he’d do for now. But first, he’d have to silence the boy. He couldn’t have him reveal his whereabouts.
He walked to his suitcase in the bedroom and found the syringes. He filled one, while the boy still wailed in the bathroom, hoping they wouldn’t hear it downstairs. Luckily, this was a family resort, so many other children could be crying like this. Hopefully, they wouldn’t take any notice of it at all.
But maybe they would.
His hands shaking, he filled the syringe, then rushed to the boy, placed it on his skin, and emptied its content into his small arm. The boy wailed again as the prick was felt, and he held his mouth tight, holding him down till the drug did what it was supposed to, counting backward. The boy became limp in his arms, and, finally, he could relax. He wrapped the boy in the blanket again and placed him on the bed, then went to the dead woman and knelt next to her. He grabbed a sheet from the closet, then put it on the floor before rolling the dead body onto it and wrapping her up. He lifted her with much effort, then walked to the closet to put her inside. But her body was big. He couldn’t close the door. He tried again, but it kept knocking against her, even when he tried to turn her to the side.
Agitated, sweat springing to his forehead, he looked around to see if there could be someplace else that he could put her.
There’s gotta be some way. It’s just a body, for crying out loud.
That was when he remembered something, something really important.
“Her cart. Cleaners in hotels have carts. It’s gotta be outside.”
He opened the door, peeked out to make sure no one saw him, then spotted the cart parked in the hallway. He grabbed it, then pulled it back into the room and closed the door behind it. Panting nervously, he looked at the cart, then at the woman when an idea shaped in his mind.
He put the woman inside the cart, completely hidden under the dirty towels, then rolled the cart down the hallway. He placed it inside the elevator and pressed the button to make it go up before exiting the elevator again.



Chapter 35
“WHAT AM I DOING HERE? Why did you ask me to come in?”
I sat down on a chair in front of Fischer, and Brad pulled one up as well, then sat down, crossing his long legs with a sigh.
“We just have a few questions we need to ask you, Mr. Fischer,” I said, forcing a smile.
“Am I a suspect?”
“You’re not,” I said.
“That depends on your answers,” Brad added.
“We just need some clarification on a few things that I have come across,” I said.
He sat up straight, then looked at me, scrutinizing me. “Okay. I can do that.”
“How did you come across the knowledge of Mary Marshall being accused of harming her own children?”
He frowned. His tone was flat, cold. “I never reveal my source, but since you already know who he is, then…”
“I know you got the details from the doctor, but how did you come across the information in the first place?”
He smirked.
“I’m not gonna tell you."
"You've been awfully busy smearing the Marshalls,” Brad said.
“Both then and now,” I added. “You’ve written a lot of articles putting the suspicion on them. It seems kind of, what’s the word I am looking for…?”
“Desperate,” Brad said, leaning forward.
“Yes. Like you’re trying very hard to put the blame on them—convicting them in the eyes of the public. Why is that?”
He stared at me, then scoffed. “Because I believe they’re guilty. I think they hurt their children, no more that I think the mother did. I think she’s sick, and you’re refusing to see it. Think of this. On the night when the twins disappeared, Mary went to check on them. According to the police report, she said she went to the bedroom, then out on the balcony, and then she ran downstairs right away to tell her husband. Why didn’t she search the rest of the suite? Why didn’t she look in the master bedroom first? The kids could have snuck in there to play. They could have been hiding in the closets because they feared getting in trouble for jumping out of bed. She didn’t even check the bathrooms. What did she do? She went straight downstairs, and then what did she do? She told Peter that someone has taken the children. Those were her words. How did she come to that conclusion so quickly? Other explanations seemed more plausible at the time. They could have run off. They could have gone to the pool, or run down the hallway to play with the elevators. How did she know that someone had taken them?”
“She already told the police that she felt it in her heart. Her instinct told her something had happened to them.”
“I ain’t buying it,” he said. “I can’t believe you are. Especially not now that she’s done it again. But she’s not fooling me.”
“She was scared and made the conclusion in fear. It was rash and irrational, yes. It doesn’t mean she’s guilty of harming them. But I have another theory. Your interest in making Mary look bad could also indicate another thing,” I said.
“Like what?”
“Maybe you’re trying to push the attention away from the real kidnapper,” Brad said. “Trying to distract us.”
A deep frown grew between his eyes as he looked at me, then at Brad.
“What’s really going on here? Are you seriously accusing me of having hurt those children?”
He didn’t seem to notice that there was a vagueness to his voice. It almost sounded like he doubted himself.
I shook my head. “I’m not, but have you?”
He shook his head and rubbed his stubble. I could tell he was getting stirred up now. His usually so composed exterior was failing him.
“This is ridiculous.”
“Can you tell us where you were yesterday afternoon and evening, particularly around five o’clock when the boy went missing?” I asked.
“I was at home. It was my day off.”
“Anyone with you?”
He shook his head. “No. I live alone.”
“If it was your day off, then why did you show up out here before everyone else? You were the first one to arrive, the woman at the front desk in the lobby told me. At least twenty minutes or so before the others. How did you know about the disappearance earlier than every other reporter in the area?”
“Because I have my sources,” he said, reaching out his hands in a nervous gesture. “One of them called me and alerted me to this happening, and I knew in my heart I needed to be on it. I was there ten years ago, and I have always believed those parents were involved somehow.”
I nodded and wrote it on my notepad that he had no alibi. Then, I lifted my eyes and met his across the room. He took another deep breath, and the silence in the room stretched out. It was obvious Fischer felt hot and uncomfortable.
“You wrote a portrait of Mike Odell recently for your newspaper. When the date of his execution became known, you did an article about him. Odell then told you something that no one else knows except for him and the people involved in the case. He told you that the girl, Maggie, talked to him before she was kidnapped by the pool the same morning and that he told her he was a secret spy.”
“Yes, and?”
“You never put that in your paper, why not?”
He shrugged. “I didn’t have room for it. I only have a certain amount of words available for me in the paper. I have to leave out a lot of interesting stuff all the time. It’s called Kill Your Darlings. I’m sure you’ve heard about it.”
“But it was something that no one else had been told,” I said. “Doesn’t that make it interesting enough?”
“Maybe, but I didn’t think it was. Listen, I’m sick of this. I don’t have the time. Tell me, am I a suspect because, if so, I’d like to talk to my lawyer, please.”
I leaned forward. “Yesterday, Cole met a guy who told him he was a secret spy only hours before he disappeared. It’s hard to believe it’s a coincidence that someone said the exact same thing to Maggie right before the twins disappeared.”
“What does that have to do with me? I fail to understand this logic. Can you please explain?”
He looked at me expectantly. I could see the muscles flex in his jaw as he clenched his teeth.
“I knew about it; Odell knew about it; the Marshalls knew about it, and you knew about it. You see where I’m going now?”
Fischer’s face grew pale. His shoulders sagged as he shrunk into his chair. When he spoke next, the pitch of his voice was raised.
“I think I’d like to call my lawyer now.”



Chapter 36
I HAVE to find a way to escape. I have to get out of here.
It was the longest night of Jessica’s life. Even longer than the night when Dad had broken all the plates and thrown the chair out the window, then locked the door so none of them could run away.
She was lying on the silk sheet, curled into a fetal position when the door opened, and the man with the cigarette burst in.
“No, no, no. Up. Up.”
He grabbed Jessica by the hair and pulled her up to standing position. Jessica cried out in pain while the man looked at her.
“You’re gorgeous. Men pay to see you, so you do as told, you hear me?”
He pulled her hair again, and Jessica screamed, then nodded.
“Good girl,” he said, leaning close to her face so she could smell the alcohol on his breath. “Now, dance for the camera. Dance.”
The man still held her hair tight in his hand, and Jessica tried to dance, tried to move her body underneath his tight grip. She was whimpering and sobbing but managed to move her body enough for him finally to let go of her. She sank to her knees, and he bent forward, holding his hands on his knees. Smoke emerged from between his lips and filled the room.
“That’s it. Now, keep dancing. Look sexy, huh?”
He grabbed her chin and lifted her head so she’d look him in the eyes, then he smiled. Jessica felt so worthless.
“Please,” she said. “Please, let me go.”
That made the man laugh. The cigarette was pulled out shortly, and he stared down at her, then pointed at her with the cigarette between his fingers.
“I know what to do.”
He walked to the door, then yelled something in what sounded like Russian, then turned to look at her again. A tall blonde girl came to the door, wearing lingerie.
“Come, Nadja, you help this girl. Show her how it is done.”
The girl walked close to her, then grabbed her hands in hers and pulled her close. She spun her around. She grabbed her by her waist and whispered in her ear: “Dance. If you want to live, you dance now. You hear me?”
Jessica swallowed, then did as she was told. She let Nadja swing her in front of the camera while Nadja played with her tongue against her lips. She grabbed Jessica from behind, touching her breasts, and licked Jessica’s cheek while looking into the camera.
“Yes, yes,” the man grinned. “Show girl how it is done. Now, you dance together.”
The man left, leaving a thick trail of smoke in the air. Jessica breathed raggedly and stifled her tears while she followed Nadja’s lead. Nadja kept acting for the camera, grabbing herself and moving in fluid catlike movements, and Jessica tried to follow. But it was hard, and after a few minutes, Jessica fell to her knees, unable to fight her tears any longer.
“No, no,” Nadja said and grabbed her arm. “They are watching you on their screens in the other room. You must continue.”
Jessica looked up at her, eyes filling. “But I can’t. I have to get to Orlando somehow. Someone’s life is at stake. I have to save him. I have to find the woman with the red hair.”
Nadja grabbed her arm and pulled her upright. “We all had somewhere to be before we ended up here. All the girls you see here are supposed to be somewhere else. And someone’s life is at stake here, little girl. Yours. If you don’t do as they tell you, they will hurt you. I have seen it many times, little girl. You do as they tell you, and you’ll be fine. But if you don’t, then who is going to save you, hm?”



Chapter 37
TIME WAS PASSING TOO FAST, and I was beginning to get seriously anxious for the boy. While we were waiting for Fischer’s lawyer to arrive, I was talking to Mary, holding her hand, and assuring her we were doing everything we could right now. They were still searching for Schultz, and we knew he was here in Orlando at the time of the disappearance. There was an alert out for his car and him. I had sent Brad and a team to Fischer’s apartment here in Orlando with a warrant to search it. Maybe that would lead to something…hopefully, a sign of the boy.
“There are still search parties out there,” I added, trying to help her unease. “They’re combing through the wilderness with sniffer dogs and the neighborhoods close to the resort. They’re talking to every person who might have seen something. Everyone in all of Florida knows your boy is missing and what he looks like. Someone is bound to see him and report it to us.”
“He must feel so alone,” she said, rubbing her hands excessively. “At least Maggie and Blake had one another till the end. Cole has no one. He must be so scared and crying for me.”
“Where is Peter?” I asked when realizing I hadn’t seen him in a while.
“He went out to join James and Brittney. I told him to go,” Mary said. “They took him through the parking garage downstairs, where the reporters wouldn’t see him. He said he’d have to deal with them if they did see him. I can’t blame him. He can’t just sit here when he could be out there searching. I desperately want to go too, but I know I couldn’t face the media frenzy right now. I just hate sitting here, doing nothing but waiting.”
I nodded and sipped from my water bottle. I knew I wouldn’t be able to just sit here like this either.
She lifted her gaze, and her moist eyes looked up at me. “I just have this feeling that he’s not far away, you know? I feel like he’s so close still. It’s strange. Just a little while ago, I was so certain I heard him cry, but then it was gone. I think I might be losing it. I fear I’m going insane. But then I think that maybe it won’t be so bad. I mean, it can’t be worse than losing three children. Nothing is worse than that.”
She paused, and I let the silence fill the room between us. There really were no words that would suffice at this moment. I had called Isabella and told her about Fischer, but she still insisted that we look more closely at the parents. The media was out there, painting an awful picture of Mary.
“If that child turns up dead, we’re sending her to death row. I don’t care what you say, Eva Rae,” she had said.
“Don’t believe everything those vultures write or say on TV,” I replied. “There’s still nothing in our investigation that points toward her.”
“Sheriff Blair might disagree,” she said. “He just held a press conference where he told the reporters that we are looking into the mother.”
“Oh, great,” I said, rubbing my face, seeing all the headlines and breaking news signs for my inner eye.
Poor Mary couldn’t catch a break, could she? It was like this was all orchestrated to hurt her deliberately. I was beginning to think more and more that it was. This kidnapper had some kind of obsession with Mary…a fascination with harming her, taking away the one thing that makes her happy, her children. But who on earth could hold such a grudge or fixation?
I lifted my gaze and met hers.
“I think I might need a list of every man you’ve been with in your life. Don’t ask me why. I just need to see the names of anyone you might have hurt, whose hearts you have broken. Did you ever get pregnant with someone else? Maybe before you met Peter?”



Chapter 38
IT HAD BEEN a strange day so far. Usually, Tuesdays were calm days at the resort when they were cleaning the rooms. Most guests checked out on Sunday, and Monday was spent cleaning up after them before new guests checked in that same afternoon. Tuesdays were calm because most rooms didn’t need cleaning and just needed their beds made and fresh towels or refilling of soap and shampoo bottles. Tuesdays were the easy days.
But today was different at the resort. Milani had heard from the other cleaning ladies that a child was missing. He was one of the guests, and therefore, no one was allowed to leave the hotel. They had been told to stay put till the child was found. How long that was going to take, they didn’t know. Milani and her co-workers had been allowed to come in and clean, though.
“I heard the mother killed him,” her friend Elena had said when they came in that same morning and filled their carts with towels and supplies in the cleaning room behind the kitchen downstairs. “That’s what everyone says. I saw it on TV.”
Then she had shown the others the video on her phone where a doctor said the mother was sick.
“She’s done it before,” Elena had added. “To her twins ten years ago. The woman is crazy.”
Milani hadn’t really understood how this was possible. How could anyone hurt three of her own children? Milani had a son that stayed with her mother while she worked. She’d do anything for him. That was why she worked in this place…to make enough money for him to get a better life than she had. He was growing up in a better country with better opportunities. She had never met a mother who wouldn’t throw herself in front of a bus for her children. This was so strange…to think that a woman could hurt them on purpose.
“It’s a disease,” Elena had tried to explain as they went into the elevator and rode it to the top floor where they always started together. Elena took all the odd numbers, to the right, Milani the even ones to their left when they got out.
“She can’t control what she does to them,” she added as they rolled the carts out onto the soft carpet. “That’s how bad this disease gets. Some women keep their children sick for years, just to get the attention of the doctors.”
“Why would anyone need the attention of a doctor?” Milani asked.
Elena shrugged. “It makes them feel better.”
Milani still wasn’t sure she understood, but she did get that this meant all the guests would be in their rooms when they came to clean since no one was allowed to even go to the pool area, where they still searched for the boy with the dogs. They were all told to stay in their rooms or go to the restaurant or lobby downstairs, but they were packed with journalists, shouting and yelling every time anyone tried to get through, so no one wanted to hang out down there. It made it complicated to clean the rooms properly. And you felt like you were constantly being observed. Besides, Milani sometimes liked to lie down on the soft beds, on quiet days when she wasn’t too busy. Sometimes, she’d take a nap if she was very tired from all the cleaning. Other times, she’d just lie there and imagine she was a guest at the resort and that her children were playing in the exotic pool area, or that she was getting ready to go to the five-star restaurant downstairs, eating mussels and oysters and lobster. She would sometimes go through the guest’s belongings, just to look at their lives and dream that they were hers. She liked to imagine that she lived in the big houses and drove the big fancy cars that they did. It was mostly the women’s clothing that she looked at, and sometimes—not often—tried on, looking at herself in the mirror. She’d always make sure to put everything back where it belonged, and she never stole from anyone, not even when they had cash, and she was certain they’d never notice if a bill were missing or not. Milani would never do that. She was, after all, a woman of some pride and honor, despite what most people thought. It was only the bad behaving guests that she’d use their towels to wipe the toilet with, then put them back, folded nicely. Those were the ones like the men who would sometimes grab her behind while she cleaned their rooms with them inside. She hated it when they did that more than anything but had learned never to complain. One of her co-workers did that once, and the guest just said she was the one coming onto him, and then the girl was fired. Milani couldn’t risk losing her job. It paid for a roof over the head of both her son and mother and food on the table. She could deal with a little pinch now and then if it meant the difference between having food or not.
The only good part about the guests all being in their rooms was the fact that many of them put the Do Not Disturb sign out. Even if they didn’t do that, it usually only took about fifteen minutes to clean the room since they usually just wanted fresh towels and their beds made, then that was it. And then there were the extra tips. A lot of them had tipped her today, and that made her extremely happy. So, she guessed it wasn’t all bad. There was some upside to it, one of them being that Milani would be done early. Once she had done the last room on the third floor, she walked to the elevator, then pressed the button, thinking about her boy. She couldn’t wait to get back to him early and have the rest of the day with him.
The elevator arrived and opened with a ding. But it wasn’t empty. Inside, Milani spotted a cleaning cart. What was odd was that its owner wasn’t there with it.
A deep frown grew between her eyes as Milani walked into the elevator, then looked at the cart. Then she chuckled. It had happened to her once before, when she rolled a cart into the elevator, then walked back out to get something when someone on another floor pressed a button, and the elevator went down with the cart alone inside of it. She grabbed the cart, then rolled it back out into the hallway. She recognized it as being Elena’s by the way the supplies were put in the tray and the small pink blouse she always brought with her for the cold rooms. Milani then grabbed her phone from her own cart and texted her.
LOL. YOUR CART IS ON THIRD WITH ME. IT CAME DOWN ALONE. WILL YOU COME GET IT?
She couldn’t help giggling because they had all laughed so much when it had happened to her, calling it a rookie mistake. Now, it was her turn to laugh.
When she heard the beep coming from beneath the dirty towels, she stopped laughing, though. She lifted a handful of white towels, expecting to find Elena’s phone inside the basket.



Chapter 39
MARY SHOOK HER HEAD. Her brown curls followed her movements. “I haven’t. I have never been pregnant before I met Peter. To be honest, I didn’t really have any men in my life before Peter. I don’t think I’ve broken any hearts—none that I can think of, at least.”
I leaned back in my chair with a sigh.
“I really thought this would be it. Anything else like it?” I asked pensively. My brain was working overtime, as I felt like I was onto something, I just didn’t know what it was. It was like I could sense it, feel the connection, but not quite grasp it yet. “Maybe something to do with losing a child? Has anyone near you lost a child recently? Maybe this person somehow blames you…or Peter?”
Am I going about this in the wrong way? Could it be Peter that he is trying to hurt? I wondered to myself. Maybe it wasn’t Mary he was after, but it was her husband? Taking his children away, and then his wife because she’d ended up getting the blame.
“I know this might hurt, but has Peter ever had an affair?” I asked.
Mary shook her head. “I wish I could be of more help than what I am. I’m sorry.”
I shook my head. “It’s okay. I just can’t shake this feeling that…”
I didn’t get to finish the sentence before I was interrupted. A scream rang through the halls of the hotel so loud that it penetrated everything. It felt like it went straight through my bones.
I jumped to my feet, then looked at the deputies who were with me in the hotel room. I was met by confused eyes.
“What was that?”
Two of the deputies took off and ran down the hallway. I turned to look at Mary, whose eyes were desperately pleading with me. I was barely breathing at this point.
Please, don’t let it be Cole. Please, don’t let it be her boy.
I was brought back to ten years ago when they had called and asked me to come to the lake. It was the longest twenty-four-mile drive of my entire life, going from Marathon Key to Big Pine Key. I prayed and pleaded God for it not to be Mary’s children they had found. I so desperately wanted it not to be true, even though I knew it was, deep down in my heart; I knew it was. I knew they were dead.
I still remembered the very second when all hope finally left me—when they showed me Maggie’s butterfly hairpin and Blake’s swim shorts that had been left on the shore for us to find. I remembered thinking it was like he wanted us to find them. Like he wanted us to know where they were.
When I watched them pull out Blake’s cold body, that’s when I finally broke down and cried. I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I still remembered the diver carrying him up to the shoreline and how he shook heavily, trying to hold back his sobs, clinging to the young boy’s small body. I later learned the diver had a son of his own about the same age. I often wondered about him and if he was ever the same after that.
How could anyone be?
“I think you need to come with us, Agent Thomas,” one of the deputies said as he came back in the suite. He had taken his hat off and held it between his hands. He glanced briefly at Mary, and my heart sank. The hat in hand and the face completely drained of blood could only mean one thing.
They had found a body.



Chapter 40
“WE DIDN’T TOUCH ANYTHING.”
The scene meeting me by the elevators was one out of a horror movie. A woman was sitting on her knees, her entire body trembling. She was gasping for breath, sounding like someone who’d been running. She held her hands to the sides of her head while a female deputy tried to calm her, kneeling next to her, putting her arm around her shoulder.
The deputy I had followed down the hallway stopped by the cleaning cart. He had a mournful look to him with his lids drooping sadly over his eyes that fitted the situation perfectly. He was still holding his hat between his hands, fiddling nervously with it as he walked to the basket attached to the side of the cart, meant for the dirty towels. He nodded toward it, then peeked inside. His eyes came back, anxious, and I prepared myself for the worst.
I took a few steps closer, then looked inside with a light gasp. If anyone had known me well, they might have detected a slight relief behind the horror. Not that it wasn’t awful.
But it wasn’t Cole.
The dead brown eyes staring back at me seemed to be accusing me of feeling like this, and I looked away with embarrassment.
“Her name is Elena Lopez, according to her colleagues,” the deputy said. “She has been a staff member here since two thousand and fourteen. She has a family, and we’re trying to contact them as we speak—a husband and two children. Her friend here told us that she found the cart when she went inside the elevator here on the third floor. The last time she saw Elena was on the fourth floor, where they were both cleaning the rooms. That was two hours ago.
I closed my eyes briefly, then opened them again to look at her, forcing myself to, even though it made me sick to my stomach.
“There are bruises,” I said. “Around her neck. Looks like asphyxiation. She was strangled to death.”
The deputy nodded with a slight sniffle. He seemed young, inexperienced. I wondered if he had ever seen a dead body before.
“Did you call it in?” I asked.
He nodded. “My colleague did that. They’re bringing the mobile lab.”
“You did well in not touching anything.”
I looked at the woman curled up inside the basket, while a million thoughts rushed through my mind. This could be no coincidence. There was no way it could be. It had to have some connection to the kidnapping. But what was her link to Cole or the kidnapper?
“She must have seen something,” I said and put a hand on my gun. I glared at the elevator, then at the numbers above it. The cart couldn’t have been in that elevator for long, could it? Someone would have noticed, right? Even if the guests mostly stayed in their rooms like they had been told. Someone would have seen it. No, Elena Lopez hadn’t been dead for more than fifteen minutes or so, was my guess.
The realization made my heart begin to race. Could it really be that the kidnapper was still in the building? It seemed to be the only explanation. And this woman had seen him, and maybe even the boy. This woman had been in the kidnapper’s way somehow. She was most definitely killed in affect; it wasn’t planned. And the way he disposed of the body was so desperate that it told me he had no other way. He wasn’t prepared to have to get rid of her body.
He messed up.
I turned my head and stared at the young man standing next to me.
“What’s your name?”
“Deputy Perri,” he said.
“All right, Perri. You’re coming with me.”



