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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    5:15 p.m., Wednesday, January 10 
 
    112 Rooster Drive, Mechant Loup, Louisiana 
 
      
 
    Amy Cooke hitched up her gun belt and checked her gig line in the mirror. Tan wasn’t her favorite color, but she did like the way her uniform looked. It was better than the light blue uniform she used to wear as a corrections officer for the Chateau Parish Detention Center. Thanks to a chance meeting with Clint Wolf at a gas station a few years back, she had been able to change from dress blues to tan, and from prison bars to the open road. 
 
    Clint was the chief of police back when he’d hired her, but he had resigned about a year later and Susan Wilson—who had later married Clint Wolf—had taken over in that capacity. She had loved working for Clint and wasn’t sure how things would be under Susan, but she quickly learned nothing would change. They were both down-to-earth people and were true leaders. 
 
    After working as a swamp tour guide for about a year, Clint returned to work as the chief of detectives—although he was the only detective in town—and Amy had been able to tag along on some of his cases. He had worked as a homicide detective for the city of La Mort before landing in Mechant Loup, so he was an experienced investigator and she had learned quite a lot from him already. She was looking forward to learning even more, and she hoped to someday wear a detective shield herself. While Mechant Loup was a quiet town for the most part, they had their share of violent crimes, and some years were worse than others. 
 
    After ensuring that the seam of her uniform shirt was aligned with the seam of her pant fly and belt buckle, she pulled her blonde hair back into a ponytail. She sighed as she thought back to her old job. Her days of working in the detention center seemed like a lifetime ago. Once she had tasted the freedom of the open road in her patrol car, she never looked back. And after she’d been involved in her first high speed pursuit with a DWI suspect, she knew she was born to do this job. 
 
    “Where in the hell is Trevor?” she asked aloud as she strode to the kitchen. Her boots echoed against the hollow floor underfoot. A quick glance at her new wristwatch told her it was a little after five in the afternoon. Her boyfriend had been due home last Friday, but he’d called to say he was going to be a few days late. And then he’d called this morning to say he’d be home by five, but, as usual, he was wrong. 
 
    Amy hadn’t seen Trevor since the morning before Christmas—seventeen days ago—when he had been called away for work. He had worked offshore the entire time they’d dated, and it had never bothered her before, but the last few hitches had been different. She hated to admit it, but she missed the goofball. 
 
    “At least I’ve been able to keep the house clean,” she muttered, acknowledging that she hadn’t always felt this way. She used to feel more independent, unattached, needing no one but herself. But so much had happened in the past few years. She had seen more than her share of death, had experienced more than her share of heartache, and had definitely grown up quickly. If she had learned one thing from working in law enforcement, it was that no one was guaranteed their next breath. Anyone’s life could be snuffed out at any moment and without warning—and that included her own. 
 
    Rather than striking fear in her heart, this revelation had instilled within her a new and deep appreciation for life. She now viewed things through a different lens. She wanted to live life to the fullest—just as she always had—but the word had taken on a different meaning. She now wanted to fill her life with a family, children, but that required a mate. And right now, that mate was late and it was starting to piss her off. 
 
    “Damn it, Trevor!” Amy poured a glass of water and downed it in one gulp. “I have to be at work at six o’clock—” 
 
    A horn sounded from outside and it startled her. It wasn’t a familiar horn and it was close to the house. So close, it sounded as though it had driven right into the open garage, where her marked police Charger was parked. 
 
    “What the hell?” Amy’s hand brushed instinctively against her pistol as she stepped around the island in the kitchen, rounded the corner into the laundry room, and walked toward the door that led to the garage. Even before reaching the door, she saw a strange red car parked in the bay beside her Charger. There was a man she didn’t recognize sitting in the driver’s seat. 
 
    Amy’s heart began to beat in her chest. She palmed her pistol and crouched low—out of sight—throwing her back against the wall. Who in the hell is that? Could it be a repeat of what had happened two years ago? 
 
    Keeping her back to the wall and gritting her teeth in determination, she slid sideways until she was just inside the door to the garage. She cocked her head to the side and listened, trying to hear what the stranger was doing. There was no sound. She rose slowly to peer out the window and it was only then that the man started to step out of the car. Licking her lips, she took a deep breath and counted under her breath. One, two…three! 
 
    Amy jerked open the door and rushed into the garage, letting the muzzle of her pistol lead the way. “Who in the hell are you and what are you doing in my garage?” 
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    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Amy’s voice was loud and authoritative as she confronted the stranger, and it reverberated off of the nearby walls and ceiling. The man, who wore a thick jacket and faded jeans that were tucked into work boots, spun around to face Amy and screeched in terror when he saw the pistol. He jerked backward—his arms flailing wildly over his head—and lost his footing on the slick concrete surface. Not wanting to lose sight of him, Amy rushed forward and was about to kick the car door shut when a shadow appeared from the open garage. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Amy! What are you doing? You’re going to kill him!” 
 
    Confused, Amy lowered her pistol and squinted against the brilliance of the setting sun. Although the light blinded her, she could make out her boyfriend’s lanky figure approaching. “Trevor? What’s going on? Who is this guy?” 
 
    “He works for me. He’s one of my deckhands. I asked him to do me a favor, but I didn’t think it would get him killed.” Trevor strode to the man on the ground and squatted beside him, disappearing from view behind the car door. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Amy could see that the stranger’s eyes were wide when he slowly rose to his feet and peeked over the doorframe. 
 
    “I…I’ll go wait in the truck, Captain,” the young man said sheepishly before turning and scurrying away. 
 
    Shame-faced, Amy holstered her sidearm. Shaking his head, but grinning wide, Trevor straightened and stepped away from the car door, indicated with his head toward the driver’s seat. “Go ahead, baby, get inside.” 
 
    Amy’s brow furrowed as she glanced at the emblem on the front grill, but then her mouth dropped open as realization hit her. It was a Lexus LS 500 and there was a message scribbled in window paint on the hood, “Merry Belated Christmas!” 
 
    “Wait…is this for real?” She stumbled forward and put a hand on Trevor’s chest as she brushed by him and looked inside. It looked so expensive that she didn’t dare sit inside with her gun belt on. The last thing she wanted to do was damage the leather. Hell, a month’s worth of her paychecks probably wouldn’t cover the cost of a tear in those seats. 
 
    Amy’s head spun. She felt dizzy. The car had to be worth over ninety thousand dollars. “Is it a rental?” 
 
    Trevor smiled and held up a set of keys. “It’s your Christmas present. I bought it for you. Get inside.” 
 
    She lifted her left wrist. “But you already got me this fancy watch that connects to my phone. I…I thought this was my gift.” 
 
    “That was just a teaser. I wanted you to think that was all you were getting. This is your real gift.” 
 
    Amy opened her mouth to speak, but the words wouldn’t come out. She was flattered that he would spend so much money on her, but she also felt ashamed because the shotgun she’d purchased for him barely touched a thousand dollars. While he had recently been promoted to boat captain and had gotten a substantial raise that more than quadrupled her salary, this gift was much more than she could ever accept. 
 
    “This is too much, Honey.” 
 
    “Well, it’s second- or third-hand and I got a good deal on it. And…this is not everything.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I also rented a hotel in New Orleans for the weekend. We can leave first thing Friday morning and get some beignets for breakfast and then check out the Aquarium, maybe the World War Two Museum, and then have a nice dinner at Ernst Café.” 
 
    “Are you trying to spoil me, Captain Blackley?” 
 
    Trevor’s blue eyes sparkled as he squinted and ran a hand through his curly hair. He then lifted both hands in the air. “Guilty as charged.” 
 
    Amy moved in to hug him, resting her head on his shoulder and allowing her eyes to rove over the car. Trevor’s breath was hot on her neck and she shuddered. She was about to turn and kiss him when static sounded from the radio clipped to her belt. The dispatcher came on and called out her radio number. 
 
    Amy grunted and pulled the radio free. “Go with your traffic, Headquarters.” 
 
    “I need you to respond to a missing person off of Old Blackbird Highway. House number 4923.” There was a pause, then the dispatcher said, “It’s a young girl. She hasn’t been seen or heard from since this morning. Her mother—a Laura Murdock—is freaking out. She’ll be waiting for you outside.” 
 
    Amy pushed away from Trevor. “We’ll finish this discussion later.” 
 
    “No,” he said in protest. “I need you to get inside.” 
 
    “Sorry!” She rushed to her Charger and jumped inside. “Duty calls!” She backed out of the driveway and drove up Rooster Drive, which was the street on which they lived. 
 
    After dating for several years, she and Trevor had decided to try living together. It had been easier than she would’ve thought, but that was only because Trevor was offshore most of the time. He usually worked fourteen and seven—fourteen days at work and seven at home—but there were many times when his hitch would be extended and she’d end up having the house to herself for longer periods of time. She had lived alone for most of her adult life, so she didn’t mind it when he worked—well, until recently. 
 
    Amy took a right off of Rooster Drive and headed south along Main Street. Within about half a mile, Main Street turned into Old Blackbird Highway and stretched south for many miles, all the way to the coast. The line of demarcation was easy to spot, because the town had recently paved Main Street but neglected the rest of the highway, which was faded and bumpy. 
 
    Amy swerved to the left to avoid a pothole and shot a quick glance at a mailbox that whisked by. Almost there, she thought. 
 
    Being back in this area caused a chill to reverberate up and down her spine—thanks to her being brutally attacked a few years ago—but she dismissed it when the complainant’s address came into view. It was a white wooden house, set back from the highway just a little. The paint on the weathered siding was chipped in places. The grass grew in weird patches—thanks to the last freeze they’d had—and was in need of a trim. 
 
    Amy grunted. Although they were in the dead of winter, the temperature was about sixty degrees outside and the grass and leaves were still mostly green. She slowed and pulled to the shoulder of the road, grabbing her radio to let the dispatcher know she had arrived. 
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    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Before Amy could exit her cruiser, the storm door on the front of the house flung open and a woman dashed outside, jumped off of a small concrete porch, and raced across the uneven yard. “Oh, God, did you find her?” the woman hollered as she ran. “Did you find Rose?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” Amy pulled an ink pen from her shirt pocket and frowned as the woman stopped several feet away and leaned over to rest her palms on her bony knees. “Are you Laura Murdock?” 
 
    The woman nodded. Her breathing was labored and her face pale. She rubbed her bloodshot eyes. “I’m so scared. It’s unlike Rose to not answer her phone.” 
 
    “When’s the last time you saw her?” Amy asked. 
 
    “Um, earlier…early this morning. She was up front here. This is where she takes the bus.” 
 
    “What time does she get back from school?” 
 
    “Around three, but she never even made it to school.” 
 
    Damn, this ain’t good, Amy thought, but didn’t say it. Instead, she frowned and asked, “She never made it to school?” 
 
    Laura shook her head. “When I got home, I checked the answering machine and I had one of those robo-calls from the school telling me she had been absent today.” 
 
    Amy pulled out her cell phone and texted Clint to come out there as soon as possible. Next, she scanned the shoulder of the road in front of the house. “Where exactly was it that you last saw Rose?” 
 
    Laura straightened and pointed to a patch of earth near the mailbox. “Right there, next to the mailbox. I was leaving for work and I blew the horn as I drove past her and Seth. She was looking down at her phone.” Laura stopped to wipe a tear from her face. “She didn’t even look up to wave goodbye. I don’t know who she was texting, but she didn’t…she just ignored the horn.” 
 
    Amy strode to the mailbox and squatted to get a closer look at the ground. There were no divots in the grass. No drops of blood. No signs of a struggle. Nothing that would indicate she had been carried away. 
 
    “How were you getting along with her?” Amy asked when she straightened. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Laura pushed a tuft of brown hair streaked with blonde out of her eyes. “Are you saying this is my fault?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” Amy lifted a hand for emphasis. “Not at all. I’m simply trying to ascertain her state of mind at the time of her disappearance.” 
 
    “Well, she was fine.” Laura sniffled. “We might have gotten into a little argument, but things were fine when she walked out of the house for school. She acted like she always did—she walked Seth to the road and stood there waiting for him to get on his bus. Once he boarded the bus, she stayed out there waiting for her bus to come along. They’re usually about thirty minutes apart.” 
 
    “Did you see her bus drive by?” 
 
    “No. It usually comes along several minutes after I leave for work, so I never see Rose get on it. I mean, she’s never missed school before. I didn’t think it would be a problem, you know?” 
 
    Amy jotted down some notes and asked Laura who else lived in the house with them. 
 
    “Other than Seth and Rose, it’s just my husband, Ronnie, and me. We’ve been living here since we were married and before we had kids. This is the only house the kids have ever known.” 
 
    “How old is Seth?” 
 
    “Eleven.” 
 
    Amy glanced toward the house. “Are your husband and Seth home? Our chief of detectives will want to question them.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re inside.” Laura indicated with her head toward the house. “Ronnie is calling all of Rose’s friends and going through her room looking for her cell phone, but I’m sure she took it with her. I’m positive I saw her on it while she was waiting for the bus.” 
 
    “What’s Seth doing?” 
 
    Laura waved her hand. “He’s probably playing one of those damn video games.” 
 
    “Does he know about Rose?” 
 
    “He knows something’s up, because I asked him if he saw her when he got home from school and he began asking where she was. When I didn’t tell him, he started to get suspicious.” 
 
    “What did he say when you asked if he’d seen her this afternoon?” 
 
    “He said the last time he saw her was when he got on the bus this morning.” There was sadness in Laura’s eyes. 
 
    “Did you try calling Rose’s phone?” Amy asked softly. 
 
    “A dozen times. Ronnie told me to wait a while between calls so I don’t wear down the battery.” 
 
    Amy was thoughtful as she drummed her pen against the top of her notepad. She was about to ask another question when she heard a vehicle approaching from the north. From the sound of the whistling of the wind against the vehicle’s antennas, she could tell it was approaching at a high rate of speed. She glanced in that direction and saw that it was a black Tahoe with dark tinted windows. It was Clint Wolf. 
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    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    “Lindsey, this is Clint,” I called out over my radio. “I’m arriving at the scene.” 
 
    After parking my unmarked Tahoe on the shoulder of the road in front of 4923 Old Blackbird Highway, I stepped out and walked toward Amy Cooke and the missing child’s mother. According to our daytime dispatcher at the Mechant Loup Police Department, Lindsey Savoie, the mother’s name was Laura Murdock. 
 
    The sun had dipped behind the distant trees and long shadows stretched across the front yard. I stuck out my hand when I reached Amy and Laura. 
 
    “Mrs. Murdock? I’m Clint Wolf. I’m a detective with the Mechant Loup Police Department and we’re going to work hard to find your daughter.” 
 
    Laura, who was a thin woman, placed a bony and cold hand in mine. “Please bring my baby back to me,” she said in a voice that cracked. “I don’t know what I’ll do if…” 
 
    Laura’s voice trailed off and she sighed heavily. 
 
    “We’ll do everything we can.” I glanced toward the house. “If you like, I can meet with you inside just as soon as I speak with Officer Cooke. I’ll have some questions for you and your family, and I’ll want a recent photograph of Rose so we can put it out to the surrounding agencies and to the media right away.” 
 
    Laura’s eyes had clouded over, but she pursed her lips in an attempt to be strong. Nodding, she said, “I can get you a picture, but I don’t have one printed out. They’re on my phone.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” I smiled to reassure her, and then turned to Amy when Laura walked off and disappeared through the front door of her house. “Lindsey said the girl’s been missing since early this morning.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Amy shot a thumb toward a nearby mailbox. “She was standing there waiting for the bus when her mom left for work. It’s the last time she was seen—that we know of. She never made it to school, so she must’ve disappeared before the bus passed.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin. It was stubbly and I made a mental note to shave my face before Susan began fussing about it. While she never turned down a kiss from me, she preferred it when my face was smooth, which was something I’d never known until recently. We’d been together for over two years—married for eight months of that time—and she’d only told me last week that she didn’t like the prickly stub. 
 
    “Why haven’t you told me this before?” I had asked. “I’ve been rubbing my sandpaper on you for two years and you never once complained.” 
 
    She had simply shrugged and rubbed her belly, which was starting to show nicely at twenty-two weeks pregnant. “I guess my face is more sensitive to it now.” 
 
    I hated to shave but I loved her more, so I had immediately found a razor and had gone to work— 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Amy asked, bringing me back to the present case. “Do you have any thoughts yet about what happened?” 
 
    “What we know for sure is this: Rose was either taken from here, lured away, or she left of her own volition. We just have to figure out which one it was.” I waved my right hand in a semi-circle, encompassing the front yard. “Since she was last seen in this area, it’s a crime scene and we need to secure it and get a dog out here.” 
 
    “You think foul play is involved?” Amy’s voice was hesitant, as though she didn’t want to know the answer. I didn’t want to say what I was thinking out loud—which was that foul play was most likely involved—so I just shrugged. 
 
    “Do you mind stringing up some tape and calling Gretchen Verdin?” I asked. Gretchen was a K-9 sergeant with the Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office. She was three-quarters Chitimacha Indian and possessed uncanny tracking abilities. Some would argue she was a better tracker than her canine partner, a large German shepherd named Geronimo, and I was one of those people. “I want to get inside and interview the family.” 
 
    Amy nodded and pulled out her phone, but then froze. “Oh, Clint, I get the sense that Laura and Rose were fighting.” 
 
    “Did Laura say something about it?” 
 
    “She mentioned something about Rose not waving back at her when she left for work and when I asked her about it, she got defensive.” 
 
    I nodded and strode up the sidewalk. When I reached the concrete porch, I knocked on the door and turned to watch Amy. She was pulling a roll of crime scene tape from her trunk while her cell phone was stuck to her ear. It suddenly struck me that she seemed different today. While she was being very professional and appeared compassionate, there was an underlying sense of joy emanating from her. 
 
    Had her boyfriend proposed? I remembered Susan telling me about two years ago that Amy was running out of patience with her boyfriend, Trevor Blackley, because he hadn’t proposed after a couple of years of dating. At the time, I thought Susan was dropping hints for me, so I proposed to her six months later on the Fourth of July. 
 
    When Laura came to the door, there was a tall, thin man with salt and pepper hair standing beside her. His hair was feathered back and there was a gentleness about him that made me frown. He didn’t seem strong or assertive. 
 
    “Please come in,” the man said, extending his hand. “I’m Ronnie. Rose is my daughter.” 
 
    I began by apologizing for having to meet them under the current circumstances, and then I began asking about Rose. I wanted to know what kind of sports she played, if she was in the school band, if she had any friends or enemies, if she had a job, her favorite places to hang out—everything I could find out about her. 
 
    “She plays softball,” Ronnie offered, glancing at Laura for approval. She was clearly the one in charge here. “She was in the middle school band,” he continued, “but when she started high school they told her she couldn’t be in the band while also playing softball. The band director is the one who made her choose. She thought the director was trying to pressure her into staying in band, so she chose softball. She’s stubborn like that, but we love her and supported her decision.” 
 
    “What about enemies?” I asked.  
 
    “None,” Laura said. “She’s never met a stranger and she’s never said a mean word to anyone.” 
 
    “And friends?” 
 
    Laura turned to Ronnie and held out her hand. He gave her a piece of paper. “I think that’s all of them,” he said. 
 
    Laura explained that it was a list of Rose’s friends, along with their contact numbers and addresses. She handed it to me and I held up the list, scanned the names. A few of the spaces for the addresses and contact numbers were blank. 
 
    “How many of these have you already called?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve spoken to all of them except Faleena—the call goes straight to voicemail—and the three whose numbers I don’t have.” She shook her head. “But Rose doesn’t really hang out with them much. I have the contact info for all of her real friends, the ones with whom she spends most of her time, but she doesn’t really talk to the others outside of school.” 
 
    “I even called her softball coach, some of her teammates, and her cousins.” Ronnie paused and lowered his sad eyes. “No one’s heard from her. I’m really starting to worry.” 
 
    I glanced around the living room in which we stood. The carpet was yellow and shaggy and the walls in the room were lined with picture frames. There were a dozen family portraits—mostly from the holidays—but none of them were recent. As far as I could tell, everyone looked happy. 
 
    “Does Rose have a boyfriend?” I asked, turning back to face Laura and Ronnie Murdock. 
 
    “Oh, no,” they both said in unison. Laura shot a disapproving glance toward Ronnie, and he lowered his eyes. It was obvious Laura drove the Murdock train. 
 
    “No,” she said again, “Rose doesn’t have a boyfriend.” 
 
    “Ever?” I pressed. 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    I stared into Laura’s eyes for a long moment, not saying a word. She started to fidget. Amy was right. Something was going on here. “How were you two getting along?” 
 
    “Fine.” Laura averted her eyes, licked her lips. “I mean, no different than any other mother and teenage daughter. She has her moments, you know? I mean, I remember when I was a teenager. My mom and I didn’t always see eye-to-eye, but I grew to realize she was right about most of our disagreements.” 
 
    “And this latest disagreement between you and Rose,” I began slowly, “what was that about?” 
 
    The woman hesitated. It was obvious she was beating herself up over something. “I…um…I might’ve—” 
 
    “You overreacted, honey,” Ronnie said, interrupting his wife. When she shot him a stern look, he clamped his mouth shut. 
 
    “Come on,” I coaxed, “everything—no matter how trivial it seems—is important. What happened?” 
 
    “Well, one of her friends, Faleena, is eighteen and has her driver’s license, and they wanted to drive down to Orange Beach this weekend for the Martin Luther King holiday. Faleena’s parents rented a room on the beach and they were willing to let Faleena go, but I told Rose no.” 
 
    “Why would they go to the beach in winter?” 
 
    “That’s what I said!” 
 
    “The rooms are cheaper in the winter,” Ronnie explained from where he had taken a seat on the couch. “I didn’t see the harm in it. I’d rather her go in the winter when it’s quiet than during Spring Break.” 
 
    “She’s only sixteen, Ronnie.” Laura spat the words. “There’s no way I’m letting my sixteen-year-old daughter go to some beach without me.” 
 
    “She’ll be seventeen next week.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit! She’s not going to the damn beach!” 
 
    Ronnie just sighed and leaned back in his seat. There were worry lines on his face, but I didn’t know if it was caused by his daughter being missing or knowing he would probably get chewed out worse by Laura once I was gone. 
 
    “Is it possible Rose ran away because of the argument?” 
 
    “No, she would never run away.” Laura crossed her arms in front of her chest. Her chin trembled slightly as she spoke. “I…I know my daughter, and I know she would never leave on her own. She loves us too much to do that.” 
 
    I nodded and put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “And that’s exactly how I’m going to treat this situation.” 
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    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    After questioning Laura for another fifteen minutes, I checked on Amy—she was still waiting for Deputy Verdin to arrive—and then returned to the house. I asked Laura about Seth. “Is he around? I’d like to ask him a few questions.” 
 
    “He’s in his room,” Laura said. “I can get him if you like.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I speak with him alone?” I wanted to know. “It’s standard procedure in these kinds of cases.” 
 
    “What do you mean by these kinds of cases?” Laura asked. “What kind of case is this? Do you know something we don’t know?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, it’s just that I usually interview child witnesses alone when it can involve secrets between siblings. I find they’re more willing to spill the beans on their siblings if the parents are not standing over their shoulders.” I pointed toward a computer in the corner of the room. “And while I’m talking to him, I’d like you to go online and access Rose’s cell phone records. I’ll need a printout of the numbers she’s called and texted. I can get them from the phone company with a warrant, but it’ll be a lot faster if you can access it through your account.” 
 
    Laura hesitated and it was the first time I’d seen her look to Ronnie for support. “Should we allow it?” 
 
    He only shrugged. “I don’t have a problem with it, Laura. He’s the law. He knows what’s best in situations like this. And I think he’s right—we need to go through her phone records.” 
 
    The woman was thoughtful, and then finally nodded slowly. “Okay, detective, but I’d like you to tell us what he says.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Laura pointed me to a hallway that led toward the right. The floor was covered in the same type of carpet as the living room and there were more picture frames on the walls. 
 
    “Seth’s room is the last one on the left,” Laura said. 
 
    I waved to let her know I’d heard. As I approached Seth’s room, I could hear the steady drone of voices emitting from inside and I cocked my head to the side. I thought this kid was alone. 
 
    I paused and listened for a second, hearing at least two voices engaging in conversation—one a boy and one a girl. I knocked on the door. 
 
    “Come in!” called a young boy’s voice. 
 
    I turned the knob and pushed the door open a crack. Upon peering inside, I saw a short, skinny kid with dark brown hair sitting on a thick beanbag on the floor. He was staring up at a television that was mounted on the wall and he was holding a game controller in his hands and wearing a headset. His thumbs were working furiously, jumping from button to button, and he wiggled from side to side as he played the game and yelled into the microphone. A girl’s voice emanated from the television speaker, and she was cursing at Seth. 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt your game,” I said, “but—” 
 
    “Oh, shit, I gotta go!” Seth shut the television off and dropped the controller. He spun around and his eyes grew wide when he saw me standing in his doorway. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m a detective here in Mechant Loup,” I explained. “I’d like to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “Is it about Rosie? Did she get caught?” 
 
    “Why would she get caught?” I asked. “What has she done wrong?” 
 
    Seth threw a hand over his mouth. “Oops! I think I’ve said too much.” 
 
    “You haven’t said enough.” I moved closer to Seth, pulled up a desk chair. “Do you mind if I have a seat?” 
 
    Seth shrugged. 
 
    “Do you know where I can find Rosie?” 
 
    “I…I’m not supposed to say.” 
 
    “Well, let’s start with what you can say. What time did your bus pass this morning?” 
 
    Seth was thoughtful as he picked up the controller and busied himself with the buttons. “I think it was about six-thirty. At least, that’s what time my bus usually passes.” 
 
    “Was Rosie—do you always call her Rosie?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Was Rosie with you when your bus passed?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. She was right next to me, but she was playing on her phone. I think she was texting her boyfriend.” No sooner had the words left Seth’s mouth when he sucked in his breath. “Oh, no, I wasn’t supposed to say that.” 
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    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, buddy,” I said, giving Seth a knowing look. “I already know Rosie has a boyfriend—that cat’s out of the bag—so you can go ahead and tell me everything. You can start by telling me his name.” 
 
    He glanced toward the door. “Will you tell my mom about him?” 
 
    “Do you want me to?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, please.” 
 
    “Then I won’t.” 
 
    “My mom would kill her if she found out—and she would kill me for not telling.” 
 
    “Well then, as long as you don’t say anything, she won’t know.” 
 
    Seth hesitated some more. I appreciated how loyal he was to his sister, but I needed him to tell me what I needed to know—and I didn’t have a lot of time to waste. 
 
    “Look, son, if you want to see your sister again, you need to start talking.” I paused and watched his eyes widen at the prospect of never seeing his sister again. “Now, give me the boy’s name.” 
 
    He gulped and nodded. “Okay, his name is Michael…Michael Odom. I don’t know exactly where he lives, but it’s somewhere across the bayou in Mechant Loup East.” 
 
    “How old is he?” 
 
    “He’s a senior, but I think he quit school.” Seth leaned closer and lowered his voice. “That’s why Rosie doesn’t want my mom to know about him. She’d never let her date him because of his age.” 
 
    “Do you know if Michael has a car?” 
 
    Seth began chewing on his fingernails. 
 
    “Come on, son, I need you to be honest. This isn’t a game. Your sister could be in real trouble.” 
 
    “Um, yes, sir, he has a truck…a white one. It’s old and the door on the passenger side is green.” 
 
    “What kind of truck?” 
 
    “It’s a Ford.” 
 
    I decided to test the kid to see if he knew the difference between Fords and Chevrolets and other trucks. “How do you know it’s a Ford? Could it have been another type of pickup? A Chevrolet, perhaps? Or a Toyota Tundra? Maybe even a Dodge—?” 
 
    “No, sir, it was definitely a Ford.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because it said ‘Ford’ on the tailgate.” 
 
    I grinned wide. “That would indicate it was a Ford. What about other identifiers? Does he have any bumper stickers on it? Or any damage? Something that would make it stand out?” 
 
    Seth shook his head. “But it does have some loud mufflers. They make it sound like a jet coming down the road.” 
 
    I studied him for a second, wondering how much he knew. “Where’d you see the truck?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “You described his truck, so you must’ve seen it somewhere—but where?” 
 
    Another long pause from the kid. I was about to issue him another stern warning when he spoke again. 
 
    “Is Rosie going to get in trouble? She made me swear not to ever say anything. She said if I ever told my mom about Michael, she would drag me out of my bed in the middle of the night and drown me in the bayou.” He swallowed. “She also said she’d tell Mom that I was the one who put the hole in the living room wall. So, you see, I can’t tell.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. The door to the room was closed and I couldn’t see any shadows from the crack at the bottom. “Look, the only thing I’m interested in is finding Rosie. If you help me do that, I’ll keep your secret.” 
 
    “You won’t tell my mom?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Seth licked his lips. “Okay, well, I caught Rosie sneaking out of the house one night. It was late and I heard a noise outside and I thought my raccoon had come back, so I went to bring it some food. I was being quiet so I wouldn’t wake up my mom. When I opened the side door and went through the garage, I saw somebody walking in the back yard. At first I thought it was a robber, but then they walked under the light pole we have in the back yard and I saw it was Rosie. She didn’t see me. She never tells me anything, so I followed her to see what she was doing. I was curious, you know? That’s when I saw what was going on.” 
 
    I could feel that my mouth was open as I waited for him to finish, but he didn’t. “Well,” I said, “what did you see?” 
 
    “Oh, I followed her across the field. It was easy to see her because she was carrying this flashlight my grandma gave her two Christmases ago.” He grunted. “She loves that thing. She carries it with her everywhere she goes. She’s really afraid of the dark, so I was surprised she was walking outside at night.” 
 
    “Where’d she go?” I asked, wanting to tell him to spit it out or I would feed him to the alligators, but I decided to be patient. He finally spoke again. 
 
    “She went to the graveyard down the bayou from here.” Seth pointed toward the south. “It’s by a cane field road and it has some big graves—the kind that are off the ground. There was a boy waiting for her in a white truck and she kissed him when he got out of his truck.” Seth’s face contorted. “It was disgusting. The last thing I want to do is see my sister kiss somebody.” 
 
    “What did they do after they kissed?” 
 
    “They started screaming and cursing.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “At each other?” 
 
    “No. They were screaming at me because I yelled at her and told her that I was telling Mom.” Seth crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I mean, she’s always getting me in trouble for innocent things that I do, so I thought it was her turn to get in trouble.” 
 
    “Did you tell your mom?” 
 
    “No.” He sighed heavily. “Michael promised to bring me Red Dead Redemption 2, so I told them I wouldn’t say anything.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but giggle. There was nothing quite like bribing a young boy with video games to keep him quiet. “How long ago was this?” 
 
    “It was before the Thanksgiving break. I remember it was cold that night and we had school the next day.” 
 
    I sighed inwardly. Laura was surely going to kill Rose when she found out about Michael. “Had they met up any other times?” 
 
    Seth’s head bobbed up and down. “Oh, yeah, like every Friday since then. And she leaves with him sometimes.” 
 
    “She leaves?” That got my attention. “Where do they go?” 
 
    “Um, she said they just ride around and listen to music. But I think they do other stuff, like kiss and all.” 
 
    “Did they ever meet on other days of the week? Like maybe a weekend or a Wednesday?” 
 
    “Never on a Wednesday, but he did pick her up one Saturday night. They went to the movies. She told me they’d bring me something back if I lied for her if Mom woke up. Mom never woke up, but I heard Dad get up once. I think he went to the kitchen and then went back to his room.” 
 
    “Has Michael ever picked Rose up in the morning before?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. If he did, she never told me about it, but she couldn’t get away with it anyway.” Seth grunted. “The school has robots that call our parents and tattletale if we skip school.” 
 
    I grunted, too. “Yeah, y’all can’t get away with anything these days. When I was a boy we would…” 
 
    I stopped abruptly and let my voice trail off, realizing I didn’t want to give the kid any ideas. I stood there tapping my foot on the floor and thinking. If what Seth was saying was correct, Michael picked Rose up on Friday nights mostly, and once on a Saturday. He had never picked her up in the morning before, so why would he start now? What was different about today? Why wouldn’t they care about their parents finding out? Could it be they had decided to elope? 
 
    “Did Rosie tell you anything about skipping school today?” 
 
    “No, sir. It looked like she was going to school. She had her backpack on and she didn’t complain about being sick or anything.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s possible that Michael picked her up this morning?” 
 
    Seth shrugged his bony shoulders. “I guess so, but I think he probably picked her up after school.” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Because my mom would know about it if she skipped school. I already told you we can’t get away with that.” 
 
    I didn’t bother telling Seth that Rose didn’t go to school today. Instead, I asked if she ever talked about running off with Michael. 
 
    “No, sir. My mom would kill her.” 
 
    “You mentioned you think Michael lives in Mechant Loup East—any idea where?” 
 
    “Not really. I think Rosie said it was off the highway, but that’s all I know.” 
 
    “Do you know anything else about him? Something that can help me locate him?” I knew I could run a name inquiry on him and a driver’s license check to find his address, date of birth, and social, but I always tried to get more information just in case the address on record was old or we had multiple people with the same name. 
 
    “Well, I think he works at Walmart in Chateau, because that’s where he got me the game. And I saw a picture of him and Rosie together on her phone and he was wearing those blue things the workers wear at Walmart.” 
 
    I asked a few more questions before my cell phone dinged in my pocket. I pulled it out and read the message on the screen. It was from Amy and she was letting me know that Gretchen Verdin had arrived with her dog. 
 
    I turned back to Seth and dug in my shirt pocket, pulling out one of my cards. “Here’s my business card. If you think of anything or if you hear from Rosie, call me right away.” 
 
    I started to walk out, but Seth stopped me. “Hey, mister,” he said, “you won’t tell my mom, right? Because she’d kill Rosie for lying and she’d kill me for being a part of it.” 
 
    I smiled to reassure him. “I wouldn’t want to be responsible for your murder.” 
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    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    “Well, what’d he say?” Laura Murdock asked when I stepped out of Seth’s room and rejoined her and her husband in the living room. She handed me a printout and showed me a digital picture of Rose. She then folded her arms in front of her chest. “You were in there forever.” 
 
    “I was just getting to know him,” I explained, glancing through the records she’d given me. It was a printout of Rose’s cell phone activity for the current month. A few of the numbers were highlighted in pink marker. “I like to visit with my witnesses a while—especially when they’re younger—and establish a rapport with them. I need them to trust me so they can tell me things that will help with the investigation.” 
 
    “What did he tell you? Did he say something that will help?” 
 
    I was stone-faced as I turned from the records and studied the picture of Rose. She wore a softball uniform and had her hair pulled back in a ponytail. Her hair and eyes were dark brown and she had a tanned complexion. When I looked back up at Laura, I remained expressionless. “We never really know what’s important and what’s not, so we just try to get as much information as possible.” I then changed the subject. “Can you forward this picture to my cell phone? I’ll give you my number.” 
 
    “But did Seth know anything about Rosie? Did he say if she was hiding something from me?” 
 
    “He doesn’t know where she is, ma’am.” I said it with finality and she seemed to get the hint. Of course, while she gave the appearance she might be willing to drop the subject for now, I wasn’t fooled. Based on what I already knew about this woman, I was positive she would interrogate Seth as soon as I was gone. Maybe even waterboard him. After giving her my number and then receiving the digital photograph of Rose, I held up the phone bill. “There’re a lot of numbers on here. Did you recognize any of them?” 
 
    She nodded. “The only ones I didn’t recognize were the ones highlighted in pink. If you’ll notice, she was texting one of those numbers all morning long and there are eight missed calls from the same number right around the time I saw her last.” 
 
    She was correct. There were dozens of text messages and calls to the same number, beginning at 5:08 a.m. and ending at 6:54—and it was the last number Rose had texted. And then around 7:30 there were eight missed calls from that same number. 
 
    I rubbed my chin. The missed calls had come in right around the time the bus was scheduled to arrive. If the number belonged to Michael Odom, it was quite possible he had picked Rose up. It would certainly explain why there was no activity afterward, because she didn’t need to call or text him if she was sitting right beside him—but why would he call eight times and she not answer? I knew we needed to track her phone, and we needed to do it right away. 
 
    I pointed to the number at the top of the first page. “Is this your daughter’s cell number?” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    I pulled out my phone and called Susan. She answered on the first ring. 
 
    “Sounds like you’re going to be late,” she said before I could utter a word. “I heard Gretchen Verdin go out over the radio. Is it bad?” 
 
    I started to think of a way I could subtly tell Susan that it was possible Rose had run off with her boyfriend, but Laura Murdock was standing there measuring my every word and expression. “I’m not sure, but I do need her phone traced as soon as possible. Can you obtain a search warrant for me?” 
 
    “Sure.” I heard rustling in the background and it sounded like she was digging around on her desk. “Okay, give me what you’ve got.” 
 
    I gave her the phone number, account information, and Laura Murdock’s name. “I’ll also get Mrs. Murdock to contact her service provider to see if they can get a quick location on the cell, but we’ll still need the official data for our file.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” 
 
    I thanked her and ended the call. I didn’t have to tell Laura to contact her service provider, because she was already back on her computer looking for the contact number. 
 
    “Will they give me the information even though I’m not a cop?” she asked over her shoulder. 
 
    “They’ll give it to you before they’ll give it to me,” I assured her. “While you do that, I need to step outside for a minute. The sheriff’s office canine officer just arrived. We’re going to run a track.” 
 
    Laura spun around in her chair. “Do you think she’s…um, injured or something?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” I quickly shook my head. “We just want to trace her steps in case she left on foot—of her own volition.” 
 
    She seemed to relax a little. 
 
    Before walking out, I asked for an article of clothing that belonged to Rose, and Laura hurried out of the living room. She returned holding an athletic shirt. “It was on the floor, so it’s dirty and will have her scent all over it.” She scowled. “For the life of me, I can’t get that kid to pick up her clothes. Hell, you should see her room.” 
 
    “If we don’t turn up anything with the track, I will need to see her room. I’ll need to examine every electronic device she owns, her school notebooks, diaries—everything. When we’re dealing with a missing person, nothing is off limits and nothing is sacred.” I started to turn toward the door, but stopped. “Oh, and ma’am, it’s very important that you not contact the last number Rose called. I need to try and identify the person before tipping them off that they’re on my radar.” 
 
    Pursing her lips, Laura nodded. “I’ll try not to.” 
 
    “That’s not good enough.” My tone was stern, but it was necessary. “If Rose has been taken and you call that number, you could jeopardize her safety—maybe even her life. Got it?” 
 
    She paused a long moment before nodding. This time, I believed her. 
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    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    7:02 p.m. 
 
      
 
    12 hours missing… 
 
      
 
    “That’s it?” I asked Gretchen Verdin when Geronimo stopped and sat on the north-bound edge of Old Blackbird Highway. “She went from the mailbox to the other side of the road?” 
 
    Although it was dark, there was no mistaking Gretchen’s strong and attractive features in the dim glow from the street lights. “Yeah, that’s it. She got in a vehicle right here in front of the house.” 
 
    I glanced up and down the highway. Rose had apparently crossed the street and gotten into the passenger side of a vehicle—but what vehicle? And who was driving? I didn’t know what I was hoping for, but I certainly wished for more. Perhaps a track toward the woods behind the house, where we would find her camping out, angry at her parents for not letting her go to Orange Beach. Or at least a longer track where we would’ve found evidence that had been discarded along the way, something that would give us a direction in which to go. As it stood at present, my best bet was the boyfriend. I needed to find him pronto. 
 
    Amy pulled her cruiser onto the highway and turned on her flashing lights to alert any oncoming vehicles that we were in the road, and she then lit up the area with her headlights and spotlight. I dropped to my knees and moved over every inch of the blacktop. There wasn’t so much as a single strand of hair on the road. I was relieved that I didn’t find blood, but that was the only good news of the day. There were no skid marks, which would’ve indicated someone leaving in a hurry. No drops of oil or other fluid. No receipts or litter of any kind. Nothing at all. 
 
    A thought suddenly occurred to me. I might have been looking at this all wrong. I’d been operating under the assumption that Rose never got on the bus, but Geronimo’s track was evidence that she did enter a vehicle—why couldn’t it have been her bus? The school had called to say she was absent, not that she had never gotten on the bus. She could’ve ridden the bus to school and then disappeared from there. Shit, I thought, the school might be the crime scene. 
 
    Amy was still standing near the front of her cruiser twenty minutes later when I straightened and sighed. Gretchen had left, but told us to call if we needed anything else. 
 
    “Well, that was a complete waste of time,” Amy said when I got closer. Her thumbs were hooked into the waistline of her uniform pants. There was a smirk on her face, but it wasn’t as cynical an expression as I was accustomed to seeing from her. “What’s next?” 
 
    “What’s up with you?” I asked, ignoring the question and eyeing her suspiciously. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” She stood straighter, tried to clear her face of any emotion. “I’m just standing here keeping you safe from all the traffic that isn’t passing.” 
 
    “There’s a twinkle in your eyes.” I cocked my head to the side. “Or have my detective senses dulled with the passing of time and my advanced age?” 
 
    “Your detective senses must’ve dulled, but it’s not because of advanced age. What are you again—forty-eight?” 
 
    I laughed. “If you cut off my arm and count the rings, it’ll show that I’m turning thirty-four in July.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right, I remember you having your party around the Fourth of—” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said, cutting her off. “I see what you’re doing. You’re trying to divert the conversation to me so I’ll stop asking about you and why you’re so happy.” 
 
    She blushed, raised her hands in surrender. “You got me.” 
 
    “It’s fine if you don’t want to tell me.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, really. Trevor just showed up at the house today and surprised me with a new car.” 
 
    I whistled. “That’s nice.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a Lexus.” 
 
    I whistled again, but louder. “Damn!” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not the car that has me excited.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    She hesitated, then took a breath. “Just as I was running out of my garage to answer this call, I thought—” 
 
    “Detective Wolf!” 
 
    Amy and I spun to face the house, from where a shrill voice was calling out to me. I saw Laura Murdock running down the steps, waving her hands in the air. 
 
    “Rose’s cell phone is here! It shows she’s at home!” 
 
    Amy and I traded looks. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” I said when Laura—who was breathing heavy with excitement—skidded to a stop in front of us. “The dog tracked straight to the other side of the road and there’s no cell phone in sight.” 
 
    Laura’s face contorted in confusion. “But the man at the phone company told me it’s within a hundred feet of my house. She’s got to be here somewhere.” 
 
    I looked up and down the highway again, and then snapped my fingers. “Call Rose’s phone,” I said to Laura, “and don’t stop until we find it. She definitely got into a vehicle, so the phone has to be along the highway.” 
 
    I then told Amy to stay on the western shoulder of the highway, while I jogged across to the eastern shoulder. “Head north and keep your ears peeled. When we get a hundred feet away, we’ll turn and head south.” 
 
    I could hardly see Amy in the darkness, but the beam from her flashlight was bright and it gave away her position as she walked along the shoulder opposite me. The crunching of her boots in the loose rock was the only sound I heard. 
 
    I made sure to keep pace with Amy, listening as I made my way north. It had gotten considerably cooler with the setting of the sun, and I was wishing I’d brought along a jacket. I had heard earlier that a cold front was coming, but I wasn’t sure when it would get here. I was hoping it wouldn’t be for a couple of days—or at least until we found Rose. 
 
    “Anything?” Amy asked after we’d walked about fifty feet. “The only thing I hear is the wind in my ears.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t heard a thing—” I suddenly stopped and cocked my head to the side. “What’s that?” 
 
    I asked it more to myself, but I heard Amy’s boots stop moving. “What is it?” she asked. “What do you see?” 
 
    I pointed toward my right, through the tall grass along the shoulder of the road. Although it was winter, it was unseasonably warm and most of the grass was still green and growing inches at a time. “I thought I saw a tiny flash of light along the bayou side.” 
 
    Crouching low in an attempt to see through the foliage, I moved forward. I didn’t aim my light in that direction for fear it would drown out the source of the faint glow. I stopped when I reached the edge of the underbrush. 
 
    “Do you see it?” Amy was standing directly behind me. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “Nah, my eyes must’ve been playing tricks on me.” I straightened and was about to turn around when I saw the glow again. “There it is!” 
 
    A small rectangular-shaped glow appeared from the utter darkness beneath the bushes. I ducked under a low-hanging branch and pushed some tall weeds apart, which brought the light into better view. As I drew closer to the bayou side, I began to hear a murmuring vibration. As quickly as it had begun, it stopped and the light disappeared. 
 
    “Did you find it?” Amy was on my heels. I could feel her breath on the back of my neck 
 
    I flicked on my flashlight and aimed it where I’d last seen the light. There, resting against a small branch was a pink cell phone. I pushed through the bushes and asked Amy for a glove. When she handed one to me, I pulled it over my right hand and reached for the phone just as it began vibrating again. Once I’d retrieved it, I turned the screen so Amy could see that the call was from “Mom.” 
 
    “It’s Rose’s phone.” Amy’s voice was filled with worry. “What’s her phone doing near the bayou?” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know, but I’m betting it ain’t good.” 
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    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    6:27 a.m., Thursday, January 11 
 
      
 
    I strode across Old Blackbird Highway and stopped at the edge of Bayou Tail, watching Melvin Saltzman guide the police department’s aluminum hull closer to the bank. Melvin, a seasoned police officer who worked the night shift for Susan and handled all of our water rescues, was my height—five-ten—but weighed close to two-fifty, which was about seventy-five pounds north of where I walked around. His face was thick and tanned from spending most of his time out on the water, but he had a boyish grin—or, rather, used to have a boyish grin. 
 
    I frowned as I considered how different he was since narrowly escaping death. Back when I first met him, he was quick with the jokes and there had always been a sparkle in his eyes, but lately his expression had taken on more of a somber appearance, and his tone was more serious. 
 
    Melvin killed the engine and allowed the airboat to drift in my direction. There was fog on the water behind him and it gave off a spooky vibe. 
 
    “Nothing?” I asked as he removed his New Orleans Saints ball cap and rubbed his shaved head. Although a cold front had blown through in the early morning hours and the temperature was falling, Melvin was sweating—and he was only wearing a navy blue T-shirt and jeans. I had slipped away during the night and retrieved my coat and, although it was thick, I was still shivering a little. 
 
    “Not a thing,” he said, “but that’s not all bad news. If we would’ve found her on the water, it would’ve meant she was dead.” 
 
    He was right. Once we had found Rose’s cell phone, we had called Gretchen Verdin again and she had tried to get Geronimo to pick up a scent, but to no avail. We tried accessing the phone, but it was locked and not even her brother could figure out the password. 
 
    Fearing the worst, we had set up a command post in front of the Murdock home and gone to work. Sheriff Buck Turner, of the Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office, had loaned us eight of his deputies. Susan was spearheading the search, so that enabled me to focus on the investigation. 
 
    After a quick briefing earlier, Susan had divided the sheriff’s deputies into teams and paired them with her officers. Some of the teams were on the water, some were scouring every inch of the banks of Bayou Tail, and others were going door-to-door along Old Blackbird Highway, working their way north. Since Rose had gotten into the passenger side of a vehicle that had been heading north, and her cell phone was located north of the Murdock home, we figured it was a safe bet to search in that direction. 
 
    “Clint, do you mind?” asked Gretchen, who had been sitting at the front of Melvin’s boat with Geronimo. She was holding up one end of the bow line. I nodded and held out my hand for her to toss it to me. I caught it in one deft motion and secured it to a nearby sapling. When Gretchen and Geronimo were on dry land, she told Melvin she was going to fetch some water for Geronimo and would be back shortly. 
 
    “How’s she holding up?” Melvin was staring across the highway to where Laura Murdock was standing on the front porch of her house. The pale glow from the light above her illuminated her features, but she was too far away to tell if tears were still falling. She had spent most of the morning in that exact spot, just standing there blank-faced. When she wasn’t there or barking orders at Seth and Ronnie, she was balled up on her couch crying. 
 
    “She’s not well,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t be either. Deli’s my whole world, you know? If anything were to ever happen to her—” He winced openly and clamped his mouth shut. After a few seconds of silence between us, he apologized. “I didn’t mean to say something that might bring up bad feelings.” 
 
    “You can’t bring up what’s already there,” I said. “I think about Abigail every day, but it’s never about the bad part. I only think about the good times we’ve had.” 
 
    He frowned. “Still, I’m sorry.” 
 
    I waved him off and scanned the front yard of the Murdock home idly, stopping when I saw Susan leaning against her marked Tahoe. She was talking to Mallory Tuttle, who was a detective with the sheriff’s office and one of her good friends. Susan had swapped her duty rig for a paddle holster, and her Glock was pressed up snugly against her swollen belly. I smiled at the thought of finally meeting our baby one day soon. According to Susan’s doctor, that day would be May 15, but she also warned us that the baby could come earlier or later. I wondered who it would look like more—Susan or me. We both had brown eyes and hair, so that was probably a given. But would he or she have a dimple like the one on Susan’s chin? Or a raspberry birthmark like the one on the back of my neck? And would it be a boy or a girl? I kept saying we were having a daughter and it irked Susan a little. She wanted it to be a surprise, but I just had this feeling… 
 
    I was still standing there thinking about our baby when I heard a rumbling in the distance. The rumbling grew louder as it got closer. It was approaching from the south, so I stepped away from the banks of the bayou. When I reached the edge of the highway, I turned to the south and sighed when I saw large round headlights positioned high off the ground. It was a bus. I had hoped to see a white pickup truck with a green door barreling toward us, with a despondent Rose sitting in the passenger seat and a terrified Michael—because he thought he was going to jail for kidnapping a minor—in the driver’s seat. 
 
    I was about to turn back toward Melvin when it hit me—it was Seth’s bus. The driver might have seen something yesterday morning. I stepped out into the road and waved my arms for the bus to stop. Although the sun was starting to come up, it was still a little dark outside and the driver must not have seen me right away, because the tires suddenly squealed and the bus lurched as she began applying the brakes. When the yellow vehicle had slowed to a crawl, the bus driver opened the bi-fold door and peered down at me. 
 
    “Are you crazy? I could’ve killed you!” 
 
    I started to tell her she should’ve been more attentive, but I just smiled an apology and showed her my badge. “I just need to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “Huh? Is everything okay?” She glanced toward the Murdock home. “This is Seth Murdock’s house. Is something wrong?” 
 
    “He’s fine.” I clambered up the steps and glanced toward the back of the bus. It was empty. The driver was younger than any bus driver I’d ever encountered. She couldn’t be older than twenty-two or twenty-three. She had short blonde hair and a porcelain complexion. I shot a thumb toward the back. “Where are the other kids?” 
 
    “Seth’s my first pick-up.” 
 
    “I’m Clint Wolf, by the way. I’m a detective with the Mechant Loup Police Department. What’s your name, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “Emily.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Emily.” I pointed toward the Murdock’s mailbox. “Do you remember picking up Seth from here yesterday?” 
 
    “I do. I pick him up from here every day.” 
 
    “What time did you come by?” 
 
    “About this time,” she said. “I always make it here right around six-thirty. It’s easy to be on time for my first stop, but afterward it gets challenging. At some of the stops, I have parents who want to talk to me about everything from the weather to their latest colonoscopy. There are the kids who run out of their house right when I drive up and I have to sit there waiting for them. I even have moms who chase after the bus because their kids forgot something.” She stopped and shook her head. “I wish I could just keep driving, but they would call the school and complain and I’d get in trouble.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Did you notice anything unusual when you came by here yesterday?” 
 
    She was thoughtful. “No, not that I remember. Everything seemed normal. Seth’s sister was standing next to him as usual. She was playing on her phone, which is also normal. I wave to her every morning, but she never sees me.” 
 
    “Did you notice any strange vehicles on the road yesterday morning? Either before you picked up Seth or after?” 
 
    “No, sir, I didn’t notice anything strange at all.” 
 
    I was about to ask my next question when another bus approached our location, but this one was coming from the north. The number on it was 23. I caught a quick glimpse of the driver as she whisked by, but all I could see was the back of her head because she was staring at the police cruisers in the front yard of the Murdock home. The bus was empty. 
 
    “Where’s that bus going?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, that’s Mrs. Beatrice. She has to drive down the bayou about three miles to the turn-around, then she’ll head back this way to pick up Luke, which is her first stop, and then she’ll stop here to pick up Rose.” Emily turned to look toward the house again. “Well, is Seth coming to school today? I really have to finish my route.” 
 
    “No, he’s not.” I fished a card from my wallet and handed it to her. “If you think of anything else, can you please call me? Anything at all—no matter how trivial you think it is.” 
 
    Emily studied my card for a long moment. When she looked up, her expression was curious. “May I ask what happened?” 
 
    “Rose is missing.” 
 
    She gasped. “Missing—like, she was kidnapped or something?” 
 
    “We’re not sure.” I backed down the steps and thanked her for her time. I coughed on the diesel fumes as she drove off, and then raced for my Tahoe. I fired up the engine—shivering when cold air blew through the vents—and then headed south. This next bus driver would be an important witness. She had to have been in the vicinity around the time Rose was taken, so she must’ve seen something that might help. 
 
    Lord, I sure hope so, I thought. 
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    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    I turned on my flashing headlights and blue grill strobes when I met up with Bus 23. Mrs. Beatrice slowed and pulled as far onto the northbound shoulder, the bus rocking gently from side to side as she navigated the uneven ground. I whipped my vehicle around in the road, pulled up behind her, and exited my SUV in a hurry. 
 
    “What did I do wrong?” Mrs. Beatrice asked when I reached the bi-fold door she had just opened. Her hair looked like black straw and her jowls flapped when she spoke. “I can’t afford to get another ticket. The school board will—” 
 
    “Ma’am, it’s okay.” I raised a hand to reassure her. “I come in peace.” 
 
    Her belly jiggled as she laughed out loud. It was an infectious laugh and it surprised me, because I didn’t think what I’d said was funny. 
 
    “I would tell you that you’re going to go in pieces if you make me late for school,” she said, “but you’ve got a gun—and I’m scared of guns.” 
 
    I waved a hand in the air, but didn’t smile. “It’s not even loaded.” 
 
    She laughed again, but suddenly stopped, and I guessed she recognized my expression wasn’t jovial. “Wait, is something wrong?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” I looked toward the north, where I could see a boy in the distance standing on the shoulder waiting for her to pick him up. “Do you know Rose Murdock?” 
 
    “Rose Murdock,” she murmured, turning her head up thoughtfully. “I mean, maybe. This is not my normal route, so I don’t know all the kids yet.” 
 
    I pointed to the boy up the road. “According to another bus driver named Emily, that’s Luke. The next stop is Rose—” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, now I know who you’re talking about. I didn’t know her name was Rose, but I know the house you’re talking about and I know the girl. I did pick her up along this route on Monday and Tuesday.” 
 
    “Did you pick her up yesterday?” 
 
    Mrs. Beatrice shook her head. “I slowed down when I got to her house, but she wasn’t waiting by the road, so I kept going. My normal kids know they have to be at the road or I won’t stop. I don’t like to be that way, but I’ve got to get them to school. If I wait for everyone who’s late, then none of them would get to school on time.” 
 
    “Did you see anything suspicious around Rose’s house? A stranger lurking around? A car that didn’t belong in the area? Anything at all?” 
 
    Mrs. Beatrice shook her head. “No, I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “What about when you drove by her house?” I asked. “Did you notice anything out of the ordinary along the rest of your route?” 
 
    “No…nothing.” 
 
    “Did anyone else miss the bus?” 
 
    “Not that I can recall. I think I made all of my stops except that one.” 
 
    I scowled. Mrs. Beatrice wasn’t much help. At least she confirmed that Rose had gone missing between the time Seth’s bus passed and she arrived. Beyond that, she was useless. 
 
    “You said this is not your normal route,” I said. “How long have you been driving it?” 
 
    “I started this route when the kids went back to school on Monday, so I’ve only picked up and dropped off three times this week,” she explained. “I’m semi-retired and I only drive when someone goes on vacation or someone falls ill.” 
 
    “Have you ever driven this route before this week?” 
 
    “No. Katrina Bradberry usually handles this route, but she called our supervisor on Monday morning to say she wasn’t feeling well—which is odd for her—so they called me to fill in. She hasn’t returned to work yet and I don’t know how long she’ll be out. I usually like to have some idea about how long I’ll have to fill in because I watch my grandkids a lot now that I’m retired, but the secretary at school said they haven’t heard from Katrina since Monday.” 
 
    I rapped my knuckles on the metal handrail. “Did you borrow Katrina’s bus, or is this yours?” 
 
    “This is mine. Katrina has her own bus.” 
 
    I studied Mrs. Beatrice’s eyes. It didn’t look like she was hiding anything, but one could never be sure. After all, it was her first week ever driving this route and now a young girl was missing. Could it be a coincidence, or might there be a connection? 
 
    “Where do you live, ma’am?” I asked in a casual voice, not wanting her to think I was suspicious of her. 
 
    “Central Chateau.” She grunted and shot a thumb over her shoulder, toward the south. “Katrina lives back there, so all she has to do is leave her house and drive straight to Attakapas High School, picking up students along the way. I have to leave my house and drive over thirty minutes to get to that turn-around, and then I have to stop at all the houses I just passed up. I tell you, I’m on the road twice as long as Katrina, but, since I’m only part time, I get paid less than half what she gets paid. It’s not fair. When I found out the route I’d have to drive, I almost turned them down.” She folded her short and plump arms and rested them on her protruding belly. “Had I known I’d be in trouble with the law, I definitely wouldn’t have taken the job.” 
 
    Ignoring her comment, I rubbed my forehead. As the minutes dragged on and we hadn’t heard from Rose, I began to get an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t think it would be appropriate to ask Mrs. Beatrice if she kidnapped Rose, so, instead, I asked if she ever had a ride-along. 
 
    She immediately shook her head. “If I do, it has to be someone who’s been cleared by the school. They have to undergo a background check and complete some training before they can get on any bus.” 
 
    A thought occurred to me and it chilled me to the bone. The uneasy feeling that was starting to grow in my stomach began to creep upward, threatening to choke me. 
 
    “Thanks, ma’am,” I said. “I have to go.” 
 
    Once I was standing on the shoulder of the road again, I called Lindsey. As the phone rang in my ear, I watched Mrs. Beatrice stop to pick up Luke. The young boy was staring at my flashing lights as he got on the bus. Even from that distance, the curiosity was evident on his face. 
 
    “Mechant Loup Police Department, this is Lindsey—” 
 
    “It’s me,” I said, cutting her off. “I need you to do me a favor.” 
 
    “Sure. Anything.” 
 
    “Check the sex offender registry and give me the names of every sex offender in Mechant Loup. Last I checked, we only had two in town, but it’s been a minute since I looked.” 
 
    There was a long pause on the other end. I checked my phone to make sure we were still connected, and then asked if everything was okay. 
 
    “Dear Lord…do you think some pervert took her?” 
 
    “I sure hope not.” I kicked at the loose gravel on the shoulder of the highway with the toe of my boot. “God help her if one of them got their hands on her.” 
 
    After we hung up, I put my phone in my pocket and leaned in my SUV to turn off my flashing lights. “And if that is what happened,” I said out loud, “God help the bastard who took her.” 
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    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    7:30 a.m. 
 
    Two miles north of the Murdock home 
 
      
 
    24 hours missing… 
 
      
 
    I pushed through the thick bushes and stopped when the southern side of the small white house came into view. The paint was chipped throughout and the siding was green with mildew in places. There were three windows along that wall. Two of the windows had solid shading, and the third had an a/c unit protruding from it. The unit dangled precariously from the opening and was propped up by a long two-by-four. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the house?” Amy asked. She was two feet to my left and her pistol was in her hand. 
 
    I pulled out my cell phone and checked the address again. The numbers matched. I then checked the aerial photo and confirmed we were at the right place. “This is it.” 
 
    Lindsey had located three sexual predators living in Mechant Loup. Since Francis Fitch lived the closest to Rose Murdock, he was going to be the first person to whom we paid a visit. 
 
    “Let me see the picture again.” Amy’s voice was barely over a whisper, but I could hear her clearly in the crisp morning air. 
 
    I located the picture of Francis Fitch on my phone and handed it over. “He’s wanted for failure to register,” I said. “This is his mother’s address. We’re not sure if he’s here, but it’s the address he gave the guards when he was released from the state penitentiary, so it’s our best bet.” 
 
    “Damn, he’s an ugly little shit.” Amy handed back the phone. “What was his original charge?” 
 
    “It was ten years ago. Molestation of a juvenile. She was thirteen, he was twenty-seven.” 
 
    “That’s disgusting.” I heard Amy’s knuckles crack as she clenched her fists. “If you ask me, he should still be in prison.” 
 
    “Or dead.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement. “Do you want me to call and see if Melvin’s ready to make contact? I’m dying to meet this asshole.” 
 
    “Yeah, give him a call.” I peered through the trees, studying what I could see of the front porch. Other than an aged swing hanging from a small A-frame, a red gas can, and an old pair of shrimper boots, the porch was clear. “Tell him we have a perfect view of the front yard, so it would probably be best if he knocked at the back door.” 
 
    Amy nodded. “Yeah, we don’t want him hitting the woods. If he makes a run for it and gets away, I’ll really be pissed.” 
 
    While she called for Melvin, I slinked around her and made my way toward the west, trying to get a bead on the back door. It was no use. The trees were too thick in that area and I wouldn’t be able to maintain a visual on the back of the house unless I stepped out in the open. 
 
    In response to Amy’s call, the radio scratched to life and Melvin said he had just parked his truck north of the house and was proceeding on foot. “I’m going to cut through this cane field in front of me and come out in the back yard. I’ll do a radio countdown before I knock.” 
 
    While much of the sugar cane in Chateau Parish had been harvested, there were still some patches that had been left untouched, and such was the case with the fields to the north of the Fitch homestead. The leaves were brown and the stalks didn’t look very healthy, but they would provide enough cover for Melvin to maneuver his way toward the back yard undetected. 
 
    I bent my knees and prepared to spring forward in the event Francis broke out running. I was still in that position five minutes later when I saw Melvin’s round head appear from behind the rear corner of the house. He gave me a wave and mouthed that he was going to knock on the back door in five seconds. 
 
    “Look alive,” I whispered to Amy, “Melvin’s about to wake up the neighbors.” 
 
    I felt her body tense beside me. She looked like a panther ready to pounce. Having worked with her for a few years now, I was acutely aware of her courage under fire and her willingness to meet danger head-on. I would go into any high risk situation with her by my side. 
 
    We both continued to wait, the only sound being that of our heartbeats and a bird chirping from somewhere above us. 
 
    Within seconds, I heard a loud banging sound from the back of the house. Melvin knocked so hard that it sounded as though he punched a hole in the wooden frame. After he knocked, everything became deathly quiet. Even the bird had stopped singing. 
 
    Melvin knocked a second time, but we couldn’t hear any movement inside from our vantage point. My radio scratched to life and, in a low voice, Melvin said he thought he heard something. 
 
    “If this is his mom’s house,” Amy said, “it could be her moving around.” 
 
    “It could also be Rose—or Francis.” 
 
    “Do you really think he’d bring her here?” 
 
    “I really don’t know. I just hope we find her soon—and I hope she’s well.” I listened while Melvin knocked again. When he stopped, I whispered to Amy, “If it is the mom Melvin heard moving around, she would’ve surely answered the door by now—unless she’s in on it.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s it,” we heard Melvin holler from the back of the house. “If you don’t open up by the count of three, I’m coming in. One…” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side, straining to cover the distance and penetrate the walls of the house with my ears. 
 
    “Two…” 
 
    Amy and I crept through the bushes and moved closer, taking up a position behind a lawn mower shed, but we were still too far to hear anything from inside the house. 
 
    “Three!” There was a pause before Melvin hollered, “Alright then, here I come!” 
 
    Movement to my right brought my head around and I gasped when I saw feet dangling from the ceiling of the front porch overhang. Before I could process what I was seeing, Francis Fitch dropped from the ceiling and landed with a thud on the hollow floor. It was then that I realized he had come from an opening to the attic. 
 
    “Hold it right there!” I bellowed, breaking from our hiding spot, running shoulder-to-shoulder with Amy, who had seen him at the same time I did. 
 
    Francis reacted like a cat when he heard me. He scrambled to his feet, leapt from the porch, and bolted toward the highway. 
 
    “Stop or I’ll shoot!” I knew I couldn’t shoot him in the back—hell, I hadn’t even drawn my pistol—but I wanted to try and scare him into giving up. It didn’t work. Instead, it seemed to light a fire under his ass, because he ran even faster. 
 
    As Amy and I ran, Melvin’s thunderous steps approached from behind. Francis had reached the highway and sprinted right into the southbound lane, not even checking for traffic. I shot a quick glance to the left as we were reaching the shoulder of the road. Before I looked back to my right, I heard tires screeching and Amy hollering. 
 
    I jerked my head around and, just as my gaze came to rest on Francis, I saw the truck in my peripheral vision. 
 
    It was an eighteen-wheeler and it was approaching at a high rate of speed. Francis tried to react, but he was too late. 
 
    One second Francis was there—in mid-stride, running across the highway—and the next second he was gone. The big rig struck him with such force that the front grill seemed to swallow up his body. Amy and I skidded to a stop just as the truck blew by us. As it passed, the force from the wind turbulence nearly knocked us off our feet. 
 
    Eyes wide, I turned to look at Amy. She looked stunned. “That…that could’ve been us.” 
 
    I only nodded. 
 
    


 
   
 
  OceanofPDF.com





 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    The driver of the eighteen-wheeler fought to keep control of the rig as it careened down the highway. Smoke billowed from the rear tires and the strong scent of burning rubber filled the air. After skidding and fishtailing for about twenty feet, the truck finally came to a stop. The front of the truck was resting on the shoulder of the highway, about five feet from a stout tree, and the rear of the truck was blocking both lanes of traffic—not that there was any traffic. 
 
    “Dear Lord,” Amy said, staring at the skid marks and a large red stain on the blacktop. “Is that all that’s left of him?” 
 
    Melvin lurched to a stop when he reached us and his eyes widened. “How on earth do we write this one up?” 
 
    While it had been a horrific incident to behold, my mind was preoccupied with other thoughts. “Melvin, can you check on the driver?” 
 
    “Sure,” he muttered dryly, “and I’ll find a matchbox to collect what’s left of Francis Fitch.” 
 
    An involuntary chuckle escaped from my lips. I looked at Melvin and saw that a wide grin had spread across his face. “Sorry,” he said, “I couldn’t help it.” 
 
    As suddenly as the grin had appeared, it faded, and that sober expression returned to his face. 
 
    “Amy, come with me,” I called over my shoulder, turning to head back toward the house. “He ran out into traffic for a reason, and that reason might be our missing girl.” 
 
    Amy nodded and hurried behind me. “Do you think he committed suicide, or did the children in this town just get lucky?” 
 
    Amy hated child molesters as much as I did, and it was evident in her voice. Although a human being had just died, none of us had any pity for the man. I’d always thought there should be a special place in hell for people who hurt children, and I was hoping Francis Fitch was currently getting the grand tour of that place. 
 
    “I think the kids of this town just got lucky,” I said, jumping up onto the porch and studying the attic entrance overhead. It was a square opening and it was about seven feet above my head. I scanned the area, but there were no ladders. “He didn’t look in either direction when he approached the road, so I think he was just trying to escape.” 
 
    Amy nodded, shot a thumb upward. “How are you going to get up there?” 
 
    I grabbed one end of the A-frame that held the swing and dragged it until it was directly under the opening. “Do you think it’ll hold my weight?” 
 
    Amy shrugged, but grabbed one end of the frame to hold it steady. “What do you think he was doing up there anyway?” 
 
    “I have no clue,” I said, “but it worries me that we don’t hear any noise. If he did take Rose and she is alive, she should be making some kind of noise, if only to move around.” 
 
    Amy frowned and nodded. We both knew the survival rate when it came to children being kidnapped for sexual purposes. 
 
    Grabbing one of the legs of the A-frame, I gave a little skip and then jumped onto the cross bar. It elevated me enough that I was able to reach into the opening and pull myself up through the hole in the ceiling. As I propped myself up on my elbows—my legs dangling free from the opening—I took a breath and my throat immediately began to pick. I tried to stifle a cough, but it broke through. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Amy asked from below. 
 
    “I’m sucking in fiberglass particles from the insulation,” I explained, trying to pierce the darkness with my eyes. Francis had disturbed the particles when he scrambled through the attic, and the tiny daggers were floating all around me. I could almost feel them sticking to my throat. I clamped my mouth shut and started breathing through my nose. 
 
    “Wait—doesn’t insulation have asbestos? And isn’t asbestos dangerous?” 
 
    The house was old, that’s for sure, so it was possible there was asbestos in the insulation, but I didn’t have time to worry about that. 
 
    “It’s not like I’ll be up here forever.” I could see a rectangular beam of light shining up from somewhere in the middle of the sea of insulation. “I’ll retrace Francis’ steps and let you in through the front door.” 
 
    The beam of light clearly indicated an opening in the attic, and that’s where I was heading. If Rose was inside, I needed to get to her right away. Swinging my legs to get some leverage, I pushed myself higher into the opening with my hands and rested a knee on the edge of the framework. After retrieving my flashlight, I picked a route along the rafters and set out for the beam of light. 
 
    “Are you okay up there?” Amy asked when I bumped my head on a ceiling joist and cursed out loud. 
 
    “I’m fine, but I think I cracked the lumber.” I continued shuffling forward, feeling with the toes of my boots while penetrating the shadows of the attic with my flashlight. Other than some old boxes and a baby crib that had been disassembled, it was empty. 
 
    My hand instinctively went to my sidearm when I neared the opening. Wanting my left hand free, I turned my flashlight off and shoved it in my back pocket. The rafters beneath my feet creaked with each step I took and I winced, hoping no bad guys were down there. Child predators usually operated alone, but I could never be too careful in my job. 
 
    I crept to the edge of the opening and saw an attic pull-down ladder descending to a narrow hallway beneath me. The ladder was wooden and would definitely make noise when I put my weight on it. 
 
    Outside, I could hear sirens approaching and excited chatter emitting from Old Blackbird Highway. I recognized Melvin’s voice telling people to keep driving, that there was nothing to see. He was mostly correct, because there wasn’t much of Francis left for anyone to see. 
 
    I crouched near the top of the ladder and waited, allowing the sirens to draw closer. When it sounded as though they were just outside the house, I slowly made my descent into the musky-smelling hallway. As I figured it would, the ladder creaked in protest with each step I took, but the sirens helped to cover my movements. I listened for the slightest sound of human presence as I moved. There was none. 
 
    When I reached the carpeted floor, I found myself facing an open door to a bedroom. Drawing my pistol, I entered and made a quick search, looking for potential victims. It was empty. I returned to the hallway and squeezed around the ladder. To my right there was another open door that led to a bathroom. I stuck my head inside and saw that it was also empty. 
 
    Across from the bathroom there was an opening that led to a small kitchen. I could see it was empty, so I made my way to the end of the short hallway, where a closed door awaited me. I knew it would be better to let Amy inside first so she could cover me, but I didn’t want to turn my back on an unknown area that might conceal potential danger. 
 
    Grasping the loose knob with my non-gun hand and standing as far as I could to the left of the doorway, I turned it until it stopped. I took a breath and held it before easing the door open. I froze when it creaked loudly, but there was no sound from inside the room. I trained the muzzle of my pistol toward the crack I’d already made and continued pushing the door open. 
 
    Once the door had swung as far as it could go, I did a quick-peek into the room. It looked unoccupied. I sighed, stepped inside. Other than a bed at the center of the space and a small wooden desk in the corner, the room was void of furniture. There were, however, piles of clothes, pizza boxes, and crushed Coke cans strewn about the floor. 
 
    “Someone likes pizza,” I mumbled to myself, picking my way through the mess and stopping in front of the desk. A laptop computer was on the desk, but it was closed. I wanted to check the history, but I needed a warrant before I could search for evidence. At the moment, I was only able to conduct a search for bodies—victims and suspects—so I’d have to wait to do a more thorough search later. 
 
    Once I was sure the bedroom was empty, I entered the kitchen, crossed it to the living room, and made my way to the front door. I was just reaching for the knob when a desktop monitor resting on a flimsy dinner tray caught my eye. It was in front of a brown recliner and the tower was on the floor next to the tray. The back of the computer was facing me, but I could see a bluish glow emitting from the screen. 
 
    After unlocking the door, I stepped toward the computer. 
 
    “That took long enough,” Amy said as she pushed her way inside. “I thought you were a goner. I was about to kick the door open.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything as I approached the recliner and computer. A partially eaten candy bar was on the floor, and it looked fresh. Melvin had definitely interrupted something. My curiosity mounting, I stepped around the dinner tray and looked at the computer. I immediately regretted it. The images on the screen turned my stomach and caused my blood to boil. I jerked my head away. 
 
    “What is it?” Amy asked, recognizing that something was terribly wrong. 
 
    I walked away from the recliner and approached the door. I wanted to get my hands around Francis’ neck and snap it like a twig, but I couldn’t, so I simply tried not to vomit while Amy walked to the computer. 
 
    I heard her gasp. After a long moment, she appeared beside me and stared out at the mess on the highway. “I know I’ll sound like a bitch saying this out loud,” she said, “but I’m glad that bastard’s dead.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Me, too.” 
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    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    9:30 a.m. 
 
    4923 Old Blackbird Highway, Mechant Loup, Louisiana 
 
      
 
    26 hours missing… 
 
      
 
    Chief Susan Wilson Wolf looked up from the laptop she’d been searching and sighed. Rose’s mother, who was sitting on the edge of the chair across the table from her, asked if she’d found anything useful. 
 
    “The good news is your daughter’s clean. Her social media activity is what I’d expect from any good sixteen-year-old,” Susan said. “She hasn’t visited any questionable websites and hasn’t communicated with any shady characters. It appears she only interacts with those who are in her close circle of friends, and we’ve already interviewed all of them.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Laura’s voice was shrill. “You’ve got nothing?” 
 
    Susan had spoken with Clint earlier and she was aware of the information Seth had provided about the boyfriend, Michael. However, upon Clint’s advice—and for Seth’s protection—they had agreed to withhold that information from Laura Murdock. They did plan on telling Laura about the boyfriend eventually, but they were waiting for a more opportune time—and now wasn’t the time. 
 
    “We do have some leads we’re following up on, but, to be perfectly honest, they don’t seem very promising.” 
 
    “What about the fatality wreck up the road?” Laura asked. “Does that have anything to do with Rose?” 
 
    Susan refrained from chewing on her lower lip, because she knew that would be a dead giveaway that something was amiss. While child pornography had been located inside Francis Fitch’s residence and a forensics team was en route from La Mort Police Department to go over every inch of the place, they weren’t sure if he was involved in Rose’s disappearance. 
 
    “We did search the house, but there was no sign of Rose and no evidence that she was ever there.” 
 
    It was Laura’s turn to sigh. “That’s good, because we all know Francis is no good. He’s a pervert and there’s no telling what he’s capable of. If he had taken Rose…” Laura allowed her voice to trail off and she shuddered. “I don’t even want to go there in my head.” 
 
    Susan leaned forward and touched Laura’s arm. “We won’t stop searching until we find her—that I promise you.” 
 
    Laura smiled, but it was hollow. The woman was petrified, and it showed on her face. Susan’s hand dropped to her belly. She hadn’t even met her child and she already loved her or him. While she genuinely felt bad for Laura, she had no idea what the woman was going through, just like she had no idea how much Clint hurt over Abigail. 
 
    “Ma’am, I have to step outside to make a call,” Susan said after the two women had sat in silence for a long moment. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Once Susan was on the front concrete porch and the door had closed behind her, she called Takecia Gayle—one of her patrol officers who worked the day shift—and asked, “Did you find the boyfriend yet?” 
 
    “No,” Takecia said in her thick Jamaican accent. “He’s still not home.” 
 
    Susan scowled and leaned back against the door. Clint had located Michael Odom’s house late last night, but no one had been home. A neighbor told Clint that Michael lived alone with his dad, but that the dad was working overseas. A phone call to Michael’s mom in Mississippi turned up nothing, and Clint had also checked with a manager from Walmart who said Michael was not due back to work until Monday night. The manager did provide Michael’s cell phone number, and it matched the number that was listed on Rose’s phone bill as the last person to have made contact with her. Clint had made a decision to try Michael’s phone last night, but it was either dead, turned off, or in a dead zone, because it went straight to voicemail. 
 
    “What should I do, boss?” Takecia asked. “Do you want me to stay in the neighborhood in case the boy comes home?” 
 
    “No, you can head back over here. I need some help organizing search parties.” When she ended the call with Takecia, Susan called Clint. He sounded tired when he answered. “How are things at the Francis homestead?” 
 
    “There’re good,” he said. “The crime scene technicians from La Mort are here. They’re going through the house looking for fibers, prints, and DNA. Once they’re done, they’re going to spray the house with Luminol in case someone was killed here and then the scene cleaned up.” 
 
    “Did you ever find Francis’ mother?” 
 
    “Yeah, the little prick put her in a nursing home. I spoke with her briefly, but she has no clue what’s been going on at the house since she’s been at the home.” 
 
    Susan heard someone hollering for Clint in the background, and she asked if he needed to go. 
 
    “No, you can stay on the line.” 
 
    Susan waited quietly during Clint’s exchange with the other person. It was a female’s voice and Susan wondered if it was Jennifer Duval. Susan had heard about Jennifer from Clint, but she’d only met the detective once. As the story went, Clint and Jennifer had worked as detective partners in La Mort before hooking up during a Christmas holiday some years ago. It was before Clint had married his first wife, Michele, and he had described the ordeal as a ‘fling.’ He said they quit being partners after that, and he had experienced some problems with Jennifer. 
 
    “Okay, I’m back,” Clint said when the conversation ended. 
 
    “Was that her?” As soon as the words left her mouth, Susan slapped her forehead, wishing she could take them back. While she had never been the jealous type, she was certainly no fool. People cheated, and who was she to think it could never happen to her? After all, it had happened to her mom, and Susan had always thought her dad would never do something like that. 
 
    “You don’t have to answer that,” she said quickly. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.” 
 
    “No, you have every right to know.” Clint paused, then said it was Jennifer. “I didn’t know who they were sending, but they ended up sending her and her partner along with the lab techs.” 
 
    Susan’s heart sank a little. She glanced down at the front of her shirt. Her belly was extremely noticeable now and her legs weren’t as toned as they used to be. Although Clint was always telling her how beautiful she was, she couldn’t help but wonder if he was just being nice. She’d had friends whose husbands lost interest in them when they had gotten pregnant and began to show. Those men were shallow, that’s for sure, and Clint was nothing like them, but she still felt a little insecure. 
 