Chapter 41
YOU MESSED UP. You’re going to be found now. They’re going to come looking for you. How could you have been so stupid?
He was pacing back and forth in his room, his hands shaking. The boy was still sleeping heavily on the bed, wrapped in a white sheet. He could hear the sirens in the distance as they approached with more cars and more deputies, not to mention all the techs that would be crawling everywhere, securing evidence in small bags and whatnot. He knew that soon the place would be crawling with uniforms, and it would be difficult for him to escape with the boy.
Even harder than before.
Why did he have to hide in the hotel? Why did he have to be so stupid?
It had seemed like the perfect plan at first to hide in plain sight, in a place where they would never return to look because they had already checked there. And at the same time to be able to follow the investigation up close and enjoy their troubled faces, and especially hers, Agent Thomas’s. It had been beyond exciting to stay so close without her knowing, but now, everything was blowing up in his face—just because he had lost his cool.
“Maybe they won’t know,” he mumbled, rubbing his chin. “Maybe they won’t come here looking.”
Yes, they will. Are you that insane? You know they will come for you now. They’ll take one look at the woman in the basket, then know that someone on this floor killed her, don’t you see? You messed up big time.
It had all gone by so fast that he had made a rash decision. He had lost control and not been able to think straight. Now, he worried that he had left a loose end, one that might lead them straight to him. He kept scanning the room, trying to make sure the cleaning lady hadn’t left anything behind, like a shoe or some jewelry. That was when he suddenly remembered that she was wearing glasses.
Where were they now?
Was she still wearing them when he placed her in the basket?
He couldn’t remember.
He shook his head with irritation. He had to keep his calm and try to think. No matter how much he kept picturing her face, he couldn’t see if she was wearing them or not. He didn’t even remember if they flew off her when he attacked her. Was she wearing them when he strangled her?
Think for crying out loud. Think. It’s really not that hard. Was she wearing those glasses or not?
He fell to his knees, rubbing his temples, trying to recall, but nothing came to him. He couldn’t remember, no matter how hard he tried. Frantically, he began searching for them on the carpet where he had knocked her down. He ran his fingers through the thick pile, going through it inch by inch, even looking under the bed and the table leaning up against the wall but finding nothing.
No glasses.
He breathed, relieved for a second when another thought hit him like a freight train.
What if she dropped them in the hallway?
The thought was beyond terrifying. If they were on the floor right outside his door, they’d lead them straight to him.
Panic erupted as he stared at the heavy hotel door in front of him. He put his hand on the handle, then paused, not knowing if he dared to go out there again. If anyone saw him pick up the glasses, he was done for. But he had to know. He had to see if they were there and remove them before someone came up to his floor. He simply had to. He couldn’t let such a small insignificant idiotic mistake bring him down. He wouldn’t allow it.
He took a deep breath, steadied himself, then opened the door. If anyone saw him with them, he’d just pretend like he didn’t know whose glasses they were, that he was actually going somewhere else, going for ice, yes that was a good one, when he found them by accident.
He stepped out and looked at the carpet outside but didn’t see anything. Then, he looked down the hall, and there, right there, by the end of the hallway, by the glass doors leading to the elevators, he saw them.
The glasses were lying on the carpet, and he could get them easily. He’d just grab them and go back to his room without anyone even seeing him.
Easy Peasy.
He took one step into the hallway, and the door to his hotel room slammed shut behind him when the elevators dinged, and someone stepped out.
Paralyzed, he saw her face through the glass doors. She was coming out of the elevator, her gun pulled.



Chapter 42
I EXCHANGED a glance with Deputy Perri as we left the elevator. He seemed nervous but focused on the task. I would have preferred to have Brad by my side for this, but he hadn’t returned from Fischer’s apartment yet. I just hoped Deputy Perri was trained enough to keep his cool through all this and not lose his marbles. He seemed like a good guy, though, and I needed him mostly for backup.
I knocked on the first door.
“Police, open up, please.”
The door opened, and a young woman appeared.
“Yes?”
“We’re searching this floor again and need to search your room, please. How many people are in there?”
She opened the door fully so we could see. Two kids were sitting on the beds, their heads bent over their iPads. A man that I assumed was her husband was lying on the king-sized bed, remote in his hand, watching golf on the flat-screen TV mounted on the wall in front of him.
“Anyone come in here in the past two hours?” I asked.
The woman shook her head.
“Do you mind if I take a look?”
“Not at all.”
“You stay out here and make sure no one leaves the floor,” I said, addressed to Perri. I put the gun down by my side so that I wouldn’t scare the children, then stepped inside. I walked to the bathroom, then peeked in.
Nothing there.
I threw a glance across the room and the mess, clothes, and toys scattered all over the floor. The woman saw this and picked up a shirt, then began folding it. “It’s been a long day cooped up in here,” she said, excusing herself.
I smiled. “I have kids. Believe me; I know how it goes.”
I walked back out to Perri.
“Clear.”
He nodded, and we continued to the next room, where a man in his late sixties opened the door.
“Hello, sir, are you staying here alone?”
“Yes. It’s just me. What is this about?”
I held both hands on the gun, and seeing this, he stepped back.
“Am I in trouble?”
“I just need to take a look inside your room; would that be okay?” I asked. “It won’t take long.”
He nodded nervously, then made way for me to enter. I walked in, hurried to the beds that were made, and the bathroom that had been cleaned. I knew that Elena cleaned the odd room numbers. Her partner, Milani, had told me how they divided the floors up. With this in mind, we focused on those rooms that she had been cleaning. I assumed she had been killed while in one of them.
Seeing something she wasn’t supposed to, something that she could tell us, and destroy everything.
“What is this about?” the man asked, coming up behind me, startling me.
“We’re searching all rooms on this floor,” I said, not going into any detail. The news of the murder of a cleaning woman hadn’t been leaked to the press yet, and I wasn’t going to be the one to do that. They’d find out soon enough, and then we’d be looking at headlines along the lines of Hotel Death, or Misery Resort, stuff like that. It wouldn’t be good for the resort’s reputation to have a young child disappear and a woman murdered within twenty-four hours.
“This one is clear, too,” I said as I left and closed the door behind me.
We moved down the hallway to the next room and knocked.
“Police. Please, open up.”



Chapter 43
I KNOCKED AGAIN, this time harder. My glance met Perri’s as nothing happened behind the door. The resort was fully booked, and all rooms were occupied. If someone didn’t answer, they were either down in the restaurant or hiding from us. My pulse quickened as I knocked one last time.
“Police. Open up, or we’ll come in.”
“We need a keycard,” I said to Perri. He walked to the elevator, then took it down to the lobby. He came back a few minutes later with a young bellboy who was holding a keycard. The boy slid it through the reader, and the small lightbulb turned green above it with a click.
“Stand back,” I said to the bellboy, then grabbed the gun with both hands.
The boy did as I told him to, eyes growing big at the sight of the big Glock between my fingers. I put a hand on the door, and pushed it open slowly, then yelled.
“I am coming in. I am armed. If anyone is in here, then get down on the ground for me, hands where I can see them.”
No answer came, and I walked in, gun pointed in front of me. Perri followed me closely.
“Hello?”
Nothing.
I walked into the bedroom and found it empty, the bed made. At first, it looked almost like no one had been in here at all until I looked closer and realized the cover on the bed was messed up.
Someone had been lying on top of it.
I walked to the bathroom and peeked inside. The tub was filled with water, but not a soul in there either.
“All clear,” I said, then lowered the gun, feeling slightly disappointed. “No one is in here.”
I took in a deep breath, then exhaled slowly. I had felt so sure there would be someone here. I was so certain that this was the right room. I didn’t know why; it was just a hint, a sensation that this place gave off.
I placed a hand on the bedcover and ran it across the bumps. That was when I noticed it. It was right there on the bed in front of me. The way the cover was messed up, it created something, an outline like an angel made in the snow.
Oh, dear Lord!
I barely breathed as I realized this. I called for Perri to come to see, then pointed at the bed.
“Tell me; do you see it?”
“Do I see what?” he asked, looking at me confused, then back at the bed. “What am I looking at?”
“The bed. Can you see what it looks like, the size of it.”
I pointed to illustrate, and that’s when Perri saw it too. His droopy eyes grew big and fearful.
“It’s the outline of a child. A child has been lying there recently.”
I nodded. “Cole.” I placed a hand on it to feel it. “And not long ago. It’s still warm. This means he must still be alive. My guess is Elena came in here to clean, then saw the boy, and our kidnapper killed her so she wouldn’t tell.”
Perri’s face lit up. “He can’t have made it far then. He must still be here in the hotel.”
“But not for long. He knows he’s blown, so he’ll try to leave. We need to get to him before he escapes.”



Chapter 44
HE WAS PANTING while running down the fire escape. The boy in his suitcase was heavy to carry down each step, but right now, he was pleased just to have been able to get away from the floor and the room before they came in.
It was a close call. A little too close for his taste.
He had decided to leave the glasses where they were on the carpet when he saw Agent Thomas come out of the elevator. Instead, he had leaped for the door and hurried back into his room before they saw him.
He had packed the boy into the suitcase, along with the few belongings he had brought to the room with him, like the syringes and sedative. He had put on a black longhaired wig that he had brought for a situation like this, covering his natural hair, and then left the room, rolling the suitcase behind him, going in the opposite direction of where he saw Agent Thomas knock on a door. The problem was that she and that deputy who was with her had blocked the exits, and he had to get past them to leave somehow. Leaving the safety of his room was a big chance to take, but it had turned out to be the right thing to do.
He had hidden behind the indent in the wall in a doorway to one of the rooms further down the hallway, hoping they couldn’t see him or the suitcase poking out. As soon as they reached his room and had both gone in, he had been able to rush down the hallway and get through the glass doors and out. He hadn’t dared to take the elevator down, so he had used the fire escape instead, and now he was rushing down the stairs, hoping to make it to the garage where his car was parked.
Escape was within his reach. He was getting close now.
He turned a corner, then stopped for a few seconds to catch his breath, then thought he heard a sound, someone yelling in the hallways, and realized he needed to get going. This was no time for breaks. He had to continue down. He was on the second floor now. He was getting close.
He thought he heard more yelling voices, and his blood froze in his veins.
They know! They’re coming for you!
Fear spun through his body and rushed up enough adrenaline for him to lift the suitcase in the air and take two steps at a time. He made it down the next flight of stairs, panting heavily, but somehow still mustering enough strength to go for the last one. He lifted the suitcase again, then took the last ten steps down till he reached the basement. Relieved, he reached for the door handle and opened it.
So close now, I can almost smell the freedom.
His car was parked at the end of the garage by the entrance, so he still had a little way to go, but it was within reach. It was doable. The car was stolen. They wouldn’t be able to trace it to him. He put the suitcase down and rolled it across the ground, spotting the blue car in the distance.
Just a few more feet, then you’re fine—just a few more.
He was halfway there and could almost feel the relief it would be when he placed the suitcase in the trunk, and he took off, leaving the hotel behind him. He would make it; he could just feel it deep down in his guts. Agent Thomas might have found out, may have blown his hideout, but she wouldn’t get him, no, ma’am, not on his watch. He was way smarter than her. And after this, she’d know. She’d regret to the day she died that she didn’t search the hotel better, that she didn’t catch him when he was right under her nose, right on top of her all this time. Oh, what a joy it would be to make sure she was tormented for the rest of her life with this.
She was so close, she could almost smell him, yet he got away.
He got away!
She’d have nightmares about him outsmarting her and getting away with the boy, and even better yet, she’d wake up screaming, and she’d never be able to do police work again because of it…because of him and what he did to her.
Nothing would please him more.
He took a satisfying deep breath as he neared the car and pulled out the key from his pocket, then clicked it open. He was almost there, so close he could practically feel it when a door swung open at the end of the garage and what looked like five or six deputies stormed in, yelling to one another.
“Search every corner, even look into each and every parked car. He can’t escape. We can’t lose him now; we’re so close. He can’t hide from us. Leave no stone unturned, you hear me?”
He turned around just as they entered, then stopped breathing at the sight of the armed deputies. As he turned back, he spotted a small rusty metal door left ajar in the concrete wall. He sprang for it and pulled it open. It was nothing but an electrical cabinet, but it had just enough space to fit the suitcase. Swiftly, he placed the suitcase inside, throwing the wig on top of it, then corrected his hair so it would look normal. He pressed the door to the small closet shut, then took a few deep breaths to calm himself, just as the deputies came running, their voices loud and frightening.
He walked out from between two cars and greeted them as they approached him, guns drawn. One of them slowed down, then touched the edge of his hat in a polite greeting.
“Sir.”
“Anything?” he asked, praying they wouldn’t hear the trembling of his voice or notice how out of breath he was. “Did they get him?”
The deputy shook his head. “Not yet, sir, but he can’t have made it far. We’re right on his tail. The hotel is in complete lockdown. No one gets out. It’s only a matter of time, the way I see it.”
“Good,” he said, nodding, hoping they wouldn’t notice his shaking hands behind his back.
“Carry on.”
“Yes, sir. We’ll get him; don’t you worry.”
His comment made him smile, but only on the inside. On the outside, he stifled it and looked serious, professional.
“That’s what I like to hear.”



Chapter 45
THEN:
“How could you let this happen?”
His voice was low and seemingly calm for the situation. Roy’s father was standing next to Pamela’s hospital bed, holding her hand in his while she stared at him, breathing rhythmically behind her oxygen mask. She had injured her spinal cord, they said. She would never walk again and would be confined to a wheelchair for the rest of her life, whereas Roy had suffered only bruises.
And worst of all, she had lost the child.
Roy’s father had flown home immediately, and now he was in the room with her, unable even to look at Roy as he spoke through gritted teeth. The Little Maggot was sleeping in her stroller next to her mother’s bed, completely unaware of anything.
“I left you in charge of her. I trusted you with her, with the most important person in my life. She was carrying my baby for crying out loud.”
Roy’s eyes filled, and he opened his lips to speak, but no sound emerged from between them. He looked at the floor, tears spilling down the ridge of his nose.
“You couldn’t let me be happy, could you? You had to drag me down into the misery with you. It’s what you do, Roy. You drag everyone around you down into the mud with you.”
Surprised at this, Roy lifted his gaze and finally met his dad’s. “No, Dad…I…”
Roy’s father lifted his hand in the air to stop him talking. “Don’t you dare call me that. I am not your father anymore. I have no son, do you hear me?”
“But Dad…it was an accident, don’t you see? I didn’t see the truck. It came out of nowhere.”
“Who on earth backs right out into a semi-truck, huh?” he said, almost hissing. “How could you miss seeing it?”
“I didn’t. I swear it wasn’t…”
“Don’t lie to me. Ever since Pamela and her daughter walked into our lives, you have wanted them gone. Don’t think I haven’t seen it in your eyes. You didn’t want them there; you didn’t want to see me happy. And you’d do anything to destroy that. And now you have. You’ve taken away my child, Roy. My son is dead because of you.”
Roy stared at his father, unable to speak. Did he seriously think Roy had done this on purpose? That he had deliberately harmed Pamela and killed their child?
How can he think such a thing of me?
Realizing this and seeing the resentment in his father’s eyes, Roy stepped back, startled, suddenly wondering if he was right. Had he done this on purpose? He had often fantasized about hurting Pamela and her daughter, and he sure hated all of them, especially that child in her stomach. Had he on some subconscious level desired for them to be hurt? Had he deliberately backed out into the semi-truck?
Roy shook his head in disbelief. His dad still stared at him with such deep hatred in his eyes; it made Roy’s stomach turn into a huge knot. He backed up toward the door, gasping for air. He kept hearing the sound of the horn as it approached them; he could hear the glass as it shattered, and he could hear Pamela’s scream as she was pushed forward.
Was his father right about him? Had he wanted this to happen?
Maybe.
“I need you to go,” his dad said, not looking at him anymore. “When I get back to the house tonight, I want you to be gone, do you hear me? Go and never come back.”



Chapter 46
I WAS ABOUT to lose it completely. We were searching the hotel but yet still found nothing—no sign of the guy or the boy. The techs were working on the body of Elena Lopez, and the area around the elevators was completely blocked off and crawling with people in suits, while I had all of the sheriff’s men out searching every corner of this darn resort. Yet it seemed like he had just sunk into a hole. I had all entrances and doors locked off, so he couldn’t get out, yet no one had found him or the boy yet. How was that even possible?
Now the deputy in charge came back, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, ma’am. No sign of him in the garage either. We’re still working on the two top floors, going from room to room. We’ll get him; don’t you worry.”
I took a deep breath while staring at the techs securing Elena Lopez’s body and taking pictures. Someone was doing a video walk-through of the scene, while another was carefully searching for evidence inside the basket, securing every strand of hair and every towel found in there, putting them in each their own bag for later analysis in the lab. There was lots of DNA on those things. It would make it difficult to distinguish between who could be a person of interest and who wasn’t. I was hoping Elena had fought back and that whatever was found under her nails would lead us to an ID of the killer.
Brad came up the stairs since the elevator was stopped so they could secure evidence from inside of it as well, dusting for fingerprints on the buttons and looking for anything, hairs or spit.
He walked toward me.
“Boy, I leave you alone for a second, and this is what I come home to?”
I exhaled. “He’s outsmarting us, I am afraid, and now someone is dead because of it. I feel so awful. To think he’s been up there in that room right above us all this time with the boy! I can’t stand the thought.”
Brad placed a hand on my shoulder. “You can’t beat yourself up like this. It’s not healthy. None of us knew this.”
I clasped my hands together. “No, but I should have known better. I’m the profiler here; I should know that a guy like him would want to follow the investigation as closely as possible. He likes it; he likes to see us get all frustrated and about to fall apart. He likes to be in control. I still say he messed up with Elena Lopez. It wasn’t planned; he had to kill her to keep her quiet, and that threw him off. My guess is he escaped the room right before we got there. Dang it! I was so close. But at least I am fairly confident that the boy was still alive when he left with him. This gives me hope that he’s still alive.”
Brad nodded pensively. “We’ll get him. If he’s in this hotel somewhere, then we’ll get him.”
“How did it go in Fischer’s apartment?” I asked.
He shook his head. “Nothing. Just an old geezer’s place with porn magazines in the bathroom and old Chinese food in the fridge.”
“I’m losing my interest in him,” I said. “His lawyer arrived and is with him in the bedroom, but right now, I don’t have time to question him. If our guy is on the loose inside the resort with the boy, then we might as well conclude it can’t be Fischer. Still, I don’t want to let go of him yet. I’ll let him sweat a little longer. It won’t hurt him.”
“Do you think it might be Emmeret Schultz? That he has been here all this time?” Brad asked.
“I don’t know, but I do know this guy likes to toy with us—big time, and this has been planned for a while. The room he was in was booked six months ago online. It was paid for in cash, so no tracing him that way. The phone number and address he left were both fake, of course. And guess what name it was booked under?”
“What?”
I scoffed. “Blake Marshall. Like he was taunting us from the beginning. Rubbing it in our faces.”
Brad whistled. “Wow. This guy sure is something, huh? But that must mean he knew the Marshalls were going to be here at the resort six months ago. How could anyone have possibly known that?”
I looked up at him, impressed. “You pose a very relevant question there, Agent. It speaks to the theory that we’re dealing with someone close enough to them to know their travel plans.”
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AFTER TWO HOURS, they finally got a break. The door to the room was opened, and the man with the cigarette dangling from his lip entered. He smiled at Nadja, and she was about to leave when Jessica stopped her.
“Wait. Don’t leave me.”
Nadja stopped by the door, then turned to look at her.
“I need to go to the bathroom,” Jessica continued. “Please?”
“Show her to the bathroom,” the man with the cigarette said. Nadja had told Jessica that the girls called him the Lizard behind his back because he looked like a giant lizard with his oval, bald head, and he had a disgustingly long tongue. Nadja also said he sometimes had sex with the girls, especially those who misbehaved and refused to act in front of the cameras. Jessica had wanted to ask her if he ever had sex with her, but she didn’t dare. Jessica had never had sex with anyone before, but she had seen Dad on top of Mom from time to time when walking in on them, and she had heard them sometimes grunting and moaning after a fight in the bedroom. After seeing what she did, she wasn’t sure she’d ever want to have sex with anyone at all. Mom didn’t seem like she enjoyed it much.
“Follow me,” Nadja said.
Jessica walked behind her into the living room, where six or seven more men sat by computer screens, showing girls in very little clothes, acting and dancing to the camera the same way Nadja had shown Jessica. She scanned the room frantically to see if she could spot the man who had brought her to the apartment. She was looking for her backpack. He had taken it when he took her, and it held Dad’s gun inside of it.
“It’s right behind this door,” Nadja said and stopped by a white door. She leaned closer to Jessica, then whispered: “Don’t stay in there too long, or they’ll send someone in there to get you, and you don’t want that. Girls sometimes hide in the toilet, thinking they can avoid having to work, or sometimes they try to escape through the window, but they get punished for it—big time. Don’t do that. Okay?”
“O-okay.” Jessica nodded nervously. She had planned to go to the bathroom and maybe see if there was a window she could crawl out of. She pushed the door open and walked inside, then closed it behind her. She wanted to lock it but realized there was no lock or key. She’d just have to yell in case anyone came in.
Terrified, she sat on the toilet and looked at the small window under the ceiling while she peed. It was too small for her to crawl out of, and she knew they had gone inside an elevator when coming here, so she knew they were up high. Still, she stood on her tippy toes and peeked out once she was done peeing, to see if there was a landing out there to stand on, or maybe even a balcony where she could signal people in the street below. Could she open the window?
There was a handle, but it didn’t work when she tried.
Seconds later, someone hammered on the door.
“You in there. Hurry up!”
It was the Lizard’s voice. He hammered again, and she rushed to wash her hands, but there was no soap, so she had to do it just with water. Barely had she turned off the faucet when the door slammed open, and he walked in.
“What is taking you so long? You have work to do.”
He reached out, grabbed her by the arm, and dragged her out. Jessica yelled in pain because he was hurting her arm. She didn’t cry like she did when Dad had jerked her out of her room the very same way on that day when he had yelled at her for not doing the dishes. Dad hadn’t just pulled her arm then; he had let a rain of punches fall upon her. At least the Lizard didn’t do that. He just dragged her through the living room, where she saw something that made her almost shriek with joy. The man who had taken her, the one with the crooked nose, was still there. He was sitting on a couch, phone in his hand and scrolling while smoking a cigarette with the other.
And right next to him, by his feet, stood her blue backpack.
Jessica gasped with joy, just as the Lizard threw her back inside the room, then shut the door and locked it from the outside.
“Now, you dance,” he yelled from the other side. “Or you don’t eat.”



Chapter 48
MY NAILS WERE JUST ABOUT GONE. I had bitten them completely down while sitting in the hotel suite, waiting for news. Brad had gone back out to join the search, while I stayed with Mary and Peter. Finding out that we believed the kidnapper—and probably their son—were both still somewhere in the resort hiding had given the couple a small ray of hope. But as the minutes passed, I could tell that especially Peter was getting more and more agitated. His fingers were tapping restlessly on his thighs, and he rose to his feet, then paced the room before sitting down again next to his wife. She placed her hand gently on his thigh, but he didn’t take it in his. Instead, he shook his head in frustration, then looked up at me.
“Why can’t they just find them?” he asked.
“I don’t understand that either,” Mary said. “If they’re here somewhere, why can’t anyone find them?”
That part was getting on my nerves as well. I kept wondering if he could in any way have escaped—if he could have made it out even though all the exits were heavily guarded. I just couldn’t see how that was possible. He had the boy with him; how did he walk past the massive amount of police and feds?
No, he was still here. I could feel it. I just knew it.
“Are there really that many places someone can hide with a small boy?” Mary asked, confused, looking first at her husband, then at me. “Why is it taking so long? I can’t stand the waiting.”
I shrugged. “I wish I could tell you something that would be more reassuring, but I am afraid I can’t. The one thing I can say is that I do know that our agents and deputies are doing everything they can to find them both. They’re being very thorough and will leave no stone unturned. They’re combing through every closet or small hiding place, and that takes time. But if he is here, and the boy with him, they’ll find them. You can trust in that.”
Mary’s eyes went blank. I could tell she was running out of fuel. There wasn’t much hope left. Her shoulders sagged. I wondered when was the last time she had eaten anything.
“What if they don’t find them?” she said in almost a whisper. “What if they have already left the resort? What if Cole is…I don’t think I can…I don’t think I’d be able to bear…”
Finally, Peter’s hand landed on hers. He squeezed it and came to her rescue, pulling her out of the dark hole she had crawled into. Their eyes met, and she seemed to light up slightly.
“Don’t say the rest. You can’t think like that, darling,” he said. “We mustn’t lose the little hope we have. It’s all we have left right now.”
She bit her lip, looking into her husband’s eyes. “I just wanna go home. I want to get my boy back and then go home. I never wanted to come to Florida, remember? I said I hated the place because…because of what happened… But you said it would be fine, that something like this…”
He shushed her, and she stopped talking. This wasn’t the time to start placing blame, and she knew it too. It was the easy way to go right now, but it would ruin everything between them.
Instead, a silence penetrated the room, and it felt unbearable. I decided to fill it.
“There’s something I have meant to ask you. I don’t know if it is important, but it keeps nagging at me,” I said.
Mary lifted her gaze. I continued.
“I know it’s hard to talk about, but it might be important. The twins were drowned by a lake. It was concluded that they had been held underwater and supposedly drowned in that lake, with the risk it contains of being seen by other people because it takes longer than if they were killed first and then put in water as is more common. I can’t stop thinking that this holds some significance to the killer. Sometimes, the way a killer murders someone has a special meaning or refers to something he himself has experienced in life, usually been traumatized by. Does drowning mean anything to you, any relatives, or any close friends? Has anyone close to you had an experience with drowning that might prove to be important?”
Mary and Peter exchanged a look. I could tell she was thinking about it for a few seconds before she looked back at me.
“I had a brother,” Mary said. “But that was so many years ago. I hardly think it can be important today…”
“Let me be the judge of that,” I said, leaning forward, sensing we might be onto something important here. “What happened?”
“He was my stepbrother,” Mary corrected herself. “I didn’t know him very well since he was a teenager, and I was only a toddler. He ran away from home when I was still very young. He was found in a river nearby after having driven into the water in his dad’s car that he stole. That’s all I’ve been told. I was so young, a toddler at the time, so I really only know what they told me. No one spoke anything about it for most of my childhood. Especially not his dad. My mom only told me these things when we were alone, but even she didn’t like me asking about Roy. That was his name, Roy Hudson.”
“What happened to him?” I asked. “Did he die?”
She shook her head. “He didn’t.”
My eyes narrowed. “Really?”
“No, but he suffered brain damage and was put in a home. That’s all I know. I haven’t heard about him since I was a child, and frankly haven’t thought about him for many years.”
“And where is he now? Do you know?” I asked.
She shrugged. “I would guess that he’s still there—at the home.”
“Would your parents know? Your stepdad? He must know if his son still lives in the home, right?”
Mary’s eyes hit the floor. Peter put his arm around her shoulder.
“Mary’s mom and stepdad died twenty-two years ago.”
My eyes met Peter’s. “How did they die?”
Mary’s eyes filled as she looked up at me. “House fire. It happened at night. They didn’t make it out.”
“Were there autopsies?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. Why is this important now? I don’t seem to understand.”
“Me either. At least not yet, but there is something here,” I said. “I just know there is.”



Chapter 49
“I GOT the autopsies from twenty-two years ago,” I said and rolled my chair closer to Brad’s. He looked up from his screen, and I added: “On Mary’s parents. Or rather it was her mom and stepdad.”
“And?”
I scoffed. “You’re not gonna believe this. Both had water in their lungs. It was suggested that they might have died before the fire started, but it was never investigated. It wasn’t conclusive enough.”
Brad leaned back in his chair and folded his hands behind his neck. “Wow. They could have been murdered?”
I nodded. “I think so, yes. My hunch tells me that’s what happened. Did you get ahold of the stepbrother’s long-term care facility?”
“I found it and called The Magnolia House in Kentucky. I spoke to the manager there, Joanna Holmes, a nice lady. But get this, she told me he’s no longer there. Roy Hudson escaped from the home twenty-two years ago. He got away, and the police never found him. They haven’t heard from him since. The case is an unsolved missing person’s report at the local police department.”
My eyes grew wide.
“Really? Well, isn’t that a coincidence. What date did he escape?”
“October 21st.”
“Exactly one week earlier. One week before his dad and stepmom perished in a house fire.”
Brad leaned forward.
“Okay, okay. Let me get this straight. What you’re saying is that you think Mary’s stepbrother, Roy Hudson, escaped the home he was in, then went to his dad’s and stepmom’s house, drowned them somehow, maybe in a bathtub, then burned the house down around them, is that it?”
I nodded while the many thoughts rushed through my mind. Finally, I was getting somewhere; I could feel it in my bones. I didn’t know exactly how the pieces fit together. I just knew they did.
I nodded. “That’s the theory, yes.”
“And what else? What else is your theory?” he asked.
“That he came for Mary next, that Roy, her stepbrother, took both her children years later.”
“So, you’re saying he waited twelve years? Why the long wait?”
“That, I don’t know. It could be many reasons. Like maybe he couldn’t find her. She had married and gotten a new last name. Or maybe he needed time to plan it properly. He wanted her to hurt more for some reason, so he came up with taking her children and killing them. He might have spent the time getting close to her or observing her, or maybe he tried to forget about her, but he couldn’t. The pain was too deep, and he had to take care of it. So, he returned.”
“But you’re saying that now he’s done it again?” Brad said.
“Exactly.”
Brad whistled. “That is one nasty stepbrother.”
“You can say that again. Do they have a picture of him by chance?” I asked. “The home, do they have any pictures we can use?”
Brad shook his head. “They’re working on finding his old file. But twenty-two years is a long time. I’ll call the local police up in Lexington, Kentucky, too, since they should have the missing person’s report on file somewhere.”
I nodded, satisfied. Finally, we were getting closer. With a picture, we could better our search. We might actually have a chance of getting to him, hopefully in time, before he hurt Cole.
“Good work, Brad.”
He grabbed his phone and walked away, dialing a number.
“Thanks. Means a lot coming from you.”



Chapter 50
HE WAS anxious to move on now. This hiding business was taking too long, too much of his precious time with the boy. Roy was biting his nails, feeling restless. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. This wasn’t at all the way he had planned it.
Roy couldn’t stop thinking about Cole in the suitcase down in the basement. He kept a close eye on the deputies and FBI agents walking in and out of the hotel suite and up and down the hallways, but no one seemed to be interested in the garage anymore. Maybe they wouldn’t notice if he snuck out and went down there on his own? No one seemed to be paying much attention to him at all anyway.
They were mostly focused on the body in the hallway by the elevators, and then the top floors that were still being searched. Maybe if he snuck down there now?
Roy made the decision and walked toward the stairs, hoping no one would notice. All the techs were busy swiping for fingerprints and securing strands of hair from the floor. They didn’t even lift their heads as he walked by on the other side of the blockage that they had put up to keep people from destroying evidence.
“Excuse me.”
The voice came from behind him, and he stopped in the middle of a movement. He had his hand on the door leading to the stairwell.
Roy froze. He turned around and spotted a young woman coming up to him, then breathed relieved.
“I am a reporter from the NY Times; can I get a statement on the missing Cole Marshall?”
Roy shook his head. “Not now. There’ll be a press briefing later. Besides, you shouldn’t be here.”
“Do you know what happened?” she said and nodded toward the area in front of the elevators.
“A cleaning lady was found dead,” Roy said.
“Is it connected to the missing boy?”
He tilted his head. “Really, lady, you should go downstairs with the rest of the vultures. I don’t know how you snuck up here, but you’re not allowed to be here.”
She nodded and pulled back. Roy pushed the door open and slammed it shut behind him. He waited for a few minutes in the stairwell, making sure the reporter didn’t follow him. Then he hurried down the stairs, taking two steps at a time. This reporter woman had slowed him down, and it irritated him greatly. He only had a little time before they’d realize he was gone, and then all hell might break loose. He really wanted to get out of here with the boy before they knew he was gone.
Roy hurried into the garage, then rushed to the door of the small electrical cabinet. He opened it and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the suitcase. He grabbed it and pulled it out, then looked around him before he peeked inside of it. The boy was still breathing and still sleeping.
As he closed it up again, careful to make sure there still was an opening so air could come in, he thought he heard a sound. He rose to his feet, anxiously looking around him, but he didn’t see anyone. Then he grabbed the handle of the suitcase and rolled it toward his car, opening the back with his remote.
“Where are you going?”
It was the voice from earlier. Terrified, he turned to look and spotted the reporter woman. She was holding up her phone like she was recording him while she approached him, her high heels tapping on the pavement.
“What’s in the suitcase, and where are you going with it?”
“You don’t have to worry yourself with that,” Roy said. “It’s none of your business.”
“Really?” she said. “One might think you had something to hide.”
Roy took a deep breath. Sweat was springing to his forehead, and he ground his teeth, annoyed. Then he eased up. He let the woman come close enough, then slammed his fist into her face. She fell to the ground with a thud, and that’s when panic erupted in him again. He thought he heard voices and footsteps approaching. He glanced at the car, then realized there was no way he’d ever make it out of the resort without being seen. Change of plans. He’d have to kill the boy here, right now.
He walked past the knocked-out woman, then rushed toward an exit at the end of the garage, pulling the suitcase behind him. He took one flight of stairs up when a sign met him on the wall by a glass door, reading: SPA/POOL



Chapter 51
SHE COULDN’T STOP THINKING about the backpack. It was right outside of that door. If only she could get to it, then maybe Jessica would be able to escape. If only she could get out of that door.
If only it weren’t locked.
Jessica did as she was told. She danced in front of the camera, the best she had learned from Nadja, terrified of being beaten—or worse—if she didn’t. She fought to keep her tears at bay and had to wipe them away from time to time. She kept thinking about Maya and wondered how she was doing back at home. Dad had to have found out that Jessica wasn’t there anymore. She knew he would take it out on Maya. She just prayed he’d be merciful.
I should never have left. This wasn’t what was supposed to have happened at all.
About an hour or so went by while she danced, and finally, the door was unlocked. The man with the cigarette walked inside.
“Time to eat,” he said. “Come.”
Relieved, Jessica left the silk sheet and her spot in front of the camera. She followed him out into the living room and into a small kitchen, where maybe ten to twelve young girls just like herself, dressed in only their underwear, were fighting over some pizza. Jessica stared at the big boxes, and the smell alone of the pizza made her realize she was starving. She hadn’t eaten anything since she was still back at her house and had dinner with her family.
The man with the cigarette grabbed a slice and handed it to her. Some ashes from his cigarette drizzled onto the pizza when he spoke, but she still took it. She followed another girl into the living room, where she sat down on the end of a couch. Jessica scanned the area for a few seconds in the direction where she knew the backpack was and spotted it in the same place she had seen it in earlier. The seat next to it was free, so she rushed to sit there. A nasty-looking man in a chair across from her looked hungrily at her, and she tried to cover herself up as much as possible while she ate. She didn’t even look at him; all she had eyes on was the backpack. It was right next to her feet now. Her eyes scanned the room to see if anyone was watching her. Everyone seemed too occupied with eating, and some of the men were staring at the girls in their underwear so intently, they paid no attention to Jessica. She gulped down the pizza slice so fast it almost got stuck in her throat. Then she sat there for a few seconds, looking nervously around her, trying to act normal, whatever that was in this place.
She mustered all her courage, then reached down, grabbed the backpack in her hand, and rushed for the bathroom. Panting agitatedly, she closed the door and leaned her back against it. Sweat sprang to her forehead, and she could hear her own heartbeat. Her hands felt clammy as she lifted the backpack and walked to the window, then sat on her knees to open it. She reached her hand inside and searched for the gun. Frantically, her fingers went through her clothes, her toothbrush, and even grabbed around her hairbrush, thinking it was it.
But the gun wasn’t there.
Who had taken it?
“Is this what you’re looking for?”
She turned around and saw the man with the crooked nose standing in the doorway. He was holding Dad’s gun in his hand, pointing it at her, grinning from ear to ear.



Chapter 52
THEY DIDN’T FIND anything on the top floors. The deputy in charge came back to me, shaking his head.
“I don’t understand,” he said. “It’s like they vanished. We’ve been everywhere.”
I turned to look at Mary on the couch, hoping she hadn’t heard anything. It was devastating to have been this close, to almost have him, and then this happened? How could I explain this? We had maybe twenty men searching the resort, and yet we still couldn’t find a man with a child?
My heart sank when fear started to rise inside of me. What if we didn’t find him? What if he managed to get away?
The thought made my stomach churn. But the fact was, hours had passed since we found out he was in that room upstairs. Even though we were guarding the exits, he could have slipped through somehow. Chances were that he had. I just didn’t want to admit it, and I certainly didn’t want to have to tell the Marshalls.
We messed up.
I failed.
The question was where Roy Hudson would take the boy.
“Keep searching,” I said to the deputy in charge, speaking with a low voice so Mary wouldn’t hear us. “Go through every room and corner of the resort again, and then again. Whatever you do, don’t stop.”
As he walked away, I turned to look at Mary. I rubbed my face, feeling this deep anxious feeling that I couldn’t escape. Mary’s despairing eyes lingered on me, and I could tell she knew. I wanted to say something to her, but I couldn’t. There was nothing that would help at this moment. Nothing.
Barely had the guy left me when my phone rang on my desk. I picked it up.
“Thomas.”
“Sheriff Blair here. I have some good news. We found Schultz.”
“Excuse me?”
“His car was located at an address in downtown Orlando. My men have kept an eye on the address for the past hour and just saw him step outside to take a phone call before he walked back inside of a condo at the address. They have a positive ID on the guy. No sign of the boy, but he could be inside the condo. I’ve got my men ready at the address. Should we take him in?”
“I’ll be right there,” I said, after thinking about it for a few seconds. If Cole was there, I wanted to be there too, so I could take him to his parents right away. “Shoot me a text with the address.”
I grabbed my gun from the table and my car keys, then looked around the room, my eyes searching.
“Has anyone seen Brad?”
I received nothing but shrugs and shaking heads from the agents and deputies in the room. I decided to call him on my way out, then left the hotel room, phone to my ear. When Brad hadn’t picked up as I went out into the parking lot in front of the resort and into my car, I left a message telling him where I went. I decided I could take this one alone and took off.



Chapter 53
HE GRABBED her by the hair and dragged her across the tiles. Jessica screamed for him to let her go. The pain shot through her body, and she was dragged into the living room, where he threw her on the floor. Seconds later, she was surrounded by several of the men, led by the Lizard.
The man with the crooked nose lifted her head by pulling her hair, then placed the gun to her head.
“You think you’ll get out of here, huh? You think we’ll ever let you escape?”
“Please,” Jessica pleaded. “I’m not gonna do it again. I’ll be good.”
The man let go of her hair, and she fell to the tiles with a relieved sigh. Then he kicked her in her stomach. Jessica almost gagged in pain and curled up into a ball. Someone leaned down and let a series of punches rain down on her. After he was done, they took turns beating her.
Jessica screamed at some point and lifted her head. Between their legs, she spotted Nadja. She was standing behind the men, among the other girls watching it, shaking her head like she was saying: I warned you. I told you this would happen. Why wouldn’t you listen?
“You little whore, you will never leave this place, do you hear me?” someone said as he pulled her head up and spat in her face.
“We own you now,” someone else said.
“You belong to us.”
Jessica cried, and as the punches and kicks fell, she struggled to stay conscious. A haze fell over her, and she drifted away from time to time, only to return briefly to her new world of pain before she drifted off again. She was losing time and place, and now as she lay there in deep pain, she saw someone run toward her, someone she hadn’t seen for years or even let herself think about.
He called her name in the distance, and she felt herself smile when she saw his pretty eyes.
I’m coming, she yelled back at him, thinking this is where she was supposed to be. I am finally coming to you.
But he shook his head as she grabbed his hands in hers.
Not yet. It’s not time yet.
And then, he was gone. And so was the bright light he came with, and the sense of calmness and love.
A kick landed on her cheek and pulled her back to reality. She tasted blood inside her mouth and spat it out on the floor. She tried to lift herself up, but someone placed a foot in her back and pressed down so that she couldn’t get up.
“Try to run now!”
Then she heard laughter. A fast ra-ta-ta laugh that rang in her head loudly and almost sounded like a machine gun. Through curtains of blood, she turned her eyes to look at the front door when it blasted open, and everything around her erupted in an ocean of gunfire.



Chapter 54
“THE FIRST PRIORITY is securing the boy.”
That’s what I told them right before they went in. I had hoped it wouldn’t come to gunfire, but as soon as the sheriff’s SWAT team knocked down the door, the people inside opened fire on them.
The team fired back, then rushed inside, efficient and professional. Seconds later, they had secured the premises, and I could walk in.
Seven full-grown men were on the ground. Three guns were secured, one man was fatally shot, another bleeding from a wound in his arm, writhing and screaming for an ambulance. I threw a quick glance around the apartment, then felt an overpowering disgust mount inside of me.
“Looks like they’ve been making porn here,” Sheriff Blair said, coming up to me. “There are girls in all the rooms in nothing but their underwear. Young girls, most of them under eighteen. One is badly injured. It looks like these bastards beat her. Ambulances are on the way.”
I walked through the men on the floor, looking at each of their faces. One had a SWAT member on his back and a gun placed on his head. I recognized him right away.
“That’s Schultz.”
I signaled for the officer to ease up on him so he could talk. He pulled back and removed the knee from his back. I knelt next to him, then lifted his head by pulling his hair. His eyes were filled with fear. It was obvious that he recognized me.
“Where’s the boy?”
“What boy?”
“Don’t give me that, Schultz. You were a suspect then, and now another Marshall kid is missing. Don’t pretend like you don’t know what I’m talking about.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I swear.”
“Where is Roy Hudson? Or is that also you? Is that your real name?”
A frown grew between his eyes. “Roy who? I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t understand anything.”
“I need to find the boy.”
“What boy? I don’t have any boys here. Look for yourself.”
“He’s telling the truth; we’ve only found girls,” the sheriff said. “No sign of the boy so far.”
“Cole Marshall,” I tried anyway. “He went missing yesterday from a resort here in Orlando. The whole town has been searching for him. You mean to tell me you haven’t even heard about it?”
“I haven’t. I don’t care about boys. I find girls, I take them here, and we make lots of money posting live videos with them online. That’s it.”
“We found trunks in your apartment. A kid’s swimming shorts. Blue and size eight years old. Just like the ones Cole wore when he went missing. How do you explain that?”
“My nephew is eight. He visited last week. I took him to a waterpark. He left them at my place.”
“And what about Mary Marshall, huh? You knew her from your childhood. You tried to grope her, and then she reported you, and that’s how you became a registered sex offender. She ruined your life doing this, didn’t she? You have it in for her. You have a motive. Maybe you and Roy aren’t the same. Maybe you and Roy work together? Did you plan this together, huh? To harm the Marshalls?”
He shook his head, whimpering pathetically.
I stared down at him, breathing agitatedly. I knew I was grasping for straws here. Schultz might have had a motive for hurting Mary, but my hunch told me he wasn’t the one I was looking for. I just didn’t want to admit it. I wanted it to be him so badly. I wanted him to have the boy here in the apartment so that I could get him home to his family.
“I haven’t taken any boy. I swear,” he yelled at me.
I let go of him and rose to my feet, shaking my head. I nodded at the deputy to book him. Schultz whined like a baby as he was being cuffed. He was going to be taken to the sheriff’s office for more questioning and would end up doing time for what he had been up to in this place of horror—hopefully, a long time. But I believed him when he said he hadn’t taken the boy. Roy Hudson had him, and for all I knew, he was far away with Cole by now.
The worst part was, I was nowhere near catching him.