    “It’s no big deal,” Susan said. “I was only asking because I was curious if I’d get to meet her again.” Susan had met Jennifer about nine months ago, and it had been a little awkward. For starters, Jennifer was blonde and beautiful and her uniform fit her like a glove. And then she had referred to Clint as her ‘ex-boyfriend’ and had commented about him working in a ‘dead-end hellhole’ and saying that she hoped he would come to his senses and go back to La Mort. Susan hadn’t told Clint about their conversation, but it had definitely stuck with her. And now, it was making her feel a little threatened. 
 
    “Well, Sue, did she?” 
 
    “What’s that?” Susan asked. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t hear what you said. A vehicle must’ve passed.” 
 
    “Did Takecia find Michael Odom?” 
 
    “No, he’s still not home.” 
 
    “Damn, where could that kid be?” 
 
    “Beats me.” 
 
    After being thoughtful for a moment, Clint said he was heading to Walmart to speak with some of Michael’s work associates. 
 
    Good, Susan thought. At least you won’t be hanging out with Jennifer Duval. 
 
    Instead of saying what she was really thinking, Susan asked Clint if he thought it was possible that Michael and Rose ran off together. 
 
    “At this point, I’m starting to hope so,” he said quietly, “because the alternative is ugly.” 
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    It was almost ten-thirty when I was finally sitting in a manager’s office talking to one of Michael’s friends from work. His name was Wayne. A short and stocky fellow, he sported a flattop hair style that made him look even shorter and stockier. Other than Howie Long, he was the only person in modern time that I’d seen with a flattop. I wanted to ask if I could rest my notepad on the top of his hair, but I resisted the urge. 
 
    “I’m Clint Wolf, a detective for Mechant Loup.” I shot a thumb toward the door. “The manager tells me you’re Michael’s best friend here at work.” 
 
    The kid seemed suspicious. “Yeah, I guess. What’s this about?” 
 
    “Have you seen him lately? Like yesterday or today?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Have you spoken with him yesterday or today?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Is that unusual?” 
 
    “I mean, it’s not like we’re dating, you know?” The kid chuckled at his own joke, but his smile faded when he saw I wasn’t laughing. “We don’t talk every day. When we’re not working, he might call me every now and then or I might call him, but it’s not too often. Maybe once or twice a week.” 
 
    “When’s the last time you heard from him?” 
 
    “Is this about the games?” Wayne glanced over his shoulder to make sure no one else could hear us. “I told him not to do it and I told him I wouldn’t cover for him. I need my job. I still live with my mom and dad, but I have to pay my own car note, gas, and insurance. If I get fired, I don’t know what I’d do.” 
 
    “Tell me about the games.” 
 
    “Well, it was a few weeks ago. We were closing up and I saw him shove a copy of Red Dead Redemption in his pants. I told him not to do it and that I would report him, but he said I’d better not say anything or else he would…” Wayne lowered his eyes, let his voice trail off. 
 
    “He would what?” 
 
    “He said he would tell my girlfriend that I kissed the manager.” 
 
    I turned and looked through the glass partition in the door toward the elderly manager who stood waiting for us to finish. “You kissed him?” 
 
    “No!” Wayne shook his head violently from side to side. “I kissed Cynthia, the store manager. Well, it was more like she kissed me.” 
 
    I remembered seeing a blonde woman at the front of the store when I entered. She was wearing a manager’s nametag. She appeared to be in her early thirties and she was attractive—and she was a manager. The kid could do worse. “Damn, you hit the jackpot, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Hell, no! She’s old. I’m embarrassed it happened. If everyone finds out, my reputation will be ruined.” His face betrayed the distress he was experiencing. “Please, you can’t tell anyone. I’ll do whatever you need me to do. I’ll give a statement about the games. I’ll even help get them back—” 
 
    “It’s okay, son.” I held up a hand to stop him. “First off, thirty isn’t old—and don’t ever let Cynthia hear you say that. Next, this is not about the games, but it does give me some insight into what kind of person Michael is. No, what I really need to know is when it was that you last heard from him.” 
 
    “I…I’m not sure. I could check my phone, if you like.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    My own phone buzzed in my pocket to indicate I’d received a text message. I pulled it out and read the message. It was from Mallory Tuttle, who had been helping Susan with the search, and she told me to call her as soon as I could. She said it was urgent. Just as I put my phone to my ear, Wayne looked up and said the last message he’d received from Michael was on the previous Saturday. 
 
    “He wanted to know if I wanted to go to Orange Beach this coming weekend, but I told him I had to work. I try not to hang around with him as much anymore, ever since he took the game.” 
 
    I nodded and put up a finger to let him know I’d be right back. 
 
    “Hey, Mallory, it’s me,” I said when I’d stepped right outside the office so I could speak privately. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Remember Lou Baker, the rookie detective you met on the Boudreaux case?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, he just spotted Michael’s white Ford pickup truck at the boat launch in the back of the Cool Ridge Community. There’s an empty boat trailer behind the truck, so it’s possible he and Rose are on the water. They could be fishing or at a camp or something.” 
 
    “Did Lou run the plate to confirm it’s his truck?” 
 
    “No, he can’t read the plate from his vantage point and he didn’t want to get too close in case they returned, but he’s positive it’s the right truck.” 
 
    Before she could finish, I asked what made Lou positive it was Michael’s truck. 
 
    “The door on the passenger’s side is green.” 
 
    “That’s it!” I hurried toward the front of the store. “Tell him to stay put. I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Hey, Detective, do you still need to speak with Wayne?” hollered the manager from behind me. 
 
    I waved him off and told him I’d be in touch with the kid if I needed more information, but I doubted he heard me, as I was already halfway to the exit. 
 
    Since Walmart and the Cool Ridge Community were both located in Central Chateau, I didn’t have far to travel. I called Susan as I drove out of the parking lot and told her where I was heading. She asked if I’d heard anything more from Jennifer Duval, but I told her I hadn’t. I was starting to suspect that Jennifer’s presence was making her uncomfortable, and I didn’t like it one bit. Had I known they would send Jennifer, I would’ve requested someone else or asked the state police crime lab to send a team. 
 
    “Do you mind coordinating with Jennifer?” I asked, thinking that might make things easier for both of us. “After all, I’ll be running around trying to track down this Michael kid, so I won’t have time to debrief her.” 
 
    “Sure,” Susan said in a hesitant voice, “but I think she’d rather speak to you.” 
 
    “It’s our case,” I said plainly. “She doesn’t get to call the shots. If she doesn’t like it, she can head back to La Mort.” 
 
    “If you say so, detective man.” Susan’s voice was playful. “Now, just be careful out there. I don’t need to remind you how important you are to me and our baby.” 
 
    “No, you don’t, but I do love hearing it.” 
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    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    12:30 p.m. 
 
    Cool Ridge Public Boat Launch 
 
      
 
    29 hours missing… 
 
      
 
    I glanced over as Lou Baker wiped a bead of sweat from his dark forehead. He and I had been crouched behind a giant oak tree for about two hours, waiting for Michael Odom to return to his truck—if he ever would. 
 
    “You know,” Lou said, “I hate the winter time, but I can’t believe we’re out here sweating in January. It just doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    I smashed a mosquito that had landed on my arm. “I know what you mean. When I was a kid, there were winters where I would wear shorts and T-shirts every day and—” 
 
    The humming of a boat engine cut my sentence short. Lou and I both rose higher on our knees and peered around opposite sides of the oak tree. Since Michael’s truck was the only one parked at the boat launch, we knew it had to be him approaching. After all, most adults were at work and couldn’t just leave to go fishing in the middle of a random work day. 
 
    “That looks like him,” Lou muttered. “And he’s got a girl with him.” 
 
    I sighed deeply when I saw the girl’s long hair flowing in the wind. I couldn’t see her face clearly because she wore oversized heart-shaped sunglasses, and she looked a little thinner than Rose’s picture, but she had the same bronze complexion and thick brown hair. It had to be her. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Chief?” Lou asked in a hushed tone. “Do we confront them now or wait until they dock the boat?” 
 
    “We’ll wait until Michael is pulling the boat onto the trailer. If we reveal ourselves too early, they might haul ass in the boat. If we jump out too late, they can leave in the truck and we’ll have a high speed chase on our hands.” 
 
    Lou nodded and we sat quietly, watching Michael maneuver the side of the boat up against the wooden dock. He shut off the engine and then tied the bow line to a cleat that was attached to one of the creosote poles. Once it was secured, he leapt gracefully from the boat and leaned over to take the girl’s hand. She smiled wide as he helped her onto the dock, and they stopped for a moment to make out. 
 
    When they pulled apart, Michael slapped the girl’s bottom and she laughed hysterically. We could hear the laughter from our vantage point, but couldn’t hear everything that was being said between them. 
 
    “By the way,” I whispered to Lou, “good job finding his truck. What made you think to look back here?” 
 
    “I used to come out here a lot when I was a patrol deputy and you wouldn’t believe the stuff I’d find.” He shot a thumb over his shoulder toward a large dumpster at the corner of the shell parking lot. “I was cruising through this area one night to see if anyone was doing drugs and I thought I heard a baby crying. When I looked inside the dumpster, I found a baby wrapped in an old wool jacket amidst all the trash.” 
 
    “So, that was you, eh?” I’d heard about the incident on the local news. “Didn’t you track down the mother from a receipt you found in the pocket of the jacket?” 
 
    He nodded, but didn’t say another word as we watched Michael step from his truck. He had backed the trailer into the water and was manually guiding the boat onto the skids. The girl was standing nearby watching. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. “We should be able to get to him before he can do anything stupid.” 
 
    “Let’s do this.” Lou stepped out from his side of the oak tree and I stepped out from mine. 
 
    Fanning out a little, we walked across the parking lot, trying not to make any crunching noise in the loose shells. We were about thirty feet from the boat when the girl turned around and let out a screech. Michael whirled around and froze in place when he saw us. Our badges and guns were in plain view on our belts, and that’s what seemed to attract the most attention. 
 
    “Hello, officers.” Michael’s voice was hesitant. “Is there something wrong?” 
 
    “Michael Odom?” I asked, to which he nodded. I turned to the girl. “And I presume you’re Rose Murdock?” 
 
    The girl shook her head and removed her glasses. It was then that I realized she was not our missing girl. My heart fell and my shoulders drooped. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Michael asked. “Why’d you think she was Rose? Rose should be at school.” 
 
    “No, she’s not at school.” I ambled toward the truck and looked inside. The interior was clean and there were no visible signs of a struggle. For a young man, he kept a tidy truck. I returned to where Michael and the girl were standing and glanced into the boat. There were plastic bags containing grocery items strewn about and a large ice chest pushed up against the bench seat. “How long have you been out on the water?” 
 
    “Since yesterday morning,” Michael explained. “My grandpa has a camp out on the lake and we go there sometimes to hang out.” 
 
    “Do you have your phone with you?” 
 
    He nodded. “It’s in my duffel bag.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you answered it?” 
 
    “We don’t get reception out on the water.” Michael looked from me to Lou and then back to me. “So, what’s this about? Is something wrong with Rose?” 
 
    I turned my attention to the girl. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Faleena,” the girl said in a low voice. 
 
    “Faleena?” I didn’t even try to hide my surprise. “Are you the same Faleena who’s supposed to be friends with Rose and who was supposed to go to Orange Beach with her this weekend?” 
 
    Faleena’s bronze face turned beet red. She nodded slowly, lowered her head. 
 
    “Give me your keys.” I extended my hand toward Michael, who hesitated. My eyes narrowed. “It wasn’t a request.” 
 
    He gulped and handed it over. 
 
    I nodded in Lou’s direction. “Y’all stand next to Detective Baker while I pull up the boat.” 
 
    Michael and Faleena did as instructed. 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” Faleena asked. 
 
    “Down to the sheriff’s office,” I called over my shoulder. “I’ve got a lot of questions for both of you.” 
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    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    One hour later… 
 
      
 
    Lou and I had wolfed down a burger and fries while driving to the Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office. We had offered to buy food for Michael and Faleena, who were sitting in the back seat of my Tahoe, but neither kid was in the mood to eat. Faleena had begun to cry when she realized something was wrong with Rose. I didn’t tell her that her friend was missing—I wanted to find out what she knew before I told her what was really going on—and I think she was fearing the worst. 
 
    Lou had left his unmarked cruiser at the boat launch, along with Michael’s truck and boat, and he rode with me just in case the kids caused problems on the drive to his office. 
 
    While Lou led them to separate interview rooms, I took a minute to call Susan and update her on our progress. 
 
    “Do you think they took Rose out on the water and killed her?” Susan asked. 
 
    I nearly dropped my phone. The thought hadn’t crossed my mind before Susan mentioned it, but I now realized it didn’t fall out of the realm of possibilities. “God, I sure hope not. But if they did, I’m sure Faleena will spill it. She’s been crying since we left the boat launch.” 
 
    Before heading for the interview room, I asked about the investigation out at Francis Fitch’s house. 
 
    “They’re wrapping it up,” Susan said. “Other than child porn, they didn’t find evidence of criminal activity. All of the images they found so far were from the internet, but they’re going to have to do a dump on the computers and his other electronic devices before they can say for sure. Jennifer Duval said she’d put a rush on the forensic examination for ‘old times’ sake,’ but it’ll still take a few days.” 
 
    “How’s the cleanup on the highway going?” 
 
    “Melvin just cleared the roadway and I went out to the nursing home to personally notify Francis’ mother. The sister showed up and promised to sue the ‘piss out of us’ when this is all over. She claims we were harassing her brother.” Susan grunted. “I wouldn’t repeat what I said to her in polite company, and I sure hope our baby didn’t understand any of it. It wasn’t pretty—or nice.” 
 
    I started to tell her goodbye, but she stopped me. “Look, I wasn’t going to say anything and I might just be feeling cranky, but this Jennifer Duval person is getting under my skin.” 
 
    “What’d she do?” 
 
    “When I stopped by the house to see how things were going, she proceeded to start telling Melvin about a case you and she worked when y’all were partners. She talked about how much chemistry there was between y’all and how y’all could read each others’ thoughts and—” 
 
    “That’s all bullshit, Sue.” I squeezed my phone in frustration. “There was nothing between us when we worked together. No chemistry, no reading of each others’ minds—none of that shit. I’m so sorry they sent her. In the future, I won’t be asking them for help at a crime scene. I can have a talk with her if you like.” 
 
    “Look, I can handle myself—and her,” Susan said. “I wasn’t telling you all of this for you to take some sort of action. I just wanted to warn you before I shoved the heel of my boot through her sternum.” 
 
    I chuckled involuntarily, snorting as I did so. “Okay, Love. Do whatever you have to do.” 
 
    She laughed, too, and I was relieved. While I didn’t care what she did to Jennifer, I certainly didn’t want her to be bothered by something that had happened years ago. Jennifer was ancient history and her existence—or lack thereof—had no impact on my life, one way or the other. 
 
    “Well, I’ve got to go interview Michael and Faleena,” I said. “Be safe.” 
 
    “You, too.” She ended the call and I headed for the interview room, wondering what secrets the two teenagers might possess. Did they hold the key to locating Rose? Or were they just two more dead ends like Francis? 
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    “So, how do you know Rose?” I asked Michael when Lou and I were seated across from him in the interview room. 
 
    “I…I don’t really know her.” Michael shifted in his seat. “I saw her around school a few times, but she was younger than me and my friends, so we didn’t travel in the same circles, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “As I understand it, you’re no longer in school. Is that correct?” 
 
    He nodded. “They wanted to expel me for fighting, so I quit. It wasn’t fair. The other dude jumped me in the hallway. I was only defending myself.” 
 
    Lou had called the school while I was on the phone with Susan and he glanced down at his notes from the conversation with the principal. “You are correct—the ‘dude’ did jump you,” Lou said. “However, you stomped the shit out of him while he was unconscious on the ground. Broke three ribs. The only reason you weren’t arrested was because the school resource officer would’ve had to arrest the other kid, and his parents insisted on not filing charges against you. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Michael nodded his head slowly. “So? I did what I had to do. He started it.” 
 
    “Look,” I said, leaning forward on the desk, “I don’t have a lot of time. I need you to cut the crap and give it to me straight. Tell me again how you know Rose, but this time, I want you to be completely honest.” 
 
    “I already told you. Other than seeing her at school, I don’t know the girl.” 
 
    “Right, you did tell me that already. Do you mind if I see your phone?” 
 
    He hesitated. “Why?” 
 
    “I just want to see if you’re telling the truth. If you don’t know her, then you didn’t text her dozens of times between five-o-eight and six-fifty-four yesterday morning. If you don’t know her, then you didn’t call her phone eight times right around seven-thirty yesterday morning. If you don’t know her, then you won’t mind me searching your phone.” 
 
    Michael stammered for a few seconds. Finally, he managed to utter, “I…I didn’t talk to her at seven-thirty. I don’t even know her number, so how could I even call her? Go ahead, ask me right now. I couldn’t even tell you the first three digits of her number.” 
 
    I sighed as I dug in the file I’d brought with me. After pulling out a copy of Rose’s cell phone activity, I turned it so Michael could see. I used my index finger to point out his cell phone number. 
 
    “If what you’re saying is true, then that’s not your number.” I made a big show of removing my own cell phone from my pocket and unlocking the screen. “And if that’s not your number, then your phone won’t ring when I call it.” 
 
    I kept my eyes on Michael while I used my thumb to dial his number. The color drained from his face and he squirmed in his seat like he was going to wet his pants. I paused with my thumb over the call button. 
 
    “Any last words?” I asked. 
 
    He gulped audibly, but shook his head. “I…I don’t know her.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” I hit the button. Almost instantly, a loud buzzing sound reverberated from the metal chair Michael was sitting on. He quickly dropped his hand to his pocket and made a frantic attempt at shutting it off. His fingers couldn’t find the button fast enough and—as though he thought it was a bomb about to go off—he began begging me to make it stop. 
 
    I ended the call and placed my phone on the desk. “Well, would you like to modify your story?” 
 
    “I…I really don’t know her.” Michael’s shoulders drooped momentarily, but then there was a subtle shift in his eyes and he straightened. “It was Faleena. She asked to use my phone, so I let her. She must’ve called Rose. You know, she’s my girlfriend, so I don’t ask any questions when she wants to use my stuff. I just figured her phone was dead and that she wanted to call her mom or something. I had no idea she was calling Rose. I mean, it’s cool that she did, but I just didn’t realize it, is all.” 
 
    I nodded, glanced at Lou. It was time to turn the heat up on this kid. “Okay then, so you admit to letting Faleena use your phone to call Rose?” 
 
    Michael’s expression was suspicious. “I already told you I didn’t know who she was calling.” 
 
    “Right, but you did let her use your phone, she did call Rose from it, and you were with her when she made the call. Isn’t that correct?” 
 
    “Um, I guess so, but I didn’t know she was calling Rose.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to give you a little test. I’ll start by asking you a series of small questions and I only want you to answer yes or no. Next, I’ll ask you some big questions, and, again, I only want you answering yes or no. The only rule is that you have to tell the truth.” I paused, and raised an eyebrow. “Well, are you ready?” 
 
    He swallowed hard. “I guess so.” 
 
    “Let’s get started then. Okay, did you ever steal from your employer?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did you ever kiss Rose Murdock?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did you meet Rose Murdock near a cemetery south of where she lives?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did you text Rose Murdock yesterday morning?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did you call Rose Murdock’s cell phone yesterday morning?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you regret killing Rose Murdock?” 
 
    “No.” Michael immediately threw himself back in the metal chair, nearly falling to the ground. His face was ashen and his bottom jaw hanging low. “Wait a minute! You confused me! That was a trick!” 
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    “Rose is dead?” Michael’s voice was so low it was barely above a whisper. 
 
    “You tell me.” I could tell the kid was genuinely shocked. If Rose was dead—and I was hoping against hope that she wasn’t—Michael knew nothing about it. 
 
    “I…I…she was fine the last time I talked to her.” 
 
    “So, you did talk to her.” 
 
    “I mean, I might have. I think so. I’d have to think about it to be sure. You’re confusing me right now.” 
 
    I stabbed at the desk with my finger. “Look, son, I can’t confuse the truth, and you’ve told a number of small lies today. If you lie small, you’ll lie big. If you stick to these small lies, I won’t believe you when you say you didn’t hurt Rose. So, let’s start from the top again—did you ever kiss Rose?” 
 
    Michael slouched in his chair, as though the fight had faded from his body. Without looking at me, he nodded his head. 
 
    “How many times have you met her near the cemetery south of her house?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Damn it, Michael, don’t you start playing games with me!” 
 
    “No, I’m not playing games.” He shook his head from side to side. “I just don’t remember how many times I met her there. Five, ten, maybe fifteen times. I know it was a lot.” 
 
    “Okay, tell me about yesterday morning,” I said. “What were y’all texting about?” 
 
    “Well, I was asking if she could go to Orange Beach with us, but she said her mom didn’t let her. She asked if I wanted to hang out around town instead, but I told her I really wanted to go to the beach. She got mad at me for not wanting to stay with her and she told me she didn’t love me anymore.” Michael shook his head. “I couldn’t believe she would say that. I asked her if it meant she was breaking up with me, but she wouldn’t answer. After a while of waiting for her to text me back, I started calling her, but she ignored my calls.” 
 
    The kid stopped talking. He just sat there staring at the top of the desk. I asked him how long he had been two-timing Rose with Faleena, but he immediately shook his head. 
 
    “I never cheated on Rose. No, sir. She broke up with me. I was a free man when I started seeing Faleena.” 
 
    “When did that happen?” 
 
    “When did what happen?” 
 
    “When did you start seeing Faleena?” 
 
    “Well, I called her yesterday and told her Rose broke up with me. She told me I shouldn’t be messing with Rose anyway, and that I needed someone my own age—someone mature enough to handle an adult relationship.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh out loud, but didn’t. “Go on, what led to y’all being on the water today?” 
 
    “I told her there weren’t any girls my age who liked me. That’s when she said she’d been having a crush on me all through high school.” He shrugged. “That’s about it. I told her about my grandpa’s camp and asked her if she wanted to spend the night out there. She said yeah, so we went.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair and studied Michael Odom. The kid seemed to be telling the truth. Of course, looks could be deceiving, and I knew I’d have to keep my eyes on him. 
 
    “Do you mind if I have a look at your phone?” I asked. “Just to verify everything you’ve told me.” 
 
    He nodded and fished it out of his back pocket. Once he unlocked the screen, he slid it across the table. I took the phone and turned it so Lou could see, then began scrolling through the text messages between him and Rose. I also checked the call log, and everything checked out. 
 
    Next, I located text messages between him and Faleena, and we read those. True to his word, the messages didn’t start until after Rose broke up with him. I checked the call logs, and there were no calls between him and Faleena prior to the break-up text message from Rose. 
 
    I glanced at Lou, who shrugged. “Looks like he’s telling the truth.” 
 
    “I am,” Michael said. “I swear it.” 
 
    “Why’d you lie at first?” I wanted to know. 
 
    “I…I was scared. Rose is younger than me, so I figured I could get in trouble for dating her.” 
 
    “When’s your birthday?” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side, unsure of where I was going with it. “Um, I turned eighteen in November. That’s when I was finally able to quit school and start working fulltime.” 
 
    I waved my hand dismissively. “Legally, you’re safe. Rose will be seventeen next week. However, I don’t think you’re safe from her mom.” 
 
    “Oh, I already know that.” Michael shivered a little. “I heard about her. She scares me.” 
 
    Nodding my understanding, I gathered up my file and turned to Lou. “Let’s go see what Faleena has to say.” 
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    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    5:30 p.m. 
 
    Cool Ridge Public Boat Launch 
 
      
 
    I watched as Lou Baker’s unmarked detective car drove away from the boat launch, followed by Michael Odom’s truck and boat trailer. Lou had done great detective work in locating Michael Odom’s vehicle, and I had been very optimistic that the discovery would lead us to Rose Murdock. But now, standing in that empty parking lot with the sun setting on thirty-four hours of Rose being gone, I was starting to fear the worst. 
 
    When we’d returned Michael and Faleena to the boat launch, Michael had agreed to take us to his grandfather’s camp. Once there, Lou and I had searched every inch of the place, but we hadn’t located a shred of evidence to indicate the teenagers were lying. Michael had provided verbal consent to search his house in Mechant Loup east, and we’d sent a team out there while we were at the camp. They turned up nothing. 
 
    With no sign of Rose and no evidence that they were involved in her disappearance, we were forced to let Michael and Faleena go. Now, as the truck and boat disappeared in the thick dust from the shell road, so did my hopes of finding Rose alive. 
 
    My phone rang and I picked it up without looking at the display screen. “This is Clint,” I said idly. 
 
    “Hey, you,” called a cheerful voice, “how’s it going?” 
 
    I groaned inwardly. It was Jennifer Duval. “It’s going.” 
 
    “Aw, you sound sad. Is there anything I can do to cheer you up?” 
 
    Yeah, I wanted to say, leave town. 
 
    “No, but thanks.” I was trying to be polite. 
 
    “I heard you were out in Central Chateau at some boat landing. I’ve wrapped things up at the house, so I can head that way and give you a hand. It’ll be like old times.” 
 
    “We’re all done here. I’m on my way back to Mechant Loup. I’ve got a long night ahead of me.” 
 
    “Well, everyone’s got to eat, so why don’t you let me buy you dinner? I drove by this cool-looking little joint earlier and I thought it would be fun to have a burger. You know, for old times’ sake.” 
 
    “Look, I appreciate the work you’ve done on this case—I really do—but we’re not having dinner together, or anything else.” 
 
    There was a long pause. When Jennifer spoke again, her tone had lost its cheerfulness. “Wow, it’s a shame your wife won’t even let you have lunch with another woman. I didn’t figure her for the jealous type, but I guess I was wrong about her. And I know you didn’t used to be such a push-over.” 
 
    “Susan’s got no reason to be jealous—I’m all hers and she knows it. Also, I’m no push-over.” I sighed in frustration. I wanted to tell her to go to hell, but I felt as though I owed her for processing the Fitch home, so I tried to be more diplomatic. “You know everyone judges us on appearance, and I don’t want it to appear that something’s going on between us when there’s absolutely nothing.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself, mister.” Before I could respond, Jennifer broke out laughing. “I’m kidding, but whatever. If you change your mind, I’ll be staying at my brother’s house in Mechant Loup.” 
 
    I groaned inwardly. “You have a brother who lives in Mechant Loup?” 
 
    “Yeah, he and his family moved here last summer from La Mort. Like I said, call if you change your mind.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Right…” She dragged out the word. “You can use me, abuse me, and then just throw me away—like old times. Same old Clint Wolf I used to know.” 
 
    I wanted to respond to her last statement, but she didn’t give me a chance. The call ended and I was left standing there, my thoughts turning immediately back to the case at hand. 
 
    I needed to find Rose, but I didn’t know where else to start looking. We’d already gotten with the media and, although I hadn’t had a chance to look at a newspaper or television, her photo should’ve been plastered all over the state. Susan told me earlier that several dozen townspeople had shown up at the Murdock home and she had put them to work scouring every inch of cane field and cow pasture in the area. As of an hour ago, when I’d last spoken with Susan, they hadn’t turned up so much as a hair fiber for the girl. 
 
    Meanwhile, Melvin had gone to every resident along Old Blackbird Highway and obtained copies of all the surveillance footage he could find, but after spending some time going through the footage, he and Amy hadn’t developed any leads. 
 
    I’d received a text message from Amy about fifteen minutes ago asking if I needed anything. When I told her I didn’t, she said she was heading home to get a little sleep, but that she would be back out in a few hours. It was only at that moment I realized I hadn’t slept since Wednesday night, but I wasn’t even tired. 
 
    I scoped out some desolate cane field roads and searched some old tractor sheds on the drive back to Mechant Loup, but I found nothing. Dejected, I headed home to check on Achilles, my solid black German shepherd. Susan always said he could hear my vehicle when I turned down Paradise Place—long before he could see me—and he would let out this excited yelp. 
 
    I didn’t see him when I pulled into the driveway and he wasn’t barking. I frowned, checked the back yard. He wasn’t there. I unlocked the door to the house and stepped into the kitchen. That’s when I saw him. He was stretched out on the sofa, sound asleep. I actually thought I could hear him snore. 
 
    Susan had told him on more than one occasion that he wasn’t allowed on the sofa, and usually he listened. I guess he sensed we were too busy to pay attention and he was taking full advantage of it. 
 
    I slammed the kitchen door and nearly choked on my tongue when Achilles flipped up into the air, startled. He lost his balance and crashed onto the floor, but righted himself in an instant. He then stood there staring at me, his tongue dangling and an expression that seemed to say, “It wasn’t me.” 
 
    Still laughing, I walked over and rubbed his head. “I won’t tell Mom if you don’t,” I said idly, my mind still focused like a laser on the case. After checking his food and water bowls and making sure the dog door was open to give him access to the back yard, I told him goodbye and warned him not to potty in the house. I then headed back toward the Murdock home. 
 
    About a mile before I reached my destination, I rounded a curve in the road and could see two large forty-by-forty tents—one open and one closed-in—taking up the entire front yard. As I drew closer, I recognized Susan standing on the front porch with Pauline Cain, who was the mayor of Mechant Loup. Mayor Cain had done a good job of keeping the media informed and at bay while Susan worked, and I could see a couple of news vans parked on the eastern shoulder of the road. 
 
    Although it was dark, Susan’s curvy figure was outlined in the glow from the front door of the home. I smiled to myself. I would know her figure anywhere. As for Pauline, I knew it was her because my headlights reflected against the expensive jewelry she wore. 
 
    I continued cruising by the house and saw that there were about ten people milling around under the open tent. Some of them stood over active fryers and boilers, while others unloaded chairs and set them up around the half dozen tables that were neatly arranged under the tent. I figured the volunteer searchers would be coming in soon, and they would need something to eat. 
 
    I had to continue on for a quarter mile down the road before I found a spot to park. As I walked back toward the house, the aroma of jambalaya and fried shrimp greeted me, and it was then that I realized how hungry I was. 
 
    “Hey, Clint,” called a voice—I immediately recognized it as Melvin—from the bayou side, “do you have a minute?” 
 
    “Sure.” I waited for a four-by-four truck to rumble by and then crossed to where Melvin was sitting in his boat. He was wolfing down a plate of food. Gretchen was beside him, and Geronimo was stretched out on the hull of the boat at her feet. I nodded in Gretchen’s direction and then turned to face Melvin. “What’s up, buddy?” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll find this girl anytime soon?” he asked. “We’ve had people dragging the bayou all day and volunteers have been searching the woods all afternoon, but there’s not a hint of her ever having been there. My guess is whoever snatched her kept driving, straight out of the parish. Hell, they could be in California by now.” 
 
    Melvin was right. If she had been kidnapped and her captor had kept driving, they could be almost anywhere in the country by now. 
 
    “Well, every hour we don’t find a body is another hour I feel a little more relieved,” I said. “At least that means there’s still hope we’ll find her alive.” 
 
    “Either that, or we’re not looking in the right place.” 
 
    I winced, but I couldn’t argue with him. I’d worked too many of these types of cases when I was a detective in the city, and I’d already handled more than my share of missing person cases in Mechant Loup. Thankfully, most of them ended well, but the ones that didn’t…well, they were just tragic. 
 
    Melvin took another bite of his food. He chewed slowly, savoring the flavor, as though he thought it would be his last meal for a while. Once he’d swallowed and could talk again, he asked if I’d interviewed the three bus drivers who had run their routes yesterday morning. 
 
    “Amy and I saw the buses drive by in the camera footage and we were going to try and identify them, but I got called back out on the water,” he explained. “Someone thought they saw a body floating in the bayou, but it turned out to only be a plastic bag filled with crawfish. Ever since the girl’s picture hit the news wire, I’ve gotten at least five bogus sightings on the water. Anyway, the disc with the footage is still on my desk at the—” 
 
    “Wait, did you say three bus drivers? You saw three buses in the camera footage?” 
 
    Melvin nodded, taking another bite of food and holding up three fingers. “Amy said she thought you might’ve already interviewed them, but I wanted to be sure.” 
 
    “I only spoke to two bus drivers.” 
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    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Earlier… 
 
    112 Rooster Drive, Mechant Loup, Louisiana 
 
      
 
    Amy Cooke pressed the garage door opener on the sun visor of her marked patrol cruiser and watched as the back of the Lexus came into view. 
 
    “Nope, girl,” she said aloud, “it wasn’t a dream. He really did buy you that car.” 
 
    Trevor must’ve heard the garage door open, because the door to the house burst open and he came barreling out, wearing only jeans and socks. “You’re back! It’s about time.” 
 
    Amy angled the patrol cruiser as far to the right as she could. She wanted a lot of room to open her door. 
 
    “Hurry up,” Trevor called from the other side of the Lexus. “I’ve been dying for you to get in the driver’s seat.” 
 
    Amy’s heart began to pound in her chest. If she saw what she thought she saw in the car earlier, she wouldn’t be getting any sleep tonight. “Why do you want me to get in the driver’s seat?” 
 
    Trevor’s face was beaming. “Just get over here before I change my mind.” 
 
    “About what?” Amy walked around the back of the Lexus, almost afraid of what she would see. What if I’m wrong? What if it’s not what I think? When she reached Trevor, he handed her a set of keys. 
 
    “Go on, crank ’er up.” 
 
    Amy’s fingers brushed against his as she took the keys and he squeezed her hand. 
 
    “I love you, Amy.” He kissed her softly on the lips. “I love you more than anything.” 
 
    Amy felt flushed. She slipped into the driver’s seat and placed the set of keys in the console. She pushed the start button with her index finger and the engine purred. She was about to look up at Trevor when she saw it. Sucking in a mouthful of air, she extended her hand toward the diamond ring that was taped to the instrument panel. It was modest, but beautiful. 
 
    “Dear Lord, Trevor, it…it’s beautiful.” When Amy turned to look at him, he was down on one knee. 
 
    “Amy, I love you more than I love myself—and that’s how I know you’re the person I want to spend the rest of my life with.” 
 
    Amy felt herself melting. At Trevor’s instruction, she held out her hand so he could slip the ring on her finger. It was a perfect fit. After admiring the ring for a long moment, she fell forward into his arms. 
 
    “Yes…yes!” she said, her voice muffled from pressing her cheek against his shoulder. “One hundred percent yes!” 
 
    Trevor wrapped his arms around her and they held each other tight. When he pulled away, she was sure she saw his eyes glistening, but he hurried and brushed his hand across his face. 
 
    “I thought I saw the ring when I was in the garage earlier.” 
 
    “I was wondering about that. For a police officer, you’re not very observant.” 
 
    “I guess you just did a great job of hiding it.” Amy held up her hand to admire the ring. “I love it.” 
 
    “And I love you.” 
 
    Amy ran her fingers across Trevor’s chest. In a sultry voice, she said, “Well, Captain Trevor, I have a few hours to kill, so you’d better do what I tell you to do—and without hesitation. You wouldn’t want me using my TASER on you.” 
 
    A boyish grin played across Trevor’s face. “And what do you want me to do?” 
 
    Amy stood and slipped between him and the driver’s door, then began backing toward the entrance to the utility room, unbuttoning her shirt as she moved. When her shirt was open, she reached back to unsnap her bra. “I want you to take me right here, in the garage.” 
 
    Trevor glanced over his shoulder toward the street. “But the door is wide open.” 
 
    Amy smiled as her bra hit the floor. “A little breeze never hurt anyone.” 
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    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    6:30 p.m. 
 
    4923 Old Blackbird Highway, Mechant Loup, Louisiana 
 
      
 
    35 hours missing… 
 
      
 
    Susan and Pauline Cain had moved under the open tent by the time I’d walked away from Melvin, but Susan was still on the phone. 
 
    “Yes,” she was saying to the person on the other end. “I’ll have one of my officers meet you in the open field by the middle school.” A brief pause. “Yes, it’s a football field. The school is shaped like an ‘L’. I’ll have my officer turn the stadium lights on so it’ll be easy to see from the air. His name is Baylor Rice.” Another pause, then she repeated Baylor’s name. “Great, I appreciate the help.” 
 
    “She’s got a helicopter coming from Magnolia Parish,” Pauline whispered. “They’re going to help search for Rose Murdock. Meanwhile, why don’t you get some food? There’s lots of it.” She pointed to a stack of paper plates on a nearby table. “I’ll even fix one for you, if you like.” 
 
    “Thank you, but I’ll do it,” I said. “I’m sure you’ve got better things to do than serve your employees.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ve been serving people most of the evening. One more plate won’t kill me.” 
 
    I waved her off and set about fixing a plate. I heard Susan end the call with the pilot and then she got Baylor Rice on the line. When she ended that call, she met me near the pot of jambalaya. 
 
    “Pauline said you’ve got a helicopter en route.” I shoveled a spoonful of fried shrimp onto a pile of white rice, and my plate bent under the weight of the food. “When will they be here?” 
 
    “Within the hour. They’ve got forward-looking infrared cameras,” Susan said. “If Rose is out there, they’ll find her.” 
 
    I nodded, glanced up at Susan. There was a Coleman lantern hanging from each corner of the tent, and there was enough of a glow from the flickering light to see the troubled expression on her face. I put my paper plate down and stepped closer. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    Susan chewed on her lower lip, glanced over her shoulder. A few volunteers were coming in from the field behind the Murdock home, and more would be driving up from Francis Fitch’s property. They would soon be crowding the area in search of food. 
 
    “It can wait.” 
 
    “No, why don’t you follow me to my Tahoe—” 
 
    “I said it can wait.” Her voice was terse. “I’ve got stuff to do.” 
 
    I hesitated, thought about pressing the issue, but her jaw was set. “Okay, then. I have to view some surveillance footage and then try to locate another bus driver.” 
 
    “I thought you already interviewed the bus drivers.” 
 
    “Apparently, three buses drove by here yesterday morning. I only interviewed two drivers. I need to find the third one and see if he or she saw anything.” 
 
    “Okay, then, I’ll see you around. I guess we’re not going home until this thing is over.” 
 
    I stood there with my food in my hand, watching Susan trudge off and wishing we could talk. Something was eating at her, and I was positive it had to do with Jennifer Duval. I found myself cursing Jennifer under my breath—or at least I thought it was under my breath. 
 
    “Who pissed in your coffee?” asked Pauline, who had walked up and was standing there with her arms crossed in front of her chest. Her jet-black hair danced in the breeze that was blowing in from the north. According to a local meteorologist, the temperature was going to start falling around midnight, and I could already feel a change in the air. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” I took a bite of my food and chomped on it angrily as I walked off, heading for my Tahoe. I needed to view that surveillance footage right away. At least it might help get my mind off of what was wrong with Susan— 
 
    “Detective Wolf!” 
 
    I stopped, spun around. Laura Murdock, who was wrapped in a wool cape, rushed across the yard. 
 
    “Mrs. Murdock.” I nodded my head. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    She didn’t stop until she was right on top of me. She grabbed the front of my shirt. Her face was pale and gaunt. Her hair looked greasy. My insides ached for her. 
 
    “Did you find her?” I could feel her warm breath on my face and the smell of fresh coffee was strong. “Do you know anything at all?” 
 
    “Ma’am, we won’t stop until we find her—that I can promise you.” I frowned. “But at the moment, we’ve got nothing concrete. I’m fixing to run down another lead. With luck, this will—” 
 
    “It’s her boyfriend.” 
 
    I clamped my mouth shut. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “The one you refused to tell me about.” She pulled the cape tighter as a gust of cold air hammered us. “Seth told me everything. I know it’s him. I know it’s that Michael kid. And I know the only reason you didn’t tell me was because you were worried I might go find him myself. But now that I know, you need to tell me what’s going on with him. Did you find him yet?” 
 
    “We did. We interrogated him, checked his phone, searched the camp where he was staying, and so on, but he’s clean.” 
 