Chapter 55
THE REFLECTION of the blue water glittered on the ceiling. The sun had set outside the big windows, and it was dark in the indoor pool area except for the scattered blue light coming from the lamps underwater. The smell of chlorine irritated his nostrils. Roy put the suitcase down next to the empty lounge chairs and sat on one.
He opened the suitcase and looked down at the boy. He was still sleeping. Roy reached inside and grabbed him, then carried him out. He put him down on the lounge chair next to him. The boy started to wake up. He rubbed his eyes excessively and blinked them, then looked at Roy.
Roy signaled for him to be quiet. “Shh.”
The boy’s confused eyes searched around him. “Mommy?”
Roy shook his head. “No mommy.”
The boy teared up, and Roy was afraid he’d start to cry again, but he didn’t. He sat up on the lounge chair and looked at Roy.
“Why are we here?”
“You’ll see,” Roy said. “I promise you it’s going to be spectacular. The most beautiful thing in the world.”
“Oh.” His face lit up. “Will Mommy be there?”
“No. But someone else will be there. I see them often, so that’s how I know.”
“Who is it?”
Roy exhaled, satisfied by the mere thought of it. “Your brother and sister. They’ll be down there to greet you.”
A frown grew between the boy’s eyes. “I don’t have a brother and a sister.”
“Sure, you do. Blake and Maggie.”
“But they’re both dead.”
Roy smiled, then leaned forward. “Yet, I see them all the time.”
“What do you mean?”
“Come and see,” he said, then signaled for Cole to come with him. He walked to the water and looked into it. It took Cole a few seconds before he joined him. He sat on his knees, then peeked into the water.
“I don’t see anything.”
“Try again. Try really hard. They’re down there. I see them in any body of water I get near. They look back at me to let me know they’re all right. They want me to join them, and soon I will. Everything down there is so peaceful. There’s no noise, no fear, no sadness either. You just float.”
Cole looked up at him, biting his lip. “Have you been down there?”
Roy nodded. “As a matter of fact, I have. I was down there for a very long time when I was a little older than you. Still, I remember it vividly. It was the most beautiful thing I have ever experienced. You won’t believe how quiet it is down there. All the anger…all the hurt you feel inside, you don’t feel that down there. It just goes away.”
“How come you didn’t stay down there, then?” Cole asked, then leaned over and looked into the water again.
Roy glared at the back of the boy’s head and the soft skin on his neck. He felt stirred up inside, overpowered by the desire to push him in. Cole pulled up and looked at him, waiting for his answer.
“Someone found me. I was pulled out. I wanted to stay down there with the mermaids, but someone ruined that. They took all the beauty away and dragged me back to this hellhole.”
“I think I see them. I saw something in the water,” Cole exclaimed and pointed. He looked up at Roy again to make sure he had heard him. “Do you think that was them, huh?”
Roy nodded as his tears spilled onto his cheeks. “Yes. That was probably them. Now, it is time for you to join them.”
He smiled through the tears, then grabbed the boy by the throat and pushed him under. He held him below the surface, and the boy barely struggled. Roy took a deep breath and felt the extreme pleasure rush through his body as he was reminded of what it had felt like when he did the same to Maggie and Blake. Roy closed his eyes and let the emotions roll over him in this intense moment as he held the boy under the water. He was so deep into it, finally fulfilling his heart’s deepest desire that he didn’t even hear the door open behind him. It wasn’t until a voice yelled: “Hold it right there. Stop what you’re doing!”



Chapter 56
SHE COULD SEE HER. Jessica couldn’t believe her own eyes as she lay there on the floor of the apartment. The confusion was overwhelming, and for a long time, she wasn’t sure if she was just dreaming. There was a gunfight at first, and when that happened, she was certain it was the end of the line for her. But as the sound of shots subsided, she realized, much to her surprise, that she was still alive—beaten up and in deep pain, but alive. Around her on the floor, as the smoke cleared and the haze started to lift, she saw what looked like at least two dead men, or maybe just badly hurt; it was hard to tell. There was a lot of blood, some of it hers, and soon boots surrounded her from all sides. Voices were yelling at her. They sounded like they were in a bubble. They were asking her if she was hurt while hands were grabbing her, pulling her up so she could look at them.
And that was when she saw her. Striding through the front door, across the apartment between all the men in black uniforms came the red-haired lady. The one from the TV that she had set out to find. The very target of her quest.
It seemed almost impossible.
Jessica stared at the woman as she rushed to the man that had taken Jessica at the park, the one with the crooked nose, and started talking to him. She seemed frustrated and angry even, and Jessica stared at her while a uniformed man tried to speak to Jessica and ask her all these questions.
“What’s your name. Where did you come from? Are you hurt?”
Jessica felt her face and got blood on her fingers. The man looked at her from behind the visor, and she could tell that he believed she was.
“An ambulance is on its way,” he yelled at her, still sounding like he was standing inside of a bubble.
But Jessica didn’t want an ambulance. She only wanted one thing, and that was to get to the red-haired lady at the other end of the room, but even though she was so close, it seemed like she was still as far away as she had been when Jessica had only seen her on TV in her house. The room was crawling with people in uniforms, and Jessica still couldn’t really manage to shape words with her swollen and bruised lips.
A yellow uniform arrived, and a woman grabbed her arm. “What’s your name?” she asked.
“Jessica,” she managed to stutter through cracked lips. “I need to...”
The yellow uniformed woman shone a flashlight in her eyes, then examined her bruises.
“She’s in a terrible state. There could be internal bleeding. We’re taking you in,” she said, then waved at someone else who rolled in a stretcher.
“No, wait, I…” Jessica said, but they weren’t listening. The tumultuous surroundings and the yelling from people everywhere drowned out her small voice. They grabbed her by the arms, then lifted her onto the stretcher in a swift movement like she didn’t weigh anything.
“I need to…I need to talk to…”
“We’re taking you to the hospital now,” the woman said. “You need to calm down, Jessica. Lie down, please, and we’ll get you in so someone can have a look at you. Please, lie down, miss…”
Jessica groaned, frustrated, and looked at the red-haired woman. Would she ever get a chance to be this close to her again? Would she ever be able to talk to her?
“I need to talk to that woman over there,” she said and pointed, but no one was listening. The focus was on getting her out of there. She was strapped down on the stretcher, and seconds later, she began moving.
“No, no,” she protested. “Please, I need to talk to her. I need to talk to the woman with the red hair! Please!”
But it was too late. The stretcher was pushed out of the apartment, with Jessica crying on it. She yelled at them to take her back but was simply pushed inside the ambulance, and the doors slammed shut.



Chapter 57
I CHECKED the apartment for any trace of Cole myself to be entirely certain, but I was getting nowhere. Schultz was talking to Sheriff Blair, and he wasn’t holding back. He was telling them everything about the business he had been running with this guy from Poland. About how they grabbed girls off the street, singling them out if they seemed an easy target, walking alone at night, or standing by a bus stop, looking like they wouldn’t mind earning some easy money. Schultz admitted that he had been the one bringing them in. Sometimes he’d tell them he had a job for them modeling if they wanted to, and they’d go with him willingly, not knowing they were walking into a trap. Other times, he’d simply take them and force them into his van, then take off. He’d take them to the Lizard in his apartment where they were forced to dance and act in front of the camera, and then people online would pay to watch. It was easily earned money, and he needed that because he had created a huge gambling debt. Ever since the twins disappeared from the resort in Key West, he had been sacked for lying on his application, and it was impossible for him to find another job with him being a registered sex-offender and all that. Employers were getting stricter with these things, and it was impossible to get around it. He admitted it was all Mary Marshall’s fault for reporting him back then when all he wanted was to make out with her. But he had to admit he hadn’t known it was actually her back then in Key West. He hadn’t recognized her, and she had a different last name now, so it never occurred to him. It was just a strange coincidence if you could believe it. He wasn’t a murderer, he kept saying, and the more he did, the more I realized he was right. He was a scumbag and would go to jail for what he had done to these poor girls, but he hadn’t murdered anyone.
And he hadn’t taken Cole either.
For once, I had to admit that sometimes there was such a thing as coincidence. And this was one of them.
I finished up at the apartment and spoke briefly to Sheriff Blair. His office would take over from there and handle the case. He was obviously very proud of this huge catch, and I knew it was one that would make headlines over the next couple of days.
“This is a big day for us, Agent Thomas,” he said. “We helped out a lot of young girls. That is something to be very proud of.”
He was right. These girls had been kidnapped, abused, and trapped, and now they’d be free. I just wasn’t very thrilled. It was hard to be when Roy Hudson was still out there somewhere with Cole, and we had no clue where to find him.
I said my goodbyes to the sheriff, then drove back toward the resort, my mind racing on the information we had right now. Roy Hudson was our man; he had to be. But my guess was he was hiding under some sort of alias. He was Mary’s stepbrother and had been locked up in a home for years until he escaped twenty-two years ago. He had killed their parents, was my theory and then gone after his stepsister. He had robbed her of two children before he did it again ten years later, taking her only son away as well.
Why?
“The drowning,” I mumbled into the car, then grabbed my phone and called Brad. It went directly to voicemail, and I left a message. “I’m on my way back, but I had a thought. Mary told us that Roy Hudson nearly drowned when he stole his dad’s car and drove it into the river. That got me thinking. What if it wasn’t an accident?”



Chapter 58
THEN:
Being on the streets, alone, wasn’t easy for Roy. He stayed for the most part in the local park at night and slept on a bench. During the day, he’d hang out by the restaurants downtown and eat whatever they threw out, or he’d beg random people for money and then buy a pizza slice if he got any. Some days, he’d hang out at Tommy’s place if his dad was passed out drunk. When he woke up, he had to go since Tommy’s dad didn’t want him there. Tommy made sure to feed him and gave him a few hours of calmness a few times a week.
After about two months on the streets, Roy was one day walking down a sidewalk when a car drove up on his side. A window was rolled down, and a voice yelled at him.
“Roy!”
Roy stopped and looked at the car. Then he started to shake as he realized it was his dad’s BMW. His father yelled at him from inside again.
“Come here, boy!”
Cautiously, Roy walked to the window and peeked inside. His dad stared back at him from inside, then reached over and opened the door, pulling the handle.
“Get in; we need to talk.”
“But…?”
“Just get in, will you?”
It couldn’t harm anything, could it? Of course, he’d like to talk to his dad if he really wanted to talk to him. He hadn’t expected him ever to contact him again, so it was quite a surprise. He at least had to know what he wanted to talk about.
He opened the door and got in. Roy slammed the door shut behind him, then turned to face his dad, heart pounding in his chest. His dad floored the accelerator, and they took off. At first, they drove for ten minutes or so without either of them saying a single word. Roy sensed his dad’s rage from where he was sitting, but he also seemed calmer somehow, like the fire in him had settled a little.
“So,” he finally said nervously as he realized they were leaving downtown. The silence between them was killing him. “Where are we going?”
“You’ll see,” his dad said, then floored the accelerator of his BMW even harder, going way past the speed limit.
Roy bit his lip anxiously and held onto the handle in the door while wondering if he had made a mistake getting in. What if he was taking him far away and dropping him off somewhere because he didn’t even want him to be in the same town as him? What if he was just getting rid of him?
“I did as you told me to,” he said. “I stayed away.”
His dad hit the accelerator even harder and sped up further. Roy held onto the handle as he was pushed back in his seat, heart in his throat.
“Dad, where are you taking me?” he asked.
“I told you. You’ll see.”
As they reached the city limits, he took an exit, and they drove for a little while on smaller roads. Roy knew this area. It was a nature sanctuary. The Kentucky River went right through it. Soon, they were going down a gravel road, and Roy was beginning to worry as it felt like the wildlife was encompassing them. As they reached the river, he finally stopped the car suddenly, hitting the brakes hard.
“What are we doing here?” Roy asked, looking out the window nervously. He spotted another car, a pick-up truck parked by a tree further down.
“Whose truck is that?”
His dad turned to look at him.
“It’s mine.”
“Yours, but…?”
“I came here earlier in the week with a friend to fish. When it was time to go home, I pretended like it wouldn’t start so that he’d take me home, and we left it here. See, I needed it. For today. For when I am done with you. The thing is, through all of my life, you’ve been nothing but a menace, a chain around my leg,” he said. He sounded so composed like he had made a big decision, and nothing would change his mind. “You’re constantly in the way of my happiness. You killed my one chance at a good life, viciously murdered the child in my wife’s stomach, your own brother. And you crippled the woman I love. Every day, I am reminded of what you did to her and me. I recently realized that if I am to move on…if I am to be truly happy again, then I need to get rid of what is holding me back. And as long as you’re out there, you are a threat to me and my loved ones.”
“What are you saying…Dad?”
He smiled, but it wasn’t a happy smile. It was one of pure malevolence. He didn’t say another word. Instead, he leaned toward Roy, grabbed his head with both hands, and slammed it into the dashboard in front of him. Roy blacked out instantly, and his father got out of the car, then grabbed Roy in his arms, and carried him to the driver’s seat. He strapped him down, put the car in drive, closed the front door, then pushed the car toward the shore of the river and slowly slid it into the water. He watched it sink in and didn’t leave till it was completely gone—gulped down by the massive body of water.
Satisfied at this, and finally at peace, he turned on his heel and walked to the pickup truck, then drove home to be with his family.
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“WHAT DO you think you’re doing? Let go of the boy. Let him go!”
Roy turned his head and spotted the man walking in, gun drawn. The expression on his face was one of surprise and confusion.
“Let him go! Hands up where I can see them now!”
Roy did as he was told and let go of the boy. The boy sank into the water, and Roy stared at him as he was about to disappear. Seeing this, the man holding the gun rushed to the water, reached in, and pulled the boy out. Still pointing his gun at Roy, he dragged the boy out of the water. Cole landed back on the poolside while Roy pulled back. He took one step back, then another, while the man desperately attended to the boy, realizing he wasn’t moving.
“Come on, dang it. Breathe,” he grunted.
But the boy didn’t. He just laid there, completely lifeless. The man searched frantically for a pulse and seemed to forget everything about Roy. He leaned forward, placed two fingers on Cole’s nose, and blew air into his lungs. Then he started pumping on his chest, still with the gun in one hand but no longer pointing it at Roy.
“Come on, Cole! Come on! Breathe!”
Realizing this would be his only chance since the man was entirely devoted to resuscitating the boy, Roy took another step back. He could now almost touch his suitcase that was still on the lounge chair. While the man pushed on Cole’s chest, Roy reached inside the suitcase and pulled out his gun.
Then he smiled.
Cole suddenly coughed and sputtered. Water came out of him, and the man drew a sigh of relief. He lifted his hand holding the gun again, but as he did, Roy pulled the trigger on his.
The bullet hit the man in the back, and he froze mid-air, then fell forward on top of the boy, blood gushing out through his white shirt. Cole was still coughing and moaning. Roy jumped forward, grabbed the man, and pulled his dead-weight body away from Cole. Then he grabbed the boy, lifted him onto his shoulder, and took off running on the slippery wet floors, while Cole started to cry for his mom.
Roy made it back out to the garage, where the reporter was still lying on the cement floor, blood running from where his fist had hit her. He pointed his gun at her and did what he should have done in the first place. The sound of the shot echoed in the garage, but he didn’t care if anyone heard him anymore. It was only a matter of seconds before they would find the man in the pool area, and then they’d come for him.
But he’d be gone by then.
He placed the boy in the trunk that was still open from earlier, slammed it shut, then got in the car and roared the engine to life. As he did, the doors at the other end of the garage slammed open, and a handful of FBI agents entered the basement. They shouted and yelled for him to stop, but he backed out of his spot, then floored the accelerator. The tires screeched on the cement, and the car leaped forward. He couldn’t hear what they were yelling behind him; he could only see them in the rearview mirror as they ran toward him. But they were too far behind to reach him now. A shot was fired and hit the back window. The sound of glass shattering filled the car, but it didn’t stop Roy. He made it to the ramp, then ran through the boom barrier and into the front of the resort where some of the reporters were smoking cigarettes while waiting for news. He ran through a crowd of about eight to ten people, who jumped for their lives, then rushed toward the entrance and the police blockage. Four guards turned as he drove toward them, but he didn’t stop. Roy stepped on the accelerator, and the car flew toward them. Shots were fired, several of them stopped by the windshield, one shattering it completely, and Roy ducked. He continued, even with glass raining down on him. The car leaped through the blockage and into the road, where he took a quick turn so he wouldn’t hit an oncoming vehicle. Roy’s car skidded sideways and slid across the asphalt, but he got it back on track.
As he regained control of the car, he floored it, and soon he could only see the resort in the rearview mirror.
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JESSICA FELT SO DEVASTATED. How could this have happened? How could she have been so close to her goal, and then been pulled away? How would she ever find the red-haired lady again?
She might still be at the resort, the one they mentioned on TV.
But how would she get there? How would she get there in time to save the boy? She wondered this hopelessly as she lay in her hospital bed, waiting for the doctor to take a look at her. So far, she had only met with a nurse who had given her water to drink and checked her blood pressure. She had also cleaned some of her wounds and bandaged them. Now, she was waiting to have x-rays taken.
“Gotta know if anything is broken; you took a terrible beating there, sweetie pie,” the nurse had said.
But right now, Jessica didn’t care anything about broken bones or internal bleeding, or whatever they talked about. She had somewhere to be, someone to see. She had to repent for what she hadn’t done ten years ago—what she hadn’t told.
“Are you Jessica?”
A gorgeous woman walked inside the room, her beauty so striking it almost made Jessica blush. She was certain she had seen her before, but as she approached her, she couldn’t believe it to be true.
What would the famous actress Kelly Stone be doing in her hospital room?
“Y-yes,” she said and tried to sit up straight, but the pain made her sink back. “Who are you?”
“My name is Sydney,” she said.
Jessica frowned. “You’re not…?”
Sydney smiled gently. “Yes, I am also Kelly Stone. That’s the name the world knows me by. But to the people who know me, I am just Sydney. You can call me that.”
“What are you doing here?”
“I run a place for girls like you, a shelter for girls who have been trafficked, and they called me when you and the other girls were taken in. I am here to offer you to come to stay with me at the shelter once you’re done here. We will, of course, contact your parents too, but you haven’t told us their names yet, nor have you told anyone your full name. Sometimes it can be hard for girls who have been through what you’re going through to get back to what they came from. Sometimes they have run away for a reason; others just find it too embarrassing to go back with what they’re now carrying. It can be a tough process, and that’s why I’m here—to help you get back.”
Jessica licked her cracked lip. It was so sore.
“You took quite a beating there,” Sydney said and removed a lock of hair from her face. “None of the other girls seems to be in as bad of shape as you. But don’t you worry. We’ll take good care of you. And as soon as you’re ready, we can get you back to your family. But first, you must rest. I believe this is yours?”
Sydney lifted something and held it so she could see her blue backpack. Jessica grabbed it from her and opened it.
“The other girls there told the police it was yours, so they handed it to me,” Sydney said. “Thought you might want it back.”
Jessica searched through it, then found the picture she had been carrying around. She pulled it out, unfolded it, and looked at the red-haired lady. Yes, it was her she had seen in the apartment. It was the same person.
“What’s that?” Sydney said and looked at the picture. A deep furrow grew between her eyes. “Why are you carrying this picture?”
Jessica looked up at her, her heart dropping. “I printed it from an article online.”
“But…why?”
Realizing she needed to tell someone, she told her everything. Sydney listened, sitting on the edge of the bed as Jessica told her the entire story, tears spilling onto her sheets and pillow below.
“Now you understand why I need to talk to this woman,” she said. “As soon as possible.”
Sydney nodded pensively and looked at the picture, then she smiled.
“I sure do. And guess what? You’re in luck. As it happens, that woman is my sister. And I have a feeling she’ll want to hear your story. I’ll call her right away.”
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I COULD SEE the resort entrance in the distance as I drove back, caught up in my own thoughts. A pattern was shaping in my mind, one that gave me the full picture of a murderer and what made him who he became. What set the fire inside of him, what wrecked his heart.
I slowed down to get ready to talk to the deputies guarding the blockage we had put up so Roy couldn’t leave the hotel. I feared he had managed to do so anyway, somehow. I had tried to call Brad, again and again, to update him and also hear if they had any news from the hotel. But his phone kept going to voicemail.
I approached the blockage and got ready to roll my window down and show my badge when turmoil broke out behind the blockage. I barely saw what happened, except that suddenly a car roared toward us, toward the blockage. I first saw its headlights, then heard the screams. Three officers sprang for their lives while one pulled out his gun and shot at the oncoming car. Then he jumped to the side as well, and the car roared through the blockage and almost hit me. I hit the brakes, hard, then stared at the strange vehicle skidding sideways down the asphalt, my heart throbbing violently in my chest.
The car took a sharp turn, and the driver got it back on track, then sped right past me. I turned to try and see if I could see the driver’s face, but it was too dark.
“Roy Hudson,” I mumbled to myself. It had to be him. “Oh, no, you don’t.”
I turned the wheel sharply, then stepped on the accelerator myself and set after him. I grabbed my phone and called Sheriff Blair.
“I’m gonna need backup. I’m following our suspect. He’s driving down Major Boulevard. I’m gonna need ground and air support. I think he might have the boy in the car with him. It’s a blue Chevrolet. I haven’t been able to see the license plate yet; I will when I get closer. But it’s easy to recognize since the windshield and the back window are both shattered.”
I hung up after Blair told me he was on it. Meanwhile, I floored my minivan and tried to catch up with Roy Hudson, who had already gotten far ahead of me. I felt for the gun at my side like I wanted to make sure it was there still. I knew I had to be careful. I couldn’t take any risks if the boy was in the car. Saving Cole and bringing him back to his parents was the most important thing right now.
Please, God. Please, help the boy. Don’t let Mary and Peter lose another child. No parents should have to go through this.
I followed him to an intersection where he ran a red light, speeding through, the oncoming cars almost smashing into him and honking loudly. I followed him, swirling around a vehicle, zigzagging between two others, nearly smashing into a pickup truck that honked wildly at me, then making it out on the other side, where I spotted him taking a left turn, tires screeching.
I did the same. I followed him down a dark road and sped up, trying to get closer. That’s when I heard the chopper. It was approaching from behind. I could also hear sirens. As we took another turn, me fighting to make it sharp enough so I wouldn’t lose control, my phone suddenly vibrated in my pocket. I picked it up.
“Eva Rae, it’s me,” Sydney’s voice said. “I need to…”
“Not now, Sydney, for crying out loud. I don’t have time!”
I hung up, then threw the phone on the passenger seat.
Roy Hudson took a left turn, and I swung the car in front of an oncoming vehicle, making it across all lanes not to lose him. The car honked at me and came so close that it seemed like my heart stopped for a few seconds before I leaped past him, coming so close, I locked eyes with the terrified driver of the other car. Then I continued, taking a corner, bumbling across some grass, taking a shortcut.
As I flew back onto the road, I was right behind Roy Hudson. Close enough to see the license plate and take a picture of it with my phone. The chopper was now very close, and I could hear the patrol cars as they closed in on us from all sides.
In the distance, I could see a row of other patrol cars as they came toward us. I could see two coming from each side. And then there was me, right behind him. He was surrounded now. There was nowhere for him to go.
Roy Hudson was mine.
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THERE WAS NO WAY OUT. Roy could see the patrol cars coming toward him, sirens blaring, blue lights blinking, and he could hear the chopper lingering above his head. He could also see the cars coming at him from both sides. Soon, they’d block his way, and he’d be stopped.
Or at least that’s what they thought.
Roy still had one last card to play.
One they didn’t see coming.
As the sirens approached and got louder, the blue lights illuminating the night, he pulled the wheel to his right, drove across a Walgreens parking lot, then stepped on the accelerator once again as he hit the road behind it. The patrol cars set after him, and they were faster than him, soon gaining on him, but that didn’t matter. They wouldn’t be able to make it up on his side before he reached his destination.
Just like the cunning fox, he always had more than one exit.
Roy smiled in the rearview mirror as he looked behind him at the patrol cars. Then he floored the car, pulling the wheel sharply. He drove down a narrow road with sparse street lighting, then took a right turn and drove into a garage. Knowing he might need this, he had left the door open, and he jumped out, then pulled it closed as soon as all the patrol cars drove up outside.
He heard them get out and knew they’d have their guns pulled if he stepped outside. He also knew he had bought himself a few extra minutes before they got a SWAT team mobilized to go in.
They all thought they were so clever, trapping him, but they had no idea.
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“WE HAVE the entire block surrounded. There’s no way he’ll get out.”
Sheriff Blair was standing behind his car when I walked up to him. He was a stout man, and he seemed to get even bigger as we spoke—like he was puffing himself up before the big confrontation with our suspect.
I had fallen back and let the patrol cars take over the last part of the chase and parked further down the road. Roy Hudson had driven into an old auto shop and closed the garage doors behind him. This was a surprise move to me since he seemed to have trapped himself. If he thought he’d get away from there, he had lost his mind.
“We’re waiting for the SWAT team to get here,” the sheriff continued. “Then we’ll go in.”
“Please, make sure they understand that there’s a young boy’s life at stake,” I said. I looked worriedly at the building in front of us. I didn’t like that Roy Hudson was left in there alone for this long. I assumed he had the boy with him. What was he doing with him—or to him—while we were just waiting out here? If it were up to me, we’d go in right now. Heck, I’d gladly go in alone if it meant saving the boy. Giving Roy Hudson too much time wasn’t a good strategy, in my opinion. But it was the sheriff’s call. They were his men, and I respected that.
“They’re not far,” he said. “Any minute now.”
Even one minute in my book was too long. In my experience with this guy, he wasn’t to be left alone for even a second.
“I don’t like this,” I said, half mumbling, half saying it out loud. “The wait is making me nervous.”
I held a hand on the grip of my gun when the SWAT team’s van finally drove up. The men jumped out. The sheriff briefed them quickly, and soon after, they got ready to make their move.
Please bring me Cole back alive.
They approached the building, guns raised, and surrounded it from all sides. Then they went in. They broke open the garage door and swarmed inside. My breath became shorter and shorter until I was holding it and not breathing at all. I stayed utterly still, waiting to hear gunshots, worrying that Cole would end up in the line of fire.
But none came. Not a single gunshot was fired.
The SWAT team leader came back out and ran toward Sheriff Blair and me.
“It’s clear, sir.”
“And Roy Hudson?” I asked.
“No sign of him anywhere, I am afraid.”
My heart dropped. How was this possible?
“And the boy?”
He shook his head. “Not of him, either.”
“You’re kidding me?”
I walked up to the garage door and stepped inside. The car was there, left with the door and the trunk open. I placed a hand inside the trunk and touched the interior. It was wet. Could it be from Cole’s body? Why was he wet? Had he tried to drown him? Or had he already succeeded, and now was he only trying to get rid of the dead body? No. That couldn’t be it. The area felt warm too. Cole was still alive. He had to be.
“You might want to see this, ma’am,” the team leader said, coming up behind me. I followed him down a few stairs until we reached a strange area, closed off by a small door. He walked inside and let me in as well.
“Looks like he could have escaped through this,” he said and pointed at the entrance of a tunnel. “Through this drainage tunnel.”
“Where does this lead?” I asked.
“Probably into a canal somewhere or a creek,” the leader said.
“Find out where it goes and search the area of the exit,” I said with a deep exhale. I rubbed my bangs that had gotten greasy and heavy. “Search everything. Meanwhile, I’ll go back to the resort and tell the poor parents that we lost him. Again!”
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I CALLED Brad on my way back, but it still went straight to voicemail. Sydney called me once again, but I didn’t pick up. I didn’t have time to chat now, and frankly, I wasn’t in the mood either. I could see that Matt had called too, and I played his message. I needed a little cheering up. He told me he missed me like crazy and asked if I was coming back soon. I was overwhelmed with a desire to go home when I heard his voice. I wanted to hug my children and kiss my boyfriend. I had this deep desire to enjoy what I still had, what was still mine. But it also filled me with a deep sensation of guilt. When all was said and done, I still had everything. I could just go home to be with my children, but I had failed to help Mary and Peter.
Again.
I shook my head and turned up the street where the resort was located. When I had taken this assignment and agreed to help them out, I had hoped this would be me making up for not being able to save the children the last time. I had hoped to make amends. It had tortured me for so many years that I wasn’t able to find the twins alive. This was my one chance to make up for that.
I drove up to the guard in front of the resort and showed him my badge. The barricades were still on the ground, broken, after their meeting with Roy Hudson’s car.
I walked inside the hotel and was immediately surrounded by reporters in the lobby, yelling their questions at me.
“Did the kidnapper get away?”
“Are you any closer to finding out who he is?”
“Have you found Cole yet?”
“Will you arrest the mom soon?”
I just answered by shaking my head, then elbowed my way through the crowd, helped by one of the deputies, who also guided me to the stairs so I could run back up. I walked down the hallway, my heart throbbing in my chest.
It felt like the walk of shame.
Mary rose to her feet as soon as I entered the suite through the heavy door. It slammed shut behind me, and her hope-filled eyes landed on me. It just about broke my heart.
“Cole?”
I shook my head, almost in tears.
“I’m sorry.”
She closed her eyes briefly to gather herself. I felt so awful, I could scream. It was apparent there was barely any strength left in her. The hope seeped out of her, and it was like she deflated as she sat down, hands in her lap, fiddling nervously with the edge of her shirt.
I sat down next to her. “We almost had him. I’m sure we’ll find him again.”
She shook her head, tears spilling onto her pants. “I can’t take this anymore. I simply can’t…”
A deputy came to me and informed me that, as they had walked into the garage downstairs earlier and had seen Roy Hudson take off, right before he burst through the barricades outside, they had also found the dead body of a reporter he had shot right before he left. They heard the shot as they were out in the hallway, then ran into the parking garage where they found her. She was lying on the floor in a pool of her own blood.
“Her name was Shirley Murphey. We have contacted her family, and the techs are securing the area as we speak.”
We were interrupted when my phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out. It was Sydney again. I decided to take it.
“Excuse me a second,” I said and got up. I walked to a secluded area with the phone pressed against my ear. “Syd, I am sorry, but I really don’t have the time right now for…”
“No, you listen to me, Eva Rae Thomas,” Sydney said, using that sister voice that told me I better do as she said. “I have a girl here who you need to talk to.”
“Not now, Sydney. You know I usually will do anything for the shelter and the girls, but today…”
“No, Eva Rae, listen to me. You’re not listening.”
That made me pause.
“Okay?”
“You want to meet this one. Trust me.”
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AS SYDNEY HUNG UP, she said, “All right. I am taking you to her now.”
Jessica looked up at Sydney, surprised. Was it really that easy?
“The woman from your photo,” Sydney continued. “She’s still at the resort, and she wants to see you. You tell her what you told me, and that will be a great help to her, you hear me?”
Jessica nodded. They had taken her x-rays and found nothing broken, and the doctor had said she seemed to have lucked out. The police had said they’d need her to come down later and give her statement for the case against the men in the apartment who had held her and the others against their will. But for now, she was free to go.
Sydney reached out her hand, and Jessica took it in hers. “Are you ready for this? It might be hard, but I am here.”
Jessica swallowed, grabbed her backpack, and walked out with her, holding Sydney’s hand in hers. As the moist Florida air enveloped her like a blanket and they walked across the parking lot toward Sydney’s car, she felt her knees go soft beneath her.
Sydney seemed to notice and sent her a smile. “You’re gonna do fine. Don’t you worry now.”
But she did. Jessica felt more worried than ever as they drove from the hospital toward the resort. How were they going to react to what she told them? What if they didn’t believe her? What if they got mad at her for not saying anything earlier?
Jessica started hyperventilating in the car, the closer they got to the resort. When they drove up, there was a guard who asked them to identify themselves and state their business there. While Sydney spoke to him, Jessica felt how the sounds around her were drowned out by the noise from her blood pulsating in her ears. It was all she could hear—the rushing of the blood through her veins. She didn’t hear a word Sydney spoke to the guard and didn’t hear him tell her just to go ahead, but the car suddenly moved, and Sydney parked in front of the building. She stopped the engine, then turned to look at Jessica. She said something, but Jessica couldn’t hear what it was. Sydney looked concerned, then placed a hand on top of hers. Jessica finally managed to hear what she was saying.
“Are you okay?”
Jessica shook her head. Suddenly, she just wanted to go home. Even if it was back to Dad and his drinking, it was better than this.
“I…I’m not sure I can do this.”
Sydney smiled gently. Jessica felt like crying, or screaming. Or both at the same time.
“I know it’s a lot right now,” she said calmly. “But it’s important that you do it. For all of you.”
“But…I can’t…they’ll hate me.”
“Oh, sweet child,” Sydney said. “No one is going to hate you. I promise you. Come. Let’s get this over with.”
Jessica looked at her, then nodded. “O-Okay.”
Sydney opened the door and got out. Jessica hesitated for a few seconds, calming her shaking hands, taking a few deep breaths, then did the same.
Here goes nothing.
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SYDNEY WALKED into the hotel room, escorted by a deputy from downstairs. Behind her followed a young girl about the same age as my Olivia. The girl stopped at the doorway and stood there like she wasn’t sure she was allowed inside.
“Come,” Sydney said and urged her to approach me. “This is my sister; this is FBI Agent Eva Rae Thomas.”
The girl looked like she had seen a ghost. Her eyes were terrified and puzzled at the very same time. But as I approached her, I realized she wasn’t looking at me. I wasn’t the ghost she had seen.
It was someone else.
It was Mary.
She had risen from the couch as soon as she laid eyes on the girl and was barely breathing. She spoke between gasps, and it took me a few seconds till I realized what she was actually saying. To be honest, I didn’t believe my own ears and thought I had heard her wrong at first.
“M-M-Maggie?”
I stared at the girl. My heart skipped a beat as I tried to make sense of all this. Mary shrieked and approached the girl very slowly, like she was afraid it was a vision that would go away if she got too close, like an illusion, a mirage in the desert. It was the same sound, the same name that kept emerging from between her lips.
“M-Maggie? How is this…how is this possible?”
My eyes met Sydney’s as I searched for an explanation. Had Mary lost it? Had she somehow made herself believe that this was her lost daughter? It wouldn’t be strange with all she had been through the past twenty-four hours. What was strange was the fact that the girl didn’t seem to deny it. Tears ran down her cheeks, and she nodded while biting her lip. Sydney did the same.
“What is this?” I asked.
“It’s Maggie,” Mary said through a curtain of tears. “It’s my Maggie. I would know my daughter anywhere. I can’t believe it.”
She gasped and struggled to contain herself, then walked up to the girl and touched her cheek gently. She held her face between her hands and looked into her eyes. The girl didn’t seem to mind. She, too, was struggling to keep afloat, to breathe properly through the heavy crying.
“It’s true,” Sydney said to me and placed a hand on my arm. “It’s her.”
“Oh, I know it’s her,” Mary said. “I know those eyes…how I have dreamt of seeing them again. How I have dreamt of holding you again. Can I? Can I hold you?”
The girl nodded while biting her lip. Mary breathed a deep sigh of relief, then pulled the girl into a deep hug. She held her close, shaking, crying, and laughing at the same time.
“My dear sweet Maggie. I knew I’d see you again someday. I just knew it. And here you are. So tall and…so…so beautiful.” She stroked her face, careful not to touch the bruises on it. Her eyes narrowed in bewilderment. “Who hurt you?”
I glared at the girl, then at Sydney again. “She’s been alive all this time? How?” I then turned back to Maggie for answers.
“It’s been ten years. Where were you? Why didn’t you come forward?”
And that was when the pieces suddenly fell into place. I spun around on my heel and looked toward the yellow couch. It was empty.
“Peter? Where is Peter?”



Chapter 67
“HE WENT OUT ABOUT AN HOUR AGO,” Mary said sniffling. “Brittney and James went back home, and he walked out with them. They’ll come back tomorrow, they said, and Peter had some phone calls to make, something important at work, why?”
I turned to face Maggie. “That’s why you didn’t say anything, am I right?”
She nodded. “I was terrified they’d send me back.”
“Because it was your father who took you back then. It was your own father who kidnapped you from the hotel room in Key West, and you were too scared to go back.”
“He tried to kill me,” she said, sitting down on a chair, folding her hands in her lap. Her eyes avoided looking into those of her mother.
Mary glared down at her, eyes petrified.
“What is she saying? What are you saying, Maggie?”
“He took us, Mom,” Maggie said. “Dad took us that night. He said we were going on an adventure together. That it was supposed to be a surprise for you, then he sedated us and took us to his car. When I woke up, we were by a lake, where he told us it was time to go swimming. But then he…he…put his hands around my neck and pushed me under the water. I passed out, and later when I woke up, I was in the water still, darkness all around me. I couldn’t find Blake or Dad or anyone. I swam to the shore and got out of the water. I stayed in that wilderness for a very long time. I didn’t dare to show up and risk being sent back to my father. So, I ran. I ran as far away as I could. I found food in trash cans by restaurants and just kept walking until I reached a town. There, I snuck on a train and let it take me to the end of the line until it stopped going. That was in Tampa. I walked out and was later picked up by a police car. When they took me to the station, I refused to speak. I didn’t say a word for years. I couldn’t because then they’d have me tell them who I was, where I came from, and I’d be sent back to him. I remember seeing the red-haired FBI lady—you—on TV. I went to a foster family where I was supposed to spend the night until they figured out what to do with me since they had nowhere to send me back to, and I saw her there on TV. She told people I had died—that Blake and I were both drowned. That’s when I knew I could start over. No one would be looking for me anymore. No one would figure out who I really was and send me back. The social workers gave me a name when they couldn’t get me to talk or figure out who I was, and then they sent me to a family. When I saw the red-haired woman again ten years later on the TV in my home, the foster home I have lived in for the past ten years, what had become my home, I almost lost it. It had tormented me all my life that I hadn’t told who hurt us, who took my brother and me from our hotel room. But it hurt most of all when I realized it had happened again. That’s when I knew I had to come forward. It turned out to be harder to get here than expected. But now I am.”
“She was one of the girls from the raid on the apartment earlier,” Sydney said. “Here in Orlando. She saw you there.”
My eyes grew wide. “You were there?”
She nodded. “I tried to call for you, but they rushed me to the hospital so fast…it doesn’t matter. I’m here now. Thanks to your sister.”
“I can’t believe it,” I said, stifling the tears welling up in my eyes. “I can’t believe you are here. I can’t believe you survived. We only found Blake’s body back then but just assumed…because of all the gators, that you had suffered the same destiny. We just never found the body, but that’s not strange in those parts with all the wildlife. We found your hairclip on the beach. The one with the butterfly.”
“But…” Mary said, looking as terrified as ever before. Her voice trembled as she spoke. She was staring into empty air, shaking her head in despair. “I don’t understand this. Why would Peter steal my children away from me? Why would he do such an awful thing? I don’t understand.”
I grabbed her by her fragile shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Mary. I need you to stay calm for this, do you hear me? Try to think. I am going to ask you something that is going to hurt. Can you handle it?”
“Y-yes.”
“Could Peter and Roy be the same person?” I asked.
She looked at me, dumbfounded. “Excuse me? What are you saying?”
“When did you two meet?”
She shook her head. “Sixteen years ago…I stayed in Lexington after my mom and step-dad died in the fire. I worked at the local paper. He seemed familiar back then; his eyes did…that’s what I liked about him…but…”
“So, six years had passed since he killed your mom and his dad. That gave him time to create a new identity, go to dental school, and come back to open a clinic. You were just a toddler when he drove his car into the water,” I said. “You barely knew him. You thought he was brain-injured, living in a long-term care facility. You couldn’t possibly know he had run away. He could easily have tricked you. And I believe that’s what he did—to hurt you. Over and over again.”
She clasped her mouth, her face strained in despair. “Oh, dear Lord, I think you’re right. Those eyes, I remember them now. He said he loved me; he gave me a family…I thought it was love…he gave me everything.”
“Till he took it all away,” I said. “And now he’s done it again.”



Chapter 68
“WHERE IS HE NOW? And how do we find him?”
Mary’s eyes landed on me. A look of pain flickered over her face. And then something else. An expression of surprise as though she was still puzzled about what had happened like she hadn’t entirely accepted it or understood it. None of us had at this point. But it was beginning to make sense.
“He has my boy; he has Cole…Maggie’s brother.” She turned her head to look at her daughter sitting on the chair. She held her hand in hers and put it against her chest. “We need to find them…before it’s too late.”
“I’ll call the sheriff,” I said and pulled out my phone. “I’ll ask him if they found out where he went after he got through the tunnel.”
I spoke with Blair for a few seconds, then hung up. Mary’s eyes lingered hopefully on me.
“The tunnel ended in a creek south of the auto shop,” I said. “They’re searching the area around it, but he might have had a boat lying there to get away in or a car waiting for him up on the road nearby, they say.”
“But…then he could be anywhere by now?” Mary said.
I nodded. My head felt heavy. I had a pounding headache threatening to burst out and remembered that I hadn’t slept or had anything to drink for a very long time. “I’m afraid so. The entire town is looking for him, though.” I wanted to add that they’d find him, of course, they would, but I didn’t. Because this guy had tricked us so many times before, I was no longer so sure.
I tried to call Brad again but still got no answer. “Where the heck is he?” I mumbled, beginning to get nervous. I found a deputy out in the hallway.
“Take a couple of men and search the resort for Brad Shearer. He’s been gone for a little too long now, and I can’t reach him.”
“Yes, ma’am.” The deputy nodded and went with two of his colleagues.
“Agent Thomas?”
I looked at one of the other field agents that Brad had brought with him. Agent Allison Henderson. A young up and coming woman that I saw a lot of myself in. She walked toward me.
“I just got off the phone with the owner of Billy’s Auto-shop downtown, the one Roy Hudson disappeared into.”
“Yes?”
“He said he’s not the owner anymore. He sold it to Roy Hudson about two months ago. He said Roy was mostly interested in the drainage tunnel running beneath it; he didn’t seem to care about the auto shop at all. The owner found that to be strange. But he paid a good price for it, so he didn’t ask.”
“Roy has planned this for a long time, and made this his plan B, his escape in case things got hot.”
“Looks like it,” Allison said. “Clever.”
“Thanks.”
I glanced at Mary, who had pulled up a chair and sat with Maggie. They were holding hands and talking. I wondered what I would talk to my daughter about if I hadn’t been with her in ten years. Where did you start? You had missed all of her childhood. She was a teenager now, fifteen years old. You had missed everything in between. Mary barely knew her own daughter. Who was she? What were her likes and dislikes? What had shaped her?
It had to be tough.
While looking at them, the deputy from earlier, Deputy Hanson, came in through the door to the room.
“Agent Thomas. You need to come right away.”
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“WE FOUND him in the pool and spa area.”
Deputy Hanson held the door for me so I could enter. The smell of chlorine sprang to my nose. I followed Hanson through a set of glass doors into the pool area, where I spotted him on the ground.
My heart dropped.
“Brad.”
I rushed to him and knelt. There was so much blood.
“I called for an ambulance,” Hanson said. “Should be here any minute. He’s lost a lot of blood.”
Brad blinked his eyes and looked up at me. His shirt was soaked in blood from the bullet wound in his shoulder. His skin was pale.
“He took my phone so that I couldn’t call for help. But I had him,” he stuttered. “Right here. I almost had him and the…boy. He was…trying to drown him here in the pool. I walked in on him. The boy was still alive when I pulled him out of the water.”
“You disturbed him,” I said with a soft smile. “And that just might have saved Cole’s life. That’s the important thing to focus on right now. This means he might still be alive. This is good news, Brad.”
“But you didn’t get him, did you?” he asked. “He got away?”
I nodded with an exhale. “For now. But I’m not done yet. You just hang in there, Brad. I’m not losing you as well.”
Brad sputtered. Hanson rolled him to the side so he could breathe easier.
“I always admired you so much, Agent Thomas,” Brad said with a feeble smile. I didn’t like the color of his skin. “I was the one who suggested we bring you in for this one. I studied your work for years and knew you were on this case back then. I just wanted to be you.”
“And you will be, Brad. Just keep up the good work. You’re gonna be a great agent, and one day maybe profiler as well.”
He tried to laugh, but it came out as a cough. Brad’s eyes rolled back.
“No, Brad, stay here. Don’t pass out,” I said and slapped his cheek gently. “Stay with me, you hear me? Stay here!”
Brad smiled blissfully and cracked his eyes open. “Find Cole for me, will you?” he almost whispered. “Make sure this wasn’t in vain. Bring him back to his mother. Don’t let my death have been for nothing.”
“You’re not dying, Brad. Do you hear me?” I almost screamed. “You’re staying here. You’re being taken to the hospital, and then you’re gonna be stitched up, and you’ll be fine; you hear me, Brad? Brad? BRAD?”
I screamed his name, and it echoed off the walls of the pool area, just as the paramedics came storming in, rolling the stretcher behind them, Agent Allison showing them the way. I broke down and cried, bending forward, gasping for air as they took over.
Please, don’t let him be dead. Please, let them be able to save him.
I watched as they performed CPR, then pulled out a defibrillator and jerked his chest, trying to get his heart beating. I held my breath as they listened for a heartbeat, then went for it again. Brad’s torso jerked once again, and they felt for a pulse. Then they tried again, and I felt how the hope seeped out of me—another jerk, then the search for the sign of a heartbeat.
The female paramedic looked up at her colleague.
“I have a pulse.”
I watched, crying hard as they rushed Brad out of the pool area on the stretcher and into the ambulance, while the photographers crowded the ambulance, and the deputies tried to hold them back. The ambulance went down the street, lights blinking in the night, while the tears wouldn’t stop streaming down my cheeks.
I rushed back inside before the photographers got pictures of me like this, and without answering any of their questions.
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THEY FOUND Brad’s phone in a trash can nearby, and Agent Allison also found the reporter’s phone, which she went through.
“There’s a video,” she said. “Footage of when Shirley Murphy approached Roy Hudson or Peter Marshall in the garage. Look.”
I watched the video she had made of him rolling the suitcase across the garage floor when she called out to him, asking him what he was doing. She had somehow figured him out long before the rest of us, and that became her demise.
“And the boy?” I asked. “Could he fit inside that suitcase?”
“I think so. We found it by the poolside on a lounge chair. There was also a sedative inside of it. And syringes.”
“That we must assume he used to pacify the boy with so he didn’t scream or make noises to alert us to where he was,” I said, annoyed at continually being a step or two behind this guy. “Makes a lot of sense. Unfortunately, it doesn’t tell us where they are right now. But it will serve as evidence for his trial once we do get to him.”
“You see him attack the reporter in the video, so, yes. Pretty strong material,” Allison said. “I’ll make sure it is secured.”
“That’s good,” I said and tapped her shoulder. “Nice work.”
“And Brad?” she asked. “Is he going to be okay?”
I exhaled. “We don’t know. We’ll know more in a few hours.”
She nodded, then looked down.
“I’ll continue,” she said, then left me.
I approached Mary and asked her to come with me. She got up and followed me to the couch, where we sat down.
“Is there anywhere you think Peter would take the boy? You know him better than any of us.”
She sighed, her hands shaking slightly. “You’d think after sixteen years. I feel like I don’t know him at all.”
“Still, he might have a place, somewhere you know he likes to go. What does he like to do? We assume he’s gonna take the boy to some body of water if he’s keeping up with his MO. Can you think of anywhere around here where he might go with Cole?”
She shook her head. “I…I didn’t even know he had been here two months ago to buy the auto shop. He traveled a lot for work, conferences and stuff like that, but I didn’t know he went to Florida. I thought he hated the state as much as I did. That’s why I was so puzzled when he suggested we come back for a vacation. But he said he wanted to take Cole to all the parks: Disney, Universal, and SeaWorld. I bought into that, thinking that okay, maybe it doesn’t have to end badly; it’s not the state’s fault, what happened last time. Guess it turns out that it was all my fault. For being so blind?”
I sighed when Mary’s phone buzzed on the coffee table in front of us. She leaned over to look at the display. Her eyes went wide, and she looked at me.
“It’s him. It’s Peter. What do I do?”
“Pick up,” I said. “Pretend you don’t know that he has Cole. Try to get him to tell you where he is.”
I signaled for Allison to try and trace the call. Right when Cole disappeared, we had gotten everything ready to track any call she might receive, should the kidnapper call with demands.
Allison nodded and tapped on her computer. I bit my lip as Mary put the phone to her ear.
“P-Peter? Honey? Where are you? You’ve been gone for a long time now. Will you be back soon?”
Mary went pale. She didn’t say any other words, just listened. I saw tears spring to her eyes and signaled for her to continue. But it was Peter who did the talking. Then she removed the phone from her ear and put it on the table.
“He hung up.”
“What did he say?” I asked, sitting on the edge of the seat.
She turned to look at me. “He wants me to come to him. He says he has Cole, and he won’t harm him if I come to him. But I must come alone. He’ll call and guide me where to go.”
I shook my head. “Not gonna happen.”
Mary looked up at me. I had risen to my feet and placed my hands on my sides.
“But…my boy?”
“Peter might kill you both. It’s too risky.”
Mary stood up too. “I want to do it. If there is any way I can save Cole, I will.”
I ignored her and looked at Allison. “Did we get anything? A location?”
She shrugged. “Orlando area, that’s all. The cell phone tower this call went through covers south Orlando, but it’s still a pretty large radius.”
“You can’t get closer than that?”
She shook her head. “Nope. His phone is a burner. It’s untraceable. Plus, he’ll probably toss it and get another one for the next call.”
“Probably. He’s smart. Keep trying to track him,” I said. “He’ll call again, right? He said he’d call again?”
Mary nodded. “That’s what he said. He told me to get ready, and then he’d call me. Please, let me go.”
“We’ll put a wire on her,” Allison said. “We can follow her closely. If he leads us to the boy, we go in.”
“It’s risky,” I said. “You’re the one he wants to hurt. Maybe if I go instead?”
“He’ll know it’s you,” Mary said. “I won’t risk it. He might kill Cole. I’ll go. I don’t care. Cole is most important right now.”
I exhaled and glanced at Maggie, who sat with Sydney, drinking a soda she had gotten for her. Did I want to risk her losing her mother once again?
“I’m doing it, no matter if you let me or not,” Mary said, then grabbed her phone in her hand. “This is my only chance of saving Cole.”
I nodded. “Okay. But we’ll follow you closely as you go, okay? We’re not letting you out of sight for even one second.”