    “Clean?” Laura’s voice turned shrill. “He did it, detective! He’s the one. It all makes sense. You need to pick him up again. You need to make him talk.” 
 
    “He did talk, and we were able to verify everything he told us.” I paused and studied her eyes. She wasn’t buying it. “Look, Mrs. Murdock, I’m confident it’s not him. If it were, he’d already be locked up.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of a woman’s intuition?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. 
 
    “Well, I got this feeling yesterday morning when I left for work that something bad would happen. And something bad did happen—it was the worst day of my life.” She stood a little taller. “And now, I’ve got that same feeling that Michael Odom took Rose. I know I’m right, detective. I just know it.” 
 
    I wanted to explain to her that I couldn’t arrest someone based on intuition, that I needed evidence, but I knew it wouldn’t help the situation one bit. I certainly didn’t want to piss her off or cause her more grief than she was already suffering through. 
 
    “Okay, ma’am, I’ll take another look at him. As soon as I follow up on this lead, I’ll pull him in again and interrogate him some more.” 
 
    That seemed to satisfy her. She turned abruptly and walked toward the house, so I figured that was my cue to leave. 
 
    When I reached my SUV, I set my plate of food on the back passenger floorboard and sped away to the police department. Although it wasn’t quite seven yet, the streets in town were bare and the restaurants and bars empty. True to their nature, most of the townspeople were assisting in the search for Rose. Those who weren’t well enough to walk the back country and swamps or cook for the volunteers were spending their time praying and lighting candles along the highway for Rose. One elderly woman had explained to me earlier in the day that the candles were being placed there to help Rose find her way home. I was sure hoping it would help. 
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    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    I carried my food inside with me and found the compact disc exactly where Melvin said he had left it. I then used Melvin’s computer to access the surveillance videos. There were only three different files from three locations, and it was easy to figure out where the homes were located based on the landmarks in the area. I picked the files from a home that was located south of Rose Murdock’s house. 
 
    I continued eating my food while I scrolled through the footage. I hadn’t realized anyone walked up until I heard the voice of Beth Gandy, one of our dispatchers, saying that something smelled good. Beth usually worked weekends, but she was filling in for Lindsey, who had worked long hours since Rose first went missing. 
 
    “I can call someone to bring you a plate of food,” I offered, slowing down the video when the second bus of the morning came into view. I suddenly sat up straight in the chair and hit the pause button. “Wait a minute!” 
 
    “What is it?” Beth asked. “What do you see?” 
 
    Without saying a word, I hurried outside to my Tahoe and retrieved the notepad I’d been using for Rose’s case. When I’d run back up the stairs and pushed through the door, I returned to Melvin’s office and tossed the pad on the desk. “I don’t recognize the number on that bus.” 
 
    Beth leaned over my shoulder and watched as I thumbed through my notes. When I found the page containing my interview with Emily, I stabbed at the page. “Emily drives bus fifty-seven,” I said, flipping to the next page. “And Mrs. Beatrice drives bus twenty-three. So who”—I pointed to the computer screen—“drives bus ninety-nine?” 
 
    Beth stared blankly at me, waiting for my answer. “Well, who?” she finally asked when I didn’t say anything. “Who is the driver?” 
 
    “That’s what I have to figure out. Can you walk with me?” She nodded and followed me into the dispatcher’s office. I stared at the wall over her work station. There were pages and pages of information taped up there. Some were laminated, some were not. Some looked recently placed, while others appeared older than either of us. “Don’t we have a list of schools in the parish and the contact information for the principals?” 
 
    Beth nodded and, without hesitation, plucked a single page from the cluttered wall. This one was laminated and was new. “This is the one you want. We had to update it after the murder and—well, never mind.” She lowered her eyes, knowing I didn’t like talking about that case. She mumbled an apology. 
 
    “It’s okay.” I took the list and ran my finger down the names of principals, stopping when I reached Stewart Finane. He was the principal for Attakapas High School. I showed the name to Beth. “Does Finane still run Attakapas High?” 
 
    Attakapas High was located in Central Chateau and it was where all the Mechant Loup kids went once they left the middle school. 
 
    She lifted a shoulder. “How should I know? I don’t have any kids that age—” 
 
    She clamped her mouth shut, and it was my turn to mumble an apology. She dabbed at a tear that had slid down her face. “It never gets any easier.” 
 
    I frowned and nodded, thinking back to my daughter, Abigail. Had she still been alive, she would’ve turned eleven in October. A tear formed in my own eye as I tried to imagine what she would look like today. Would she look more like Michele or me? Would her hair be long or would she prefer it short? Try as I might, I couldn’t imagine her face. My mind just kept flashing back to the way she was in those last moments. I began to feel desperate, panicked even. I stood abruptly. “I need to go the bathroom.” 
 
    Beth’s face was filled with concern as she watched me hurry out of the room. I dipped into the men’s room and dug for my wallet. With hands that shook, I pulled out the picture of Abigail that I kept in front of my driver’s license. Relief flooded over me as I was able to see her cheerful face again—could see what she looked like. 
 
    As I leaned against the wall staring at my daughter, my grief was slowly replaced by a deep and seething anger that usually lay dormant. Someone was trying to do to Ronnie and Laura Murdock what the Parker brothers had done to me—deprive them of their precious little girl. I pushed off of the wall. If I had my way, the evil bastards responsible for her disappearance would not succeed. 
 
    I checked the mirror to make sure my eyes weren’t red, and then returned to the radio room. Beth was on the phone trying to give directions to someone on the other end of the line. She cupped a hand over the mouthpiece. “It’s Channel 8 news from out of New Orleans. Should I tell them to ask for you or Susan?” 
 
    “Susan,” I said quickly, snatching the phone list from the desktop. “I’ll be busy.” 
 
    I hurried back to Melvin’s office and called Stewart Finane. When he answered, I apologized for calling so late. 
 
    “It’s no problem, Detective Wolf,” he said. “I don’t go to bed until eight anyways.” 
 
    I glanced at the lower right-hand corner of Melvin’s computer screen. It was seven-forty-three. 
 
    “Well, I’d better get talking so I don’t interrupt your sleep.” Although he couldn’t see me, I pointed to the bus that was displayed on the screen. “I was wondering if you know who drives bus ninety-nine.” 
 
    “Ninety-nine?” There was a pause and I could hear Stewart humming, as though in thought. “I don’t have my list in front of me, and someone’s always calling in sick or broken down, so it’s really hard for me to say. You know, it’s hard enough for me to keep track of the names of the drivers, much less what bus number they’re driving.” 
 
    “Well”—I referred to my notes from this morning—“I spoke to Emily, who picks up the middle school kids, and Mrs. Beatrice, who was picking up high school kids. She said she was filling in for Katrina Bradberry, who had called in sick.” 
 
    “That’s true, Katrina did call in sick.” Stewart grunted. “I swear, it never fails, I always have at least half a dozen employees who call in sick after the Christmas break. It’s as though they think two weeks of paid leave isn’t enough.” 
 
    I nodded idly, not really paying attention to his rant as he continued to suggest enacting laws that would give school administrators the authority to view their medical records to determine whether or not they were really sick. 
 
    “They don’t realize they’re having a negative impact on the children we are trying to educate, and they’re—” 
 
    “I don’t mean to cut you off, but who would know the name of the driver?” 
 
    “Um, my secretary, Donna—she knows everything.” 
 
    “Do you have her number?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Can I have it?” 
 
    “I would feel more comfortable giving her your number and asking her to call you back.” 
 
    “Whatever works for you,” I said. “Just please impress upon her the importance of calling me back right away. It’s very important.” 
 
    “This is about Rose Murdock, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is—why? Do you know something that might be helpful?” 
 
    “Like I told Chief Wilson”—although Susan and I were now married, most people couldn’t stop calling her Chief Wilson—“Rose was a good kid. I don’t know that she’s ever come to the office for anything other than checking in or out. If we had more students like her, my job would be so easy that I could put the school on automatic pilot and take a nap.” 
 
    “Well, please tell Donna to call me back right away. This might help.” 
 
    I walked to the radio room and paced back and forth while waiting for Donna to call me back. 
 
    After about five minutes, Beth shot a thumb toward her computers. “If you like, I can run her name and get you the number. To hell with Stewart—” 
 
    She stopped talking when my cell phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number. “Hello, this is Clint.” 
 
    “Hey, Detective Wolf, my principal told me to call you. He said it had something to do with bus ninety-nine.” 
 
    “Do you know who drives that bus?” 
 
    “Yeah, it belongs to Katrina Bradberry. Why?” 
 
    I grunted. “It was running yesterday morning, right around the time Rose Murdock went missing.” 
 
    “That’s impossible.” Donna sounded sure of herself. “I spoke to her on Monday morning when she called to say she couldn’t make her route, and she was sick as a dog. I told her it sounded like she needed to go to the hospital, but she told me she would try to ride it out. To be honest, I’m worried about her. I called to check on her Monday evening and again yesterday morning, but I couldn’t get through to her.” 
 
    That’s interesting, I thought. “Do you have her address?” 
 
    “She lives off of Old Blackbird Highway. Give me a minute and I’ll find the house number.” 
 
    I started pacing again as I waited for Donna, wondering what it could all mean. When Donna got back on the phone, she said Katrina Bradberry lived at 9046 Old Blackbird Highway. I don’t think I even told her goodbye as I ended the call and rushed out the door. 
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    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    I called Melvin as I drove like a man possessed, heading south along Main until it turned into Old Blackbird Highway. “Melvin, are you still in the boat?” I asked, my voice slightly elevated to be heard over the wind howling noisily outside. As the weatherwoman had predicted, the wind was blowing in from the north and the temperature was dropping drastically. 
 
    “No, I’m sitting at a table surrounded by beautiful old women eating the best jambalaya I’ve ever tasted.” I heard a woman chuckle in the background. “In fact, I’m about to kick Claire to the curb and take one of these ladies home. Claire could live to be a hundred and she’ll never cook as good—” 
 
    “I’m glad you found your second love and I hate to take you from all the action, but I’ve got a lead. I need you to meet me at 9046 Old Blackbird Highway—it’s down the road a ways from the Murdock’s place.” 
 
    I could almost feel Melvin sit up at attention. When he spoke, his voice was all business. “What do you have? What’s going on?” 
 
    “The third bus you saw—it might’ve picked up Rose Murdock.” 
 
    “But she never made it to school,” he said in protest, “so there’s no way a bus picked her up.” 
 
    “Unless that bus was being driven by the kidnapper.” 
 
    A long pause. 
 
    “You really think a bus driver kidnapped her?” Melvin asked slowly. “That sounds like a stretch.” 
 
    “Do I think it’s possible? Yes, no, maybe—hell, I don’t even know.” I tapped my brake pedal as I approached the Murdock home. Three men were walking along the right shoulder and I didn’t want to hit them. “All I know is the bus driver—a woman named Katrina Bradberry—was supposed to be home sick, but she was driving her normal bus route—the same route along which Rose was taken—and she passed it before the replacement bus got there. Either she took Rose or she saw something that might help, but I’m not taking any chances. I’ll need you, Gretchen, and Geronimo to come with me.” 
 
    “I’m already on the way.” 
 
    I saw Melvin sprinting from the open tent as I cruised by the Murdock property. He was hollering over his shoulder and pointing to let Susan know where he was going. I watched as Susan looked in my direction. She froze in place and her eyes followed my Tahoe. I thought she lifted a hand in a slight wave, but I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “What on earth is eating at you?” I asked out loud, knowing no one could hear me. Once I’d passed the house, I put my foot back on the accelerator and sped off. I glanced in my rearview mirror and caught sight of Gretchen. She was just getting in her marked K-9 cruiser, while Melvin was already pulling onto the highway. 
 
    I gripped my steering wheel with sweaty palms, worried about what I might find at Katrina Bradberry’s house. If we did find Rose, would she be in good health? Would she be untouched? I shuddered as my mind went over all the possible scenarios, none of which were good. 
 
    “I’m right behind you,” Melvin called over the radio. “And Gretchen’s behind me.” 
 
    I double-clicked the button on my radio to acknowledge his traffic, then turned on my high beams so I could get a better view of the numbers on the mailboxes that blurred by. I cursed out loud when I came upon a string of old mailboxes with no numbers. “How on earth will an ambulance find you people if there’s an emergency at your house?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I slowed until I came upon a large brick mailbox. The number read 9021. I snatched up my radio mic. “We’re almost there. I’ll do a drive-by before we go in.” 
 
    “I’m pulling back.” Melvin’s headlights were immediately left behind as he slowed to a crawl and I continued forward. He pulled to the right shoulder of the road and Gretchen followed suit. 
 
    I buzzed my passenger window down so I could see more clearly. I shivered as the biting cold gushed into the cabin. After driving for another few hundred yards—thanks to the houses in this area being few and far between—I finally saw a flimsy mailbox with the number “9046” displayed in chipped reflector tape on the side facing me. 
 
    I slowed and tried to penetrate the darkness of the property with my eyes, but the house was set back far from the highway and it was hard to make out. There was a large shadow between the house and the highway and it appeared to be some sort of detached metal carport. In the fleeting glimpse of my drive-by, I could also see lots of shadows scattered about the front yard. 
 
    I pulled to the shoulder of the road once I’d driven out of sight around a curve. I got on my radio and told Melvin I was going on foot. “I want to scout the area before we move in,” I explained. “There’re a bunch of shadows in the yard that I want to identify.” 
 
    “Ten-four,” Melvin called. “We’ll creep up with our cars blacked out. Say the word and we’ll converge on the area.” 
 
    I turned my radio volume down and shoved it in my back pocket. Before setting off down the road, I dug in one of my gear bags and found a windbreaker to wear. The word “POLICE” was displayed in florescent yellow, so I turned the jacket inside out and pulled it on. I felt instantly better. 
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    I was still about a hundred yards from Katrina Bradberry’s house when a large pond came into view. It was on the property south of the target home and the moon reflected off the water, causing a dull glow to light up the immediate area. I crossed to the opposite side of the highway and slipped into the deeper shadows, not wanting to be spotted from anyone inside the home. While most everyday people didn’t make it a practice to station look-outs around their property, a kidnapper certainly might. At this point, I didn’t know if Katrina Bradberry had snatched Rose or not. But if she had, she was probably feeling paranoid. 
 
    Once I’d cleared the pond, I crossed back to the western side of the highway and stopped to squat beside a utility pole. I waited there for a moment, looking and listening. Other than the cries of a nearby barred owl, everything was deathly quiet. I scanned the property one last time, trying to detect even the slightest hint of movement. I shivered when I looked over my shoulder and my eyes came to rest on the pond again—and it wasn’t from the cold, it was from an evil thought that had crept into my mind. 
 
    What if Rose is at the bottom of that water? I quickly dismissed the thought, telling myself we would find her alive and well. At least I was praying we would. 
 
    Taking a silent breath, I stepped out into the opening and slowly closed the distance between the utility pole and the nearest shadow in the yard. While I didn’t like staying in the open longer than I had to, I knew quick movements would give away my position faster than a slow, methodical pace. 
 
    Once I reached the large shadow, I dropped to my knees behind it, realizing it was an old car. I could make out some of the other shadows now, and I realized one was another old car, one was a large above-ground fuel storage tank with a pump, and one was a bulldozer. Using these items as cover, I slinked through the yard and stopped when I reached the carport. It was huge—at least a triple wide—but the only thing parked under it was a green tractor. There was no bus under the carport or anywhere in the front yard. Perhaps it was parked out back? 
 
    There was still no sound from the house—not a peep—and there were no lights on, so I was beginning to suspect no one was home. I pulled out my radio and, in a low voice, radioed Melvin. “Come down the driveway north of the house and pull around the back. Let me know when you and Gretchen are in position and I’ll knock on the front door.” 
 
    After a minute or two, he let me know he was on the move. Within seconds, I heard the low hum of his truck engine and his tires crunching on the shells. Every now and then a shell would pop against the undercarriage and make a clanking sound, but there was still no movement or noise from within the house. 
 
    Once I cleared the concrete floor of the carport, I encountered more junk on the ground between it and the house. It was too dark to make out every item in my path and the going was slow, because I was trying not to make any unnecessary noises. I was still picking my way through the minefield of garbage when Gretchen’s vehicle cruised by the house, moving at idling speed. 
 
    I took my eyes off of what I was doing for a split second to measure Gretchen’s progress. I wouldn’t want to use my radio near the doorway, so I needed to have an idea about when they would be set up on the back of the house. Feeling with my left foot, I stepped forward and was just turning my gaze back toward the house when the front driveway suddenly lit up like it was the daytime. 
 
    Without thought, I rushed forward and threw myself to the ground on the right side of a set of steps that led to the raised porch. I hadn’t realized it, but I’d drawn my pistol and it was now gripped firmly in my right hand, ready for anything. 
 
    My heart raced as I tried to determine the source of the light. Had someone heard me approaching and turned it on? 
 
    I could tell the light was coming from somewhere above me. Leaning out a little, I caught sight of the fixture and sighed. It was a motion sensor light. Still, I waited for a full minute, listening. Nothing. 
 
    Keeping a tight grip on my pistol, I moved to a crouched position and slinked up the steps, where the porch was cloaked in shadows. I felt better in the darkness—less exposed—and relaxed a little. 
 
    The wooden porch creaked a little under my feet, so I moved toward the edge closest to the house, where it would be more firm. Once I had my back to the wall, I realized I was between two doors. I didn’t know which door was the correct one, so I decided to bang on the one to the right. 
 
    For my efforts, I got no response. I banged on the frame again, still nothing. Next, I banged on the door to the left, but met with the same results. Either no one was home or they were hunkered down inside. I pulled out my radio and asked Melvin if there were any signs of life at the back. 
 
    “Negative,” he said. “It’s quieter than a prayer service in an empty church.” 
 
    I glanced down at my radio and wondered about that comment for a second, then told him I was coming around. 
 
    I shoved the radio in my back pocket. Using my flashlight, I walked along the side of the house toward where he and Gretchen were set up with Geronimo. I scanned the back yard with my light, but there were no buses hidden there. 
 
    “Where in God’s name is the bus?” I asked out loud, not expecting a response. 
 
    Melvin indicated toward the north and across the shell driveway. I looked and saw the back of a rustic barn house. It had a curved roof and a light was glowing from a back window. “Let’s ask those people if they know what’s going on here. If they’re anything like my neighbors, they know everything that happens within a ten-mile radius.” 
 
    Gretchen grunted. “My neighbor’s a pervert. I caught the bastard staring at me last year while I was cutting my grass in a bikini.” She paused and raised a hand while we started walking toward the barn together. “Before y’all say anything, I was just trying to get some sun for a cruise I was taking in May. I’m not the type to go lay out, so I figured I could get some work done while getting my tan on.” 
 
    “You’re already bronze-colored, Gretchen,” Melvin said. “Why in the hell would you want to get darker?” 
 
    “Ever heard of a farmer’s tan?” she asked. 
 
    We both nodded. 
 
    “Well, I’ve got a copper’s tan—my arms and face are a nice copper tone while my legs and stomach have faded over time, thanks to living in this God-awful uniform. But that’s more than y’all wanted to hear.” She waved dismissively. “Anyway, he was sitting in his screened-in porch with binoculars. I jumped off my lawnmower and marched over there, took away his binoculars, and smashed them on the ground.” 
 
    I laughed. “What did he do?” 
 
    “Not a damn thing. His wife wasn’t home, and I guarantee you he didn’t want me to have a conversation with her.” 
 
    We had reached the barn and I walked to a garage door that had a doorbell on the frame. I pressed it and we waited. As we stood there, I pulled out my phone and checked the time. It was a quarter after nine. 
 
    “I hope they’re not in bed,” I said. 
 
    “If they were sleeping, they’re not anymore,” Melvin said, as a door slammed in the downstairs area and the automatic garage door rattled to life. 
 
    We stood back as it opened. A pair of pale legs slowly came into view. As the door rose higher, we were able to see a young woman in her mid-twenties standing there shivering. Her hair was wrapped in a towel and she was hugging herself. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” she asked, looking from me, to Melvin, and then to Gretchen. Her eyes softened when she saw Geronimo sitting quietly beside Gretchen. “Aw, he’s so cute! Does he bite?” 
 
    “Only bad people,” Gretchen said wryly. 
 
    She gulped and stepped back just a little. 
 
    I shot a thumb toward Katrina Bradberry’s house. “We were wondering if you know your neighbors.” 
 
    She glanced in that direction, nodded. “Mr. Ricky is my father-in-law and Ms. Katrina is my mother-in-law. Is something wrong?” 
 
    “We need to speak with them, but no one answered the door,” I explained. “Do you know where we can find them?” 
 
    The girl scowled. “Mr. Ricky works nights at the sugar mill, but Ms. Katrina drives a bus during the day. She’s usually home at night while Mr. Ricky’s at work.” 
 
    “Well, the bus is gone.” 
 
    “That’s odd.” The girl stepped out and craned her neck to see across the shell drive. “I’ve never seen that bus leave unless she’s been driving it, and it’s always parked under the carport at night unless she’s driving kids to a football game or some other school function. She usually tells us when she has to do that, though, and she didn’t say anything to me this weekend when I spoke to her. I do know she was sick on Monday, so I am surprised the bus is gone.” 
 
    “Was the bus parked there last night?” I asked. 
 
    “I really don’t remember. I mean, it’s always there, so I don’t even notice it anymore.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully, wondering where on earth Katrina Bradberry could have run off to. “Have you ever heard any disturbances next door? Like an argument between your in-laws?” 
 
    The girl shook her head. 
 
    “Are you married to their son?” 
 
    “Yeah—Lenny Bradberry. I’m Natalie.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Natalie.” I gave a curt nod. “Is Lenny here? I’d like to ask him—” 
 
    “No, he’s offshore. He was supposed to be home over the weekend, but they picked up another job.” 
 
    “How long has he been gone?” 
 
    “Oh, since right before the New Year. Like I said, he was due to come home last weekend—Friday night—but he called to say they’d been delayed. They do that a lot, but he gets paid well for the inconvenience, so I don’t complain.” 
 
    “Other than you, do they have any other family around here—someone who might know where I can find Katrina?” 
 
    “They do have a son who’s also named Ricky—everyone calls him Junior—but he’s a deadbeat. He’s lazy and he never does anything to help my in-laws.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Where can I find him?” 
 
    “He lives way in the back behind the house at the end of the shell road.” She grunted. “He’s been in trouble with the law before and he doesn’t help them with things around the house. Like, this one time, Mr. Ricky needed help moving their gas pump. He had to wait until Lenny got in from offshore, because Junior was too lazy to leave his house.” 
 
    “What else can you tell me about Junior?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean, all I know is that he doesn’t do much to help out, and he doesn’t work anywhere. They have a big yard to keep up and it’s usually Ms. Katrina who cuts the grass, because Mr. Ricky mostly sleeps during the day. Lenny helps out as much as he can when he’s home, but they can’t always wait for him to come in to cut the grass because it would get too long.” 
 
    “What does Junior drive?” 
 
    “A little car, two door. It’s brand new, courtesy of Mr. Ricky. I think it’s a Toyota something-or-other. It’s red, but the paint is messed up all over the hood because he already dropped something on it.” 
 
    “Anything else you can tell us that might help?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Y’all didn’t tell me what was going on.” 
 
    “A girl went missing and she rides your mother-in-law’s bus,” I explained. “We’re just trying to see if Mrs. Bradberry knows anything about the little girl.” 
 
    “Oh, wow…no, I don’t know anything else.” 
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    “Do you still need me and Geronimo?” Gretchen asked when we’d walked back to our cars. “I’m being called away to search a building. The deputy got an alarm call and he found a door busted open. He thinks the suspect is still inside.” 
 
    I told her we were good and thanked her for the help. When Melvin and I were alone, I looked toward the back of the street. “So, do we talk to Little Ricky or Big Ricky first?” 
 
    Melvin indicated with his head toward the back of the long drive. “If Katrina did take Rose, she’ll be here on the property and not at the sugar mill, so I say Little Ricky.” 
 
    I agreed with him, and we began the long walk to the back. It took us about ten minutes to reach the little trailer at the end of the shell driveway. While it was dark as sin back there, the moon was bright enough that it wrapped the area in an eerie glow. We could make out most of the shadows around the clearing where the trailer was positioned, and I could see a small car parked near the front door. 
 
    “He’s home,” Melvin whispered, referencing the loud music emitting from the trailer. Although the windows were all covered with aluminum foil, we could tell the lights inside were on, thanks to the dozens of tiny holes in the foil. 
 
    Melvin motioned that he was going to check out the back, and I put my ear close to the door while I waited for him to scout the area. Other than the pounding of music, I couldn’t hear anything. I kept my eye on the front door and, within a few minutes, Melvin reappeared from my left. He had made the full round of the exterior. 
 
    “There’s nothing there except some old junk,” he said. “The back yard for this trailer looks like the yard surrounding the main house, only to a smaller degree. These people must be hoarders.” 
 
    “No sign of the bus?” 
 
    “Oh, hell to the no. There’s no way a bus is fitting behind the trailer. I couldn’t find a path through the woods wide enough to fit a human, much less a bus. It’s really dense back there.” 
 
    I frowned, wondering where the bus could be. It wasn’t back here and it wasn’t in the front, so what had become of it? I shrugged, stepped to the right side of the door. “You ready?” 
 
    Melvin dropped his hand to his pistol, nodded. 
 
    Moving my right hand closer to my holster, I reached across my body with my left hand and banged on the trailer door. I had banged so hard I rattled the exterior wall. Suddenly, the music stopped. I waited, but there was no other movement. I banged again. This time, we heard movement from the center of the trailer, and then footsteps stomped toward the entrance. 
 
    In my peripheral vision, I saw Melvin crouch a little, ready for anything. 
 
    “Mom?” called a male voice when the footsteps stopped. “Is that you?” 
 
    I heard chain rattling and the knob jingled as the door was unlocked. When it opened, I saw a skinny kid peering outside with eyes that bugged. He jerked back when he saw me standing there. 
 
    “You’re not my mom.” He jerked again when Melvin stepped into view. “Holy shit, what’s going on? Did someone complain about my music being too loud?” 
 
    I glanced around, taking in the darkness. “There’s no one back here to complain.” 
 
    “We’ve got neighbors through the trees to the north, and they called once because I was shooting a gun. The cops didn’t do nothing, though. They said I was far enough from any house not to cause a danger.” He swallowed. “So, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Where’s your mom, Junior?” I asked, getting right to it. 
 
    “I don’t know.” He shrugged his bony shoulders. “I haven’t been to the house in about a week. Maybe two. But the last time I saw her, she wasn’t feeling good. She was coming down with something and I was worried I’d catch it, so I stayed away. Ask Lenny. He might’ve seen her since then.” 
 
    “Lenny’s offshore. What day of the week was it when you went there last?” 
 
    “Um…what’s today?” 
 
    “Thursday.” 
 
    “Oh, God, I don’t know. It might’ve been Monday morning before I went to sleep.” 
 
    “This past Monday?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “That’s less than a week or two,” I said, trying to remain patient. “That’s only three days ago.” 
 
    “Look, I don’t know when I saw her last. I just know she was sick.” 
 
    “What did she have?” 
 
    “Hell, I ain’t no doctor. I don’t know what she had.” He picked at a sore on his face. It began to bleed. “I think she said she threw up. She said something she ate might’ve made her sick. I don’t like it when people throw up, so I didn’t want to hang around, you know? I just took some food and left.” 
 
    “Where’s her bus?” 
 
    “Under the carport.” 
 
    “What if I tell you it’s not there—that the bus is gone and so is your mom?” 
 
    “The only time my mom takes it out at night is when she’s bringing the school kids to a football game or a band concert.” He nodded for emphasis. “Yeah, she does that a lot when it’s band season. That’s probably where she’s at.” 
 
    “What about your dad?” 
 
    “He works nights at the sugar mill.” 
 
    “When’s the last time you saw him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He’s always at work when I’m awake.” 
 
    “I take it you sleep during the day.” I said it more as an accusation. 
 
    He grinned and I noticed his two front teeth were missing. “You know it. All the excitement’s at night anyways. If I sleep, I might miss out on some fun.” 
 
    I asked a few more questions, mostly about how his mom and dad got along, and then asked if I could look around his place. 
 
    “I mean, yeah, I guess. Do I have to let you?” 
 
    “You have the right to refuse to let me search,” I explained. “But I can tell you this—we’re not interested in drugs or any other illegal activity you might have going on out here. Tonight, we’re looking for a young girl.” 
 
    He threw his hands back instantly. “I ain’t got no girl! I can promise you that!” 
 
    “So, is that a yes?” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “Look, I don’t have the probable cause to get a warrant,” I admitted. “You can tell me to go to hell and I’d have to leave. I’m asking for a favor, just so I can be sure she’s not here. If you let me look for her, I’ll turn a blind eye to whatever you’ve got going on inside—unless it involves a danger to someone’s life.” 
 
    “Are you screwing with me?” 
 
    “Nope. You can film me with your phone if you like.” 
 
    He fidgeted, picked furiously at his sore. A stream of blood was running down his face, but he didn’t seem to notice. “Uh, I guess it’s okay. You can come in.” 
 
    I glanced at Melvin to see if he wanted to enter first, but he smiled and shook his head. “I’ll wait out here. You know, just in case we have unwanted visitors.” 
 
    I grunted and climbed the steps, followed Junior into the trailer. The room I entered was a living room that was sparsely furnished. Junior led the way through a kitchen, down a narrow hallway, and into a bedroom. A bare mattress rested on the floor. There was a dirty blanket on the floor and a chair was situated near the head of the mattress. On that chair was drug paraphernalia—a syringe, a small spoon with burn marks on it, a hand torch, a plastic bottle of water, and a clear bag of what appeared to be heroin. 
 
    “You said everything was invisible except the little girl you’re looking for,” Junior reminded me as he studied the expression on my face. “You promised.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and exhaled, nodded. “Show me the rest of the place.” 
 
    Once I’d gone over every inch of his trailer, I stopped near the front door and turned to him. “You said the last time you went to your mom’s house was to get some food, is that correct?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “And she was confined to the bed, is that also correct?” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” His face twisted in confusion. 
 
    “Did she ever get out of bed while you were there?” 
 
    “Oh, no.” 
 
    “So, then, how’d you let yourself in?” I asked. “Do you have a key to the house?” 
 
    “No, it’s hanging above the door frame by the front porch. I’m always losing keys, so that’s why I keep my house unlocked when I’m not here. I used to always lock myself out and I had to keep breaking in.” 
 
    “Am I correct in assuming you have permission to go in and out of your mom’s house at will?” I quickly rephrased the last part of the question. “I mean, you can go in there whenever you want, right?” 
 
    He nodded, not sure where I was going with my line of questioning. He didn’t seem very bright, but he did sense a trap. 
 
    “Do you mind letting us look around your mom’s house?” I tried to make my proposition as cheerful as possible. “Just to make sure she’s okay. You said she was throwing up, so she might need a doctor.” 
 
    “But she’s not home.” 
 
    It was my turn to be suspicious. “How do you know that?” 
 
    Junior pointed at me. “You told me the bus is gone. If the bus is gone, then she’s gone.” 
 
    “It might’ve been stolen.” I was losing my patience now. “Do you mind taking me for a tour to make sure everything’s good?” 
 
    “Sure.” He cracked that toothless smile again. “And you won’t have to be blind when you walk through their house, because they don’t do drugs.” 
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    Katrina Bradberry’s house smelled musty when we pushed through the front entrance. Melvin elected to wait outside by the back door while we conducted a search of the place. He had given me a nod and let me know he’d take a closer look at things outside, where the air was fresher. 
 
    “This is the living room,” Junior said, walking right through the small room and toward a doorway along the far wall. He pointed to the right, where a hallway disappeared into the darkness. “This goes to the bedrooms.” 
 
    He flipped a light switch—the bulb gave off about as much glow as a dull flashlight—and I followed him to the first room on the right. He pushed the door open. “This is my dad’s bedroom.” 
 
    I nodded idly, then turned to him. “Wait—do your mom and dad sleep in separate rooms?” 
 
    “Yeah, they don’t like each other much.” Junior shrugged. “They used to always say they’d get divorced when I graduated, but they decided just to live in separate rooms instead. My dad told me once that it was cheaper to keep her, and my mom said she wanted to hang around and make him miserable in his last days. But I think the real reason they stay together is to make sure the property stays in the family. My dad says if they get divorced me and my brother would be homeless, and he doesn’t want that—none of us do.” 
 
    “Do things ever get violent between them?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, no.” He shook his head for emphasis. “They argued a lot, but they never hit each other.” 
 
    Junior led me to his mom’s room next. This one was to the left of the hall. The rancid smell of stale vomit greeted us when he opened the door. He jerked back and fell into me. 
 
    “Oh, God, it stinks so bad!” He pushed his way past me and hurried back toward the other end of the hall, gagging as he ran. 
 
    I flipped on the light and frowned as I took in the scene. The bed was a mess. The sheets and blanket were twisted and hanging on the floor. There was a bucket near the head of the bed. Upon closer inspection, I could see it was the source of the stench. There was a plastic bag lining the bucket, and it was filled with vomit. 
 
    I pulled out my flashlight and aimed it around the bed and floor. “Damn,” I said out loud, “this poor woman was really sick.” 
 
    She had missed the bucket a few times, but hadn’t even attempted to clean it up. I used the camera on my phone to take some pictures around the room, and then I called Susan. 
 
    She wasn’t as cheerful as normal when she answered my call. I was tempted to ask what was wrong, but I knew this wasn’t the right time. “Hey, Sue, I’m out at Katrina Bradberry’s house searching it. There’s no sign of Rose, but it’s obvious that Katrina was terribly sick. In this condition, there’s no way she’s kidnapping anyone.” 
 
    “Do you know where she is?” Susan was all business. 
 
    “No, but I was wondering if you could contact all the hospitals in the area. That might be where she was heading in the bus when she left here yesterday morning. Her son said if the bus is gone, she’s gone. It was her only mode of transportation.” 
 
    Susan took a deep breath and exhaled it forcefully. “So, I guess you’re saying this is just another dead end?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it is.” 
 
    I could tell she was about to end the call, so I quickly blurted out that I loved her. There was a long pause, and then, in a quiet voice, she said, “I love you, too.” 
 
    Feeling a little better about things, I walked down the hall to find Junior. Instead of turning left into the living room, I turned right and found him sitting at the table, his head tilted back and a wet towel covering his face. 
 
    “Damn, I almost lost it back there.” He said when I stopped to stand over him. “I can’t handle that shit. Mom knows that about me.” 
 
    I surveyed the contents of the tabletop. There was a box of wheat cereal and a yellow container of sugar at the center, and a dirty bowl and spoon in front of one of the chairs. 
 
    “Who eats the cereal?” I asked. 
 
    Junior turned his eyes down to see where I was pointing. “That’s for my mom. It’s her favorite cereal and her favorite bowl. She’s been eating that for breakfast for as long as I’ve been alive. My dad used to ask her why she bothers getting healthy cereal when she just piles on the sugar, and she’d just tell him to shut his mouth and leave her alone.” 
 
    “Junior, are you even one bit worried about your mom?” 
 
    He sat there staring up at me with one eye, the towel dangling across his face covering the other eye. “I don’t know. I never really thought about it. I mean, she can take care of herself.” 
 
    “But she’s sick. Didn’t you think she needed a hospital or a doctor when you were here?” 
 
    He scoffed. “She never goes to the doctor. Now, can I get back to my house? I want to finish listening to my music.” 
 
    I fixed Junior with a hard stare. “Son, your life won’t end well if you keep shooting up. The way I see it, there’ll only be two outcomes for you—death or prison.” 
 
    His face was blank. “Mister, drugs is the only thing I look forward to anymore. Hell, if I couldn’t get high, I’d just as soon be dead.” 
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    “What do you think?” I asked Melvin as we stood watching Junior fade into the darkness on the walk back to his trailer. I pulled the zipper higher up on my jacket. The temperature had dropped a few more degrees and it was getting under my skin. 
 
    “He’s certainly a strange one. I checked everything around back, but there’s no place big enough to hide Rose.” Melvin spat on the ground. “I really thought this would turn up something.” 
 
    “Me, too.” I shook my head as I considered our only three suspects. 
 
    First, there was Michael Odom, who initially seemed to be our most likely candidate. He had cooperated fully and, as we had discovered, was apparently telling the truth about everything. I almost felt comfortable ruling him out as a suspect. 
 
    Francis Fitch had lived in the area and was a sexual predator, so he had shot high on my list of suspects, but he was now dead, and we hadn’t found a shred of evidence to connect him to Rose. 
 
    That only left Katrina Bradberry, but she was missing. That, in and of itself, was suspicious. She disappears, along with her bus, around the same time a girl who lives a few miles down the road also disappears—and it’s a girl who rides her bus. This couldn’t be a coincidence. Could it? 
 
    “Melvin, we have to find that bus.” 
 
    Melvin was thoughtful as we turned and walked toward our vehicles. “What if Katrina and Rose are in on this thing together?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What if Katrina is helping Rose run away?” 
 
    I stopped walking. “Damn, that’s a good one. Rose could’ve sold some sob story about how mean her mom was, and Katrina could’ve felt sorry for her.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, then she’s not in any danger,” Melvin mused as we continued up the driveway. “But if it’s not the case, the poor girl’s probably already dead—and this Katrina Bradberry is either a killer or a second victim.” 
 
    “And she’s very sick—or at least she was very sick.” 
 
    “Do you think she’s got rabies?” Melvin asked. “Rabies makes you vomit and it makes you mean. Maybe she headed out on her bus route yesterday morning, picked up Rose, caught a glimpse of the moon in the sky, and then went all crazy. Just got pissed off at the world and took it out on Rose.” 
 
    “Don’t werewolves go crazy when they see the moon?” I offered. “I’m pretty sure people with rabies don’t get pissed off when they see the moon.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It was worth a shot.” 
 
    I told him I was heading back to the command post, and slipped into my Tahoe. I called Susan as I drove. She still sounded cold. 
 
    “Hey, is Baylor still in the sky?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Can you get him to be on the lookout for a big yellow school bus? I’m not sure what’s going on with Katrina Bradberry, but I’d like to get my hands on her and question her just to rule her out.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    “Did you have a chance to check the hospitals?” 
 
    “I’ve got Takecia calling them. She already covered Chateau Parish and she’s now working on the surrounding parishes.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Click. 
 
    I stared down at my phone, set my jaw. I was going to find out what was going on as soon as I got back to the Murdock’s home. I certainly hadn’t done anything to deserve that treatment from her, and I wasn’t going to continue taking it. 
 
    Oh, yeah, and what exactly are you going to do? I asked myself. Ask her nicely to stop? 
 
    I scowled as I pushed harder on the accelerator. I didn’t like disagreeing with my wife, and I hated it when she was mad at me—especially when I didn’t know what I’d supposedly done. Thankfully, it didn’t happen often, but every time it did, it ruined my day. 
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    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    12:30 a.m., Friday, January 12 
 
    4923 Old Blackbird Highway, Mechant Loup, Louisiana 
 
      
 
    41 hours missing… 
 
      
 
    Laura Murdock slipped quietly out of her bed, paused to hear if the movement had stirred Ronnie from his sleep. He was snoring softly and steadily. Saying a silent prayer not to be heard, she felt around in the darkness for her sneakers. Once she’d pulled them on, she located her heavy coat and shrugged into it. She buttoned the coat and moved to her dresser, where she felt for a beanie and gloves. 
 
    Next, she tiptoed around the bed to Ronnie’s side, where she eased the top drawer of his nightstand open, stopping often to make sure she hadn’t disturbed her husband’s sleep. The red light that glowed from the alarm clock enabled her to see the outline of the silver pistol resting in the drawer. 
 