Chapter 71
“WHAT ARE WE DOING HERE? Dad? Why are we here?”
Roy looked at the boy in the rearview mirror. He had stolen the Subaru in a driveway not far from where the drainage tunnel ended. Stupid owners had left the keys inside it. People really were clueless. But it was to his advantage. Just like it had been his luck that it hadn’t rained much lately, and the tunnel hadn’t been filled with water. His legs and pants were soaked, and so were the boy’s from walking through it, but that was all. They could deal with some wet clothes easily in this heat. Right now, it served to keep them cool inside the car. Roy had to shut the engine off for a little while so they wouldn’t seem suspicious being parked where they were in case a patrol car drove by. That meant the AC was also off, and the temperature was quickly rising inside the cabin.
“I’m really tired, Dad. Can’t we go home?” The boy’s voice was trembling. He was scared but trying not to show Roy.
“Not yet, son,” Roy said. He looked at his phone, then at his watch. He’d give her ten minutes to tell Agent Thomas and whoever else was in the hotel room still about the phone call and his demands. Then he’d call her back. He knew they’d probably be tracking his phone, or at least try to, but he’d make it brief. Tease them just enough for them to think they could find him, then hang up.
“All I want is you,” he had told her. “I don’t care about the boy.”
It was a lie, naturally. But he knew Mary—the Little Maggot—enough to know that she’d do anything to get to her child.
Her and her annoying children.
He had never felt like a father. Roy had never connected with the children, and the bigger they grew, the more he grew to loathe them and their presence in his life. Everything about them was always wrong. Especially the boys. They annoyed him so much; all he could think about was the day he’d be able to shut them up for good—just like he had wanted to do to the Maggot when she was a toddler and had ruined everything for him.
Roy shivered at the thought. He remembered how he had looked at her neck and wanted to strangle her already back then. He should have done it when he had the chance. He hated her more than anything. She was always there, and his dad adored everything about her.
It was disgusting.
The wait had been the hardest part—years and years of planning how to do it. Killing their parents, his dad and her mom, had been the easy part. He drowned them both in their own bathtub, then burned down the house. But it had felt rushed—like it wasn’t quite satisfying enough. It was too easy of a way out for them. He wanted them to have suffered the way he did—day after day in that home. But by the time he found that out, it was too late. They were both long gone. It hadn’t taken him long to find out that the best way to get back at Mary was to ruin her life completely. To give her everything she wanted, all the happiness, just like he had before it was taken away from him. He wanted to destroy her, just like he had been destroyed.
After all, it was all her fault. Life was good before she showed up.
And he wanted to make sure this was done completely the right way. So, he married her instead. He pretended to love her, even though he loathed her more than anything. He gave her children, twins, and the happiness was overwhelming. And that’s when the planning began. He knew he had to wait until they were a certain age—to be the most devastating to her. And to make sure he got it right. He had actually planned it all two years earlier, to the smallest detail, when the chance was there on another vacation to California. But then those annoying people, James and Brittney, suddenly called and said they’d join them there, and that was the end of that plan. Two years he had to wait to get the chance again, but it was all worth it. Pushing Blake and Maggie down in the water and feeling how life left them was the most intoxicating thing in his life. And he even got away with it.
Some idiot who had also been at the hotel was put away and received the death penalty instead of him. It was overpowering. He felt invincible. But then depression struck after the twins were gone. People around him thought it was due to the loss of the children, so no eyebrows were raised. But little did they know what really went on inside him. The intoxicating thrill ride had come to an end. He started wondering what was next for him. Killing those two had been his goal for years, so now what? He had broken Mary like he wanted to; she was hurt and cried like a wounded animal at night. His purpose had been fulfilled, and he started thinking about murdering Mary. Then two years later, Mary came to him and said she was pregnant again. Roy was thrilled. Not in the prospect of getting a third child, no because now his life had meaning again. There was no doubt in Roy’s mind that he had been given another chance. He could do it all over again, and it filled him with new hope and purpose.
Cole sank back into the seat behind Roy with a deep sigh. “I’m hungry.”
“Not now, Cole. You’ll have to wait.”
“Where’s Mommy?” he said, then started to sob as he remembered his mother. “I want Mommy.”
That made Roy smile and turn to look at Cole.
“Mommy will be here soon. Don’t you worry.”
His big eyes looked up at Roy.
“Will you take her to see the mermaids too?”
“Maybe,” Roy answered absentmindedly and turned away. He was sick of talking to the boy and wished he had taken the sedative with him when he ran. He could use a little of it to shut the boy up while he made his last move. “We’ll see once Mommy gets here.”
The boy shook his head and looked out the window at the tall building next to them. “I didn’t really like it down there, Dad. Do I have to go again?”
That made Roy laugh.
“We’ll have to see about that, son. You might have to go again, but it’ll be the last time. I promise.”



Chapter 72
LEAVE THE RESORT. Go to the Mall at Millenia. There’s an IKEA there. Go to the parking lot outside of that building. Remember to be alone. If anyone follows you, the boy is dead.
Mary sat in the car, remembering Peter’s words. He had called her a few minutes earlier and given her the instructions, then hung up. She wanted to ask him if Cole was with him, if he was okay…if she could hear him say something, get proof of life like Agent Thomas had told her. But he had hung up too fast for her to get even one word in. And now she was driving out of the resort, her heart throbbing in her chest. Eva Rae Thomas and a couple of other agents were behind her in Eva Rae’s minivan. They promised to stay at a distance so that they wouldn’t be seen. They had put a mike on Mary, a small button that looked like it was part of her shirt, and told her they’d be able to hear every word that was said. They would also be able to trace her and see where she went. That way, they didn’t have to follow her closely and risk being seen by Peter when she got there.
Mary didn’t like it. She had promised Peter to come alone. Now she was showing up with an entire entourage just to protect her. From who? Peter? He was her husband for sixteen years. Shouldn’t she be able to handle him? To persuade him not to hurt Cole or her?
I don’t get it.
It was so hard to believe that he could contain that much hatred. The man who had loved her? The man she had loved? How was this possible? Had Peter really kidnapped the twins back then just to hurt her? Had he killed Blake?
Mary shook her head and took I-4 toward the Villages and the mall like he had asked her to.
If anyone follows you, the boy is dead.
Mary glanced in the rearview mirror. She could still see Eva Rae and her minivan. If she could see it, then Peter could too. She didn’t like not following his instructions correctly. Peter wasn’t a man you tricked. He was clever and would know they would try to be there to protect her. He had to know Eva Rae would be there too.
“What’s your plan, Peter?” she whispered out in the darkness as she found the exit to Mall at Millenia and slowed down to take a turn. She was fighting her tears, thinking about him, and about the life they had lived together. They had been through so much. And she had thought they were in it together. How could any human being be so cruel?
“What is it you want?”
She drove past the mall, then found the big IKEA behind it. She glanced in the mirror once again, but now she could no longer see the minivan behind her. She breathed relieved. Eva Rae had pulled back like she said she would.
Mary felt her heart beat faster as she drove into the parking lot and scanned the area to see if she could spot him. The tears were slowly substituted for anger inside of her; the more she thought about what Peter had done to her, the more she wanted to hurt him back.
But first, she wanted to get her boy.
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“THERE’S NO ONE HERE,” Mary mumbled to herself, letting her eyes search the parking lot for Peter and Cole. There was nothing to see in the darkness. The area was only lit up by the lampposts outside of the IKEA building.
Not even a car.
“Why have you brought me here, Peter?” she whispered and looked out the windshield. He wasn’t even here, was he? He was toying with her.
Her phone vibrated, and Mary gasped. She looked at it. It was an unknown number like Agent Thomas said it might be because he was changing phones so they couldn’t trace him. It had to be him.
“Peter. I’m here now. Where are you?” she said to make sure she got to say something before he hung up again.
“Turn around and go back,” his hoarse voice crackled on the other end. “Then go on the turnpike. You have ten minutes.”
“The turnpike…but…?”
He hung up again. Mary stared at the phone. What was going on here? Hadn’t he just brought her to this place? Now, he wanted her to go back that same way and then continue? Was it all just a joke to him?
Mary felt her hands shake heavily as she put the car in drive and took off, tears rolling across her cheeks, tears of anger and frustration. She was sick of being the victim here. She was sick of being bossed around, of people walking all over her. Peter had taken enough from her as it was. She wasn’t going to let him take more. She wasn’t going to let him get away with treating her like this.
I loved you! I gave you my heart. How could you do this to me? How could you?
She slammed her hand on the wheel and let the tears roll while trying to focus on the road and the task ahead. So now he had her running down the turnpike, and then what? How did she know that doing this would get her to her boy? How could she know that he wouldn’t just tell her to go somewhere else when she got there, maybe all the way back again? Just to mock her? Just because he knew he could get her to do anything? Was this nothing but a demonstration of his power? The power he had possessed over her for her entire adult life? Telling her what to do, pretending to love her, to want to build a life with her when all he wanted was to tear it all down? To hurt her?
All those times he had held her in his arms, comforting her, telling her he loved her, and that they’d get through this together, while she cried helplessly over the loss of her children.
Had it all been a lie? Was her life just a joke? A game?
“Well, the game is about to be over soon,” she mumbled as she passed the exit to the resort again and continued onto the turnpike. She looked at her watch—exactly ten minutes. She was here, now what?
“Now what, you bastard?” she yelled into the cabin of the car, slamming her hands on the wheel. “You sick bastard, what do you want me to do now, huh? Jump out of the moving car? Rob a bank, huh? What?”
Mary sobbed and cried, holding onto the wheel for dear life when her phone rang again. It was him. Of course, it was.
“I’m here now, on the turnpike. Now what?” she asked.
“Good girl. Now, you floor it.”
“Floor it?”
“Drive as fast as you can, paying no attention to the speed limit.”
“Is that all? For how far? Peter? Peter?”
He was gone.



Chapter 74
“WHERE ON EARTH was he taking her?”
I looked at Allison next to me. She was sitting with her laptop on her knees, tracking Mary on the screen. We had heard the phone ring and her getting new instructions. We had seen her drive out of the parking lot by IKEA and drive back toward the hotel, shaking our heads, puzzled at what was going on. We were listening in on her conversations, or Allison was through her headset, but all we got from what was being said on the phone was the turnpike, and as she took the ramp toward it, I understood that Peter—or Roy—had given her new instructions. He was toying with her, making sure she was following his instructions properly, and probably trying to get rid of us in the process as well.
Now, as he had seen her follow his directions closely, he would know that he could make her do anything. My guess was he liked that. He enjoyed being in charge—ruling over her life completely.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Allison said. “The turnpike could take her anywhere. All I can see is she’s going south so far.”
“I sure hope he’s not just getting rid of all of us, getting us out of town, so he can take the boy and leave town in the other direction,” I said.
“You mean it could all be a diversion?” Allison asked.
“Yes.”
“It’s a risk we have to take,” she said.
“True. What do you think his game is?” I asked.
“Like you said. Demonstrate his power over her, crush her.”
I nodded and drove onto the turnpike. We were keeping a reasonable distance so we couldn’t be seen. Behind me sat two deputies, Deputy Hanson and Deputy Johnson, from the sheriff’s office, that I had asked to go with us in case we needed backup. They were sitting in the seat where my children usually sat.
My children. Gosh, how I missed them.
Alex had called before he went to bed, and I had sung for him like I usually did. He had then told me he was sick of being babysat by grandma since she always yelled at him for not picking up his toys from the floor. I was usually pretty relaxed about toys on the floor since I knew it’d only get messy again the next day, so instead, I usually had one day a week when we cleaned everything up. My mom was old school and didn’t like my relaxed attitude.
“A boy needs to learn how to clean up after himself, or he’ll grow up to be a messy head,” she’d say constantly.
“You asked me to clean up constantly during my childhood and look how that turned out. If you ask me, you’re wasting your time,” was my reply the last time she said it.
That shut her up for a little while.
I thought about Alex and smiled secretly, looking forward to tucking him in properly again soon, as I landed on the turnpike and looked at Allison.
“Is she still on it?”
“Oh-oh,” she said.
“Oh-oh, what?”
“She’s flooring it. Peter just called again, and I think he told her to. Look at her car,” she said and turned the screen so I could see. The red dot was darting south on the turnpike.
“He’s making it hard for us to catch up to her,” I said and let my foot weigh down on the accelerator. The minivan jolted forward. “But she’s not the only one who can drive fast.”



Chapter 75
SHE WAS DRIVING FASTER than ever before. Mary was doing as she was told, flooring the BMW. She never liked this car much. It was Peter’s, and he insisted on them taking it to Florida when they left for the vacation because he preferred to drive it over the big Cadillac SUV she drove when they were at home.
Did he know it would end like this? Did he already plan to have me speeding like this to save my son’s life?
The thought gnawed at her insides, and tears sprang to her eyes again. Peter knew how much she hated to drive fast, how scared she got when he sped. He was doing this just to torture her, wasn’t he?
Luckily, it was so late that there weren’t many cars on the turnpike. Mary drove up behind one now, then changed lanes and zigzagged between that car and another one close to it. She had to slow down to get past them both, then sped up as soon as she could. She knew she risked losing Eva Rae Thomas by going this fast, but for now, she didn’t dare to defy Peter’s orders.
Not when her son’s life was at stake.
Sweat sprang to her forehead as she realized she was going a hundred. She had never done that before. Yet the BMW seemed steady on the road, and as she zigzagged between more cars, she got the feeling that maybe she could actually do this. She had made it this far, hadn’t she? Now she only worried that Peter hadn’t told her how far she was supposed to go like this.
She glanced at the phone next to her, but it remained eerily quiet.
If I continue like this, I’ll end up in Miami, she thought nervously.
Yet the phone remained quiet.
She lost the other cars and came to a part of the road where she was all alone. Heart throbbing in her chest, she clenched the wheel as it shook profoundly due to the speed she was going. She looked out the windshield, then spotted something on the side of the road.
Or rather someone.
Peter!
He was waving at her to stop, and she did. She hit the brakes so hard, the car skidded sideways down the road, passing Peter and the car he had parked in the grass. Mary closed her eyes as she lost control of the BMW, and it flew into the grass, then finally stopped. Panting, she sat for a few seconds with her eyes closed, hands still clenched on the wheel. Outside stood Peter, signaling for her to get out.
Mary held her breath as she laid eyes on him, then swallowed the anger rising inside of her.
She got out and approached him, taking long and angry steps. “Peter? What in the world…?”
He placed a gun against her forehead, and she stopped. Then he looked down at her shirt, let a hand slide across it, feeling it, till he found the small microphone they had pinned to it, and pulled it off.
Mary watched it land in the grass, then looked up at Peter. He nodded toward the car on the side of the road.
“Get in.”
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“SHE STOPPED.”
Allison turned her head and looked at me.
“What do you mean she stopped?” I asked, still flooring the minivan, zigzagging between cars in front of us.
“She stopped moving. The dot is suddenly standing still.”
She turned the screen so I could see, and I looked briefly, then returned my eyes to the road ahead. I passed a big truck transporting groceries to Publix.
“Okay, what is going on with her. Is she saying anything?”
Allison went quiet. “She’s saying something now. Wait.”
Two cars in each lane were blocking my way, and I was forced to slow down. Annoyed, I drove up behind the one in the left lane, hoping he’d get out of my way. He didn’t. Probably was one of those types who thought that since he was going the speed limit, then he was entitled to be in the passing lane and stay there. If I wanted to pass, I’d have to wait.
I grumbled when Allison took off her headset.
“Something is wrong,” she said.
“What?”
Finally, the guy passed the other car and changed his lane so I could pass both of them. I roared past him, then continued.
“I heard her talk to him, and then she went quiet. As in completely silent.”
“What do you mean. Him? Peter?” I asked.
“Yes. She was in the middle of a sentence when she suddenly went quiet. Now, I can’t hear anything except the sound of roaring cars, and in between them, I hear…?”
“Yes? What?”
“Cicadas?”
“What?”
Allison stared at the screen. “We’re getting closer to where she stopped. It should come up on our right in a few seconds.”
I slowed down and spotted the BMW on the side of the road, parked in the grass, facing the wrong direction. I hit the brakes and turned into the side as well, then stopped.
“There’s nothing here,” I said. “Not even a rest area. Why did she stop here?”
I unbuckled and jumped out of the minivan, then rushed toward the BMW. I pulled the door open.
“Mary?”
As I suspected, she wasn’t there. I exhaled, annoyed, then looked at Allison. “She’s not here. He must have been here, then taken her with him.”
Allison looked at the grass. “Looks like a car parked here recently.”
“Looks like he met her here and took her with him. Great. The tracker was in the car, so now we can’t trace her. Her phone was left inside the car too.”
Allison walked a few steps, then reached into the grass and pulled something out.
“Guess that’s why we heard cicadas,” she said and showed me the microphone.
“Dang it,” I said, grabbing my hair. “We don’t even know what car he is driving, or what direction they are going. We lost her. She’s completely on her own now.”
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“COLE?”
Mary almost screamed his name when she saw him in the back seat. His eyes were closed, and he wasn’t moving. Seeing this, her heart dropped.
“What did you do to him, Peter? What did you do?”
She sat in the seat next to him in the back of the car, while Peter jumped into the front seat and started up the engine. He roared onto the road.
“Peter?”
“Relax,” he said, looking at her in the rearview mirror. “He’s just sleeping. It’s been a long day.”
Mary’s heart throbbed, and she placed her head on the boy’s chest. When she heard a heartbeat and could feel his chest heave up and down, she breathed with relief. He was still alive.
“Did you hurt him?” she asked, looking at his arms and legs for bruises. She touched him frantically, so extremely relieved to see him again that she wasn’t sure he was really there, that it wasn’t a dream or an illusion in her mind.
Peter didn’t answer. He accelerated the car, still holding the gun in his right hand. Cole began to move, and Mary gasped. He blinked, then opened his eyes. A smile spread across his face.
“Mommy! You came!”
Mary pulled him into a hug and held him while tears welled up in her eyes. “Oh, my sweet boy. My darling Cole. You have no idea how glad I am to see you.”
She loosened her grip even though she didn’t want to, but she needed to look into his eyes. She grabbed his face between her hands.
“Are you okay? Are you hurt?”
He shook his head, biting his lips. She sighed, relieved again, and pulled him into a second hug, crying tears of joy, but also worry, as the terrifying thought emerged inside of her.
Now what?
“Oh, my boy, my sweet boy,” she said and ruffled his hair as he leaned back in his seat. She focused on calming herself as the panic threatened to erupt. Yes, she had found her boy, but what was next? How would they get away from Peter alive? She had lost her backup; that much she was sure of. There was no way they’d be able to trace her or listen in anymore.
“Where are you taking us?” she asked Peter after a few seconds of finding the courage.
He glared at her in the mirror, a smirk on his face, madness gleaming in his eyes, frightening her. She had never seen this side of her husband before, this strange malevolence when he looked at her.
Or maybe she had. Maybe she had actually seen him look at her with evil in his eyes before. But she had just ignored it, smiled at him, and seen it give away to his affectionate eyes. But it had all been a charade, hadn’t it? It was all an act to hide his real lunacy that had always lurked beneath that façade he had worn for sixteen years.
“P-Peter?”
She pulled the boy closer, nervously.
“Dad?” Cole said, trying to help her. “Where are we going?”
She leaned forward and placed a hand on Peter’s shoulder like she used to do to calm him when he got upset. Only this time, touching him filled her with a deep disgust that she hid behind her smile and affectionate tone of voice.
“Peter, we’re together now. It’s all that matters. All of us here, together. As a family. This is all I ever wanted, and I know it is what you wanted too. To be a family.”
He stared at her in the mirror, his nostrils flaring. The madness seemed to subside slightly, at least for a second.
“That’s right,” he said. “All I ever wanted was a family. I had one, and you took it away.”
“But don’t you see?” she tried. “Now, you have one again. Us. We’re your family, and we love you, don’t we, Cole?”
The boy’s eyes lit up. “Yes, Dad. We love you so much.”
“Let us be a family together. We’ll go anywhere you want to. We can do anything you want us to. We don’t ever have to go back to our old lives. We can stay down here in Florida. Create new lives. How about that, huh?”
Peter nodded. He was biting his lip pensively while breathing raggedly. Then he floored the accelerator, and Mary was pushed back in her seat. She hugged Cole tight and whimpered as her stomach churned like it usually did when speeding, especially when she feared for her son’s safety.
“We’ll be together,” Peter mumbled as the Subaru flew across the road. He was repeating her words but making them sound like a threat and not a promise.
“A family forever.”
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“WE HAVE TO FIND HER. He will kill her and the boy,” I said. “Maybe this was his plan all along—to kill them both. We have to find them.”
“But how?” Alison said.
“Where can they have gone from here? What’s nearby?”
We were still parked on the side of the road, as I had no idea where to go from here. Cars rushed by us, shaking the minivan. Allison tapped on her computer, then shook her head.
“There really isn’t much around here. We’re about half an hour south of Orlando. We have the city of St. Cloud not far from here and Lake Tohopekaliga on the other side. That’s mostly wildlife. Could he have taken her to St. Cloud, do you think?”
I exhaled, frustrated. St. Cloud didn’t ring a bell to me. I didn’t think Mary and Peter had any connections to the town.
Unless…
“Wait a minute,” I said. “Brittney and James. Their close friends who were there through the search and left earlier today. They moved here to Florida a few years ago they said and lived nearby. Could you check?”
“I’m on it,” Allison said.
She grabbed the phone and called one of the agents back at the hotel suite. She asked him to check the info we had on James and Brittney Cork, then hung up, nodding.
“Yup. They live in St. Cloud.”
“I knew it.”
“I’m getting the address; Ben is texting it to me in a few seconds.”
I smiled, feeling like luck was finally smiling down on us. St. Cloud was no more than ten minutes’ drive from where we were. They weren’t far ahead of us. We might just be able to make it in time.
I started the car back up and took off onto the road, tires screeching on the asphalt. Allison received the text and plotted it into the GPS in my car, while I found the exit to St. Cloud and left the turnpike, praying we’d make it there in time.