    Laura knew the pistol was loaded, because Ronnie always said the only dangerous gun was an empty one. While she never fully understood what he meant by that statement, she did know every gun he owned was loaded. 
 
    The pistol felt heavy when she lifted it—heavier than she remembered. Ronnie had taken her to the shooting range when they first got married and he’d shown her how to use this gun. 
 
    “I don’t need you to win any pistol matches,” he’d joked, “I just need you to be able to defend yourself when I’m not home.” 
 
    “I’d rather use a baseball bat or a knife,” she had responded, acknowledging her fear of guns. She had done okay when she fired the first shot, but the bang scared her so much she dropped it and refused to shoot it again. 
 
    Laura had made no secret about hating guns when she first met Ronnie, and he knew the story well. The issue had all started when she was a young girl. She had been playing hide-and-seek at her uncle’s house with her cousin, Leslie, when Leslie decided to hide in her uncle’s closet. At the time, she just heard a gunshot and some screaming. Later, she learned that Leslie had found a gun in the closet and when she pulled on it, a hanger got hung up on the trigger and it went off, shooting Leslie in the chest. She died at the hospital later that night, and Laura was forever scarred. 
 
    As was his nature, Ronnie had been very understanding when she’d dropped the gun. She had apologized but he assured her it wasn’t a big deal. He explained to her that it was okay and they could come back whenever she was ready. That day had never come, and she wondered now if she would regret the decision to not learn how to shoot. 
 
    Laura trembled as she shoved the revolver in the pocket of her coat, being very careful not to touch the trigger with her gloved fingers. Ronnie had preached to her that she was never to touch the trigger until she was ready to shoot. In the past, she never thought that moment would materialize, but she now knew exactly when that time would come. 
 
    Ronnie was still snoring steadily when she made her way to the bedroom window. She started to move the blinds, but froze in place when they rattled. No one was in the house except for Ronnie, Seth, and her, but she knew Ronnie would never stand for what she was about to do. He would try to stop her, to talk her out of it, but she wouldn’t listen. And then he would tell Chief Wilson, and she would stop her. Laura set her jaw. 
 
    I can’t let that happen, she thought, if they won’t find my daughter, then I have to do it myself. 
 
    Working as stealthily as she could, she opened the window, removed the screen, and slipped out into the cold night air. Her house was two feet off the ground and the drop was farther than she anticipated. Her feet stung and her knees buckled when she landed and she plopped onto her butt. She grunted and scrambled to her feet, gazing up at the window. She was too short to reach up and close it, and that caused her great angst. If the cold wind woke up Ronnie, he would know she had slipped away and he would alert Chief Wilson. 
 
    Well, no time to worry about that now, she mused. I’ve got to get out of here as fast as I can. 
 
    Most of the volunteers had settled in for the night, so everything was quiet—too quiet to conceal any noise she might make. But she had heard the helicopter fly over the house a dozen times since darkness had fallen, and she would wait for it to pass again before she made her move. 
 
    Holding on to the back of the house, she crept along, making her way to the north side. Her car was parked in the front yard and if she could get to it without being seen, she could make her escape. 
 
    She had just rounded the back corner when she heard a voice from the darkness just around the front corner. She almost screeched, but caught herself, and flattened against the siding. 
 
    “I’ve got Takecia calling them,” she heard Chief Wilson saying. She knew the chief must be on the phone, because no one responded and she kept talking. “She already covered Chateau, and now she’s calling the surrounding parishes.” 
 
    Laura stood breathless and waited. A few seconds later Susan ended the call. She sucked in her breath as she wondered if Susan might head toward her, but she sighed in relief when Susan’s boots crunched in the opposite direction. She could see her car from the corner of the house and there was no one in her way. For a brief moment, she thought about sprinting to it and quickly driving away, but she knew that would attract attention. If that happened, the police would catch up to her before she could execute her plan—and that would further jeopardize her daughter’s life. 
 
    Laura stopped when she reached the front corner of the house and peered out. There was no one in sight. She took one step out into the open and paused. A low murmur of voices sounded from the closed tent, where some of the volunteers had retired for the night. Some had gone home but promised to return at first light, while others wanted to remain close in case their help was needed. 
 
    Laura took another step toward her car, and then another, and another. Before long, she was standing outside the driver’s door. After removing the glove from her right hand, she fished the set of keys from her pocket and hit the keyless remote. She quickly gasped and dropped to her knees when the headlights and taillights flashed brightly. 
 
    What if someone saw? Would they arrest her for what she was about to do? 
 
    As she knelt there in the wet grass—the moisture saturating her pant legs—she became overcome with anger and suddenly felt defiant. There was nothing wrong with her walking out of her house and retrieving something from her car. After all, she was not a prisoner; she was a victim. And what if she wanted to drive off and maybe search for her daughter? Or go pick up a midnight snack? Who were they to tell her where she could or couldn’t go? The last time she checked, this was still America. To hell with them! 
 
    Laura stood to her feet and jerked the door open. “I’ll do whatever the hell I want,” she said in a low voice, “and I dare them to try and stop me.” 
 
    She slipped into the driver’s seat and pulled the door closed. Taking a breath, she cranked the engine. She glanced in the direction of the tent, but the noise had not attracted any attention. She then drove out of the yard, up onto the shoulder, and then headed north on Old Blackbird Highway. 
 
    She checked her rearview mirror often, but no one was following her. I did it, she thought, and now I’m going to bring Rose home—with or without their help! 
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    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    It only took Laura five minutes to reach downtown Mechant Loup, and a few more minutes to cross the bayou to the east side of town. Faleena had called her cell phone earlier in the day to apologize for everything, and Laura had learned from Faleena that Michael Odom lived in a green house off of Cypress Highway. Faleena had assured her that Michael had nothing to do with Rose’s disappearance, but Laura wasn’t convinced. 
 
    Laura turned her high beams on as she made her way south along Cypress Highway. She had gone about two miles when she saw a green house with a boat trailer and truck parked in the driveway. The truck matched the description of the one Seth said Michael drove. 
 
    “I’ve got you now, you little bastard!” Laura parked on the shoulder of the road and shut off her lights. She watched the house for a minute, but everything looked quiet. She peeled off her gloves so she would have better control of the gun, and then pulled the revolver out of her coat pocket. The metal was cold against her flesh. 
 
    “God, please give me the strength to do this,” she prayed out loud. Part of her wanted to just turn and drive away, but there was another part that wanted answers—that wanted to do whatever it took to get her daughter back. The police were bound by certain rules they had to follow. She was not. She could do things to Michael that the police couldn’t do—things that would force him to spill it all. 
 
    Resting the revolver in her lap, she pulled out her cell phone and then twisted in her seat so she could remove a piece of paper from her back pocket. It was a copy of Rose’s phone usage, and it contained Michael’s number. 
 
    With trembling fingers, she dialed the number and put the phone to her head. It rang and rang and rang, but there was no answer. It went to voicemail. Cursing, Laura ended the call and sat there staring at the house. What should she— 
 
    She jerked in her seat and screeched when the phone started ringing. It was Michael! 
 
    Laura hesitated, wondering if she could summon the courage to say what needed to be said. When it seemed the phone had rung too many times, she hurried and answered it. 
 
    “Chief Susan Wilson speaking,” Laura lied. 
 
    There was a pause. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, Michael, this is Police Chief Susan Wilson. I need to speak with you right away.” 
 
    “What’s this about?” Michael mumbled, clearly half asleep and confused. 
 
    “We have a few more questions about Rose, and we need to speak with you immediately.” 
 
    “Okay, I can talk.” 
 
    “No, we need to do this in person, and we need to do it now.” Laura paused, breathless, wondering if she had been too forceful. What if she had scared him off? 
 
    “I mean, I told the detective man everything I know.” 
 
    “Like I said, we have more questions and we need you to come down to the police department right away.” 
 
    “The one in Mechant Loup or in Central Chateau?” 
 
    “Right here in town,” Laura said, relieved that he was buying it. “We won’t keep you long. We just have a few questions for you.” 
 
    “I can drive myself?” He sounded surprised. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, just come on down in your truck.” Laura winced to herself, wondering if she had said too much. 
 
    “Okay.” Michael grunted and she could hear mattress springs squeaking in the background. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 
 
    Laura’s heart pounded against her sternum as she ended the call. Her breath was coming in gasps. She had never done anything like this and she didn’t know if she could actually go through with it. 
 
    “Do it for Rose,” she whispered, opening the door to her car. “Do it for Rose.” 
 
    The wind immediately blew into her car and whipped her hair around. She shivered and squinted, pushed her way out the door. She hurried across the front yard, staying hunched over to protect herself from the cold. The revolver was clutched tightly in both hands and she held it out in front of her body, aiming it in the direction of Michael’s front door. She needed him to step fully out of the house before he saw her. If not, she wouldn’t be able to confront him. 
 
    When Laura reached the back of Michael’s truck, she crouched low and hid there in the shadows. The wind was relentless and she was trembling uncontrollably, but she didn’t know if it was from the cold or her own anxiety. She was shaking so much that she didn’t think she could go through with the plan, and she was about to turn and run when she heard some noise from the front of the house. 
 
    She jumped in her skin when the door to the house slammed shut. Footsteps then shuffled toward her. Within a few seconds, she heard keys jingled from ten feet away. 
 
    This is it! she thought, and lunged out from behind the truck. In a voice that didn’t sound like her own, she screamed at Michael Odom to get on the ground. 
 
    “Do it now or I’m going to kill your sorry ass!” she hollered, shoving the muzzle of the revolver in his direction. The front of the pistol shook so much she thought she would drop the gun. “God damn it, get on your face!” 
 
    With a yelp, Michael threw himself back and tripped over his own feet. He fell hard, but immediately began scrambling on his back toward the house. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” he wailed. “Who are you? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Stop moving or I’ll kill you!” Laura yelled, but Michael continued moving toward the door to his house. Closing her eyes, Laura squeezed the trigger and the gun exploded. “Stop it now!” 
 
    That got Michael’s attention. He stopped moving and threw his hands up in front of his face. “Please don’t shoot me! Please! What’s going on?” 
 
    Laura felt emboldened. She stepped closer to Michael and stood over him. “Tell me where my daughter is or I’ll murder you right now! Do you hear me? Where in the hell is Rose?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Michael wailed. “I swear to God, I don’t know!” 
 
    “Liar!” Laura pulled the trigger again and fire spat from the barrel. Michael screamed so loud she thought she’d hit him. 
 
    “Please! For the love of God, stop this! I don’t know anything about Rose!” 
 
    “You’re lying!” Saliva sprayed from Laura’s mouth and floated on the wind. “If you don’t tell me where she is right now, I swear I’ll shoot you right in the dick!” 
 
    “No! Please, I don’t know!” 
 
    “I’m going to count to three and then you’ll never have sex again.” Laura pulled the hammer back on the revolver. She remembered Ronnie telling her the trigger was more sensitive when it was cocked, so she took her finger out of the trigger guard, but aimed the muzzle right at Michael’s crotch. “One!” 
 
    “Please no!” 
 
    “Two!” 
 
    “I swear to God, I don’t know—” 
 
    “Three!” Laura leaned closer and was about to pull the trigger when Michael started screaming that he would talk. 
 
    “Okay! Okay! I know where she’s at! I’ll tell you everything!” 
 
    Laura kept the revolver aimed at his crotch, but she straightened her finger along the side of the gun like Ronnie had taught her to do when she wasn’t ready to shoot. “Where is she?” 
 
    Michael’s eyes were wide and he swallowed hard. “I…I can take you to her, but you have to promise not to hurt me.” 
 
    Tears welled up in Laura’s eyes. She had to brush them away with her shoulder so she could make out Michael’s facial features in the dim light from the house. “Is she okay? Is she…is she alive?” 
 
    Michael hesitated for a long moment, and fury burned in her belly. 
 
    “As God is my witness,” she bellowed, gripping the revolver tightly. “I’ll murder you long and hard if you hurt my Rose!” 
 
    “No, no, she’s not hurt.” Michael lifted his hands in a pleading manner. Tears were streaming down his face. “She’s fine. She just doesn’t want to be found, that’s all.” 
 
    “Then where is she?” 
 
    “I…it’s hard to explain. I’ll have to take you there. I can show you, but I can’t explain where it is.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit!” 
 
    “No, I don’t know the address. And…and we have to get there by boat. It’s not far from my grandpa’s camp.” 
 
    Laura pursed her lips and studied the boy. He was trembling and she was sure the large dark spot in the area of his crotch was urine. She didn’t know how to drive a boat, so she would have to rely on him to get them there—and that meant she would have to be at his mercy. If he decided to crash the boat in a desperate attempt to escape, then she would be in real trouble. But she didn’t have another choice. If she called Chief Wilson or Detective Wolf, they would put her in jail and Rose would never be found. 
 
    “Get up,” she finally said. “We’re going for a ride. And if you’re lying to me or if you try anything stupid, I’ll kill you really slow and leave you out there for the alligators to eat.” 
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    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    When I reached the Murdock home, I parked on the northbound shoulder of the highway. It was almost one o’clock and the place looked dead. I slipped out of my Tahoe and strode across the highway, heading for the open tent. I could see a figure in the far corner sitting at a table, using a flashlight to illuminate something. It was too far away and too dark, but I was almost positive it was Susan. 
 
    I was right. 
 
    “Hey, Sue, what’s up?” 
 
    “Hey,” she mumbled, not taking her eyes off the map in front of her. She was tracing a line between two points with an orange highlighter, and she didn’t even slow down. 
 
    I scanned the area under the tent. We were alone. The closed tent was nearby and I knew our words would travel, so I kept my voice low. 
 
    “I’d like to talk about what’s bugging you,” I said. 
 
    “Nothing’s bugging me.” 
 
    “Come on.” My voice was louder than I intended. “Tell me it’s none of my business, but don’t tell me it’s nothing. I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you were stupid.” 
 
    “Then tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “Now’s not the time.” 
 
    “Why do you get to decide the right time?” I asked. “I think right now’s a great time to get this out in the open.” 
 
    She looked up and her eyes flashed. She’d never looked at me that way before. “You want to do this now? Do you?” 
 
    I nodded, wondering what I was getting myself into. 
 
    “Very well, then.” She dropped her highlighter and reached for her back pocket. When her hand reappeared, it was holding her phone. I scowled, wondering what it was that she was about to show me. 
 
    After navigating her thumbs across her touch screen, she turned it in my direction and plopped it on the table. 
 
    “Explain that,” she said curtly. 
 
    I picked up her phone and saw that it was a short string of text messages, which began with Susan asking for a status of the search at Francis Fitch’s house. I didn’t immediately recognize the phone number from which the replies came, but it was clearly from an officer out at the scene because the response was thorough and it listed all of the items that were seized as evidence. 
 
    I looked from the phone to Susan. “What’s this got to do with me?” 
 
    “Just keep reading.” 
 
    I continued scrolling through and it was more of the same—until I reached the very last message, which had been sent to Susan’s phone at six o’clock yesterday afternoon. My blood ran cold when I read the message: 
 
    Hey, Clint. It was sooo good catching up with you. Thx for buying me dinner. You didn’t have to do that—it was supposed to be my treat. Anyway, I don’t know about you, but it seemed like we picked up right where we left off. Don’t be a stranger. Call me next time you come to La Mort so we can ‘catch up’ again. xoxo 
 
    “Holy shit,” was all I could mutter for a few long seconds. Finally, I handed her the phone and shook my head. “I’m guessing this is from Jennifer Duval, but I haven’t been in a restaurant with her in many years. She did call me and ask if I wanted to go eat out with her—she offered to pay for it—but I told her no.” 
 
    “Look, Clint, if you ate out with her, just tell me you did. Whatever you do, don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “I’m not—and I didn’t eat out with her. You can ask Lou. As soon as I left him at the boat launch I came to Mechant Loup.” 
 
    “I did ask him. He said y’all left the boat launch at five thirty.” She tapped her phone. “You got here at about six-thirty—thirty minutes after I received this message. You should’ve been here by six if you drove straight from the boat launch.” 
 
    “I checked out some back roads and old tractor sheds and I stopped to feed Achilles on my way in,” I said, trying to be patient. I didn’t like being accused of things I hadn’t done, but I was fully aware of how it might appear from Susan’s point of view. “Think about it, Sue—why would she accidentally send you a message that was meant for me unless she was being catty?” 
 
    “Well, I did wonder that at first, but then I remembered how our new cell phone numbers are one digit apart.” Susan’s eyes were still as hard as they were earlier. “She could’ve easily hit the wrong digit while trying to text you—people do it all the time. I’m constantly getting your text messages.” 
 
    “Sue, I’m sure Jennifer has my number programmed in her phone. This was no accident.” I stepped around the table and pulled a chair next to hers. I leaned close to her face. “Baby, I will never cheat on you, and the only things I’ll lie about are Christmas presents and birthday surprises.” 
 
    She was unmoved. “My mom didn’t think my dad would cheat on her either, but you know how that turned out.” 
 
    “I’m not your dad and you’re not your mom. This is us. If I don’t want to be with you, I’ll just leave you—but I’ll never cheat on you.” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” 
 
    “I don’t know what it’s supposed to do.” I leaned back in my chair, wanting to hide my frustration, but finding it difficult to do. “Look, I didn’t eat with that bitch, and that’s the truth. I won’t leave you and I won’t cheat on you. You can either believe me or not.” 
 
    “I’m not naïve and I know it happens all the time to people everywhere—especially cops. If it could happen to my mom, then it could happen to me.” 
 
    “I already told you—I’m a Wolf, and that means I mate for life.” 
 
    Susan’s brow furrowed slightly and I saw her face start to soften. “You wouldn’t lie to me about something like this, would you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Susan turned her attention back to the phone and stared at it for a long moment. I could tell she was reading the text message over and over. “If what you’re saying is true—and I don’t know that you’ve ever lied to me—then this bitch is crazy. I mean, who does something like this?” 
 
    “She was mad when I told her no, and I guess it’s true that hell hath no fury…” I allowed my voice to trail off. 
 
    “After I have our baby,” Susan said slowly, “I’m going to drive to La Mort and pay her a visit.” 
 
    “And I want to watch.” I reached out and grabbed Susan’s hand. “So, is this why you’ve been treating me like I pulled the heads off your baby dolls?” 
 
    She lowered her head and frowned. “I mean, what was I supposed to think? What if you got a text message like that and the roles were reversed and you knew the possibility of it being accidentally sent to your phone was real?” 
 
    I was still a little peeved about not being believed, but I nodded anyway. “I guess I see your point.” 
 
    We both sat there in silence for a long moment. It was Susan who spoke first. “You know you wouldn’t survive if you did, right?” 
 
    “Huh? What do you mean?” 
 
    “If you ever left me—you wouldn’t survive.” 
 
    “Meaning…?” 
 
    “I would find you.” 
 
    I started to laugh, but stopped short when I heard screaming over the police radio. It was our dispatcher. “Chief, I just got a call of shots fired in Mechant Loup East—multiple shots and they think someone might be down!” 
 
    We began scrambling from our chairs just as the front door to the Murdock home burst open and Ronnie came running out. 
 
    “She’s gone!” he screamed. 
 
    “Who’s gone?” I asked, following Susan toward where her Tahoe was parked. 
 
    “Laura’s gone! She slipped out of the window while I was sleeping!” 
 
    “Oh, God, she’s going to kill that boy,” Susan said. “She’s going after Michael Odom!” 
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    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later… 
 
      
 
    Susan’s tires screeched as she brought her SUV to a halt in front of Michael Odom’s house. I was out the door before she could put it in park. I took in the scene in an instant. Michael Odom was hooking up his boat trailer to his truck and Laura Murdock was standing nearby with a silver revolver pointed right at him. 
 
    “What’s going on, Laura?” I asked casually, moving slowly toward them. “Why are we here?” 
 
    “It’s him.” There was desperation in the woman’s eyes as she indicated toward Michael with the muzzle of the pistol. “He did it. He confessed and he’s taking me to her right now.” 
 
    Michael had stopped working on the boat trailer and stood trembling, fixing me with pleading eyes. 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Okay, then you did a good job. Why don’t you hand me the pistol now? We’ve got everything under control now.” 
 
    “I’m not too sure about that, detective. Had it not been for me coming out here, he never would’ve confessed.” 
 
    Michael started to open his mouth, but I held up my hand to shush him. “Son, the best thing for you to do is keep your mouth shut. You lied to me and, for that, you’ll suffer real consequences.” I turned back toward Laura, extended my hand. “He’s not going anywhere and we know the truth now, so you won’t be needing that pistol anymore. Why don’t you just hand it to me before someone gets hurt?” 
 
    Laura began chewing on her lower lip as she weighed her options. Her eyes were fixed on Michael and I could see they were filled with hate. 
 
    “If you shoot him now, we’ll never know the whole truth,” I said, not knowing what he had told her so far. I took a step closer. “Please, just give me the pistol.” 
 
    Laura let out a long sigh and she started to turn toward me. As she did, the muzzle of the revolver began swinging in my direction. 
 
    “Stop where you are!” Susan hollered from somewhere to my left. “If you turn that gun toward my husband, I’ll shoot you dead in your tracks!” 
 
    Laura screeched and threw her hands straight into the air, the revolver spinning free and landing on the concrete several feet from her. Before I could react, Susan had approached her and kicked her feet out from under her. Laura dumped to the ground in a heap and Susan had her cuffed in record time. 
 
    Michael dropped to his knees and wept. I walked over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I swear to God, Detective Clint, I didn’t do nothing to Rose. I only told Mrs. Laura that because she was going to shoot me in the dick.” 
 
    “I know, son.” I frowned as I watched Susan pushing Laura roughly toward her Tahoe, scolding the woman as she did so. “I know you had nothing to do with Rose’s disappearance.” 
 
    “I thought she was going to kill me.” Michael was sniffling and weaving. “I…it’s true what they say. I saw my life flash before my eyes.” 
 
    I helped him to his feet and pointed him toward the house. “Why don’t you go inside and pull yourself together. I’ll come in and get a statement from you in a minute. I want to talk to Mrs. Murdock first.” 
 
    The boy nodded and stumbled toward the front door of his house. As he walked away, I could hear Laura screaming in protest from the back seat of Susan’s cruiser. 
 
    “Don’t do it! You’re letting a murderer go free! You bastards!” 
 
    I marched to the door opposite of where Laura sat and slipped into the back seat. Before I could say anything, she began running her mouth, talking a mile a minute. 
 
    “He’s the one! He did it. He confessed. I did what you couldn’t do. You…you have rules and people won’t confess to you, but I made him talk. I…the gun, it scared him into saying what really happened. I broke the case. He can lead us to Rose. He told me where she’s at and he said she’s not hurt. Please, you’ve got to believe me—” 
 
    “Mrs. Murdock, I need you to focus—” 
 
    “No, he did it! We need to get out there—” 
 
    “Laura, shut your damn mouth!” The frustration I’d felt earlier over the whole Jennifer Duval situation rose to the surface and I took it out on Laura. I cursed her out and told her what an idiot she had been, accusing her of jeopardizing the search for her daughter. As I continued admonishing her, she broke down and began to cry. I suddenly felt horrible for what I’d just done. 
 
    “But…but he said he did it,” she said feebly. “He can take us to Rose.” 
 
    “He only told you that because you threatened to shoot him in the groin.” I paused and sighed heavily. “Look, there’s a reason we can’t employ those kinds of tactics in police work—there’s a danger of it eliciting a false confession.” 
 
    “But he said…” Her voice trailed off as she was overcome with sobs. 
 
    I frowned, not very proud of myself as I watched her cry like a newborn. Although she had seemed like a strong woman when I’d first met her, she was now broken. She was under a tremendous amount of pressure—more than any of the rest of us—and the uncertainty about her daughter was eating her insides like a cancer. 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m sorry for yelling at you.” My voice was soft, so soft that I wasn’t sure she could hear me. “I know you’ve had the worst two days of your life and you didn’t ask for any of this. I just can’t have you going all rogue on me. It could jeopardize the investigation. And if we have to chase you around and stop you from killing people, well, it’ll take us away from what we need to be doing.” 
 
    “But he did it, Detective Wolf, it’s him, I just know it is—and he admitted to it.” 
 
    I turned away and looked to Susan, who was standing outside of the Tahoe, her phone pressed to her ear. I could hear her talking, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying. 
 
    Staring down at my hands, I addressed Laura Murdock again. “Ma’am, I’m going to have to book you into our jail.” 
 
    “What?” In my peripheral vision, I saw her head spin around to face me. “Are you arresting me?” 
 
    I met her stare with a hard one of my own. “You almost killed a kid—an innocent kid, I might add—so, yes, I’m arresting you.” 
 
    “But…but I’m a victim. If I’m locked up, who’s going to look for Rose?” 
 
    “We’ll keep looking for your daughter, that I promise you, but you’ll have to stay locked up until a judge sets your bond.” 
 
    “When will that be?” 
 
    “Probably tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “What if I can’t afford to bond out?” she asked, the hopelessness of her plight beginning to sink in. “Will I be in prison with bad people? What if they hurt me? I’ve never been to jail before. I don’t know what to do. What if you need my help to find Rose? Seth will need me for sure, and what about Ronnie—” 
 
    “Look, I’ll keep you in the holding cell at the police department until you can afford to post bond, and I won’t put anyone else in the cell with you.” I paused before stepping out of the SUV. “And I’ll make sure to send regular updates on our search efforts and give you free access to a phone. Even though you went rogue and committed a number of felonies and almost killed someone, I understand your reasoning for it. I know how desperate you’re feeling right now. It doesn’t make what you did right and you’ll certainly have to answer for your actions, but I do understand.” 
 
    “I’d love to say that makes me feel better, but it doesn’t.” She hung her head. “I still think you’re making a huge mistake. In my heart of hearts, I know Michael’s involved. If Rose dies out there, it’ll be your fault.” 
 
    I stepped out and slammed the door shut. Before I could walk around to Susan’s side of the vehicle, she had already made her way to my side. 
 
    “I think we’ve got something,” she said. “I just got off the phone with Baylor. They flew over a dirt road that goes to an old fishing camp about five miles south of the Murdock home and they saw a bus parked on the side of the road. It looks abandoned.” 
 
    My heart jumped in my chest. “Is there a number on the bus?” 
 
    “It’s too dark to see from the air and they don’t want to land or put the light on it in case the bad guys are still around.” 
 
    “Did they check for a heat signature?” 
 
    Susan nodded. “There’s none.” 
 
    I was standing there pondering my next move when Susan pushed herself close to me. “Go check out the bus with Melvin. I’ll take Laura to the station.” 
 
    Melvin had pulled up a few seconds after Susan had knocked Laura to the ground, and he was in the house speaking with Michael. I started to turn away but stopped. 
 
    “Sue, are we okay?” 
 
    She frowned, nodded. “I’m sorry I doubted you.” 
 
    “I understand. I would’ve doubted you, too, if the roles were reversed.” 
 
    She gasped and feigned offense. “You’d better never doubt me, Mr. Man!” 
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    It was two-thirty in the morning and Melvin and I once again found ourselves on foot, trudging down an uneven rock road. We tried to make as little noise as possible, but it was hard to do in the darkness—especially since we kept twisting our ankles in a deep gouge in the road. We had tried to move to the soft earth along the side of the road, but the clumps of grass and weeds were thick and unforgiving, and the mud was so soft that we sank to our ankles, so it made the going much slower. 
 
    “What do you think we’ll find in the bus?” Melvin asked. 
 
    I had told him earlier that there were no heat signatures, but it didn’t necessarily mean there were no people in the bus—it just meant there were no live people. 
 
    “I don’t know. I just hope Rose is not in there.” 
 
    “I know. It would suck to have it all end like that, but, at this point, I’m starting to think we won’t find her alive.” 
 
    I was silent for a long moment. When we’d walked another twenty or so yards, I said, “Well, I’m not giving up on the kid just yet.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, and we just kept pushing forward. I shoved my cold hands deep into my coat pockets and stared up at the sky. Clouds were gathering. Earlier, the road had been lit up from the moon, but it was now getting harder to distinguish it from the grass that lined its edges. 
 
    We were reaching a slight bend in the road when I saw a dark shadow looming ahead. I reached out and grabbed Melvin’s arm, pointed. 
 
    “I see it,” he whispered. 
 
    We both stopped and crouched low, waiting and listening. Not only was there no heat signature from the bus, but there was no sound. I whispered to Melvin that I was moving, and I felt him follow suit. Staying at a low crouch, we walked steadily closer. I kept my hand near my pistol in case we were walking into a trap. 
 
    When we stepped into the shadows of the bus, I realized we were approaching from the back. I studied the back corner of the bus and my heart sank to my knees. Even in the dim light, there was no mistaking the solid black number “99” contrasted against the bright orange paint. Damn, this is not good, I thought. 
 
    After using some hand signals, Melvin and I split up. I made my way down the right side while he made his way down the left side. There was still no sound from inside the bus, and that worried me. I dreaded what we might find inside. 
 
    I had almost made it to the bi-fold door when I realized it was open. I couldn’t see Melvin or radio him, so I just kept moving forward—one step at a time, feeling my way through the tall grass, not even making a whisper of a sound. 
 
    I touched the edge of the door once I was within reach and peered around the side. The night sky shone a little through the windows above me, but it was dark in the doorway. I couldn’t even see the steps leading up into the bus. 
 
    I heard slight rustling of grass and saw a shadow appear around the front corner of the bus. There was no mistaking Melvin’s stout figure. When he was on the opposite side of the door, he leaned over and said the hood was cold to the touch. 
 
    “And the front passenger tire is blown to hell. It’s down to the rim,” he whispered. “I’m guessing the bus has been here a while.” 
 
    I considered that bit of information, then grunted silently. That would explain the deep gouge in the rocky road. The tire must’ve blown out on the highway and the driver turned down this road because there wasn’t a decent shoulder along this stretch of Old Blackbird Highway—but why come so far down the road if the bus was disabled? In my mind, there was only one logical conclusion—the driver wanted to conceal the bus. 
 
    “You ready to go in?” I asked Melvin in a low voice. I wanted to know what was inside, good or bad—hell, I needed to know. 
 
    “Ready as ever.” 
 
    I pulled out my flashlight and I heard his clear the pouch. I didn’t even bother drawing my pistol. Light flooded the driver’s seat when I flipped the switch on the flashlight. It was empty. Melvin gave me a tap to let me know he was right behind me, and I stepped onto the bottom step. The bus shifted just a little under my weight. I made the second step and then stretched out so I could see down the center aisle. 
 
    I sighed when I trained the beam of light between the seats. I could see the entire floorboard. It was empty. Next, I had to check the individual seats themselves, to make sure there weren’t any bodies concealed there. 
 
    I felt the bus shift behind me—a little more than it had when I’d boarded—and I knew Melvin was following me up the steps. We moved stealthily down the aisle, searching the left and then the right, until we reached the very back of the bus. 
 
    “She’s not here,” I said. “No one’s here.” 
 
    In the bright glow from my light, I could see Melvin scratching his head. “Where’s the bus driver?” 
 
    “And why did she turn down this road?” I shook my head, confused. Part of me wanted to think Katrina Bradberry had been disoriented from being sick and headed south from her house instead of north when she began her bus route on Wednesday, but Melvin had recovered the surveillance footage showing her heading north. It was clear that her tire blew out, but had it happened before she turned down this road or while she was on it? 
 
    “Hey, Melvin, what’s at the end of this road?” 
 
    “There’s an old fishing camp back there. It was a popular place for us to hang when I was a kid, because you could fish the marshlands and also break out into the Gulf of Mexico. But that camp has been closed for years—ever since I was in high school. The old man who owned it died and his kids shuttered the place. They posted No Trespassing signs and threatened to have anyone who went on their land arrested. It pissed off the old timers, that’s for sure. Most of them lived off the land and that’s how they would gain access to the swamps and the Gulf.” 
 
    “Do the kids ever go back there?” 
 
    He shook his head. “They don’t even live around here anymore. I heard one of them moved to New Orleans and the other—the son—moved to Texas, down near the border, I think.” 
 
    “Hmm…” I was thoughtful. “That would make it the perfect place to bring a kidnapped child.” 
 
    Melvin frowned. “Do you really think Rose was on this bus and that Katrina Bradberry kidnapped her?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think, but we need to consider every possibility, and we need to search that camp.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” Melvin spun on his heel and headed for the front of the bus. “I’ll jog back and get my truck and meet you back here.” 
 
    “And I’ll go over this bus with a fine-tooth comb,” I mumbled, dropping to my knees. I began searching the floor in front of, and underneath, each seat along the row on the driver’s side. I knew the best way to conduct a thorough grid search was to focus on one painstaking inch at a time, but I was in hurry. At the moment, I was scanning the floor for the obvious signs that a kid had been there, but not any kid, Rose Murdock. Sure, there were things like pencils—some long, some short, some had erasers, some didn’t—and paper clips and random sticky notes, but nothing that could be linked to Rose. 
 
    I had made my way all the way to the front of the bus and was just crossing the aisle to the row on the passenger’s side when I heard the low rumbling of Melvin’s F-250. I dropped to my knees and aimed the beam of my flashlight under the first seat and did a quick scan. Nothing. I grabbed the top of the seat and pulled myself up off of the floor. I was about to move out of that row and into the aisle when my light reflected off of something shiny. I paused and cocked my head to the side, curious. 
 
    “What in the hell is that?” The item was pushed into the crack of the seat, but was not entirely hidden from view. I grabbed the shiny object and pulled it free. It was a badge holder clip and it was attached to a partial school ID—the top half. Grunting, I turned it over. 
 
    “Dear Lord, no!” I nearly dropped the ID when I saw Rose’s face displayed in the photograph. 
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    “Melvin, get in here!” I called. “Rose was on this bus. Katrina Bradberry did take her.” 
 
    Melvin clambered up the steps—not touching the metal handrail on his way up, so as to avoid contaminating it with his fingerprints—and stopped when he reached me. I showed him the ID card. 
 
    “Where in God’s name was that woman bringing Rose?” He looked through the front windshield, out into the darkness beyond. “And why did she take her?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we need to get to that camp right away!” 
 
    I turned to squeeze by Melvin and heard more vehicles approaching. They were blacked out, so I couldn’t make out who they were. Before I could ask the question, Melvin spoke up. 
 
    “I called Susan and Amy and asked them to meet us here. That fishing camp covers a lot of territory, so we’ll need all the help we can get. I also radioed Baylor and asked him to get the pilot to do another flyover.” 
 
    I thanked him and walked out to the rocky road, where Susan was getting out of her Tahoe and Amy had just parked. I held up the photo ID. “It’s her, Sue. Rose was here—in this bus.” 
 
    “So, Katrina Bradberry did kidnap her.” 
 
    “It appears so.” I shot a thumb toward the bus. “We need to get a forensics team out here to process this thing. I want to know if there’s even a speck of blood inside. If not, I want to know if there have been attempts to clean it up.” 
 
    Even in the dim light, I could see Susan’s jaw set. “Does this mean Jennifer Duval is coming back to Mechant Loup?” 
 
    “I can call one of my old buddies and ask them to make sure they send someone in her place.” 
 
    “No.” Susan’s voice was firm. “I want to have words with her.” 
 
    I didn’t argue, and told her I’d leave the notifications to her. “Will you stay with the bus while we search the old camp?” 
 
    She hesitated, but then nodded. “I don’t like not being part of the action, but I guess someone has to remain with the evidence.” 
 
    I handed her the photo ID and, just as Amy was walking up, she started examining the edge that had been separated. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Amy said. “Does that belong to Rose Murdock?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I pointed to the separated edge. “But only half of it is here.” 
 
    “I wonder where the other half is.” Susan held it up and pointed out how uneven the tear was. “It looks like it was bent back and forth until it could be ripped apart. I bet Rose did this. She left it behind on purpose—like a bread crumb.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth. That meant she knew she was in trouble and she was doing whatever she could to help us find her. I just hoped we weren’t too late. 
 
    I squeezed Susan’s shoulder and hurried away. 
 
    “Be safe,” she called after me. I only waved back at her. 
 
    I slipped into Melvin’s truck and Amy followed us down the winding rocky road. Although the headlights were off, we could clearly make out the road and stay on course, because the rocks were much lighter than the dark weeds that lined either side. 
 
    “If I remember right, the camp is about two miles farther along.” Although we were alone in the truck and no one could possibly hear us, Melvin was whispering. “There’s a main building that used to be a restaurant and bait shop, and then there are two rows of rental camps where fishermen and hunters would stay. If they’ve taken her back here, my guess is she’ll be in one of those camps. The old restaurant is too obvious and out in the open.” 
 
    I only nodded, lost in my own thoughts. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why some elderly bus driver—especially while she was deathly ill—would kidnap a young girl. Junior said she went wherever her bus went, so she had to have been on the bus when Rose was picked up. What if someone had boarded the bus after she picked up Rose—maybe at the next bus stop?—and taken her at gunpoint? I couldn’t imagine she’d argue if someone pulled a gun on her and told her to drive out here. 
 
    Within a few minutes, dark shadows seemed to rise up from the ground a few hundred feet in front of us and I could make out the shape of a large building. 
 
    “That’s the store.” Melvin pointed into the darkness to our right. “The camps are out that way.” 
 
    He continued driving until we neared the large building and then parked near an old gas pump and shut off his engine. 
 
    “I’ll follow your lead,” I whispered. “I don’t know this place.” 
 
    All I heard was a faint clicking sound from behind us that indicated Amy had shut her door. She appeared out of the darkness like a ghost floating on the air. Her face looked ghostly against the glow from the moonlight. 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said in a low whisper. 
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    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Giving us a hand signal, Melvin led the way toward the old store. Although we thought the likelihood was slim that Rose was inside the main building, we wanted to clear it for the sake of thoroughness. 
 
    We had all drawn our weapons and I held mine loosely at my side. I listened intently as we moved. Other than crickets and frogs and an occasional owl calling, all was quiet. Melvin led us around to the back of the store, where he found a damaged door. The hinges screamed in protest as he eased it open, and he froze in place. The noise didn’t invoke a response from anywhere inside the building or out in the swamps, so he pushed it until there was a crack wide enough for us to file through one by one. 
 
    Using a hand to muffle the brilliance of his flashlight, he guided the way through the cluttered building. By looking at the place, I would guess the children had shut the store down in the middle of a working day and just ordered everyone to drop what they were holding and leave. Not only were there items on the floor, but the shelves were still partially stocked. Surprisingly, the merchandise appeared untouched. 
 
    “I can’t believe this place hasn’t been looted by now,” Amy whispered when we had finally cleared the entire building and were approaching the back entrance. “I saw a Buck knife hanging on a pegboard that was fifty dollars, and it hasn’t been touched.” 
 
    “Not many people know about this place,” Melvin explained, “and those who do know about it had enough respect for the old man that they would never vandalize his property—even though it now belongs to his asshole children.” 
 
    Melvin squeezed through the narrow opening in the door and waited for Amy and me to join him. Once we were all outside, he eased the door shut and led the way toward the two rows of camps. We began going door-to-door—starting at the first camp on the right and working our way toward the last one—searching for any sign that Rose had been here. 
 
    Most of the camps were locked down and secure, so we had to hoist each other up in front of each window to peer inside with our lights. Thankfully, there were no drapes, and we were able to clear the small buildings in that manner. 
 
    Once we’d made our way to the last cabin on the right, we crossed the oyster shell driveway to begin searching the ones on the left side. It was a little after five-thirty in the morning and the sky to the east was starting to come alive with light. Now that the veil of darkness had been lifted, we were more exposed and had to use cover as we moved from cabin to cabin. When we were forced to go out in the open, we had to leap frog from one position of cover to the other, with two of us standing guard while the other moved. 
 