Chapter 79
PETER HADN’T SAID a word in at least ten minutes, maybe more, and the silence in the roaring car was driving Mary crazy. Peter was driving so fast; she struggled to keep calm and not scream. She was holding the boy’s head close to her chest, clutching him tightly while fearing for their lives.
After a while that felt like an eternity, Peter suddenly took a sharp turn. The tires screeched beneath them till he got it back on track and took an exit and left the turnpike. Then he slowed down as they neared a stoplight. It was red, but he didn’t stop. He drove straight through it, while Mary screamed from the backseat. He turned again, then roared down a small road. The more they drove, the sparser the light seemed to get, and Mary peeked out the window, only to realize they were driving toward wilderness and not toward any city. A few minutes later, there wasn’t even a streetlamp anywhere, and they drove in complete darkness.
“Where are you taking us?” she asked again, worried, even though she knew she’d never receive an answer. Peter had shut her out long ago and kept his mind focused on the road ahead. The trees grew bigger and bushier, and the Florida wilderness soon surrounded them. Mary closed her eyes briefly as the car took another turn and came to a sudden halt.
Mary’s eyes jolted open. Why had they stopped?
She looked out the window and saw mostly darkness, but as her eyes got used to it, she realized there was some light out there from the shining white moon above them. It was glistening on the water in front of them.
The water?
“W-where are we, Peter? What is this place?”
Hearing the terror in his mother’s voice, Cole sat up and looked out as well.
“Dad?” he said, his voice high pitched. “Where are we?”
Peter sat still behind the wheel for several minutes without saying a word. Mary wondered, terrified, what was going on in that crazy head of his. Was he thinking about what they had said? Was he wondering if they really could start over and create a new life for themselves?
No, he knows that ship has sailed. He killed people. He killed Blake.
She wondered for a second if she should tell him about Maggie, tell him how she made it back to her, how she survived, but then she didn’t. If he killed them both now, then maybe she risked him going after Maggie afterward—finishing what he started ten years ago.
She leaned forward and placed her hand on his shoulder again.
“Peter?”
He didn’t respond or react to her gesture. He simply sat there for a few seconds, then got out of the car. He walked to the back to grab something, then came back and opened the door to the back seat on Cole’s side.
“Peter, please,” Mary said, her heart beating so fast she could barely sustain it.
“What are you doing? What are you doing with that rope? Peter?”
He still didn’t speak but began tying the boy up while panic rushed through Mary’s body so fast she trembled.
“Peter, what are you doing? No, please, Peter, don’t do that to him.”
Cole stifled his tears and looked at his mother, his upper lip quivering.
“Dad? What…what are you doing?”
“Sit still,” he said, hissing.
When the boy kept moving, he lifted his hand and slapped him across his face, hard. Mary screamed.
“I said, sit still!”
The boy sobbed and looked up at his father, his cheek blushing. “Dad? Dad?” he sniffled, holding back his tears while his dad tied him up so he couldn’t move. “Dad. I love you.”
That made Peter pause for a second. He stared at the boy, and their eyes locked for a second. Mary wondered for just a minute if the boy had spoken to Peter’s soft side, to the father in him.
But Peter wasn’t giving in to it.
He continued. He tied the boy up so he couldn’t move, then went to the other side and grabbed Mary.
“No! No! No!” she screamed, but he held her down and tied her arms and feet. When he was done, he let her sink back into the seat, then slammed the door shut.
“Peter…please…” she cried. “What are you going to do to us. Peter, please?”
He got back in and sat in the driver’s seat.
“P-Peter?”
He turned the ignition, then put the car into drive. The vehicle roared forward toward the water and made a huge splash as it leaped in.
Mary screamed as they hit the water and started to sink into the muddy depths.
“Peter, you bastard. You sick bastard! Get us out of here. Let us out!”
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I WAS BEGINNING to feel hopeful that we might find them, but the closer I got to the small town, the more I felt uneasy inside. As we were almost at the address, I suddenly hit the brakes, then turned the minivan onto the side of the road.
“What are you doing?” Allison asked. “We’re almost there.”
“They’re not there,” I said.
“What? What do you mean?”
I looked at her. “It was something I just remembered from when I read through Roy Hudson’s files earlier. He was pulled out of a river, Blake and Maggie were pushed into a lake, a body of water, and Blake drowned. Water is what is important to him. It’s where he’ll take them. To a lake or a swamp nearby.”
Allison’s eyes widened.
“We’re awfully close to Lake Tohopekaliga. Could he have taken them there?”
I bit my lip. “It’s a big lake surrounded by marshland and swamps. It needs to be a place you can get to. There needs to be a road leading to the body of water,” I said. “Find the nearest place for airboat rides.”
Allison tapped on her computer while I turned the minivan around. “Looks like Boggy Creek is the closest.”
I took a deep breath, praying I was right, that I wasn’t making a big mistake. No, my gut told me this was it. This was where he was taking them. If life had taught me one thing, it was that I had to trust my gut.
“We’re going there.”
“I’ll get the address in the GPS,” she said, then tapped on the screen in the car, plugging the address into the minivan’s built-in GPS. The annoying GPS-woman’s voice told me it was a sixteen-minute-drive there. I slammed my hand on the wheel in frustration, realizing we had just wasted too much valuable time. It could mean the difference between us getting to Mary and Cole in time.
How had I not thought of this before? I knew he’d seek a body of water. It was so obvious.
Where was my brain these days?
One thing was certain. If I lost Cole and Mary because of this, I’d never forgive myself.



Chapter 81
THE WATER WAS RISING inside the cabin. Peter felt his pants getting wet, and looked out the window to see the water rising outside of them, splashing against the windows. Then, he smiled. Looking at the water reminded him of that day when he sank into the river, back when he was only sixteen years old. He had been terrified then, but he wasn’t now. Now, he knew what was going to happen. He knew the fear that would fill them, the terror of not being able to breathe as the water grew to their faces. They’d try to breathe as long as they could, then the water would surpass them and completely surround them, and they’d panic, they’d feel such deep fear, it would make them want to scream. But they couldn’t scream because of the water. That was the beauty of it.
Roy remembered how it felt when his dad pushed him in, and the car started to sink. He woke up inside the car as the water was already filling the cabin and remembered every second of realizing what was happening. He especially remembered how it felt when he tried to escape, panicking because he was running out of air. He remembered when the water hit his face. He remembered how he had tried to open the doors, but with no luck. The terror of realizing there was no way out had followed him for long after.
How had he gotten out?
That was a good question. The fact was, Roy didn’t know. He remembered panicking, he remembered trying to escape and then giving up. He recalled specifically the moment when he ran out of air and how he passed out in the water.
Next thing he knew, he woke up on the ground…on the shore. There was someone there performing CPR on him, and there was water coming out of him. Then he had been rushed to a hospital, where they told him someone had seen the car plunge in from the other side of the river. A fisherman had been fishing on the other side when he saw it happen and rushed to help.
He had jumped in and gotten Roy out, then given him CPR till the first responders came. That’s all he knew about it. But he didn’t remember any of it.
Except for the moment when his dad came to his bedside in the hospital. That, he remembered very, very well.
How could he forget?
“What were you thinking, you moron?” his dad had yelled at him. “What the heck were you thinking, stealing my car?”
Confused, Roy hadn’t said a word since he remembered it differently. But the more his father spoke, the more Roy thought that maybe his dad was right. Perhaps he had stolen the car.
“Was it to get back at me, huh? Because I remarried? Was it for attention?”
Roy didn’t know. Maybe it was. But he couldn’t stop thinking that he remembered it so very differently, but then again, it could have been a dream while unconscious.
Couldn’t it?
He wanted it to be that way. He loved his dad and didn’t want to think badly of him. That’s why he believed it was the truth for a few hours until he heard his dad that same day, talking to the doctor out in the hallway outside of his room. They thought he was sleeping, but he could hear them clearly, and he snuck closer to the open door. He peeked out.
“We agree then?” his dad said. He handed the doctor an envelope that very clearly was packed with money. The doctor took a couple of bills out and looked at them, then stuck them back in. Then, he nodded.
“Yes, we agree.”
Seeing this, Roy stepped out in the hallway.
“Dad? Dad? What are you doing? Why are you giving him that money?”
His dad turned to look at him, raising his nose to the sky like he always did when scolding him, making Roy feel even smaller.
“Now there, son, take it easy. You’re not well.”
“Not well? What do you mean not well? I’m perfectly fine,” he yelled.
“No, you’re not. Ask Dr. Schiller here, aren’t I right?’
“Yes, sir. We need to get you the proper help, Roy. It’s for your own good. You have suffered a severe brain injury from the lack of oxygen while underwater and will be medicated from now on and placed in a long-term care facility where they know how to help you. It’s all for your own good.”
Then, he signaled someone, and soon two guards came toward him and grabbed him by the arms. Roy screamed loudly as they dragged him down the hallway.
“I’m not sick. Dad, look at me; I’m fine, see?”
To which his dad responded: “Remember, son, it’s for your own good. It’s all for your own good.”
The last thing he saw was the Little Maggot as she ran up to Roy’s dad and took his hand in hers. Roy still remembered the way his father looked down at her, then smiled lovingly in a manner he never had with Roy. The love in his eyes was something Roy had never seen, not even when it was just the two of them. She stared toward Roy, giggling and pointing her finger at him like it was the funniest thing in the world to see Roy being dragged away.
Yes, all those things Roy remembered very well. He laid in that bed at the home for years and planned how he would get back at them all for what they had done. They kept him medicated for the most part, but he quickly learned to hide the pill under his tongue and spit it out once the nurses were gone. He learned to play their game, to behave and make them think they could trust him, that he wouldn’t try to run away. And then, he did. One day, he hid among the dirty towels and was rolled right out of there. He found his dad and his stepmom in their old house and gave them what they deserved. He still remembered his dad’s strained face as he made him watch while Roy drowned his crippled wife. The memory of the terror in his father’s eyes while screaming behind the gag as he knew what was about to happen kept Roy going for years as he played his little charade for Mary. He pretended to love her while secretly planning her demise as well.
All of them had gotten what was coming to them.
And now, he was happy.
While the Maggot and her offspring screamed in the back seat, Roy didn’t move a muscle. Not till the car was half-filled with water. Then he lifted the hand holding the gun, placed it on his forehead, and pulled the trigger.



Chapter 82
I WAS DRIVING in complete darkness. I could only see what was in my headlights. There were no more streetlamps, and the road had turned narrow, while the trees and wildlife surrounding us had grown tall and sinister. I followed the signs on the side of the road leading to the airboat rides, and my headlights fell on one that told me there was an old Native American campground nearby and another sign showing the way to Boggy Bottom BBQ, where you could eat your pulled pork by the water.
I followed the trail until we reached the parking lot by the creek, then got out. It was so quiet out there; the only noise came from the cicadas and the clucking of the water splashing against the sides of the empty airboats that were docked by the main building.
“Are you sure he’s brought them here?” Allison asked as she followed me out of the minivan. Deputies Hanson and Johnson came up behind her. “I don’t see anyone. Not even a car.”
I looked at her and shone my flashlight at her face.
“Car?”
I stared at the water in front of us, then let the flashlight hit the mangroves and then back at her, my pulse quickening. I walked toward the ramp where you could put your boat in the water, then shone my flashlight into the grass and gravel in front of it. There was a puddle of water on the gravel, and I leaned down to feel it. Then I shone my flashlight at a spot next to it.
Allison came up behind me. “What are you seeing?"
“Tire tracks in the gravel here and in the grass.”
“Could be from earlier,” she said.
“Yes, but look here. A puddle of water.”
She shrugged. “And?”
“It’s condensation water, from the air-conditioning of a car. A car was parked here for some time, enough to create a puddle. But it wasn’t long ago, or the water would have seeped into the ground.”
“What are you saying?” she asked.
I shone my flashlight on the water in front of me. Then, my heart dropped.
“Look at the surface. It’s moving, and there isn’t any wind moving in the trees next to us. I noticed it because of the water that was splashing against the airboats over there, but the water around here is very still. It’s a swamp. The water wouldn’t be moving unless something was creating ripples.”
“And what do you think is creating it?” Allison asked.
I walked to my minivan, reached inside my glove compartment, and found my car rescue tool that my mother had bought for me after watching some ad on Facebook. She insisted I keep it in my car ever since I almost drowned inside my own minivan during a flash flood in a hurricane last year. She wouldn’t give up about it when I got my new mini-van, so finally, I complied. It contained a hammer and a seatbelt cutter in one tool.
Sending my mother a grateful thought, I handed Allison my flashlight, then took off my shirt and pants, along with my badge, gun, and phone.
“I think he drove them into the water.”
“What are you doing?” she asked, puzzled. “You’re not going in, are you? Shouldn’t we wait for a diving team?”
I shook my head and stood in front of her in nothing but my underwear. “I don’t think we have that kind of time. A car can sink in as little as thirty seconds. Next thing, the doors and panels are jammed, and the pressure on them increases every second, making them impossible to open. All electrical systems stop working, and you can’t open a window. Not to mention how their minds by now are clouded with fear, as they are trapped in the darkness, barely knowing what is up and what is down. By then, there’s no way out for them.”
“But that water, Agent Thomas…it’s filled with alligators and wildlife?”
I smiled, then nodded.
“I’m a Florida girl. I’ve wrestled a gator before.”
It was true. Or at least part of it. I had once caught an alligator when going hunting with my stepdad as a child. But he had done most of the work, and right now, I didn’t have a rod or a gun to shoot it if I had to.
But it sounded good when I said it, and I didn’t want her to think I had no clue what I was getting myself involved in. The fact was, I had to go in; I had to do what I could to get them out, or I would never be able to live with myself.
So, I jumped in.
Not knowing the exact spot where the car had gone in, or even having any light to guide me, I simply dove into the warm murky water and swam down into the darkness.
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BY SOME MIRACLE, Mary had found a small bubble of air underneath the ceiling that she stayed with for as long as she could. The car was completely submerged by now, but the water hadn’t filled the entire cabin yet. Cole was with her, his face close to hers while they breathed those last vital breaths, holding their heads above the water that was still growing closer. It had reached Cole’s mouth now, and only his nose was above it, and soon that would be under as well. They had managed to get up on their feet, even though their hands and feet were tied together. But Cole was shorter than her, and soon he wouldn’t be able to breathe. She wiggled her wrists, trying to get them free, so she could take the boy in her arms and lift him, but she had no luck in freeing herself as of yet.
“Mommy,” Cole said, crying while struggling to keep his head above the water. “I’m scared, Mommy. I’m so scared.”
“I am too, baby. I am too.”
Mary struggled not to panic as the water came up above Cole’s head, and he sank in. She screamed.
“COLE!”
Then she took in a deep breath and bent down into the water. She curled down into a ball, so Cole could step on her back and get his head above the water again. He gasped for air and cried while she held her breath until she couldn’t anymore and had to stretch up to catch her breath. Cole sank into the water again as she did this, and she took in a few fast breaths, then bent down again, so Cole could get back up. They continued like this for a few minutes, till the bubble of air became so narrow that she could no longer breathe without getting water in her nose.
Realizing this was the end of it, she let herself sink, her boy next to her. She closed her eyes and prepared herself, embraced the fact that this was it, and maybe she had, after all, deserved what she got.
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MY FACE HIT the murky warm water, and I started to swim toward the bottom, having no clue where I was going. The lake was deep, and the car would have sunk far pretty quickly. Chances were slim for me to be able to find it, yet I somehow believed I could. I moved in the water, swimming toward the bottom, trying desperately to see in front of me. There was some scattered light coming down from the moon above, lighting the water slightly, and that turned out to be my rescue. The small rays of light shone on my way, and after a few strokes more, I suddenly spotted something in the water.
Something big.
It wasn’t right beneath me, but somewhere further to my right, and I was running out of air, so I had to go back up and take a deep breath before going back down again in the right spot.
I swam, pushing myself faster than ever, praising myself for being on my school’s diving team back in high school. I was known to be able to swim two lengths of the community pool without taking a breath, and that was the school record.
I swam like I used to do back then, going further into the darkness when I touched something and realized it was the roof of the car. I felt the top, praying.
Please, let there be a sunroof; please, let there be sunroof.
My hands landed on something, and I smiled inside myself.
Bingo.
With the car rescue hammer in my hand, I slammed it into the glass of the sunroof. It shattered, and I kicked it, so the glass was removed and floated in the water.
I felt the pressure of needing to breathe soon, but as I peeked inside the cabin, I spotted something. I reached a hand inside, trying to grab for it, but couldn’t reach.
Then, I went in. I swam inside the car’s cabin. The first thing I saw was Roy. He was slumped in his seat, over the steering wheel, floating back and forward in the water. I came close enough to see that he had shot himself, the coward. Fearing he might have shot Cole and Mary as well, I still swam for the back seat, and as I came closer, I spotted Cole. I almost bumped into him. He was floating in the water, his eyes closed. I grabbed him by his shirt, then pulled him with me up through the sunroof, and swam him to the surface. I emerged out of the water, then yelled for help between gasps for air.
“Eva Rae?” Allison yelled back. She had walked into the water, ankle-deep.
“I got the boy,” I yelled and pushed him toward her. She grabbed him, then pulled him to the shore.
“I’m going back down for the mother.”
I took in a couple of deep breaths, then swam back down, pushing my way through the darkness, hoping I’d be able to find the car again. A cloud had covered the moon and made it difficult for me to see. But I kept going anyway, and soon my hands knocked against the roof again. I felt my way across it and slid in through the sunroof, swimming down toward the back seat where I saw something in the water, then reached out to grab it. Luckily, it was her. I pulled Mary’s body up and through the roof, then swam her to the surface the way I had with Cole. I turned her onto her back, then swam her toward the shore.
When I was close enough, Allison and the two deputies came out to me and grabbed Mary from my grip, then helped me pull her onto the shore. She coughed and threw up water, while I lay on my back, struggling to catch my breath. My lungs were burning, and I felt like I would never be able to breathe properly again. Allison shone the flashlight on the bushes and the water to make sure a gator didn’t suddenly make a move. She pointed her gun frantically at any sound.
Meanwhile, Deputy Johnson bent over Cole and pumped on his chest, blowing air into his lungs. I watched, feeling scared I had been too late. The boy coughed and started crying. I sank to the ground, exhausted, and Mary grabbed her son in her arms and held him while both of them cried.
Blue blinking lights lit up the trees next to us, and soon the place was crawling with EMTs and local law enforcement, while I finally was able to rest.