    It ate up more time than I liked, but it was necessary. 
 
    “Damn it,” I said when we reached the final cabin. I didn’t even bother lowering my voice anymore, because we were clearly all alone out there. “Where can that poor girl be? I was sure we’d find her back here.” 
 
    Melvin shook his head, but neither he nor Amy ventured a guess. 
 
    We could now see our surroundings clearly and I grunted as I realized exactly how isolated and empty this place was. It would’ve been the perfect place to conceal a kidnap victim, yet it seemed no one had entered any of the buildings in years. They all smelled of mold, and a thick layer of dust covered the floors, walls, and furniture. 
 
    On the way back to the vehicles, we spread out across the shell path and each of us searched the ground for anything that might resemble evidence, but there was nothing. 
 
    Susan had texted me several times during our search to ask how we were doing. I’d read most of the messages after the fact, because my phone was on silent, and I hadn’t received the last one until we reached Melvin’s truck. I read it with interest, the furrow in my brow growing deeper as I did so. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said, “this ain’t good.” 
 
    “What is it?” Melvin fired up his truck and drove slowly toward the long wooden pier on the far side of the property, where he would turn around to head back up the road. 
 
    “Susan just had words with Jennifer Duval.” 
 
    “Detective Jennifer Duval?” Melvin scowled. “Why would she do that? Jen’s cool.” 
 
    “Don’t let Susan hear you say that.” I tucked my phone away and didn’t offer any more information. Instead, I focused on the pier before us. The end of the boat launch dumped into the mouth of a wide canal that extended westward for a short distance and then cut to the south, where it disappeared around a bend. Dense forestland lined both sides of the canal and a thick head of fog rolled in from off of the water. I commented that an entire army could be hiding out there, just waiting to attack. 
 
    “I still want to know why Susan jumped Jen’s ass.” 
 
    “Well, then, I guess you’ll have to ask Susan.” I was turning my head away from the pier when something at the center of the large shell parking lot caught my eye. I cocked my head to the side, curious. “Hmm, that’s odd.” 
 
    Melvin glanced at me, then turned his attention toward where I was looking. “What’s odd?” 
 
    I told him to stop his truck and I reached for the door handle. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” he said in frustration. “Are you trying to distract me from asking about Susan’s fight with Jennifer?” 
 
    I couldn’t answer him, because I was already out of the truck and walking briskly across the lot. When I reached the mud puddle I was looking at, I stopped and squatted on my heels. “Well, I’ll be damn.” 
 
    “Damn what?” Melvin had scurried out of his truck and was now standing over me. “It’s a mud puddle—so what?” 
 
    “You said no one comes out here.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Then what’s that doing here?” I pointed to a muddy tire track that extended right through the center of the hole—and it was fresh. 
 
    Melvin gasped. “Damn, I’m so used to seeing tire tracks in mud holes that I didn’t even realize it wasn’t supposed to be here.” 
 
    I held my hands out to gauge the size of the lone track and straightened, shaking my head. “That’s not from a bus tire—it’s too small. A car has come through here, probably around the same time the bus came down the road.” 
 
    “And you think this car took Rose?” 
 
    “There’s no other explanation. Katrina Bradberry must’ve been on her way to deliver Rose to someone back here, her bus was disabled, and she was picked up by the car that made this track.” I studied our surroundings. There were no surveillance cameras out here, no witnesses, nothing. 
 
    “We don’t even know what kind of car it was,” Melvin said. “We’ve got nothing. We’re screwed.” 
 
    I pointed at the impression in the soft mud. “We’ve got a tire track.” 
 
    “But that won’t tell us much. It’s not like we have an AFIS for tires.” 
 
    I waved for Melvin to get closer and I pointed to the tread patterns. “What do you notice about the treads?” 
 
    He scowled and leaned closer. After a few seconds, he straightened. “They look deep, that’s about all I see.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would indicate the tire doesn’t have a lot of miles on it, but look at this little hole in the mud.” I pointed out a hole that was about a quarter of an inch in diameter. “Something was protruding from the tire, probably a nail—” 
 
    “They’ll have a flat!” Melvin interrupted. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not—but they definitely have a nail or screw in the tire and a slow leak.” 
 
    He looked like a school kid who’d just won a prize. “I’ll grab my camera and casting kit.” 
 
    I thanked him and called out to Amy, who was standing near her marked Dodge Charger talking on her phone. “Can you give me a ride to the school bus?” I asked. “I need to speak with Susan right away.” 
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    7:30 a.m. 
 
      
 
    48 hours missing… 
 
      
 
    Before Amy put her car in park, I was out the door. There were three vans—all of them bearing the La Mort Police Department emblem—parked on the shoulder across from the bus, and large drop cloths had been draped across all of the windows. I spotted Susan and Takecia standing near Susan’s Tahoe. Several lab technicians were milling about in Tyvek suits, but there was no sign of Jennifer. 
 
    I walked over to Susan and Takecia, and gave Takecia a nod. “How’ve you been?” 
 
    She flashed a wide smile, exposing a row of perfect teeth, and pushed the zipper higher on her department-issued jacket. “I’d be better if it wouldn’t be so cold.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement. The temperature had fallen to about thirty-eight degrees overnight, a drastic drop from the warmer weather we’d been enjoying. My only hope was that it might slow the grass down a bit—I had been forced to cut my yard all through December and into January—and keep the mosquitoes at bay. Other than those two things, I had no use for cold weather. 
 
    I turned to Susan. “So, where’s Jennifer?” 
 
    A devilish grin played at the corners of Susan’s mouth and she shot a thumb over her shoulder. I glanced in that direction. Through the back windshield of a La Mort detective car that I recognized to be Jennifer’s, I saw a silhouette sitting in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “She’s in there pouting,” Susan explained. “Apparently, she doesn’t like being confronted about her lies and childish antics.” 
 
    “Oh, it was fun to see,” Takecia said. “I thought Susan was going to knock the poor girl on her back. She might be pregnant, but she can still kick some serious ass.” 
 
    I wanted to wince, but I exercised restraint with my facial expressions. I didn’t want it to appear that I was defending Jennifer. “Is she going to sit in there all day, or is she going to leave?” 
 
    “She can’t leave, because two of the technicians rode up here with her.” Susan shrugged and turned toward her driver’s door. “Jump in. I’ll give you a ride to your Tahoe.” 
 
    I waved at Takecia and slipped into the passenger’s seat. 
 
    “I’m sorry for doubting you,” Susan said when we had driven past Jennifer’s unmarked cruiser. “She admitted to doing it out of spite. She said you messed her over years ago and she wanted to get revenge.” 
 
    I sighed and glanced out the window on Susan’s side, struck by how different the area looked in the daytime. The meadow beyond the bus was covered in yellow flowers and they seemed to glow in the sunlight. The weeds were high enough that a body could’ve easily been concealed in that field. 
 
    As though reading my mind, Susan said she had called Mallory Tuttle and asked her to round up the remaining volunteers at the Murdock home and a K-9 officer and have them meet near the bus. 
 
    “I’m going to have them search every inch of that field,” she said, “and then I’m going to have them branch out into the woods. What are you going to do next?” 
 
    “I’m going back to Katrina Bradberry’s house.” I shook my head. “We’ve got no other leads and, at this point, everything points to her being involved. I need to find out what her husband knows and I might bring her sons into the station, try to squeeze them for everything they know.” 
 
    Susan drove around a large piece of rubber in the rocky road. I recognized it to be from a tire. There was a large and jagged bump in the road twenty feet beyond the debris, and it all made sense. Katrina had been barreling down the road and blew out the tire. She continued driving toward the camps, her rim cutting a deep gouge into the surface until she ran the bus off the road. She must’ve called her contact to have them meet her at the— 
 
    “That’s it!” I snapped my fingers. “I need to get a warrant for Katrina’s phone records so I can find out who she called and to get her GPS coordinates That’ll lead me right to her and—hopefully—Rose Murdock.” 
 
    “By the way, I told Laura about the school identification card,” Susan said slowly. “She realizes now how wrong she was about Michael.” 
 
    “What’d she say?” 
 
    “She broke down crying and made me promise to tell Michael she was sorry. She said she wished she hadn’t done it and she begged me to let her out of jail. She wants to help with her daughter’s search.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wish she hadn’t done that either,” was all I said. We wasted precious time dealing with Laura when we could’ve been looking for Rose. In a missing person case, time is always of the essence, and we were now past the forty-eight-hour mark. If another twenty-four hours were to pass without us locating her, our chances of finding her alive would be next to zero. 
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    I stared out the window in silence as Susan drove me to the Murdock home to retrieve my Tahoe. I was going over every piece of the puzzle, trying to put them all in the right place and hoping a picture would soon emerge. It was painfully obvious there were some pieces missing. If we never found them, we might never find Rose. 
 
    We were not far from the Murdock home when I saw a young boy standing beside the road, a large backpack hanging from his shoulders. The bag was filled with books and it looked heavy. I wondered— 
 
    “Stop the car, Susan!” I suddenly said. “That’s Luke. I need to speak with him.” 
 
    Susan hit the brakes and I lurched forward. We overshot Luke’s bus stop, but I didn’t wait for Susan to back up. 
 
    “Hey, buddy, I’m Clint Wolf,” I said when I jumped out of the vehicle, started walking back to where he stood. “Can I ask you a few questions?” 
 
    The kid’s eyes dropped to my gun. He nodded. “Sure. Is it about Rose?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I pointed to the school identification card pinned to his shirt. It was the same type of ID badge as the one we’d found on the abandoned bus. “You’re Luke, right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You mentioned Rose. How do you know her?” 
 
    “We ride the bus together.” 
 
    “Are y’all friends?” 
 
    “Not really. We just ride the same bus. She sits in the front and I sit in the back.” 
 
    “Do you have any classes with her at school?” 
 
    “Nah, she takes all honors classes—with the rest of the geeks.” 
 
    I glanced up and down the highway. Susan had pulled to the shoulder and was waiting inside her cruiser. I could see her on the phone. She hadn’t had a wink of sleep since this thing had started and she was running on pure will at this point. As tired as she had to be, I was surprised she hadn’t knocked Jennifer on her ass. 
 
    “So,” I said, turning back to Luke, “I saw you standing out here yesterday. Is this where you normally take the bus?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Were you standing out here on Wednesday waiting for the bus?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it passed me up. I had to take the next bus.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean it drove by without stopping to pick me up.” 
 
    “So, two buses were heading to the high school?” 
 
    “I guess so. When my regular bus passed, I was about to go inside and tell my mom, but another bus came by and stopped. She opened the door and I asked if she was going to the high school and she said yeah, so I got in.” 
 
    “What number was on the bus that picked you up?” 
 
    “Um, I think it was twenty-three.” 
 
    “What about the first bus?” 
 
    “It was my regular bus—ninety-nine.” 
 
    I scowled. “So, bus ninety-nine, which is the bus you usually take to school, drove right by without stopping to pick you up?” 
 
    “That’s right. He drove by like he didn’t even see me.” 
 
    My heart lurched to a stop. “Wait—did you say he drove by? A guy was driving?” 
 
    “Yeah, it wasn’t Miss Hurricane Katrina, it was some guy.” I must’ve had a befuddled look on my face, because he quickly explained that they called their bus driver Hurricane Katrina. “It’s because she’s mean,” he said. “She’ll destroy anybody who gets in her way, just like the hurricane.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to the person driving Hurricane Katrina’s bus. What did he look like?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Just a regular guy.” 
 
    “Did you see his face?” 
 
    “It’s hard to see the bus driver’s face when they get close to you because they’re so high, and it’s hard to see it when they’re far away because it’s too dark.” He shifted the heavy school bag on his shoulders. “I know it was a man because I could see his shape when he was almost at my house. When it kept driving, I figured it must be a mechanic who went to pick up Hurricane Katrina’s bus to fix it.” 
 
    I pursed my lips, cursing inwardly. This kid was a huge help, because now I knew I was looking for a male driver, but he was useless since he couldn’t identify the driver. 
 
    “If I showed you a picture of a man, do you think you might be able to identify him as the driver? Maybe it’ll jog your memory.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I couldn’t see his face. 
 
    Well, at least he was being consistent. Had he said he might be able to identify the man, then that would mean he had seen the driver’s face. I fished out a business card and handed it to him. “Keep this. If you think of anything or if you ever need anything, just give me a call.” 
 
    “Will it help me get out of jail?” His eyes were wide with glee. 
 
    “No,” I said flatly, and turned to walk away. 
 
    “Well?” Susan asked when I was back in her Tahoe. “Was he any help?” 
 
    I told her what I’d learned. 
 
    “Who do you think the man was?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I might have a suspect.” 
 
    “And who’s that?” 
 
    “Her son, Junior. He abuses drugs, he’s always around the house, and he didn’t seem to care that she was sick.” 
 
    Susan was thoughtful. She didn’t say anything as we drove the last few hundred feet to the Murdock home, but she was chewing on her bottom lip like it would be her last supper. 
 
    “If Junior was driving her bus, then where was Katrina when the kidnapping happened? And where is she now? And who was driving the car that made the rut in the mud puddle?” 
 
    “Those are all things I’m going to find out.” I stepped out of her vehicle and dug for my keys. 
 
    “You’re not going alone.” 
 
    “Yeah, everyone else is busy.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a question.” She set her jaw. “I’m calling Melvin and telling him to meet you here as soon as he’s done collecting the mold of the suspect’s tire. Until then, I expect you to wait and help me map out the search grid and give the teams their assignments. I want this search to be as orderly as possible so we can cover every inch of the fields surrounding the bus. God forbid she’s out there, but if she is, we need to find her as soon as possible.” 
 
    I hesitated, wanting to go straight to Junior’s trailer, but I knew she was right. Any prudent officer would wait for backup. Although I was tired, I was still thinking clear enough to know a second pair of eyes would be beneficial. 
 
    I looked toward the group that had gathered under the open tent. Amongst the townspeople there were a few reporters wearing coats and beanies that sported their station’s logos. I didn’t want to answer any of their questions, because I was beginning to worry that Rose was already dead and I was afraid I might say something to give away that sentiment. 
 
    Right at that moment, a gust of cold air blew the smell of frying bacon in my face. I glanced back toward the tent and saw an elderly man whisking eggs in a giant glass bowl while a woman—I assumed it was his wife—removed strips of bacon from a frying pan. My stomach started to growl almost instantly upon seeing the food. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll look over the grid with you,” I said to Susan in resignation. “I might even get a bite of breakfast before heading out to Hurricane Katrina’s house.” 
 
    Susan’s nose scrunched up. “Hurricane who?” 
 
    I waved her off. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  OceanofPDF.com





 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Two hours later… 
 
      
 
    I was glad to finally be away from the crowd under the tent, especially the news reporters. I didn’t like having to filter every word I uttered for fear one of them might overhear me. I mentioned this to Melvin as we headed south on Old Blackbird Highway toward Katrina Bradberry’s house, and he agreed. 
 
    “I just knew I was going to say something about the case and have it hit the front page,” he said. “And then I knew Susan was going to jump my ass like she jumped Jennifer’s ass.” 
 
    “No way,” was all I said, settling back into the driver’s seat and groaning. My belly was full and it made me feel even more tired. If I could just close my eyes for one minute— 
 
    “Hey, Clint, did you hear me?” 
 
    I jerked my head around. “What? What’d you say?” 
 
    “I was saying that Junior has a brand new car, and I was wondering if the tire track could’ve come from his vehicle.” 
 
    “That’s highly possible.” I was about to comment further when the radio scratched to life and Lindsey called out my number. I lifted the radio and told her to go ahead with her traffic. 
 
    “I just received a call about a missing person.” 
 
    “Not again.” I groaned audibly, shaking my head and wondering if we had another missing girl on our hands. “Go on.” 
 
    “A Mr. Ricky Bradberry called to say his wife is missing. He hasn’t seen her in a few days and he thinks something’s wrong.” 
 
    Melvin and I traded curious glances. I told Lindsey we were already en route to the house. Before I could even put the radio down, Melvin was turning into the shell drive at 9046 Old Blackbird Highway. The place looked different in daylight. The yard looked more cluttered and I could see the imperfections on the exterior siding more clearly. A man was standing on the porch smoking a cigarette. He was heavyset and wore navy blue work slacks with a dirty white T-shirt. 
 
    “I think Katrina Bradberry was cheating on her husband,” Melvin said flatly. “There’s no way Junior belongs to that man. The only similarity I see between them is that they’re both human.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue. Ricky the elder had a wide head and curly hair that was thinning on top. A network of red veins extended across the surface of his nose like spider webs, and some of them appeared to have burst under the skin. 
 
    I led the way up the driveway and onto the porch, extended my hand. After doing the introductions, I asked about the call he’d made to dispatch. 
 
    “I got a call from Lenny saying Junior has been saying some weird things about his mom, and Lenny asked if I could check on her.” The man scrubbed at his face with a hand that was dry and cracking. “I checked her bedroom and she’s not there. It’s a mess and I’ve never known her to keep it that way. Her bus is gone, so I thought she might be on a run, but I called and her phone goes straight to the message thingy.” 
 
    “Lenny and Junior—they’re your sons, right?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Lenny’s the oldest and Junior’s the baby.” 
 
    “Did Lenny give you any specifics about what Junior said?” 
 
    “Not really. He just said he was worried about his mom.” The man sighed. “Junior hasn’t been all there in the head since he started doing drugs, and Lenny thinks he probably did something bad.” 
 
    “Is Lenny around? I’d like to ask him more questions about his conversation with Junior.” 
 
    “No, he’s still offshore. He called from work to tell me Junior had called late last night talking crazy.” 
 
    “Can I have his number?” 
 
    “Sure.” Ricky dug out a pair of reading glasses and propped them on his thick nose. The nose pads were too narrow and the frames rested precariously on the bridge of his nose. He pulled out a flip phone and fumbled with the buttons. Finally, he turned it so I could see a number. I plugged the number into my phone and gave Melvin a nod before walking away to make the call. 
 
    “Lenny, this is Clint Wolf,” I said when Lenny answered. “I’m calling about a conversation you had with your brother. I was wondering—” 
 
    “Oh, God, I’m glad you called. He sounded crazy out of his mind. He called early this morning while it was still dark and began rambling about the cops coming over to the house and how Mom had stolen a little girl. He said there was vomit all over the walls in her room and he thinks she ate the girl and then threw her up.” Lenny paused, and I could hear him taking a breath. “What’s going on? I’ve never heard him sounding so crazy. I tried calling my mom but it rings straight to her voicemail. She always answers her phone—or at least she calls right back.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re trying to figure out.” I glanced in the direction of Junior’s house, but all was quiet back there. “Did he say anything else?” 
 
    “Um, gosh, he said so much.” There was another pause and he began humming to himself. He continued talking after a few long seconds. “Let’s see, he said something about a cop named Clint, which I’m assuming is you. He said Dad wasn’t around when the police broke into the house. Oh, yeah, and he also told me not to eat the sugar if I go to Mom and Dad’s house.” 
 
    I scrunched up my face. “Not to eat the sugar? What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “I’ve got no clue. I guess it was some kind of prophesy or something. He gets like that from time to time—thinks he can tell the future or he knows when something bad is about to happen.” 
 
    I asked a few more questions, but he had said about all there was to tell. After hanging up, I asked Ricky Bradberry why he hadn’t called earlier to report his wife missing. 
 
    “I didn’t know she was missing.” 
 
    “How could you not know? Y’all live in the same house.” 
 
    The man grunted. “We live together, but we’re about as separate as two people can get without being divorced. You know how some people wait until their kids graduate to get divorced?” 
 
    Melvin and I nodded. 
 
    “Well, we were going to do that, but then my lawyer told me it would cost too much money and we would lose our land. So, we decided to live together but stay separate. She gets one bedroom in the house and I get the other. We share the kitchen, but we’re never in it at the same time because we work different hours. She’s also got her own bathroom and I’ve got mine. That way, we barely have to see each other. To be honest, we get along better now that we’ve decided to live separate lives.” He chuckled. “Of course, it’s hard to fuss when we never see each other.” 
 
    That’s a screwed up way to live, I thought, but didn’t say it out loud. Instead, I asked him why he hadn’t noticed that the bus was gone. 
 
    “It’s usually always gone when I get home from work in the morning, and there are plenty of times when it’s gone when I leave for work in the evening. I don’t ask questions and, to be honest, I don’t really care what she does.” The semblance of a frown tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Of course, I sure hope nothing bad happened to her. She’s a good mother. She’s patient with Junior.” 
 
    “Do you mind if we search your house and property?” I didn’t know if he was aware that we had already searched the house. At that time, we were looking for Rose Murdock. Now, we had to find out what had happened to Katrina Bradberry. I was starting to fear she had fallen victim to some sort of foul play, but I had no clue how it factored into Rose’s case. 
 
    “Not at all.” Ricky stepped back and waved us through the door. “Search all you want.” 
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    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Not much had changed with the interior of the house. Melvin and I searched Katrina’s room first. We read every piece of paper we found—which included a pay stub, old receipts, and a grocery list—checked every electronic device in the room, and even searched under her mattress. We found nothing that might offer a clue as to her whereabouts or shed some light on what had become of her. 
 
    Once the search of her room was complete, I collected several samples of the dried vomit from the floor and the bucket beside the bed. 
 
    “What do you hope to learn from that stuff—which restaurants to avoid?” Melvin wanted to know, pointing at the samples I’d secured. 
 
    I hefted one of the evidence containers in my hand. “I don’t know if her illness had something to do with her disappearance, but we need to know what it was that got her sick.” 
 
    Once we had gathered up our gear, we moved into the kitchen, where I found a clean corner in the room to ground our equipment. I straightened and surveyed the room, wondering where to begin. It was then that my eyes caught sight of the contents of the tabletop. Nothing had changed from earlier—there was still a box of cereal, a yellow container of sugar, a dirty bowl, and a spoon—but I took a second, long look at the container of sugar. Why on earth had Junior told Lenny not to eat it? 
 
    I turned to Ricky Bradberry, who was standing in the opening between the kitchen and the living room. “Did you use any of that sugar?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Not even with your coffee?” 
 
    “Nope. I drink it straight from the pot, like God intended.” 
 
    I approached the table and noticed that the cover on the sugar container was loose. Pulling on a latex glove, I carefully screwed the lid until it was tightly sealed, and then placed it in an airtight evidence can. “We need to get this to the lab as soon as possible. If she was drugged or poisoned, it probably came from this container.” 
 
    “Do you really think Junior poisoned her?” Melvin asked. 
 
    “Why would you think that?” Ricky interjected. “Why would you think my son poisoned his mom?” 
 
    “Lenny said Junior told him not to eat the sugar,” I explained, “and your wife—err, estranged wife—has vomited all over her room, so she was either sick, drugged, or poisoned.” 
 
    Melvin reached for the container. “I’ll call Jennifer Duval and see if her team is still around. I can turn the evidence over to her and have her bring it to the lab.” 
 
    I hesitated, but knew it would be a good idea. We were strapped too thin to send someone to the lab and it might help to get Jennifer out of town. I didn’t know how long she planned on visiting with her brother, but the sooner she left town, the better I would feel, so I handed it over. “Good idea. Ask her to put a rush on it and to let us know what’s in it as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    When Melvin stepped out, I continued searching the kitchen while Ricky leaned against the wall and watched. He looked dejected, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
    I went through all of the cabinets and drawers above the sink, and then dug through the trash can in the corner of the room. I then began working my way through the lower cabinets. They were mostly filled with dishes, pots, and other cooking ware, except for the cabinet under the sink. In that one, there were bottles of dish washing detergent, a bleach spray bottle, and empty plastic bags. I sifted through the empty plastic bags and was about to call it done when I noticed a small glass container tucked away in the back corner of the cabinet. 
 
    “What in hell’s name is that?” I asked out loud, taking a picture of the item with my phone before reaching for it with a gloved hand. When I pulled it close enough to see what it was, I realized it was an empty baby food jar. The label had been peeled from the outside and the jar had been cleaned out. Someone had used a Sharpie to write “Bill’s Jewelry and Pawn” on the silver lid. I held it to the light and noticed traces of a white powdery substance at the bottom of the jar. 
 
    “Do you recognize this?” I asked, turning it in Ricky’s direction. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’ve never seen that in my life.” 
 
    “What about Bill’s Jewelry and Pawn—have you ever been there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I go there all the time, but I never bought that thing.” 
 
    “Does Junior ever go to the pawn shop with you?” 
 
    He nodded, but looked dumbfounded. He had no clue what was going on. 
 
    I stood slowly to my feet, my mind turning over this information. Cyanide was sometimes used by jewelers to clean jewelry and it was highly lethal. If this was cyanide and it had been placed in Katrina’s sugar, it would have caused a number of symptoms, which included vomiting. I hurried outside. 
 
    “Melvin,” I called, jogging to the driveway where he was standing, talking on the phone, “we need to get this analyzed, too.” 
 
    “Oh, hold on, Jennifer, we’ve got another specimen to send up to the lab,” Melvin said. His expression turned curious, and then he nodded. “Yeah, it’s Clint. Okay, here he is.” He handed me the phone and whispered, “It’s Jennifer and she wants to talk to you.” 
 
    I hesitated, but it was too late to wave him off, so I took the phone. “Jennifer Duval,” I said slowly, trying to remain calm, “that was some dirty shit you did to Susan.” 
 
    “I know and I’m sorry. I…it was a moment of weakness. I didn’t know she was pregnant. And when I found out, it triggered some anger. I tried to deal with it, but it got the best of me when you rejected me…yet again. I have to admit, I still harbor some bitterness over what you did to me back when we spent that Christmas together—” 
 
    “Look, I’m not interested in strolling down memory lane with you. What do you want? Why did you ask to speak with me?” 
 
    “I…well…I just wanted to congratulate you on the baby.” 
 
    I sighed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You know, when we worked together I used to always dream about us connecting. I thought you were the one. When we finally hooked up that Christmas, I was so happy. You made me feel so special, better than I’d felt in years. I thought I’d finally found the one.” 
 
    I took a breath and glanced over at Melvin. He furrowed his brow and stared inquisitively at me. I just shook my head. 
 
    “And then you did what you did,” Jennifer continued. “I’m not going to rehash anything, I promise, but you claimed you didn’t want to be involved with a partner and I was okay with it. But then you go and start dating someone you work with down here in this little shit town, and then y’all get married, and now you’re having a kid. You know, it kind of hurts. I know you don’t care, but it really hurts.” 
 
    “That was years ago, Jennifer.” I was careful not to call her Jen, which is what she preferred me to call her. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “An apology would be a good start.” 
 
    I hesitated, then shook my head in resignation. “Okay, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how much that weekend meant to you. I never meant to hurt you. It just—” 
 
    “I know, I know—we worked together and you didn’t want to make things complicated. Well, I guess Susan is some kind of special woman to make you break your cardinal rule.” 
 
    I started to respond, but I took a breath and decided to change the subject. “Did Melvin tell you we think this woman might’ve been poisoned?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Do you think y’all can test the contents of the jar and sugar container we seized?” 
 
    “You know we can. I’d do anything for you. I’ll have the results by the end of the day.” 
 
    I thanked her—a bit begrudgingly, still angry over what she had done to Susan—and then handed the phone back to Melvin. He took it and they talked for a bit longer. I walked to the edge of the concrete and stared at all the clutter in the yard, wondering where to search next. 
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    The grass around the Bradberry home had been cut within the last week, but that was about all they had done. No one had bothered weeding around the junk and equipment in the yard. Bright green weeds grew in a narrow and thick strip—like a green highlighter—around every item in the yard. As I examined each item visually, trying to detect if anything had been moved recently, I found my eyes drifting back to the pond south of the house. 
 
    Melvin joined me when he ended the call and he followed my gaze. “What’re you thinking?” 
 
    “What if she’s in the pond?” I asked. “They could’ve tied a heavy piece of equipment to her and dropped her in the water, never to be seen again.” 
 
    He nodded and followed me across the property. We stopped at the edge of the water, where prehistoric grass was growing in thick clumps, and studied the banks of the pond, looking for any signs that would indicate something had gone in the water recently. There was nothing. Not a bent weed, nor a muddy shoeprint, nor a single drag mark. 
 
    I turned and started making my way slowly back toward the house, figuring I’d better search the back of the property again. I knew I had to pick up Junior for questioning, but I was so tired that all I wanted to do was crawl up in a ball and take a nap right there in the yard, next to that large engine block— 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute!” I said, rushing forward. 
 
    “What is it?” Melvin called, breaking into a run and trying to keep pace with me. 
 
    I didn’t answer him until we were standing in front of the large engine block located at the back corner of the house. 
 
    “Notice anything weird about this piece of equipment?” I traced the outline of the engine block with my finger, showing him that the edges weren’t highlighted in weeds. “This engine block was placed here after the grass was cut.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, still not getting it. “What do you think it means?” 
 
    “It probably means someone buried Katrina Bradberry in the yard and then moved this giant engine block on top of the burial plot to disguise the freshly turned earth.” I pointed to a few dried clumps of fresh mud mixed in with the grass at our feet. “You can see that there’s been some activity in this area.” 
 
    Melvin squatted and studied the ground as I turned and hurried inside the house, summoning Ricky Bradberry. When he had joined us near the engine block, I asked if he had moved it there. 
 
    “Nah, that was under the carport. I bought it from an old buddy of mine who used to have a bus, and I was going to use it for spare parts. I don’t know what it’s doing out here.” He scratched his head and glanced around the yard, pointed to his winch truck. “Whoever moved it had to use my truck. This thing is too heavy even for ten strong men to carry.” 
 
    “Where are the keys to the truck?” I asked. 
 
    “I keep them on a hook by the back door to the kitchen.” 
 
    “Does Junior know where you keep them?” 
 
    “Of course he does.” 
 
    That little bastard! I was disappointed in myself for not picking up any vibes from Junior. If his mom was buried under this engine block, the kid would have some explaining to do. 
 
    “Have you done any digging in this area?” I pointed to the clumps of mud at our feet. 
 
    “Like I told you, I’m always at work. I don’t even have time to cut the grass. Katrina usually does it, but Lenny helps her from time to time. I’m not sure who cut the grass last, but it was cut before this was moved.” 
 
    I mulled over what I had just learned, then began asking about Katrina. “Can you try to remember the last time you saw your wife?” 
 
    “Over the weekend, I guess.” He was thoughtful. “It was probably Sunday morning.” 
 
    “How was she?” 
 
    “She was fine.” 
 
    “Did she complain of having a headache or did she seem to be suffering from dizziness or shortness of breath?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did you notice if she was having convulsions when you saw her on Sunday? Or had she started vomiting yet?” 
 
    “Like I already told you, she was fine when I saw her.” As I stood there studying him, his eyes turned to slits and his bushy eyebrows came together over the bridge of his nose. “Are you accusing me of something? Do you think I did something to Katrina?” 
 
    I held his gaze. “Did you?” 
 
    He leaned closer. “No, I did not!” 
 
    I believed the old man. Cyanide was a relentless killer, and it didn’t waste time. Depending on the level of exposure, Katrina would’ve died within minutes or hours of ingestion, and it would’ve been painfully obvious to Ricky that his wife was in distress. 
 
    I pointed to his winch truck. “Can you get your keys and use your truck to move this engine block? I want to see what’s under it.” 
 
    He nodded and shuffled off. When he returned, he pulled himself into the truck and fired up the engine. The muffler coughed up a cloud of smoke and the engine sputtered, but he finally had it humming. Once he’d backed the truck up to the large chunk of metal, we attached the cable to it and he slowly lifted it into the air. 
 
    I pursed my lips when the ground came into view. There was a patch of bare earth about five feet long and four feet wide, and it was obvious it had been recently dug up. 
 
    “Damn, this is a grave,” I whispered to Melvin when Ricky had driven off with the engine block hanging from the back of his truck. “Can you call the sheriff’s office and ask them to bring a cadaver dog out here? If the dog alerts on the mound, we’ll have an excavation on our hands.” 
 
    “Do you think Rose is down there with Katrina?” 
 
    The very thought made my stomach turn, but I had to acknowledge it was a possibility. “I sure hope not, Melvin. God, I sure hope not.” 
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    An hour later… 
 
      
 
    I jerked awake and stared wildly about, wondering where I was and what it was that had awakened me. The sun was shining and I was in the back cargo area of my Tahoe, where it was nice and warm. I sat up and glanced out the side window. A sheriff’s office canine vehicle was parked in front of my SUV. A door slammed and I realized that’s what had stirred me from my sleep. I stretched, rubbed my eyes, and glanced at the time on my cell phone. It had only been an hour, but that nap had significantly recharged my batteries. I felt like a new man. 
 
    As I crawled from the back of my vehicle and rounded the corner—straightening my holster as I did so—Gretchen Verdin came into view. She had Geronimo with her and they were heading for the back yard of the Bradberry home. 
 
    She smiled when she saw me. “You look like you’ve been buried alive yourself.” 
 
    “At least I feel like I’ve been resurrected.” 
 
    “At least,” she said playfully. 
 
    I stepped in line with her and we proceeded to the back of the house, where Amy Cooke was sitting on an overturned bucket. She smiled a greeting, but didn’t move from her seat. 
 
    It was cooler now that I was out of my Tahoe and the wind was hitting me, but it wasn’t as cold as it had been earlier. I was thankful for that. I walked over to where Amy sat and we both watched as Gretchen guided Geronimo over the plot of packed earth. 
 
    “Where’s Melvin?” I asked Amy. When I had stretched out in the back of my cruiser, he had been sitting on the tailgate of his truck talking on his phone to the sheriff’s office dispatcher. 
 
    “He’s heading to his house to get some shovels and dowel rods. He’s convinced that Rose Murdock and Katrina Bradberry are sleeping down there.” She then shot a thumb toward the trees behind the Bradberry home. “Susan sent Takecia to sit on Junior’s trailer. She radioed a minute ago to say she still hasn’t detected any movement from inside, but Melvin did tell us that Junior sleeps during the day.” 
 
    “He does and—” 
 
    Before I could say another word, Geronimo made a scratching motion and then sat on his haunches. 
 
    “There’s a body under here.” Gretchen gave Geronimo a reward for his good work and backed away. “I can’t tell how deep it is or how long it’s been here based on his alert, but there’s definitely a dead body down there.” 
 
    I thanked her and she walked off, heading back to her regular duties. I had known there must be a reason for the freshly turned earth and I was expecting the dog to alert, but to have it confirmed sent a chill down my backside and I shuddered. What if Rose is buried in this spot with Katrina? 
 
    This was not how I envisioned Rose’s case to end. I had been hoping against hope that we would find her alive, even though the practical side of me knew the chances were slim and diminishing with each tick of the clock. I got on the phone with Susan. 
 
    “Sue, the dog alerted on the apparent grave behind Katrina Bradberry’s house. I think Rose might be down there with her. I mean, we’ve searched everywhere for her and turned up nothing. If she’s not here, I don’t know where else she could be.” 
 
    She was silent for a long moment. “Is the area wide enough to fit two bodies?” 
 
    I scowled as I stared down at the grave, shook my head. “You know what? It isn’t wide enough or long enough to fit two people.” Hope was beginning to seep back into my pores, but then a thought occurred to me and it drained away. “Wait a minute…they could’ve piled the bodies on top of each other.” 
 
    “Well, let’s just hope Katrina is the only one down there.” She sounded tired. “Do you need some help?” 
 
    “No, we should be good. Melvin’s on the way with shovels and I’ve got Amy here with me now. How about you?” I asked. “How are you holding up? You sound tired.” 
 
    “I took a cat nap earlier, probably got in thirty minutes. I might sound like shit, but I feel better.” She paused and I could almost hear the gears turning in her head. “So, I understand Jennifer went out to the Bradberry home to pick up some possible samples of cyanide.” 
 
    I told her about the phone call between us, and how it ended. “I didn’t see her when she got here, though. Melvin dealt with her.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope that’s the last we see of her.” 
 
    I frowned, told her about Jennifer’s brother who now lived in Mechant Loup. 
 
    “That’s great,” Susan said wryly. “This town just got a whole lot smaller.” 
 
    I agreed and ended the call just as Melvin’s truck rumbled through the yard. He stopped a few feet from the grave site. He jumped out with two paper plates wrapped in aluminum foil and two cans of Coke. He handed one of the drinks and a plate to Amy and the other to me, then he headed back for his truck. “I’ve got one for Takecia, too. I’ll be back in a second.” 
 
    My stomach was grumbling again, and I peeled back the foil to expose two fried chicken legs, a link of sausage, white rice, and several pieces of fried shrimp. I plopped to the ground next to Amy’s chair and began wolfing the food down. I knew we would be busy for the next few hours, and we might not get another chance to eat for some time. 
 
    When Melvin returned, I asked him where he’d gotten the food. 
 
    “They’re cooking under the tent at the Murdock homestead again.” 
 
    My thoughts turned to Laura Murdock and I frowned. “Has anyone checked on Laura lately?” 
 
    Melvin took a large bite of chicken and nodded. Talking around his food, he said he had checked in on her after retrieving the shovels from his house. “I told her we were still out here searching, but she didn’t seem to be encouraged. She was crying and she told me she knew Rose was dead, that she could feel it in her soul. She begged me to release her.” He swallowed and smirked. “She told me she’d do anything to get out, and when I say anything, I mean anything. She was offering me sex and money.” He shook his head. “I got the hell out of there and told Lindsey to document what she said on the radio log.” 
 
    I couldn’t even imagine how Laura was feeling, so I wasn’t about to pass judgment. About missing person cases, I’d always heard it was the “not knowing” that tortured the victim’s family the most. Somehow, I figured not knowing had to be better than learning Rose was buried underground in Katrina Bradberry’s yard. At least at the moment she could still hope that her daughter would be found alive. 
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    We finished our food in silence and then I put away my trash and grabbed one of the thin dowel rods from the back of Melvin’s truck. Beginning at the western end of the oblong patch of flattened dirt, I began slowly inserting the rod—it was four feet long and about a quarter-inch in diameter—into the ground. I pushed it as far down as it would go, pulled it out again, and then moved a few inches down before repeating the process. 
 
    The dirt had not been packed very tight and the rod pushed through quite easily. I had only gone about a foot from the western end of the grave site when the rod hit something solid. It was only about two feet down. I turned to Melvin. “Can you grab me some evidence flags?” 
 
    He nodded and rushed to his truck, returning with a handful of yellow flags attached to metal wires. I inserted a flag into the hole, and then continued making my way across the patch of dirt, duplicating that process each time the dowel rod encountered something solid beneath the surface. 
 
    After I was done, I straightened and stepped back from the grave site. We all stood there staring at the flags for a moment, each of us lost in our own thoughts. The flags formed the clear outline of a body, and Amy and Melvin were probably wondering the same thing I was wondering—would we unearth Rose, Katrina, or both, and what would be the condition of the body or bodies? 
 
    I tossed the dowel rod aside and grabbed a shovel. Amy and Melvin followed suit. Using each flag as a guide to determine how deep to dig in the different areas, we began removing one layer of dirt at a time. 
 
    We had probably worked for an hour and had cleared out most of the dirt from the center of the oblong grave when the first signs of a body came into view. It was a nose, or what was left of it. I dropped to my knees and began removing one gloved handful of dirt at a time. Before long, I had exposed a human face that was badly decomposed, but there was enough of the flesh still intact to identify it as the body of Katrina Bradberry. 
 
    “Can one of you call the coroner’s office?” I used the shoulder of my shirt to wipe sweat from my face. “We need to get her autopsied as soon as possible.” 
 