Chapter 85
“THAT IS WHAT I BELIEVE HAPPENED.”
I looked up at Matt. I was lying with my head in his lap after telling him everything. I had been examined by a doctor, then sent home to get rest when they couldn’t find anything wrong with me. Mary and Cole were both still in the hospital in Orlando, but they were going to be fine, the doctor had said. As soon as I got that message, I decided to follow the doctor’s orders and go home. There was no need for me in Orlando anymore, now that Roy was dead. Besides, I hadn’t slept in days. I barely knew what day it was.
“I think his dad might have paid the doctor to diagnose him as brain-injured. When Roy was pulled out of the water, he told the police his dad drove him into the river, that he tried to kill him. But no one believed him. Later, he changed his statement and said he drove in on his own. I think his dad got to him, then forced him to live in that long-term care facility to get rid of him. But I can’t know for sure. It’s all a guess since he and his dad have taken the truth with them to the grave. But Peter Marshall was the name of the guy he shared his room with there; Allison found out right before I left the hospital. He stole his birth certificate and driver’s license when he ran away, and that’s how he could start all over. The home never thought to look for them since the man doesn’t use his papers at all, so it wasn’t until we called that they went through his stuff and found it was missing.”
“It’s quite a story,” Matt said, his eyes still groggy from being woken up. It was the middle of the night still, actually almost morning, and we should both be asleep, but I still had way too much adrenalin in my body to be able to sleep. I had gone to Matt’s house instead of my own because I wanted to see him. My kids were asleep anyway, and I’d see them in the morning once they woke up. I was looking very much forward to that. I had missed them.
Matt had looked cute and sleepy when I rang the doorbell, and then he had taken me in his arms, and we had kissed. Now, we were sitting on his couch in the small townhouse he had rented for him and Elijah. I liked his place. It was so quiet compared to my house with all the kids running around, yelling at one another, and my mom always complaining about me.
“And what about that Brad guy?” he asked.
“He went through surgery and will need physical therapy for his shoulder, but he’ll be fine. He has to be. He wants to be as big an FBI agent as me; he’ll have to be able to endure getting shot. It comes with the job.”
That made Matt laugh. I laughed too, a tired and exhausted laugh, but still a happy one. I had saved Mary and Cole and even gotten Maggie back home too. I couldn’t believe I had finally really solved that ten-year-old case. It meant Odell would be released and would be out on the streets soon, and that didn’t make me feel good. But he was, after all, innocent of kidnapping and killing the Marshall twins, and he had a right to his freedom.
You win some. You lose some. That’s life, right?
“I just can’t believe anyone could be so despicable,” Matt said with a deep sigh.
I smiled. That was Matt for you. He refused to see the evil in this world and always believed the best in people. I loved that about him, and he served as a good contrast to me, who had seen too much to ever believe in anything good in people. I guess you could say my job had ruined me in that manner.
“What about the girl who showed up?” he asked. “What will happen to her?”
“A DNA test will determine if she is really who she says she is, but no one has reason to believe she isn’t Maggie. She told Mary about the foster home she grew up in, and how the father was abusive to the children placed there. I am going to report it to the local authorities in Tampa to make sure the girl who lives there now will be removed. It was very important to Maggie that we took care of it, so I will do that as soon as I have gotten some sleep.”
Matt went quiet, and I sensed something was going on with him, so I sat up.
“What’s wrong?”
He looked at me. “There’s something I want to ask you.”
My eyes grew wide, worrying he’d want to ask me to marry him. I wasn’t ready for marriage yet and had just barely gotten out of my old one. I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to marry again. I gave him a skeptical and slightly terrified look.
“Yes?”
“I found something when I was at your house the last time, a couple of days ago.”
A frown grew between my eyes. What was this?
“What did you find?”
He exhaled. “I found a pregnancy test in the bathroom upstairs in the trash. I saw it by coincidence, and it was positive.”
I stared at him, my body completely frozen. I bit my lip excessively, then looked away.
“What does that mean, Eva Rae? Look at me, will you, please?”
I did, while my stomach turned into one big knot.
“I don’t know what it means. I guess someone is pregnant.”
“But is it you?” he asked. “I’m guessing it can’t be your mother, and I sure hope it isn’t Olivia.”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. It could be Sydney’s. I’ll ask her next time I see her.”
“What do you mean you don’t know?” he asked, not letting me go that easily. “And why would Sydney take a pregnancy test at your house?”
I rose to my feet. “It’s getting late. I should probably get…”
“Eva Rae!”
“I need to change my clothes; my underwear is still kind of moist, and I stink…I need to…”
“Eva Rae?”
He called my name, but I didn’t listen. I grabbed my car keys, then rushed out the door and slammed it behind me. I hurried to my minivan and got in, then sat by the wheel while tears filled my eyes.
The test was mine; of course, it was. But I had ignored it. I had pushed it away and refused even to allow myself to think about it.
Why?
Because I was forty-two years old. I already had three children; I didn’t want any more. I thought that phase of my life was over.
I let a hand rub across my stomach as Matt came out of the front door. He stood in the doorway for a few seconds, looking at me. I stared back at him, wondering if I should just leave, drive away. I wasn’t ready to have this conversation. Not yet.
Our eyes locked, and he came out to the car, then pulled the door open.
“Eva Rae. We need to talk about this. You can’t just leave.”
I exhaled deeply, then turned off the engine.
“I know.”
“For what it’s worth, I think it’s wonderful. I’d love to have a baby with you. I didn’t know about Elijah until he was three years old. I missed all the toddler and baby years. This could be my chance to do it right.”
I bit my lip while tears spilled down my cheeks. Then, I smiled.
“And I’d love to have your child, Matt. I’m just afraid that…”
He placed a finger on my lips.
“Don’t talk anymore, Eva Rae. There are always excuses for not having a child. I can find a million right now for why we shouldn’t have it, but that doesn’t mean it’s not the right thing to do. This child is a product of our love for one another. What could be more beautiful?”
“But…we’re old. I’m old, and who knows what kind of trouble that can cause the child, and on top of it, with the life I live, I don’t know if…”
Matt was no longer listening. He leaned over and kissed my lips, probably to make me shut up. I closed my eyes and kissed him back, then took his hand and followed him back inside.
THE END



Dear Reader,
Thank you for purchasing It’s Not Over (Eva Rae Thomas #6). The idea for this book came to me with the recent focus on the Madeleine McCann case again. To those of you who might not know, it was the story of a three-year-old girl who went missing from a hotel room in Portugal in 2007 while her parents were having dinner in a restaurant nearby, and she slept in the hotel room. She was never found, and now there seem to be new theories about who took her, and German police believe they have found the killer. That case has been haunting to me for many years, and I remember especially watching the parents during press conference after press conference, interview after interview, as the McCanns were under intense scrutiny and allegations of involvement in their daughter's death, especially by the tabloid media. People kept looking at the mother and said that she didn’t cry enough, that she didn’t show enough emotion.
I recently thought to myself, what if it happened again? What if they had another child, and ten years later, that one disappeared too? It would be pretty hard at this point not to look very closely at the parents. It would be tough for the media and public opinion not to conclude that something had to be very off with those parents. Something like this doesn’t happen twice, and to the same people, does it?
Here’s a link to the latest in the case, but it might already be old news by now.
https://www.dw.com/en/madeleine-mccann-police-found-files-linking-suspect-with-crime-report/a-53856810
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disappearance_of_Madeleine_McCann
Anyway, as soon as I started to think about this, the story unfolded before my eyes and was soon born. I hope you enjoyed it. Don’t forget to leave a review if you can.
Take care,
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Chapter 1
“I DON’T LIKE IT, ROBERT.”
“What’s that?”
Robert didn’t even look up from his laptop. It was late at night, and he was still working, as usual, even on a Friday night.
“I haven’t heard from her in hours,” Valentina said. “She hasn’t responded to any of my texts.”
Robert sighed and glared at her from behind the laptop. He was still every bit as handsome as he had been when they met twenty years ago at the annual Vizcaya Ball, which anyone who was anyone in Miami’s high society attended. She had been in her early twenties, and he had been ten years older. Still, it seemed like she was the one who looked the oldest these days. He kept himself in shape to a degree that Valentina often worried he might have other women on the side. Robert traveled a lot and was often gone for weeks at a time. Who knew what he did on those business trips?
“It’s a dance, Valentina. It’s prom. It’s a big deal around here, and it is to your daughter too. She won’t be keeping an eye on her phone all night, waiting for your texts. Frankly, I would be more concerned if she had answered.”
Around here.
Robert always said stuff like that condescendingly like she wouldn’t understand because she wasn’t from around here. Because she was from Colombia…because she had come here when she was in her late teens and never attended an American high school. It was something in the way he said it that made her cringe like she wasn’t good enough because she wasn’t fully American and never would be.
“Well, she promised me she’d text me,” she said with a small snort. “And now it’s getting really late.”
“She’s seventeen; she knows how to handle herself.”
“I’m not so sure. Those kids at her school, I don’t trust them.”
That made Robert laugh. “You don’t trust anyone, Valentina. It’s in your nature.”
And there it was again. Always making sure she knew she was different from him. It was something that had grown in their marriage over the years, coming between them…a disdain toward her. Valentina found it to be odd. Living in Key Biscayne, they were surrounded by people from South America…wealthy people who had nannies and drove expensive cars but spoke Spanish. Living there, Robert felt surrounded, invaded almost, and slowly, he had begun to fight to conserve his sense of being a white American. It was important that his daughter knew she was American, he would suddenly say, and he wouldn’t have her speak any Spanish, so Valentina had to teach her when he wasn’t at home.
“Well, I don’t,” she said, lifting her nose toward the ceiling in contempt. “They have never been good to Lucy.”
Valentina grimaced when saying the name. It was something they had discussed endlessly when she had become pregnant…what to name their daughter. Valentina wanted to name her a Colombian name; she wanted her to know where she came from, whereas Robert believed she needed to be as American as possible. In the end, Valentina had put her foot down and said she was naming her Luciana after her great-grandmother, and Robert had given in. But over the years, Luciana had become Lucy, and influenced by her father, their daughter insisted that everyone call her that.
Valentina looked at her Rolex, then felt a pinch of deep worry in the pit of her stomach.
“It’s eleven-thirty now, and we still haven’t heard anything,” she said with a slight whimper. “The prom ended at eleven. She was supposed to text us to pick her up.”
“They’re probably just hanging out after the party,” he said, calming her down, or at least attempting to. “You need to relax.”
Valentina stared at her phone, checking if there was a signal, then put it down just as the screen lit up. Relief washed over her as she saw her daughter’s name on the display. She opened the text.
“They’re going to the beach to make a bonfire,” she said with light laughter. “She’s asking if it’ll be okay that she stays out a little later. Guess I won’t be going to sleep anytime soon, then.”
“Well, there you go,” Robert said. “Your daughter is just having a good time for once. High school has not been easy for her, but now she finally seems to be enjoying herself. Don’t ruin it with all your worry, please.”



Chapter 2
VALENTINA STARED at the clock on the wall. It was past two o’clock now, and still, there was no news from her daughter. She was getting tired now and wanted to go to bed soon. Robert had turned in, and Valentina had also been dozing off on the couch, waiting to hear from Lucy.
She looked at her phone again, wondering if she should call her and tell her it was time to come home. It wasn’t like Lucy to stay out all night like this, and by now, Valentina feared the girl might have been persuaded to drink alcohol or do something worse. Lucy was a good girl and had stayed away from all that stuff, so Valentina didn’t understand why she’d start now. She usually wasn’t interested in partying, and it had actually taken some effort to persuade her even to go to this dance. Valentina had bought her a beautiful lavender dress, but still, the girl had told her she didn’t want to go. But then some weeks ago, she had come home and suddenly told Valentina that she had changed her mind…that some kids from the school had asked if she was going and had been friendly toward her. There was also a boy, she had admitted, who had told her he thought she was cute. Valentina had thought it was wonderful and hoped that things were finally shaping up for her like her mother had wanted for so many years. They had gone through so much bullying and so many bad times with no friends in school that Valentina had thought this was an answer to her prayers.
But she hadn’t expected her daughter to stay out so late.
Now, she didn’t know what to do. She did know, however, that two o’clock was way too late, and it was time to put a stop to it. She walked up the stairs to her bedroom and woke Robert.
“She hasn’t texted yet. I fell asleep, but now I think we need to get her home. It’s two o’clock,” she said.
Robert sat up in bed and cleared his throat. “Really? That is too late. Call her and tell her I’m on my way.”
Robert rose to his feet and found his jeans, then put them on. Valentina was about to call Lucy when Robert’s phone on his nightstand rang. They shared a brief look; then, he grabbed it.
“It’s her,” he said. “It’s Lucy.”
Valentina breathed, relieved. But the feeling was soon replaced by anger over her daughter’s reckless behavior. Lucy knew this was way too late. She was being very irresponsible.
Robert picked up the phone and held it against his ear. A voice could be heard on the other end and was yelling loudly, so Valentina could hear it vividly even if she couldn’t make out what was being said. But she did realize the voice didn’t belong to her daughter.
Robert’s smile froze, and his eyes became steel gray.
“Who is this? WHO is this?”
Robert looked at the display as the connection was lost.
“Who was that?” Valentina asked fearfully. “What did they say? Robert?”
But Robert was unreachable at this point. His nostrils were flaring, his eyes ablaze with anger.
“Robert? Who was that?”
He grabbed his shirt and put it on while running into the hallway and down the stairs without uttering a single word to his wife.
“Robert?” she called after him, but he just continued, rushing out the front door, which slammed shut behind him.
“Robert? ROBERT?”



ONE YEAR LATER



Chapter 3
“HEY, you! Yes, you, I’m talking to you!”
I approached the guy in the alley. I couldn’t see his face or the young girl’s face enough to see their eyes or their features, but I didn’t have to.
I knew exactly what was happening.
“This girl is no more than a teenager, and you’re selling crack to her?” I said. “What kind of a monster does that?”
The lanky guy stared at me in the darkness. The girl saw the chance to take off and ran out of the alley and into the street. I knew she would probably just run around the corner and find another creep who would sell her whatever she was craving, whatever they had her hooked on. I knew I couldn’t save her, but I was doing my part to try and clean out the availability.
“W-what the…?” the guy said. His hand slid back inside his hoodie with the small white rock in it. He puffed himself up in front of me.
I stared down at him. It was one of the advantages of being six-foot-eight. Not many felt superior to you, especially not lowlife drug dealers in Overtown Miami. The guy was about to pull out a weapon; I saw the movement of his hand behind his back, where he probably kept it in the waistband of his jeans. It was most likely a knife since most of these Haitian dealers in this part of town couldn’t afford a gun. They were also often searched by the cops patrolling the streets and finding a gun on their body would be excuse enough to shoot them.
We all knew the drill around here.
As his hand moved toward the knife behind his back, I moved my arm just enough for my zip-up hoodie to open up so he could see the gun in my holster inside of it. The sight made him let go of the knife. It also made him realize I was a cop if he hadn’t already.
“Hand over the goodies,” I said. “I’m confiscating them. You’re not selling to any more young girls; do you hear me?”
“No way,” the guy said with a sniffle, then wiped his nose. He was edgy, and his hand was shaking. It would soon be time for him to have his next fix. He had to sell to other poor souls in order to keep up with his own demand. It was the circle of life around these parts. And it was a never-ending story.
“That girl is someone’s daughter; do you know that?” I asked and reached for his hoodie. I grabbed him by the collar and pulled him upward, closer to my face. “Did you get her hooked, huh? Did you introduce her to crack, giving her the first ride for free, so she’d become a lifelong customer, huh? Don’t look at me like that; I know your type. Scum of the earth.”
I reached into his pocket and pulled the rock out, still holding him by the collar with the other hand.
“Hey, that’s mine!” he yelled.
“Not anymore,” I said and put him down.
As I did, he took a swing at me. I wasn’t expecting it, and it took me by surprise. His fist slammed into my right eye with such force that I fell backward. The little kid was a lot stronger than I had given him credit for. I roared in pain while the kid jolted forward, trying to get away.
Another awesome part about being this tall, by the way, is that I have very long arms. So, as the kid leaped forward, thinking he’d be able to get away, I simply reached out my right arm and grabbed him by the hoodie, then pulled him backward. His legs were in the air as I pulled him back and threw him down on the pavement with a thud. I then leaned over him and placed my massive fist on his nose, breaking the bone. Blood gushed from it, and he looked at me, confused. I gave him another blow to his face, then reached into his jeans pocket and found another rock that I took before letting him go.
“Might be a chance for you to try something new, make a career move,” I said as I let him go. Above me, the warm Florida night was threatening to end in a storm, and I heard thunder in the distance.
“Hey,” the kid yelled after me as I walked away. “You can’t do this to me.”
“I can’t?” I said when I reached the end of the alley. “I think I just did.”
“It’s police brutality!”
That made me laugh out loud as I walked away with both rocks.
“Yeah? Well, good thing I’m off-duty tonight.”



Chapter 4
THE SERENITY FOLLOWED the current with its prow facing the open sea, pushed by a gentle landward breeze. They had turned off the engine and lowered the anchor just outside of the marina. Behind them glittered the Miami lights in the dark night, and they could no longer see the yacht club.
The four girls listened to the music the waves made when gently kissing the sides of the boat. It was so quiet out there in the open ocean, one of them, Sandra, thought to herself. She, for one, had longed for such peace of mind for a long time. Her friend, Katelyn, was drinking a soda.
“Should we be heading back?” Georgiana said. It was her father’s boat they had borrowed, and she was always so worried her dad would get mad at her. They had told him they were going fishing, even though they had no idea how.
“It’s getting late.”
“No,” the fourth girl, Martina, said with a light laugh. “We’re eighteen now. We can do as we please. Our parents don’t get to boss us around anymore. I wanna stay out a little longer, please?”
Katelyn watched Sandra finish her soda. Martina gave them a look. “I can’t believe we’ll be graduating in just a few months, can you?”
“I sure can believe it,” Katelyn said and lifted her soda. “I can’t wait to…”
Katelyn stopped talking when they all heard a noise coming from behind them. They turned simultaneously to look and spotted someone standing in the stern of the boat, wearing a black diver’s wetsuit.
“Who the heck is that?” Georgiana said and rose to her feet, pushing Martina away. “Hey, you! What are you doing on my boat?”
The person remained eerily still and just stood there like it was the most natural thing in the world. Sandra couldn’t see a face or make out if it was a man or a woman.
Could it be someone who’s lost? Sandra thought to herself for a brief second while Georgiana rushed toward the person. Maybe this person thought it was his own boat? Maybe he couldn’t find his way back in the darkness? Maybe he’s in some kind of trouble?
“You can’t just crawl on board my father’s boat,” Georgiana yelled as she almost reached the diver. Too late did she see the harpoon in his hands, not till it was fired and speared through her chest.
Sandra stopped breathing when she saw what happened. Shock rushed through her body in waves, and she found herself completely unable to move. Martina started to scream and instinctively rush toward Georgiana’s lifeless body, but as she did, the diver pulled out a knife. It cut through the air with a hiss, cutting into her skin. The blade penetrated her throat, splitting it open, and she too fell to the deck, landing right next to Georgiana.
Seeing this happen to her friends, Katelyn tried to make a run for it, but the diver had by then pulled out the spear from Georgiana’s heart, reloaded the gun, and fired it at her, hitting her in the leg. Katelyn screamed and fell while the diver rushed toward her. Sandra crawled up on the edge of the boat and looked into the dark water beneath. While the diver slit Katelyn’s throat, she made the decision.
She closed her eyes and plunged in.
As she landed in the water, she swam for the surface as fast as she could, then spotted the lights from the yacht club. Sandra screamed while trying to swim.
Then she heard the plunge coming from behind her, and panic set in as she realized the diver had jumped in after her. She swam for her life, screaming for help, desperately flapping the water, but feeling like she was going nowhere, like in those awful nightmares she always had where she ran and ran, but never moved. She lifted her head above the water and gasped for air when she felt something grab her. Arms reached up from the ocean beneath her and pulled her downward forcefully into the deep darkness below.



Chapter 5
“YOU SHOULD HAVE SEEN HER; it was like that time when we told her she couldn’t start horseback riding because we couldn’t afford it. Do you remember that? Of course, you do. How could you forget? It almost broke your heart, having to say no to her. It was embarrassing to her since Amelia, her best friend, got to go. That’s the only time I remember you being embarrassed by us not having much.”
I reached over and took Camille’s hand in mine. It was so delicate, and I was reminded of the day of our wedding when I had put the ring on her finger. I had held her hand in mine and thought it was such a responsibility to have to take care of another person, someone so fragile.
I had no idea how right I had been.
“Anyway, I told her she was grounded for a month, then took it back and said a week instead. But then she started to bargain, and we ended on two days. I know what you’re thinking; don’t give me that look,” I said and chuckled, then leaned back in my chair, running a hand through my hair. My face was still pounding from the beating I had received the night before. “I am weak; I have to admit it. I have a soft spot for our daughter. I never can be mad at her for more than a few minutes. It’s those eyes, you know? I can’t resist them.”
I sighed and looked at my wife. She was still beautiful, so gorgeous. And those eyes, they still had me locked in. Even though they weren’t exactly looking at me, but down at the floor while her head slumped to the side and slid downward toward her shoulder. I grabbed it and pushed it back in place on the pillow. I had bought her one of those elevation beds so she could sit up straight from time to time, but her head kept falling, so I lowered it slightly. Her eyes stared right past me as I looked at her beautiful face and caressed her cheek. I leaned over and wiped drool from her chin, then kissed her cheek gently, closing my eyes, envisioning her when she had still been well.
Before the drugs caused her brain damage.
People usually thought that if you overdosed, you either died or you would be okay. But that wasn’t always true. Not for Camille. She had been a drug addict when I met her through my job as an undercover cop at Miami PD, infiltrating the underworld of crack, especially in Overtown, the Haitian part of town. She had been hooked back then, and I had taken her to a rehab facility, taken her off the streets, paying for it out of my own pocket. I had visited her every day while she was there, and soon, we fell in love. When she was released, she moved in with me in my townhouse, and the year after, we were married, and she had our daughter, Josie. For years, she stayed clean; at least I believed she was clean. Until one day three years ago, when I came home from my shift and found her. Her head rested on a pillow on the couch, her wrists were bent and fingers contracted into fists. She was rocking back and forth as if to stand up but then collapsed into the sofa. That was when I knew something was terribly wrong. She had taken heroin and fentanyl and that had caused her to stop breathing. I rushed her to the hospital, and they managed to get her to breathe on her own again. Her kidneys had failed and they had then recovered as well. But her brain had been starved of oxygen for so long that it was left severely damaged. Now, she lived in the bedroom upstairs in her new bed, while I slept on a mattress on the floor next to her, making sure I’d wake up in case she needed me.
The doctors said she would never be the same as she used to be. Still, I was determined to make the most of our time together while she was still here. But, boy, I missed hearing her voice. I missed hearing her laugh and seeing her dance with our daughter in the kitchen downstairs. I missed everything about her, but most of all, I missed looking into her deep brown eyes. I hated that she was just lying there in that bed, completely lifeless alongside a urinary catheter, pill boxes, and her feeding tube.
“There you go,” I said and wiped the last of the drool away, then tossed the napkin, biting back my tears. “You’re as good as new.”
There was a small knock on the door, and Jean, my next-door neighbor, poked her head in.
“I think Josie is ready for school soon,” she said. “I can take over and give Camille her bath now?”
I smiled when seeing her. Jean wasn’t only my neighbor; she was also my savior and helping hand. She was a registered nurse and helped me out with Camille as much as I needed. She was also Camille’s best friend and had been very close to her before the overdose. At least, we thought she was, but she had been every bit as surprised as I was to learn that Camille had started doing drugs again.
I walked to her and hugged her. “Thank you, Jean. You’re the best. I don’t think I would know how to get by without you. I’m sure Camille knows how much you do for her and us, and if she could, she’d thank you.”
That made her blush. “Don’t give me that,” she said and waved me away. “You’ll ruin my makeup. I just got myself ready for my shift and all the doctors I plan on flirting with today. I won’t have you ruin that. Go and take care of your daughter, and then I’ll have a look at that shiner afterward.”
End of excerpt…
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