    Amy jerked her phone from her back pocket. “I’m on it.” 
 
    I continued digging with my hands, and Melvin assisted me. We eventually dug a trench around her entire body, and were able to determine that she was alone down there with her purse. I took a quick glance inside the purse and saw that it contained her wallet, a cell phone, and a set of keys that appeared to be for the bus. 
 
    “Thank God Rose isn’t in this hole,” I muttered when Melvin and I pulled back to take a break. 
 
    “But where is she?” 
 
    I didn’t even answer. Instead, I mentioned we needed to make sure Ricky Bradberry didn’t come outside and see his wife like this. 
 
    “That son of a gun is sleeping,” Amy said, walking up and putting her phone away. “I went to use the bathroom and I saw him crashed on the sofa, snoring like a trumpet player. Anyway, I notified the coroner’s office and let Susan know what was going on.” 
 
    “What time is it?” I asked, knowing it had to be almost dinner time because my stomach was groaning in anger. 
 
    “A little after four-thirty,” Amy said. “It’ll be dark in two hours.” 
 
    She was right. 
 
    I turned to Melvin. “Can you wait here for the coroner’s investigator?” 
 
    “Yeah, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going to snatch Junior out of his bed and I’m taking him to the police department.” I peeled off my latex gloves. “The kid’s got some explaining to do.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Amy said, but then glanced at Melvin. “Well, as long as you don’t mind.” 
 
    Melvin waved his hand in the air. “Of course I don’t mind. When I was a kid, I used to dream of being a cop just so I could babysit dead people while other officers go out and do the cool stuff.” 
 
    Amy hesitated, but Melvin flashed a large grin. “I’m joking. Get out of here.” 
 
    I was already halfway to my Tahoe when Amy caught up to me. 
 
    “Do you think he’ll fight?” she asked. 
 
    “I doubt it. He’s a sickly kid. He doesn’t have much energy for anything, much less fighting.” 
 
    Once we had piled into my SUV, I drove to the back of street, not even trying to disguise our approach. Takecia’s car was hidden behind some bushes and she was sitting inside, but she quickly jumped out when I sped by, heading straight for the front of Junior’s trailer. I stopped several feet from the steps and jumped out. 
 
    “Open the door, Junior!” I bellowed, banging so hard on the trailer that I thought it might fall off its block. “Junior, open the goddamn door!” 
 
    After my second knock, I heard stumbling footsteps approaching the entrance. When the knob turned, I jerked the door open and Junior nearly spilled out face-first. He caught himself on the frame. His eyes widened when he saw me standing there, but they nearly popped out of his head when he saw Amy and Takecia hurrying closer, their guns drawn. 
 
    “Whoa, man, what’s going on?” he asked. “I thought everything was invisible.” 
 
    I reached up and grabbed the front of his T-shirt, jerking him out of the doorway. The shirt tore and he landed with a thump on the front lawn. The impact knocked his wind out. He began wheezing and coughing, trying to suck in some air. 
 
    “Get up,” I said, grabbing an arm. “And get your ass in my cruiser.” 
 
    Amy grabbed his other arm. We escorted him toward the front seat, where I pushed him inside. Amy snapped the seatbelt in place and told him if he made any wrong moves she’d strangle him with a strap. 
 
    “But…but what’s going on? This is kidnapping.” 
 
    I ignored him and slipped into the driver’s seat. While Amy advised him of his Miranda rights, I sped out of the driveway and onto Old Blackbird Highway, heading north toward town. 
 
    “You said you wouldn’t arrest me for the drugs,” Junior said. “You promised!” 
 
    “This is not about the drugs.” I slowed when we approached the Murdock home. Both sides of the highway were still lined with cars and dozens of volunteers were walking back and forth from the tents. Some were just coming in from the fields and others were heading out, armed with flashlights and walking sticks. It would be another long night in the search for Rose Murdock. 
 
    “Then what’s it about? I didn’t do nothing wrong, I swear it!” 
 
    “Do you remember having a conversation with your brother early this morning?” I glanced at him to measure his expression. It was blank. Hell, he was probably so high this morning—and every morning—that he didn’t remember anything. I was surprised he remembered me saying I wouldn’t arrest him for his minor drug offense. 
 
    “I didn’t talk to Lenny this morning. I was sleeping.” 
 
    “That’s not what he says—and it would’ve been early, before you went to sleep.” 
 
    “You talked to Lenny?” His tone was accusatory. “What did he say?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me?” I certainly didn’t want to suggest anything to him. When dealing with suspects who abused drugs and alcohol, I was very careful not to provide too much information pertaining to the case. In their uncertain and confused state, it could be easy to convince them that they had committed the offense in question, although they were completely innocent. 
 
    If Junior had detailed information that would implicate himself in the murder of his mother, I needed him to volunteer it, and I needed it coming from his independent recollection—not from something I suggested. 
 
    “I didn’t—I mean, I don’t remember talking to him.” 
 
    “Is it possible you spoke to him?” 
 
    Junior turned his hollow eyes downward and sat there staring at his hands for a moment. “I guess it’s possible.” 
 
    “Did you get high last night?” 
 
    “I get high every night.” He chuckled, but then stopped abruptly when he realized I wasn’t amused. “Um, yeah, I was a little high last night.” 
 
    “What would you say if your brother said he talked to you this morning?” 
 
    “Lenny?” His face scrunched up curiously. 
 
    “Do you have any other brothers?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope, just Lenny.” 
 
    “If Lenny said he spoke to you, what would you say to that?” 
 
    “I mean, if he said he talked to me, then he must’ve talked to me.” 
 
    “But you don’t remember?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, sir.” 
 
    I sighed and didn’t ask another question until we had arrived at the police department and I’d parked under the building. 
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    4:53 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Over 57 hours missing… 
 
      
 
    “Do you need anything to eat or drink?” I asked Junior once we had stepped out of my SUV and begun walking up the large concrete steps to the police department, with Amy bringing up the rear. “There’s a restaurant right down the street and I’d be happy to get you a burger or something.” 
 
    “No, sir.” He stood back while I opened the door, and then walked through it. “I would like a cigarette though, if you have one.” 
 
    I shook my head and shot a thumb in Amy’s direction. “Sorry, but we don’t smoke.” 
 
    “I can run down the street and get him a pack,” Amy offered, pausing in the doorway. “I don’t mind.” 
 
    Junior’s eyes lit up, so I nodded and watched as Amy descended the steps two at a time. When she made it to the sidewalk, I turned back to Junior. “Let’s go inside and get started while she buys your cigarettes.” 
 
    Junior nodded and followed me down the hallway, past the dispatcher’s station, and into the first interview room. I showed him to a chair and sat beside him. 
 
    “Alright, Junior, tell me what you and Lenny talked about.” 
 
    He leaned forward, resting his boney elbows on his kneecaps. The sore he’d been scratching earlier had stopped bleeding, but there was dried blood caked on his face around the wound. 
 
    I waited at least two minutes. When he didn’t answer, I asked if he remembered the conversation at all. 
 
    “I’m trying—I really am—but I don’t remember if I did or not. If he said I did, then I must have. I just don’t remember.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Do you remember when you saw your mother last?” 
 
    “Um, I think it was Monday morning before I went to sleep. She was sick and throwing up. It grossed me out, so I got some food and left.” 
 
    I didn’t want to suggest anything about the sugar, so I tried to get him talking about it on his own. “Do you remember what was on the table when you went to her house?” 
 
    “Let’s see…there was a cereal box, and a dirty bowl that she ate the cereal out of, and I think the sugar was out.” 
 
    “What do you remember about the sugar?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    I took a breath. I was trying to be patient, but I could feel Rose’s life slipping away with every second it took me to deal with Junior. What if the two cases aren’t even connected? I thought. What if this is a complete waste of time, when I could be out there helping lead the search for the poor young girl? 
 
    “Did you eat any of the sugar?” I asked, hoping it would trigger some kind of memory. 
 
    “Um, I probably did,” he said. “I like sugar, so I’m sure I ate some of it.” 
 
    Not that sugar, I thought, or you’d be dead. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how far I could press Junior, so I decided to jump in a little. “Junior, did you do anything to your mom?” 
 
    He pushed off of his knees and scrunched up his skinny face. “What do you mean by that? Did I do something to my mom—what kind of question is that? What would I have done to my mom?” 
 
    “Did you kill your mom?” I asked the question slow and smooth, as though I were asking him if he brushed his teeth. 
 
    He recoiled in horror and nearly fell off his chair. “Wait, is my mom dead? Is that what you’re saying?” He glanced around the tiny room, panic beginning to show in his tired face. “Are you saying she’s gone?” 
 
    I hesitated, not knowing what kind of emotional damage it would do to him. 
 
    “Dear Lord, it’s true, isn’t it?” He slid from his chair and dropped to his knees on the floor. He made wailing sounds, but no tears formed in his eyes. “That’s why there was no food in the kitchen today and yesterday.” 
 
    “Do you know what could’ve happened to her?” I asked once he had stopped his hollering. He was unstable from his drug use, and it was hard to read him. “Do you have a clue about how she might’ve died?” 
 
    “I didn’t even know she was gone.” He pulled himself to his chair, sat there shaking his head. “What am I going to do if she’s gone?” He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head violently. “This can’t be happening. Are you sure it’s her?” 
 
    “I’m positive. Do you have any idea how she died?” 
 
    “No, sir. I don’t know who could’ve killed her.” 
 
    “What makes you think she was murdered?” I wanted to know. 
 
    “Well, I just thought since you’re asking me questions, then she must’ve been murdered. Y’all don’t question people like this when someone has a heart attack, right? I thought I heard y’all only haul people down to the station when y’all think they did something wrong.” 
 
    “Do you think you did something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just…I don’t really remember if I did anything wrong. If I did, then Jesus must’ve told me to do it. He’s the only one I listen to when I’m high.” 
 
    I scowled as I studied Junior’s face. I knew it had to be him, but I didn’t know how I was going to prove it, and I didn’t even know if he was culpable, considering he might’ve been so high he didn’t even know what he did. 
 
    I looked up when the door to the interview room opened and Amy walked in. “I looked through the glass and saw that no one was talking,” she explained. 
 
    I told her it was okay and watched as she turned toward Junior. She dangled a pack of cigarettes in the air. “Are you ready for one?” she asked. 
 
    Junior looked up like a hungry dog, his mouth wide and his hands dangling in front of him. I thought he was going to leap into the air and snatch the pack from Amy’s outstretched hand, but he didn’t. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’m ready for one,” he said. “Please, I need a cigarette so bad. My nerves are shot. I just found out my mom’s dead.” 
 
    Amy cast an inquisitive glance in my direction to see if it was okay for her to take Junior out for a cigarette, and I nodded. She turned toward Junior. “Are you ready to take a walk outside for a smoke?” 
 
    His eyes lit up. “Yes, please!” 
 
    I followed them out of the interview room but stopped near the dispatcher’s station. “Hey, Lindsey, can you keep an eye on this kid if I lock him in the interview room?” I asked. “Amy and I need to check out Bill’s Jewelry and Pawn.” 
 
    “Jesus, if y’all need some extra cash just say so,” she said, a grin flashing across her face. “There’s no need to pawn your guns. I might not have much, but I’ll loan you what I have. Just please don’t pawn your stuff.” 
 
    I grinned in return. “I’d pawn my left arm before I’d part with any of my guns.” 
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    After Amy and I had locked Junior in the interview room for safekeeping—he had objected to the door being locked until we told him that all he had to do was pick up the phone and call Lindsey if he wanted to go to the bathroom or get something to drink—we hurried to my Tahoe and I fired up the engine, racing toward lower Chateau Parish, which was just north of town. I’d heard of Bill’s Jewelry and Pawn and I knew where it was located, but I’d never been inside. 
 
    When we reached the strip mall where the pawn shop was located, I turned into the parking lot and stepped wearily from my Tahoe. I was ready for another nap, but I didn’t have time. I asked Amy if she had gotten any sleep, and she said she’d taken a little nap earlier. 
 
    “It wasn’t nearly enough, but it’ll have to do, I guess.” 
 
    I just nodded as we stepped up onto the sidewalk and approached a door boasting a sign that read: Welcome to Bill’s Jewelry and Pawn, where you’ll get the best deals from dusk till dawn. 
 
    Amy hesitated with her hand on the knob. “That doesn’t make any sense at all.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “That would mean he’s open throughout the night. I know dusk doesn’t rhyme with pawn, but the sign should read “from dawn till dusk,” since he’s closed between dusk and dawn.” 
 
    I shrugged and let myself in. A bell jingled loudly when I pushed the door inward. 
 
    “Are you Bill? Bill Welch?” I asked the elderly man who sat on a stool behind the glass counter. It looked like he was trying to grow his forehead back to his neck, and the little bit of hair he did have was white. He wore an expensive button down shirt that was open wide at the neck, exposing a thick gold chain with a boat anchor attached to it. 
 
    He shifted a pair of rimless glasses on his nose and nodded. “Can I help you?” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my images, stopping when I found a picture of the empty jar of baby food. I turned my phone so he could see the screen. “Do you recognize this jar?” 
 
    He peered through his glasses and his eyes widened. “I do recognize it. How’d you get a hold of that? I hope you didn’t open that jar.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, I ask how you got a hold of it because I never get rid of those jars. Next, if you opened it, you could get poisoned. That’s what I store my potassium cyanide in. I use it to clean some of the jewelry I service.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” I shook my head and turned to look at Amy. She was frowning. I turned my attention back to Bill. “Do you know how anyone could’ve gotten their hands on this jar?” 
 
    “I mean, they must’ve stolen it. Like I said, I never get rid of those jars, and I would recognize them anywhere.” He pointed to the side of the jar, where the name of his company was displayed. “This is my handwriting, so this is definitely my jar.” 
 
    I glanced around the shop. There were tools, musical instruments, and appliances strewn all about the place. Price tags ranged from a few dollars for an old drill to a couple thousand dollars for a drum set. Within the glass counter on which we leaned, there were handguns, jewelry, high-end knives, and a few stun guns. I’d noticed a number of strategically-placed surveillance cameras mounted to the ceiling and in every corner. 
 
    I pointed to the cameras. “Do those things work?” 
 
    “They do, but they only go back a month or so.” Bill removed his glasses and leaned closer, resting his hairy arms on the glass countertop. “Do you mind telling me where you found my jar? I get a lot of customers in and out of here, but I don’t know all of them. Some are locals, but many are from out of town. I sure hope it’s not someone I know and do business with on a regular—” 
 
    “Ricky Bradberry,” I said, cutting him off. When Bill nearly fell off his stool, I knew he was familiar with Ricky. “We found it under the sink in his kitchen, but I’m pretty sure he didn’t even know it was there.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “We think his son might’ve been the one who took it. Do you know Junior, and has he ever been in the shop before?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, he’s been in here quite a few times. He sometimes comes here with Big Ricky and he sometimes comes alone.” 
 
    “When’s the last time Ricky or Junior have been in here?” I asked. “I need a date and a reason for the visit.” 
 
    “Let’s see…” Bill pushed himself up and labored to get off the stool. When he was finally on his feet, he held onto the counter and made his way to an old computer that rested atop the counter. After a few minutes of digging, he looked up over his glasses. “Ricky was in here three weeks ago—it was on a Saturday morning, December sixteenth, at nine sharp—to purchase a handgun.” 
 
    “What kind of handgun was it?” 
 
    “It was a Glock 22.” Bill looked down at the computer screen again. “He bought that and a box of bullets.” 
 
    “Was Junior with him?” 
 
    Bill was thoughtful. “I really don’t remember. He’s been in here so many times, sometimes with Junior and sometimes not, that all of the visits start to run together, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Where do you keep your cyanide? And how would someone get their hands on it?” 
 
    Bill shot a thumb to a large safe behind the counter. “That’s where I keep it, and there’s no way anyone’s getting inside it without the combination.” He stabbed at his temple with an index finger. “And I’m the only one who knows the combination. I’ve never told a soul and I’ve never written it down anywhere.” 
 
    I held up my phone. “But someone did get a hold of one, as is evidenced by this photograph.” 
 
    His brow furrowed. “I know what you’re saying, but I don’t know how it’s possible.” 
 
    “Do you mind pulling up the footage from the day Ricky Bradberry was here last?” I pointed to the camera facing the back of the counter. “Maybe the camera covering that area might shed some light on how a jar of cyanide walked out of this building.” 
 
    Bill seemed skeptical, but he moved toward the front of the store and flipped the sign to Closed. He then locked the door and led me around the corner and toward the back of the building. Amy looked up from where she was plucking the strings on an old guitar, called after me, “Did you know I used to be a rock star when I was in high school?” 
 
    “You break it, you buy it,” Bill grumbled, “and I don’t care that you’re the law.” 
 
    “I might buy it anyway.” Amy turned away from the guitar and fell in behind me. “It’s a nice piece.” 
 
    Bill grabbed a tall stack of junk mail from his desktop and tossed it to the side. Muttering something to himself about firing the maid, he dug around for the mouse and then shook it to wake up the monitor. It was painfully obvious he didn’t access the system very often, because he fumbled with the controls, talking himself through the process. 
 
    “Maybe if you click on the Search button,” I offered. 
 
    Without responding, he clicked the button and grunted when the calendar appeared. “What date did I tell you?” 
 
    “December sixteenth,” I said, glancing at Amy, who was standing behind the man. 
 
    “So, how much will you take for that guitar?” she asked. 
 
    Bill navigated the mouse over the camera that covered the counter and clicked on it to enlarge the screen. “Three hundred.” 
 
    “Three hundred? You must be talking about quarters.” 
 
    “Nope, I’m talking three hundred Washingtons or three Benjamins.” 
 
    Amy scoffed. “I wouldn’t give you more than fifty for it—maybe a hundred if you throw in an amplifier.” 
 
    “Do I get to pick the amplifier?” Bill asked without looking up from the monitor. He had increased the speed on the playback and was flying through the seven o’clock hour. 
 
    “Sure.” Amy shrugged. “One Benjamin for the guitar and the amplifier of your choice, and you’ve got yourself a deal.” 
 
    Bill grinned, shot a thumb over his shoulder. “Go ahead and pick any amplifier from off of the back wall. They’re all in decent shape.” 
 
    Amy walked to the back wall and I could hear her humming to herself as she rummaged through the amplifiers. Bill had finally passed eight-thirty on the surveillance footage when Amy joined us again, hefting an amplifier in her right hand. “I’ll take this one. Do you accept checks?” 
 
    Bill grunted and slowed down the player when it approached nine o’clock. “Nice try, but I only accept cash. It’s written on the door and above the counter.” 
 
    Amy dug in her right breast pocket and removed four twenties, slapped them on the table. She was about to turn and walk off to get her guitar when she froze in place. Her brow furrowed and her jaw hung open. “Wait a minute, stop the film right there!” 
 
    Bill quickly hit the pause button and looked up at Amy. “What is it?” 
 
    “That guy with Ricky Bradberry, I don’t know his name but I know him. I’ve seen his face before.” 
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    I studied the surveillance footage. Bill had hit the pause button right at nine o’clock, when it captured two men approaching the counter. In the video, Bill was working on some jewelry and there was a small jar on the counter next to him. My heart began to race a little. It looked identical to the jar of cyanide I’d recovered from Katrina Bradberry’s house. 
 
    As I watched, the two men approached the counter and Bill grabbed the jar and turned to put it in the safe. At least he exercises due care, I thought, but then changed my thinking when I realized he hadn’t even bothered to lock the steel door to the safe. 
 
    I could see that the man on the left was obviously Ricky Bradberry, but I didn’t recognize the man on the right. Amy, on the other hand, was pointing furiously at the screen. 
 
    “That’s Trevor’s friend—or co-worker. It’s the kid I almost shot.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “You almost shot a kid? Why didn’t I know about this?” 
 
    “I told you—remember? I thought he was breaking into my house, but he was delivering my car. He works with Trevor.” She leaned closer to the monitor. “What in the hell is he doing with Ricky Bradberry?” 
 
    “That’s Ricky’s other son,” Bill said flatly. “His name’s Lenny—he’s the good one.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you mention anything about Lenny coming here with Ricky?” I challenged. 
 
    “That’s because you didn’t ask,” Bill retorted. “You only asked about Junior. If I’ve learned anything in my sixty-four years, it’s that you never volunteer information to anyone. You answer what’s asked of you. You tell the truth, nothing but the truth, so—” 
 
    “Can you keep rolling the tape?” I asked, cutting him off. I stole a glance in Amy’s direction. She was studying the screen with great interest, and I could almost see the wheels turning in her head. 
 
    Bill nodded and hit the play button. We all watched as Ricky and Bill began talking to each other—no doubt bartering over the pistol that Bill had placed on the counter. After a few minutes, Bill snatched up the pistol and walked to the far end of the counter. Ricky followed him toward the back of the shop and they both disappeared into the dark shadows of the same doorway we’d just accessed to get to this tiny office. 
 
    Although I couldn’t see Lenny’s eyes in the footage, I had noticed him watching Bill closely when the old man put the jar in the safe, and now he was eyeing his father and Bill as they disappeared through the back door of the shop. As soon as the two men disappeared into the darkness, Lenny jumped over the counter and immediately went for the safe. He didn’t even have to manipulate the dial. The safe had been left unlocked, so all he had to do was turn the handle and it opened. 
 
    “That son of a bitch!” Bill muttered as we watched Lenny remove the jar of potassium cyanide. Lenny shoved it into his front pocket and pulled his shirt down low, then returned to the customer side of the counter. He began wandering around the showroom area, lifting a tool here, plucking the strings on a guitar there—much the same as Amy had done while I was talking to Bill earlier. 
 
    When Bill and Ricky reappeared, Lenny ambled up to the counter and stood there fidgeting while the two men completed their transaction. His right hand kept dropping to his pocket, and I imagined he felt as though there were a giant “Guilty” sign taped to his forehead and an arrow pointing to the cyanide. 
 
    “I never would’ve guessed Lenny stole something from me.” Bill shook his head and leaned back in his chair. “Now, Junior…I knew I had to keep an eye on that boy. He’s been troubled since he was young, but not Lenny. He’s as decent as they come.” 
 
    I was surprised, too, because all of my money had been on Junior, especially since Lenny had been offshore. As I wondered if both brothers were in on the murder, I handed Bill a flash drive and asked him for a copy of the surveillance film showing Lenny stealing the cyanide. He nodded and went to work, again having to talk himself through the process. 
 
    After about ten minutes of fumbling with the controls and cursing, he was finally able to download the footage. He was still bitching about Lenny when he handed me the flash drive. I thanked him for his time and Amy walked out into the cool evening air. It was a little after six o’clock and the sun was merely a dull red glow to the west. 
 
    I stepped inside my Tahoe and waited for Amy to get in before I fired up the engine. As I headed south, I began considering our next move. Apparently, Amy was wondering the same thing, because she asked if I was going to release Junior. 
 
    “Oh, God no,” I said, “he’s still our prime suspect.’ 
 
    “But Lenny stole the poison,” Amy countered. “We don’t even know if Junior knew about the poison.” 
 
    I thought about that for a second. We did possess information that Junior knew about the poison, but that information had come from Lenny. I suddenly shook my head as another thought occurred to me. “Lenny might’ve stolen the poison, but there’s no way he administered it. According to his wife, he’s been offshore since before New Year’s Day.” 
 
    “Wait a minute—you spoke to his wife?” Amy asked. “What exactly did she say?” 
 
    “Well, according to her,” I said slowly, “he hasn’t returned at all. He left before New Year’s Day and hasn’t been home since.” 
 
    “Hmm, I’m not so sure about that, and that makes me suspicious of her. Lenny was at my house on Wednesday, so there’s no way he’s been offshore since the end of December.” 
 
    “Are you sure it was him?” 
 
    Amy hesitated, took a breath. “If it wasn’t him, he has a twin.” 
 
    “According to Ricky, he only has two sons, and Junior looks nothing like Lenny.” I ran a hand through my hair as I approached the Mechant Loup Bridge. It separated our town from the rest of the world, and it was always a pain in the ass when it broke. Thankfully, that didn’t happen often. I turned to Amy. “Do you think his wife lied?” 
 
    “If she did, then she’s in on killing Katrina. But why would Lenny, his wife, and Junior want her dead? What do they have to gain from her passing?” 
 
    “Like I always say, find the motive—” 
 
    “Find the killer,” Amy interrupted, nodding. “And how does this involve little Rose Murdock? How on earth is she tied to this mess?” 
 
    Other than her being on Katrina’s bus, I had no clue how she factored into this case, so I just shook my head and kept driving. The activity in town was winding down for the night. Traffic was lighter than usual for a Friday night, and I knew it was because most of the locals were out searching for the missing teenager. I was a transplant in this little town, but I loved it like it had been my only home. Most of the people stayed to themselves, but they banded together and fought like hell when tragedy struck. 
 
    “You know,” Amy said, “there is a way I can find out for sure if that was Lenny Bradberry at my house.” 
 
    “How would you do that?” 
 
    “I could ask Trevor. He didn’t say Lenny’s name, but he did say the kid worked for him.” Amy raised an eyebrow when I didn’t respond right away. “What do you think? I don’t have to say what it’s about. All I have to do is ask for the name of the kid I almost shot. He’ll get a kick out of it.” 
 
    I actually loved the idea. We needed to know Lenny’s whereabouts, one way or the other. If it was possible he was onshore Wednesday, then it was possible he was also onshore when Katrina was poisoned—if, indeed, that was how she died. 
 
    Amy pulled out her phone and called her boyfriend. The conversation was brief. 
 
    “That kid I almost shot—what’s his name?” 
 
    Pause. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. Did he get off the boat with you?” 
 
    Shorter pause. 
 
    “Did he go back offshore, or is he still around?” 
 
    Pause. 
 
    “No reason. I was just wondering if I’m out of the woods yet. I figured he’d go straight to the police station and make a complaint against me. It hasn’t happened yet, so I was hoping he went back offshore and that he would forget about the whole mess. I can’t afford to get fired, because I’m going to have a hefty insurance bill on that Lexus.” She nodded, then said she’d see him later. “Yep, it’s definitely Lenny Bradberry and he did get off the boat with Trevor. Either his wife lied to us or he lied to his wife.” 
 
    “What did Trevor say when you asked if Lenny went back offshore?” 
 
    Her lip curled up into a snarl. “He was being a smartass. At first, he said it wasn’t his turn to babysit Lenny, but then he said Lenny works on his boat. So, if he’s home, Lenny’s home—unless Lenny was doing some work on the boat while it was in port to make extra hours. He said that was quite possible, considering Christmas just passed and Lenny’s got small kids.” 
 
    “He stole the poison, so he clearly has the intent to kill. He was in town, so we now know he has opportunity. But”—I turned up my hands while holding on to the steering wheel—“where in the hell is he and does he have Rose?” 
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    CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
    7:30 p.m. 
 
    Mechant Loup Police Department, Mechant Loup, Louisiana 
 
      
 
    60 hours missing… 
 
      
 
    After having stopped at the police department to spend another hour interrogating Junior—we got nowhere with him—Amy and I were forced to release him to his father. I paused to have a brief conversation with Melvin on our way out the door. He said he’d attended Katrina Murdock’s autopsy and the doctor had indicated poisoning as a cause of death and had ruled the manner of death a homicide. 
 
    “She’s waiting on more tests, but she’s fairly certain the cyanide killed Katrina.” Melvin wiped his grimy face. He’d been working hard and I doubted he’d had a bath in days, but neither had I. “I also heard back from Jennifer Duval. She got the results from the vomit, the sugar container, and the jar—they all tested positive for cyanide. She used some technical terms when she was explaining everything to me, but I told her to just put it in a report and fax it to the police department. There’s no way I’d remember all the details.” 
 
    I thanked him and waved for Amy to follow me. Before we could make it out the door, he called after me. 
 
    “Oh, did you check the jail cell?” 
 
    I turned slowly and shook my head. “Why?” 
 
    “Laura Murdock bonded out of jail.” 
 
    I groaned. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with Laura Murdock, but we were hungry and tired, so we headed for the scene. A thousand thoughts were going through my mind as I parked behind a news van on the shoulder of Old Blackbird Highway. Light was shining from under the open tent and a dozen people were sitting around tables eating. I shoved the gearshift in park. I didn’t see Laura and I hoped she wasn’t out there trying to kill any more innocent teenagers. 
 
    “What’s going on with you?” I could see Amy staring sideways at me. “You have a strange look on your face.” 
 
    “I want to talk to Trevor.” 
 
    “Trevor?” she asked. “Why?” 
 
    “For starters, he works with Lenny. Second, if Lenny planned to kill his mom for the purpose of using her bus to kidnap Rose, then he must’ve had a plan about where to bring her. We haven’t found her yet, so she’s someplace we haven’t looked.” I turned to face her. In the dark, her eyes looked dark and spooky. “What if he stashed her on the boat?” 
 
    “What boat?” 
 
    “The boat Trevor works on.” 
 
    Amy sucked in her breath. “You think?” 
 
    “It’s one of the only feasible places we haven’t searched yet.” 
 
    “I’ll call him right now!” 
 
    While Amy called her boyfriend, I headed straight for the Murdock home and knocked on the door. I was surprised when Susan answered my knock. She looked happy to see me. “Come on in.” 
 
    I followed her inside and scanned the room. A television droned in the background and I thought I could hear Seth yelling from across the house, probably playing some “shoot ’em up” video game. I spotted Laura sitting at the dining room table, her head in her hands. I crossed over to where she sat and she looked up when she felt my presence. I could see that her face was streaked with tears. 
 
    “Anything?” Her voice had lost its gusto. “Do you have any idea where my little girl is?” 
 
    I shoved my hands in my pockets. “We’re still working on it and we’ll never stop until we bring her home, this I promise.” 
 
    “But how long will it take?” she asked, reaching across the table to hold Ronnie’s hand. He looked ten years older than the last time I’d seen him. “How long do we have to suffer?” 
 
    “I don’t know ma’am, but I’ll die before I stop searching.” 
 
    She scrubbed at her eyes. “I just want you to know how sorry I am about what I did.” Her voice quivered as she spoke. “I promise I won’t do anything to jeopardize the case again. I…I’m going to be patient and I’m going to just sit here and wait for you to tell me you’ve found my daughter. I’m going to trust you, so please don’t let me down.” 
 
    I couldn’t make any promises and I wasn’t feeling very optimistic, so I only nodded and said I needed to get back to work. 
 
    Once Susan and I had made our way to the food tent, we each grabbed a plate and joined Amy, who was wolfing down some meatball spaghetti. After swallowing the mouthful she was chewing, she shot a thumb over her shoulder. “Trevor’s going to be here soon. I told him you needed to meet with him in person.” 
 
    “Did you say anything about the boat?” 
 
    She shook her head, took another bite of food. “I didn’t want him inadvertently saying anything to Lenny if Lenny called him.” 
 
    I thanked her and began eating my own food. I’m sure it was the best spaghetti I’d ever eaten, but at the moment I couldn’t even taste it. I was too worried about Rose. 
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    “What’s this all about?” Trevor Blackley asked when he had arrived at the Murdock home and met with Amy and me. We were sitting at the far corner of the open tent where we had a little privacy. 
 
    “We think Lenny is responsible for killing his mother,” I said. 
 
    Trevor gasped. “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s our prime suspect in that case, and we also believe he might have kidnapped a young girl.” I paused and watched the color drain from his face. 
 
    “Lenny Bradberry?” His voice was incredulous. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I nodded and watched the color drain from his face. 
 
    “That can’t be right. I…I spend nearly every day with him. There’s no way he’s a killer.” 
 
    “I understand you’re the captain of the vessel on which Lenny works.” I looked to Amy, who had provided that information. She nodded and Trevor confirmed that he was the captain of the motor vessel, Sea Nightmare. He described it as a fast supply vessel that was fifty feet long. 
 
    “I just came off my second hitch as captain,” he explained with a touch of pride. “I work for a small family company. They run two vessels, and I’m the youngest captain who’s ever worked for them.” 
 
    “Well”—I shot a glance toward Amy and she nodded—“we suspect he might be holding the girl captive on your boat, on the Sea Nightmare.” 
 
    “What?” I thought Trevor would faint. He stammered before finally stringing together an intelligible sentence. “Are you sure? I mean, this sounds ludicrous. There’s no way he would ever do something like that—at least, not the Lenny I know. I mean, if he did, that would be the craziest thing I’ve ever heard. I just can’t believe it. This would be absolutely horrible. If…oh, wow, if Lenny did do something bad like that—kidnapping a girl and putting her on the boat—it would reflect poorly on my performance as a captain and…and that would be horrible. It would…it could mark the end of my career. I could get busted back down to mate. I’d probably never make captain—” 
 
    “Are you kidding me right now?” Amy asked, propping her arms on the table. “We’re talking about a missing girl and you’re worried about your career?” 
 
    “I mean, it sounds bad when you say it like that, but I haven’t even been captain for two months yet. This could ruin me. I didn’t know he was a bad person. He seemed like a stand up guy, you know?” 
 
    “It’s easy to spot a piece of shit, Trevor,” Amy said. “You just have to recognize the signs.” 
 
    I was pondering my options during Amy’s brief exchange with her boyfriend. “Where’s your boat docked?” I asked. 
 
    “Down in the Port of Lower Chateau. It’s in a private slip at the end of the port.” 
 
    “How many people work on the boat with you?” 
 
    “I’ve got eight crew members, not counting myself.” 
 
    “And what do y’all do on the boat?” 
 
    “We haul cargo and supplies between different ports and oil rigs up and down the coast and into the deep waters of the Gulf of Mexico. We used to haul personnel, but we’ve been moving strictly cargo and supplies since the oil field tanked last year.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully. An idea had crawled into my brain and squatted there, and I didn’t like it one bit—except that if I was right, Rose might still be alive. 
 
    “Out of your crew, who would know the most about Lenny? More than anyone else? Who’s his closest friend? Who hangs out with him when y’all are offshore?” 
 
    “That would be me.” He frowned. “I first met him in town two years ago. He had a job when we first met, but then they laid him off. When my company was hiring again, I got him on the boat with me. We’ve been working together for over a year. I figured I knew him well. He’s always been a straight shooter. He’s never done anything that would make me think he was dangerous.” 
 
    “Did y’all spend any time on any of the offshore rigs?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Did he ever meet with anyone on the rigs?” I asked. “Someone who might’ve come by boat from another country?” 
 
    Amy’s brow furrowed. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and I was almost certain I saw her ears perk up. Trevor’s face was expressionless, and I was certain he didn’t know where I was going with my line of questioning. 
 
    “No, sir, not that I know about.” 
 
    “Did y’all ever travel into, or close to, Mexican waters?” 
 
    He nodded, his expression turning curious. “We’ve been all over Texas and along the Mexican border. Why? You don’t think he’s smuggling drugs on my boat, do you?” 
 
    “No”—I shook my head for emphasis—“worse. I think he’s taken to smuggling young girls…right into Mexico. It’s the perfect setup and it’s the perfect way for someone like Lenny to make a lot of money in a short amount of time.” 
 
    Trevor gasped out loud, but didn’t utter a word. He was so shocked I didn’t think it was even possible for him to speak. 
 
    “When are y’all scheduled to go offshore again?” 
 
    “Um…next week. We leave on Thursday.” He stared from Amy to me. “Why? You don’t really believe he’s got that missing girl on my boat and that he’s going to sell her to someone in Mexico?” 
 
    “What the hell do you think Clint’s been telling you?” Amy asked in exasperation. “That’s exactly what we believe.” 
 
    “Look,” I stabbed the table in front of Trevor with my index finger, “Lenny stole a jar of cyanide from a pawn shop three weeks ago. Early on Monday morning, he administered the poison to his mother by putting it in her sugar. He buried her in the yard later—probably that night—and then stole her bus Wednesday morning, which is when he kidnapped Rose Murdock. I believe he—” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Trevor interrupted, “did you say he poisoned his mom on Monday morning?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Then there’s no way Lenny did it.” Trevor seemed to breathe a little easier. “We were still on the boat Monday. We didn’t get to port until Wednesday morning. We remained on the boat most of the day and he went with me to the dealership north of town to get Amy’s car. In fact, he left his car parked in the dealership parking lot so he could drive Amy’s car to the house.” Trevor shot a wry glance in Amy’s direction. “And she almost killed him for it.” 
 
    Puzzled, I leaned back in my chair and sighed. If Lenny was on the boat when his mother was killed, then that must mean Junior poisoned her and Junior kidnapped Rose. I suddenly remembered the tire track from the old fishing camp. There was a bus and another vehicle, which meant there had to be two drivers—and we now knew Katrina Bradberry wasn’t one of them, because she was already dead by Wednesday. 
 
    “Trevor, did Lenny leave your presence at all Wednesday morning?” I asked, eager with anticipation. “Did he leave the dock that morning—for any amount of time—and then return before y’all went to the dealership?” 
 
    Trevor grunted and cocked his head to the side. “As a matter of fact, he did leave, but it wasn’t for long. Maybe an hour. I think he said his brother had a flat and he needed to tend to it.” 
 
    I slammed my hand on the table, causing both Amy and Trevor to jump in their skin. “That’s it! He’s our guy.” I stood and pointed down at Amy. “Junior was lying his ass off and we’re going to snatch him up as soon as we get back.” 
 
    “Do you think he warned Lenny that we’re on to him?” There was real concern in her voice. 
 
    “I sure hope not.” I turned to Trevor. “When’s the last time you heard from Lenny?” 
 
    “Um, I haven’t spoken to him since I dropped him off at his house after Amy almost shot him.” He scratched his face, where about a week of stubble had gathered. “Come to think of it, that’s a bit unusual. He normally hollers at me every day, but Wednesday was the last I’ve seen of him.” 
 
    My knees felt weak. What if Lenny had already left with Rose and was already heading for Mexican waters? 
 
    “Does Lenny know how to drive the boat?” I asked, my voice betraying the panic that was starting to seep in. 
 
    He nodded. “He can handle anything that floats. He’s good on the water.” 
 
    “Shit! Look, we need you to take us to your boat right away. If Rose Murdock is onboard, we need to get to her before he runs off with her.” 
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    Trevor reached for his pocket, shaking his head the entire time. “I’m no hero,” he said in a voice that shook. He pulled out a key ring and separated a single key from the rest. “I’ll give you my key. It’s a master and it opens every marine latch on the vessel, but I don’t want to go with y’all. I’m not built for this gung-ho shit—no offense. I know Lenny owns a gun and I don’t want to get caught in the crossfire.” 
 
    I took his key and slid my notepad across the table. “Draw us a map of the dock and a floor plan of the boat. Also, where’s the best place to stow a human on that boat?” 
 
    Trevor hesitated with the pen hovering over the page. “Well, we have some abandoned cabins down below for when we used to transport personnel. I haven’t been down there in months. The guy who was captain before me was a real asshole and he would bring some lady friends on the boat. He’d let them stay in the private quarters and he wouldn’t let any of us down there. I think the owners got wind of it somehow and I believe that’s why they fired him. None of my crew ever had a reason to go to the cabins below, so we all just kind of stayed away when I took over.” 
 
    “Did you ever know of Lenny to go down there—particularly on this last hitch?” 
 
    “I never knew of anyone going down there except my old captain.” 
 
    After obtaining the phone number for the owner of the boat, I indicated with my head toward the notepad. “Can you get me that drawing? We need to go now.” 
 
    He nodded and went to work. I tried calling the owner, but there was no answer. I left a message on his voicemail and then stepped away, walking to the closed tent and dipping through the flap that was hanging free. There were three rows of cots, most of which were empty. In the dim glow from a few lanterns that hung from the tent poles, I caught sight of Susan sleeping on one of the cots at the end of the last row. 
 
    When I drew closer, I could see she was still dressed in full uniform—she even had on her gun belt—and she was snoring lightly. There were a few other people resting on cots up and down the aisles, and some of them stirred as I walked by. 
 
    I stopped when I reached Susan and stood over her, contemplating whether or not I should disturb her sleep. I didn’t have to think about it long, because her eyes suddenly opened and she sat upright. 
 
    “Jesus, Clint, you scared me.” She rubbed her face and yawned. “Anything new?” 
 
    I squatted beside her and, speaking in a low voice, explained everything we’d learned so far. 
 
    “I’m going with you!” It was more of a statement than a question, but I shook my head, knowing it wouldn’t be easy to convince her to stay behind. 
 
    “Look, this might get dangerous. If he’s willing to kill his mom, then he’s willing to kill anyone.” 
 
    “What’s he going to do—throw cyanide at me?” 
 
    “According to Trevor, he’s got a gun.” I frowned and touched her cheek. “I need you to keep our baby safe.” 
 
    “That’ll only work so many times, Clint Wolf, and the last time you pulled it was the very last time it’ll work. I’m pregnant—not spineless.” She pushed herself to her feet and straightened her gun belt. “Who do you have coming?” 
 
    I scowled, but didn’t argue. “Amy should be waiting for me under the open tent and I was going to get Takecia to join us. I was also going to ask Melvin to put a boat in the water in case Lenny goes mobile, and I was going to ask Baylor to ride with him.” 
 
    “What about Junior?” Susan asked. 
 
    “I need someone to pick him up and put him on ice until we get back from the boat.” 
 
    “Want me to ask Mallory to take him into custody again and hold him until we complete the search of the boat?” 
 
    “That would be great.” 
 
    “And what happens when we get to the boat?” 
 
    “Trevor’s making a map of the dock and the boat, and he gave me a master key. I was thinking that once we made entry we’d go straight to the abandoned living quarters, neutralizing any threats we encounter along the way. Once we’ve secured the living area—and hopefully recovered Rose alive and well—then we can conduct a thorough search of the vessel, looking for evidence and bad guys.” I paused while we walked to the flap in the tent. When we were back out in the cold night air, I continued. “I’m hoping we can surprise Lenny and take him down without incident. I certainly don’t want to engage in a firefight with Lenny while Rose is on the boat—if, indeed, she is there.” 
 
    “What if he leaves in the boat before we get to him?” she asked. 
 
    “Hell, if that happens, Laura may never see her daughter again.” 
 
    “I guess we need to make damn sure that doesn’t happen then.” Susan pulled out her phone and began making the necessary calls. 
 
    I led the way to the open tent, where Amy was standing alone. She handed me the notebook with Trevor’s map. I nodded my approval. It was very detailed. I glanced around. “Is Trevor sure he doesn’t want to come along? We could use an extra pair of eyes on the perimeter.” 
 
    “I don’t want him coming along any more than you want Susan coming along,” Amy said. 
 
    “But Susan’s pregnant.” 
 
    “And Trevor just proposed to me. I can’t have him getting killed off just yet. He’ll at least have to marry me before I put him in harm’s way. After we tie the knot, he’s on his own.” She smirked and a smile played at the corners of her mouth. “Being a widow sounds a lot better than being single for the rest of my life.” 
 
    I liked being married, so I couldn’t argue the point. While waiting for Susan to finish handing out assignments over the phone, I walked to my Tahoe and retrieved my Colt AR-15 from where it was secured in the cargo area. I grabbed an extra magazine, shoved it in my back pocket, and slung the rifle over my shoulder. 
 
    By the time I’d returned to the open tent, Takecia was already pulling up and Amy was walking back from her cruiser carrying a shotgun. Susan told us that Melvin was heading to the office to get the boat and Baylor was with him. She also said Mallory was en route to Junior’s house with two deputies from the sheriff’s office. 
 
    “She said she’ll bring him to the station and lock him in one of the cells,” Susan explained. She hitched up her gun belt and nodded. “I’m ready when you are.” 
 
    I lifted the map that Trevor had made. “I’ll ride shotgun with you. Amy and Takecia can follow us.” 
 
    Susan eyed me suspiciously, and I knew she could read my mind. I figured if she was driving, then I could get out of the vehicle and confront any potential threat long before she could put the car in gear and exit. After staring at me for a long moment, she grunted and led the way to her Tahoe. 
 
    I rested the butt of the rifle on the floorboard in front of me and pulled the door shut. I was grateful for the warm air that blasted through the vents. While it didn’t take long for the cab to warm up, I found myself shivering. Since it wasn’t from the cold, I knew it was in anticipation. I was worried—scared even. I knew that within the hour, we would most likely discover the fate of young Rose Murdock, and I was praying this case would have a happy ending. 
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    One hour later… 
 
      
 
    “We’re in position,” Melvin called over the radio, his voice booming in my earpiece. “I’ve got a visual on the Sea Nightmare. It’s still tied up. There’s no sign of movement from inside.” 
 
    I was lying on my belly in a shallow gully about fifty yards from the supply vessel. Susan and Takecia were to my right and Amy was somewhere to my left, all of them hunkered down and out of sight. We had parked our vehicles on the main port highway and crawled our way across a dark field of dried grass and old oyster shells. 
 
    There were no lights from the boat and the nearest utility pole was at least a hundred yards away, but the sky was clear and the moon shone bright above us. I could make out jutting shadows in the field ahead of us, and those shadows would serve to conceal our approach to the boat. 
 
    I pressed the push-to-talk button and told Amy I was going to move forward. “Cover me until I reach that clump of bushes up ahead,” I whispered, “and then I’ll cover your approach.” 
 
    “Ten-four,” she called back. 
 
    Sliding my left hand along the ground, I began moving inch by inch, pulling myself out of the gully and making my way across the open space. I had fully committed to my approach and was completely exposed when a giant beam of light suddenly lit up the field thirty feet in front of me. I sank straight down, trying to meld myself into the ground, wondering who in the hell had lit up the area. 
 
    “Clint, get the hell out of there,” Susan called frantically over the radio. “They’re searching for you with that spotlight. Get back here now!” 
 
    I knew if I made any movement at all it would instantly give away my position, but I also knew the spotlight would eventually illuminate me. Cradling the AR-15 in the crook of my left elbow and placing my hands under my torso, I was about to push off the ground when gunshots erupted from the area of the boat. The report from the firearm was small and I knew it was a handgun. At that distance, there was no way a shooter could deliver accurate fire on my position, but I also knew it was possible an errant round could find its target. I needed to get my ass out of there in a hurry. 
 
    Before I could do anything, I heard more shots being fired, but they were from the opposite side of the vessel and from two different firearms—semi-automatic rifles. Melvin and Baylor!  
 
    As the shooting continued from the boat, Susan, Amy, and Takecia began laying down suppressive fire from behind me. I pursed my lips, more confident than ever that Rose was on that boat. I knew if I didn’t get to her right away, the shooter—or shooters—would turn their weapons on her and end her life. If they killed her, then everything we’d done up to that point would’ve been for naught. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I lunged from the ground and sprinted forward, zigzagging my way across the open field, heading for the port side of the supply vessel as fast as my legs could carry me. The shooter would not expect me to rush his position, but even if he did, I figured he was too preoccupied with my fellow officers to pay any attention to me. 
 
    Most of my night vision had been washed by the spotlight, but when I drew closer to the boat I could see a large gangplank leading from the pier to the gunwale of the boat. I headed straight for it. 
 
    I hit the plank on a dead run and cleared the gunwale in a single bound. I landed as lightly as I could on the open deck and quickly moved behind a life boat that was nearby. Once there, I crouched low, shouldered my AR-15, and listened. A couple of gunshots echoed across the water, but they had originated from beyond the opposite side of the vessel, and not from the deck of the boat. 
 
    “Clint, I think we got him,” Melvin called over the police radio. “I heard a splash in the water on the starboard side, and it sounded big—most likely a body. We’re making our approach now.” 
 
    Since they were securing that side of the ship, I quickly moved to my left, toward the stern, where—according to Trevor’s map—the door would lead to the wheelhouse and the cabins for the captain and crew. There would be a ladder to my immediate right that would lead to the deck below, where the cabins were located—the ones that had been deemed off limits by the previous captain. 
 
    I stopped just outside the door and peered through the porthole. Other than the blue glow from some computer lights at the far end of the passageway, everything was dark. I heard something bump against the starboard side of the boat and I knew Melvin and Baylor had arrived. 
 
    I slung my rifle over my shoulder and dug for the master key. Once the door was open, I slipped through the opening and turned right, going below. When I reached the landing, I encountered a hatch that was locked, so I tried the key I’d gotten from Trevor. It worked. The hinges squeaked when I pushed through the hatch, and I was met with utter darkness on the opposite side. 
 
    The passageway was narrow. I cinched down my sling, pulling my AR-15 tightly to my back. With it securely in place, I drew my pistol and made my way through the darkness, feeling my way to the first cabin door, which was unlocked. The door opened to the inside. I tucked my pistol against my torso as I pushed through the opening. I felt around in the dark, searching the tight quarters. It was empty. 
 
    I continued moving down the passageway, searching each cabin as I went along. All of the doors were unlocked except for the last one. I said a silent prayer that the master key would work. The tumblers clicked audibly as I slid the key in the hole. My heart pounded in my ears. Rose Murdock could be on the other side of this door, I thought. But was she alive or dead? Had Lenny killed her before trying to ambush us? And how had he known we were out there? 
 
    To my relief, the door opened. Before I could step one foot into the cabin, I heard bed springs squeaking and someone moaning. I quickly jerked my flashlight from my back pocket and clicked it on. I gasped out loud when I saw the dark-haired girl lying on her side. Both feet were bound together with a leather belt and her hands were secured behind her back. Her eyes were dark brown and wide and she was trying to talk around a dirty rag that served as a gag. 
 
    I dropped to my knees beside the bed and gently freed her mouth. She looked just like the girl in the picture that Laura had given me. “Rose? Are you really Rose Murdock?” 
 
    “Uh…um, yeah.” Rose’s voice was scratchy, like she hadn’t used it in days. “I…I’m Rose.” 
 
    “Did they hurt you?” I asked as I removed the belt from around her ankles and helped her to a seated position. She was weeping quietly. 
 
    “No, sir, he…he didn’t touch me.” 
 
    I was so elated my eyes started to smart. I blinked back the moisture and keyed up my radio. “I’ve got her,” I said, a little breathless. “Rose Murdock is safe…I’ve got her.” 
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    CHAPTER 49 
 
      
 
    11:58 p.m. 
 
    4923 Old Blackbird Highway, Mechant Loup, Louisiana 
 
      
 
    45 minutes found… 
 
      
 
    “Where’d everyone go?” Laura Murdock asked Mayor Pauline Cain, who was sitting under the open tent chewing on her thumb nail. Laura had been trying to sleep but thought she’d heard sirens. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Before Mayor Cain could respond, a black SUV with lights flashing and siren blaring flew by the house. The vehicle was traveling so fast the wind rocked the low-lying branches on the trees beside Old Blackbird Highway. Within seconds, an ambulance blew by, its lights also flashing, but it didn’t have the siren on. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Laura asked, fear clutching at her throat. “Does this have something to do with Rose? Did they find her?” 
 
    Even in the faint glow from the lanterns hanging by the tent poles, Laura could see that Pauline’s face was pale. Why isn’t she answering me? Laura wondered, growing impatient. 
 
    “Mayor, what in God’s name is going on?” she asked heatedly. “What are you not telling me?” 
 
    “Look, all I know is that they had a tip—some information—about a possible location.” 
 
    “Location for what?” 
 
    “Rose’s possible location.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Laura’s knees buckled and she had to grab onto a tent pole for support. Rushing forward, Mayor Cain wrapped a slender arm around Laura’s shoulder and guided her to a chair. Laura was surprised by how strong the mayor’s grip felt. 
 
    “Here, have a seat.” 
 
    “I don’t want to sit. I want to know what’s going on.” Laura tried to push the mayor’s arms away, but the mayor was having none of it. 
 
    “No, you need to sit down and I’ll find out what’s happening.” 
 
    Laura turned up her eyes. “You will?” 
 
    Mayor Cain pulled out her cell phone and began making a call. “I’m already on it.” 
 
    Laura pressed her hands to her face and took a deep breath. She didn’t know how to feel. Did they find Rose? Is she okay? Is this finally over? Is she…is she… 
 
    “Dear God, please let her be okay!” Laura wailed, unable to stand the pain in her chest any longer. She stood and walked in a small circle, pulling at her hair and clawing at her chest. 
 
    Mayor Cain was speaking to someone while also trying to tell her to remain calm. Just then, more police vehicles sped by, but one of them slowed drastically and veered onto the shoulder. Brakes squealed and loose rocks exploded into the air. Laura immediately recognized the vehicle as the one Chief Susan Wilson drove. She broke out into a run, heading straight for Susan’s vehicle, crying out as she ran, “Did you find my baby girl? Did you?” 
 
    Susan dropped from her Tahoe and met Laura halfway across the yard. “We’ve got her! She’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “Is it really Rose?” Laura wasn’t sure if she’d heard correctly. “Are you sure you have Rose?” 
 
    Susan’s head bobbed up and down and her face was beaming. “Clint found her on a boat headed for Mexico, but she’s fine. Other than being a little banged up, she’s unhurt.” 
 
    The emotion was too much for Laura. She collapsed to the ground and wept, completely oblivious to the wet and cold grass that pressed against her face and clothes. She turned onto her back and stared up at the dark sky, screaming in elation and thanking God. She was still screaming as Susan began pulling her to her feet. 
 
    “We need to go,” Susan said. 
 
    “Can I see her?” Laura pleaded, allowing Susan to help her up. “I need to see her. Can I see her?” 
 
    “Of course, jump in with me. They’re taking her to the hospital for observation.” 
 
    “I thought you said she wasn’t hurt?” 
 
    “It’s standard procedure. I spoke with her after Clint found her and she assured me that she wasn’t injured.” 
 
    “But what happened? Who took her?” 
 
    “Get in,” Susan said, “I’ll tell you on the way to the hospital.” 
 
    “Wait a minute…I need to let Ronnie and Seth know,” Laura said, hesitating and shuffling her feet in confusion, unsure in what direction to move first. Should I get in the car? Do I run to the house and tell Ronnie? 
 
    “I’ll bring them to the hospital,” Mayor Cain called from the front door of the house. “Just go and be with your daughter.” 
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    CHAPTER 50 
 
      
 
    Susan watched as Laura hurried around to the passenger side of the marked Tahoe and snapped into her seatbelt. “What happened?” Laura asked between sobs. She tried valiantly to stop crying, but it was futile. “Where has she been?” 
 
    Susan explained that, on the day of the kidnapping, Rose had been staring down at her phone when the bus arrived and she never even bothered to look up when she climbed aboard. Rose had admitted to being angry about not going to Orange Beach for the weekend, and she was upset with Michael for saying he would go to the beach without her. 
 
    “She didn’t realize something was wrong until the bus pulled sharply to the shoulder of the road,” Susan explained. “When she looked up from her phone, that’s when she realized it wasn’t Katrina Bradberry driving the bus, but some young man. She stood and asked him who he was, but he told her to shut up and sit back down. When she refused, he got up and backhanded her and she fell on her back, losing her phone. That’s when she realized she was in real danger. 
 
    “Rose tried to crawl to her phone to call for help, but he lifted her off the ground and threw her onto the floor near the first seat. He used some tie straps to secure her hands in front of her and then opened the door to throw her phone outside. 
 
    “Rose said he then turned the bus around in the road and headed south. They passed your house and continued south until they reached this shell road. She didn’t know it, but it was the road to the old abandoned fishing camps south of your house. She said the bus driver was going too fast and one of the tires blew out.” 
 
    “Is that the same bus y’all found?” 
 
    Susan nodded, and continued. “Rose heard the bus driver get on the phone and call someone to bring a car. She said there was some cursing and arguing back and forth, and the driver said it wasn’t his fault he got the flat and for the person to hurry up.” Susan paused and turned to look at Laura, who was starting to settle down a little. “You’ve got a bright daughter, that’s for sure. She decided to leave us a breadcrumb. She knew we would eventually come looking for her and she knew the bus was disabled, so she stripped her school identification card from the front of her shirt and bent it back and forth until it broke in half. She left one of the pieces on the bus and shoved the other in the front of her pants. She later left it in the trunk of the car that came for her. She said they put a mask over her—” 
 
    “They locked her in the trunk of a car?” Laura asked, interrupting. “Who in the hell are these people?” 
 
    “Yeah, they locked her in the trunk. They put some sort of sack over her head, so she wasn’t able to see the man who arrived in the car, but she could hear his voice. She said they lifted her way up in the air and dropped her into the trunk. When they closed it, that’s when she concealed the other half of the school ID card in a crack. She said they drove for a while and then she was carried into a small boat and covered with a thick blanket. She said they rode for a while and the water was really choppy. Finally, she was taken from that boat and wrapped in a blanket. She said both men carried her onto a larger boat, where she’s been locked in a small cabin ever since—well, until Clint opened the door and rescued her.” 
 
    “Did…did they abuse her?” Laura’s voice cracked. It appeared she was afraid to ask the question, as though she didn’t want to know the answer. “Did…um…did they…?” She clamped her mouth shut and refused to say the word. But Susan knew what she was after. 
 
    While Susan kept her eyes fixed straight ahead—where the headlights were having a hard time keeping up with the speed of the SUV—she reached over and put a hand on Laura’s arm. “No,” she said, “they didn’t assault her in that way. I had a private conversation with Rose and she said they told her they were taking her to a paradise. They said she would love her new home and her new family. She got the impression someone was adopting her.” 
 
    Laura began pulling at the front of her shirt. “God, I have this pain in my chest. If only I could reach in and rip it out, then maybe I’d feel better.” 
 
    Susan shot a brief glance in her direction. “Are you having a heart attack?” 
 
    Laura shook her head. “I…I don’t think so. I just realize how close I came to losing Rose forever. It’s…it’s so damned terrifying.” 
 
    “I can’t even imagine what you went through—and what you’re still going through.” 
 
    “You’re pregnant, aren’t you?” 
 
    Susan nodded. 
 
    “Well, I hope you never have to know this feeling.” Laura sniffled and asked if Clint would be at the hospital. “I want to thank him for getting Rose back to me and I want to apologize again for what I did. I…I don’t know what would’ve happened had he not worked so hard on this case.” 
 
    “Clint’s heading to the police department to meet with Detective Mallory Tuttle from the sheriff’s office,” Susan explained. “She’s been assisting us with the investigation and she recently took a second suspect into custody—a kid named Junior Bradberry. His brother’s the one who got shot on the boat. They also seized the suspect’s car, and that’s where we believe we’ll find the other half of Rose’s identification card.” 
 
    “What about the first suspect?” Laura wanted to know. “Did they arrest him or did he get away?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t get away, but we didn’t arrest him either. His name is Lenny Bradberry. His brother must’ve tipped him off, because he lit up the field where we were hiding and tried to ambush us. Two of our officers returned fire, but he decided to take the cowardly way out.” Susan grunted. “He shot himself in the head just as Clint was boarding the motor vessel.” 
 
    Susan decided to withhold the irrelevant details, such as Lenny Bradberry had fallen overboard after shooting himself in the right temple and Melvin and Baylor had been forced to pull him out of the water with grappling hooks. The water at the edge of the pier was about twelve feet deep and a dive team was scheduled to go out at first light to search for the pistol. Clint said he was certain the pistol was the same one that Ricky Bradberry had purchased at Bill’s Jewelry and Pawn, and Susan had no reason to doubt that. 
 
    “Why didn’t Lenny shoot his mom like a normal person?” Susan had asked Clint when he told her about the pistol. “Why would he poison her?” 
 
    “Because he’s a coward.” 
 
    “Huh?” Susan had scrunched her face. “Shooting an unarmed person is equally as cowardly as poisoning them—especially since it was his own mother.” 
 
    “You have to be present to shoot someone,” Clint had stated matter-of-factly. “You have to see the results of your action. Sure, you can turn away or close your eyes, but you’re still there when it happens and you have to experience it. With a poisoning, you get to place the substance wherever you want and then leave—just like setting a rat trap. You don’t have to wait around and witness the destruction.” 
 
    Susan had never thought of it that way, but it did make sense. 
 
    “Well, here we are,” she said to Laura when she turned into the emergency room parking lot and shut off the engine. Amy Cooke was walking briskly down the ramp and changed directions when she saw Susan opening the door to her vehicle. 
 
    “She’s inside,” Amy said, “and she’s in good spirits.” 
 
    Before Susan could acknowledge what Amy had said, Laura jumped from the vehicle and raced up the ramp toward the sliding glass doors. Susan winced, thinking Laura would reach the doors before they slid open and crash right through them, but they opened just in time. She could hear Laura hollering to hospital staff that she was the mother of the missing child and she was demanding to know where she could find her daughter. The doors slid shut and muffled the rest of what was said, but Susan could see a nurse ushering Laura down the hallway, no doubt leading her to Rose’s room. 
 
    “God, I’m so glad it turned out this way,” Amy said, turning her back to the hospital so she could face Susan. “I really thought we’d find her dead.” 
 
    Susan nodded, able to breathe easier than she had in days. It was only then that she realized how anxious she had been over the missing girl. Of course, she hadn’t needed the added stress of Jennifer Duval’s stunt, but it was all finally over. She turned to Amy. “Have you gotten any sleep since this all began?” 
 
    “Not much.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. At least you’ve earned an ass-load of overtime.” 
 
    Amy’s watch lit up and she glanced at it. Susan cocked her head to the side. “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s a text message.” Amy held up her wrist. “It was my Christmas present—well, one of them.” 
 
    Susan grunted. She had heard of watches that could be linked to a cell phone. Apparently, you could do anything but bake a cake with the damn things. “What next?” she asked. “Sunglasses that link to your phone so you can read text messages without taking your eyes off the road?” 
 
    “Probably.” Amy sighed. “Well, do you still need me? I’d like to get some sleep.” 
 
    “Nah, you can turn in.” Susan knew the schedules of all of her officers, and she knew Amy was scheduled to be off this Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. “I’m sorry you had to work today. I hope you didn’t have plans.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t have—” Amy suddenly clamped her mouth shut and slapped her forehead. “Oh, shit, I forgot all about Trevor’s plans!” 
 
    “What plans?” 
 
    “He reserved a hotel room in New Orleans for tonight and tomorrow night,” Amy explained, lifting her right hand to show Susan a shiny new ring. “I think it’s to celebrate our engagement.” She grinned widely. “I know I shouldn’t wear it on duty, but I just couldn’t resist.” 
 
    Susan smiled, slapped Amy on the shoulder. “Go on and salvage what’s left of your weekend. We’ll wrap things up here.” 
 
    Amy hesitated, and Susan knew she was about to object. Amy never liked walking away from a case. If there was action, she wanted to be a part of it. If there was a fight, she wanted to be right in the middle. 
 
    “Everything’s over, Amy,” she said. “After Clint gets a confession from Junior, there’ll be nothing left to do except the paperwork. You won’t be missing a thing.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Susan smiled. “Positive.” 
 
    Amy took a breath and finally nodded. “Okay, but call if you need something—anything at all.” 
 
    Susan promised and watched Amy walk away. Once she had driven off, Susan turned and approached the hospital. She needed to take a formal statement from Rose and speak with the doctors to make sure Rose hadn’t been violated in any way. While she didn’t think the young girl was keeping anything from her and she was fairly certain nothing had happened to Rose, it was entirely possible she had been abused and was just too embarrassed to say anything about it. 
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    CHAPTER 51 
 
      
 
    6:15 a.m., Saturday, January 13 
 
    Mechant Loup Police Department, Mechant Loup, Louisiana 
 
      
 
    7 hours found… 
 
      
 
    “Look, son, when I find that school identification card in your trunk, it’s over for you.” I leaned forward in my chair and studied Junior’s bloody face. He’d been scratching the sore on his face all night and blood was caked under his fingernails and smeared on his flesh like war paint. He looked like a killer. “Just tell me why y’all kidnapped the girl.” 
 
    “I already told you—I didn’t have nothing to do with that. If Lenny stole that girl, then he did it by himself. I don’t even know how to drive my mom’s bus.” 
 
    I sighed and leaned back in my chair. I’d been interrogating Junior on and off for the past six hours, but the kid wouldn’t budge. He remained steadfast in his denial and wasn’t moved by anything I said. 
 
    “Tell me again why you think Lenny killed your mom,” I said, trying not to sound frustrated. 
 
    “I already told you why. Mom said she was going to divorce Dad and that they would sell off all of the property and split the money down the middle.” Junior scraped some blood from under his nail with one of his bottom teeth. I tried not to gag. “Lenny talked about it one day, told me he wouldn’t let them sell.” He shrugged. “Like I said a million times, my mom said I could live with her in her new house, so I didn’t care what they did with the property. As long as I had a place to stay, I didn’t give a shit. But Lenny, he wanted all that land. He claimed he was going to create a subdivision and make millions. He thought he was going to be able to retire before he was thirty.” 
 
    I nodded and studied my notes. Something suddenly jumped out at me that hadn’t before. “Earlier, you said Lenny had a plan to buy out your mom and dad, but your mom refused to entertain him. What was the plan?” 
 
    Junior shook his head. “I don’t know. It had something to do with his work. He said he met some guy on his last hitch and the man offered him a lot of money to do something for him. I don’t know what it was, but he said the man offered him a down payment that was enough for him to buy the entire property outright. He said he would let Dad live in the house…” 
 
    Junior stopped picking at his sore and he allowed his voice to trail off. His face had scrunched in confusion. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “Did you remember something?” 
 
    “No, but I just realized he didn’t say anything about letting Mom live in the house.” 
 
    “What do you think it means?” 
 
    “I…I think you’re right. I think he killed her. I think my brother killed my mom.” 
 
    I took a breath, reminded myself to remain patient. “Let’s get back to the plan and this man he met. Did he say who the man was or where he was from?” 
 
    Junior shook his head. 
 
    “Did he say how much the man paid him?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t tell me any of the details. He just said he got a down payment and he would get more money when the job was done.” 
 
    “Did he give any indication at all what the job involved?” 
 
    “Um, nope.” Junior shook his head. “He didn’t say.” 
 
    I was about to ask another question when there was a knock on the two-way mirror. I told Junior to sit tight and I got up, exited the room. Susan was waiting for me in the hallway. “I’ve got Lenny’s wife in the next interview room. It took me a while to get her calmed down, but I think she’s ready to talk now. As you might expect, she’s distraught over the news about Lenny killing himself.” 
 
    I sighed. Natalie Bradberry was young and appeared innocent when we’d spoken with her on Thursday night. I hated to have to put her through this. “Will you sit in with me?” I asked. 
 
    Susan nodded and opened the door to the interview room. Natalie’s face was red like her hair. I hadn’t realized she was a redhead when we’d first spoken, because her hair had been in a towel. I extended my hand and apologized about Lenny. I spoke with her about random things for a few minutes, trying to establish a rapport with her. I wanted her comfortable with me. 
 
    “Do you know why Lenny would take his own life?” I finally asked. 
 
    “I…I have no idea. He was supposed to take us on a vacation when he got home. He…I know he was excited about work, especially lately. He had been given some special assignment and he was receiving hazard pay, so he was taking in more money on a regular basis. And just recently, he called me to say he was about to get a big raise for a high-risk job, but for me not to worry.” She wiped tears from her face. “It seemed everything was going good, so I don’t know why he would choose to leave us like this. I…I just don’t understand.” 
 
    “Do you know anything at all about this high-risk job?” I asked. “Did he mention anything at all, however small?” 
 
    “No, sir. He didn’t give me any details. He just said it would pay a lot and we would be able to buy up all of the family land and never have to worry about his mom and dad getting a divorce.” 
 
    “Was that discussed?” 
 
    Natalie nodded. “My mother-in-law recently said she was going to divorce Mr. Ricky and that they would have to sell the land. She said Junior could live with her and that we would get a share of the money, but Lenny said it wouldn’t be enough. He said we’d be out on the streets in no time if he didn’t do something about it. Besides, he had plans for the land. He wanted to develop it and make a neighborhood. He said if we could do that, then we’d never have to work again and the kids would be set for life.” 
 
    “What do you think he meant when he said he’d have to do something about it?” 
 
    Her expression was blank. “I think he meant he would do this dangerous assignment and make enough money to get us out of a bind.” 
 
    “Do you think that assignment entailed killing his mother and kidnapping a young girl?” 
 
    Natalie threw herself back in her chair. “Oh, God no! He had nothing to do with that!” 
 
    I didn’t want to cause any more harm, so I didn’t argue with her. We had searched her house earlier and hadn’t found any evidence linking her husband to Rose, but we hadn’t gotten into his computers yet. We’d applied for a search warrant of his bank accounts, and my guess was that we’d only find large sums of cash deposits—if he put his money in the bank—rather than a paper trail leading to this mystery man about whom Junior had spoken. 
 
    I questioned her for about thirty minutes longer, with Susan interjecting now and then, until we were interrupted by Lindsey’s screams from the dispatcher’s office. 
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    112 Rooster Drive, Mechant Loup, Louisiana 
 
      
 
    “So, where are we staying?” Amy asked Trevor as she shoved the last of her clothes into the suitcase and wrestled the zipper down the length of the track. “The Ritz-Carlton?” 
 
    “Nah, the Roosevelt. I booked us a Presidential Suite.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “Are you crazy?” 
 
    Trevor smiled, but he still appeared unsettled by the earlier news of Lenny’s suicide. “I guess I am—just a little.” 
 
    She walked over and gave him a hug. “I know Lenny was your friend and this is disturbing, so we can cancel the trip if you like.” 
 
    “No, I think it might help to take our minds off of things.” He forced a smile and leaned back. “After all, it’s a Presidential Suite!” 
 
    “You don’t need to twist my arm.” Amy smiled and grabbed her bag. “Which vehicle are we going in?” 
 
    “The Lexus, of course, and you’re driving.” 
 
    That brought a broad smile to her face and she rolled her luggage out of the bedroom, down the hall, and through the laundry room. She shoved Trevor’s scuba gear out of the way with her foot and grunted when she felt water on the floor. “How many times have I told you to dry off your gear before dragging it in the laundry room?” Amy hollered, stopping momentarily to wipe off her foot. She didn’t expect a response, and didn’t get one. 
 
    She opened the door to the garage and froze in place for a moment, staring at the red Lexus. She could’ve sworn it was singing to her. Damn, that’s a beautiful car. She held up her right ring finger. And a beautiful ring. 
 
    Smiling to herself and giddy with joy, she moved around to the trunk, which was already open. The smile faded when she saw Trevor’s bags. He wasn’t the most organized of persons, and that sometimes annoyed her. She’d tried to explain to him time and again that they could fit more bags if they took a few minutes longer to pack. His response had always been the same: “That’s a few more minutes I could be playing on the beach.” 
 
    She shook her head and smiled as she jerked his suitcase out of the trunk and dropped it to the ground beside hers. 
 
    “Did I not pack it the way you like it?” Trevor asked, coming up behind her. “Forgive me if I didn’t get the memo.” 
 
    They both laughed and she twisted to give him a peck on the cheek before grabbing his other bag and wrestling it against the left wall of the trunk. “If we position all the bags of similar shapes and sizes together,” she explained, “we can make more use of the room in the trunk. When you just throw things in here—” 
 
    “I know, Mother.” 
 
    “Oh, gross.” Amy faked a shudder. “Don’t call me that. I’m your wife-to-be.” 
 
    She reached for his suitcase, jerked it effortlessly from the ground, and placed it in an open space. She was about to grab her bag when something in the far right corner of the trunk caught her eye. It was white and contrasted against the black carpet. 
 
    “What the hell…?” Amy turned from her bag and leaned far forward, reaching for the tiny object. It was shoved up into a crack and was hard to grab. She had to use her index and middle fingers to latch onto it. When she pulled back, her heart nearly stopped beating in her chest. 
 
    “Hey, what’s that?” Trevor asked, trying to see over her shoulder. “Did I forget the price tag on the car? If so, don’t look!” 
 
    Amy turned the item over and her suspicions were confirmed—it was the bottom half of a school identification card and Rose Murdock’s name was displayed in bold letters toward the upper edge. Near the bottom edge, her school’s name was listed in smaller letters. 
 
    Amy whirled around, her eyes wide and her heart pounding like a speed bag in her chest. Trevor’s own eyes grew wide when he saw what she was holding. 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute,” he said, lifting his left hand in a pleading motion, “I can explain that.” 
 
    Amy instinctively dropped the ID card and reached for her right hip, but she wasn’t wearing her gun belt. The significance of the motion wasn’t lost on Trevor. Moving with lightning speed, he reached his right hand behind his waistline and produced a black Glock pistol. He pointed it right at Amy’s face, and she knew she was about to meet her Maker. 
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    At that very moment, Amy couldn’t remember ever seeing such a large barrel on a gun. She knew it was a .40 caliber pistol, but the muzzle looked like that of a shotgun. She could make out every detail of the surface—the little speck of dust at the eleven o’clock position, the scratch at three o’clock, and what looked like gunk buildup just inside the barrel—and she was confident this would be the last thing she’d see before she died. 
 
    “I can’t believe you would reach for your gun,” Trevor said, breaking through her thoughts. His voice was cold and angry. “We’re engaged to be married and you would shoot me? I thought you loved me. I thought we meant something.” 
 
    Amy knew she needed to somehow alert Susan or Clint, but how? Her police radio and cell phone were in the house. If she tried calling out he would shoot her before the neighbors could hear. She was at his mercy—unless she could get close enough to him to get her hands on that pistol. “I do love you, Trevor.” 
 
    “Then why’d you reach for your gun? I saw you drop your hand to your side—the same side you carry your pistol.” 
 
    Amy had to distract Trevor and buy some time. Her pistol was on the nightstand in their bedroom. It could’ve just as well been buried under fifty feet of concrete. 
 
    Thinking quickly, she waved her hand dismissively. “I wasn’t reaching for anything. Don’t you think I would know if I was wearing my gun belt or not?” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, Amy.” 
 
    “I’m not. I swear. I would never shoot you.” Amy thought about moving closer to Trevor, but dared not. He was watching her too closely. She needed to keep him talking. She was about to open her mouth to speak again when she remembered the watch he had given her for Christmas. Her heart quickened slightly when she remembered setting up the emergency feature and linking it to her cell phone. All she had to do was press the side button and hold it for more than three seconds for it to connect to her cell phone and dial 9-1-1. 
 
    Am I out of range? She frowned wryly. That would be my luck. 
 
    “Look, Trevor, I don’t want any trouble between us.” She brought her hands together in front of her face while she spoke, easing her right thumb toward the side button on her watch. As she pressed it, she continued talking. “I won’t bullshit you if you don’t bullshit me. We’re engaged to be married, so I think we need to work through this together. We need to consider all of our options.” 
 
    Trevor’s trigger finger relaxed a little, but he seemed suspicious. “What options?” 
 
    Amy took a breath and exhaled softly, wondering if the call went through. She lowered her hands just a little. “First, I need to know your part in the kidnapping of Rose Murdock. If we’re going to be married, I need to know everything about you, just like you need to know everything about me.” 
 
    Trevor indicated toward the ID card on the floor with the muzzle of the pistol. “Before I say anything, what do you plan on doing with that?” 
 
    She knew it wasn’t the smart thing to say in the current situation, considering she was trying to stay alive, but she needed to create a record in case she didn’t make it out of this alive—and that was assuming her watch had dialed 9-1-1 and she was being recorded. “Well, it’s the other half of Rose Murdock’s student ID card and it was found in the trunk of my car, so I’ve got to submit it as evidence. It’s my job.” 
 
    Trevor flashed a wicked grin. “You know I can’t let you do that.” 
 
    “Okay, so we need to discuss a different option. What do you propose?” 
 
    “I propose we burn the damn thing with the car and get the hell out of town.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that would seem a little suspicious?” 
 
    “You’re right. Let’s just burn the ID and go to New Orleans like we had planned.” 
 
    “They were your plans.” 
 
    Trevor was thoughtful, but didn’t respond. He had stepped forward a little, still holding the pistol out in front of him, but it wasn’t close enough for her to grab. 
 
    She stabbed at the school ID with her toe. “What was that doing in the trunk of my car anyway? I don’t understand how it got there. Were you trying to set me up?” 
 
    “Oh, God no! I would never set you up.” Trevor sighed. “I was at the dealership buying your car when Lenny got the bus stuck in the mud. He called me and said he couldn’t make it to his boat at the old fishing camps, so I had to leave to pick him up. We had no other choice. We had to put the girl in the trunk of your car. I…I can’t believe she left it behind like that.” He grunted. “That’s one smart cookie.” 
 
    Amy had known Trevor was involved with Rose’s kidnapping from the second she found the ID, but to hear him say it out loud sent a chill down her spine. She had been about to marry this man. She had slept with him for years. Now, she realized she had no idea who he was. 
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    CHAPTER 54 
 
      
 
    Amy stammered for a second, trying to find the words. She knew she needed to pretend to go along with Trevor’s plan in order to buy some time and stay alive, but it was too difficult. “How could you be a part of this? How could you help kidnap a young girl? She’s just an innocent child, Trevor. How in the hell could you do this?” 
 
    Trevor sighed and the muzzle of the gun dipped slightly. She took notice and the muscles in her legs tensed, waiting and watching for an opportunity to charge him. 
 
    “They said they would get to you and kill you. They offered me half a million dollars to find them a young girl, someone who wasn’t damaged goods. They said if I cooperated they would pay, but if I refused, they would burn this whole town to the ground, starting with our house.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t let them come after you, Amy. I love you too much. I did what I had to do for survival—for your survival.” 
 
    “If you really loved me, you wouldn’t be pointing a gun at me.” She shifted her eyes slightly, taking in her surroundings. She didn’t hear any sirens, so she didn’t know if the call had gone out. 
 
    “If you really loved me, you’d forget what you found and we’d move on with our lives.” 
 
    “You know I can’t do that. I’m a sworn law enforcement officer. I can’t turn a blind eye when I know a crime has been committed.” 
 
    “Even if it means losing your life?” 
 
    She nodded solemnly, didn’t say a word. Instead, she waited for him to pull the trigger. 
 
    “Well, here we are then.” His jaw was set. He shifted the pistol in his hand, took a breath. 
 
    Amy knew she needed to keep him talking or she would be dead soon. “These people who said they would find me and kill me—who are they?” 
 
    Trevor was thoughtful. He glanced over his shoulder as though he were worried someone might overhear him. When he finally spoke, his voice was a low whisper. “The main man was Hector Ortega. None of us knew it, but Hector was working with Tucker, the captain who ran the boat before me. Lenny was involved, too, and he gave them my name when I made captain and told them I would cooperate. God, if I would’ve known all of this, I would never have taken the damn promotion.” 
 
    “Cooperate with what?” 
 
    “This Hector Ortega runs a section of the Gulf where we operate our boat. He’s a smuggling kingpin and he’s been using the Sea Nightmare to run women from the United States to Mexico.” Trevor waved his hand in the air. “Apparently, Tucker met him in a Mexican bar on the border and they struck a deal. He’d give Tucker some money, Tucker would round up some prostitutes from La Mort and New Orleans, and then he’d deliver them to Hector.” 
 
    “Wait—what? Were they going willingly? This sounds like human trafficking.” 
 
    “No, no they were all going willingly. Well, at first anyway.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “According to Lenny, they were told they could come back to the U.S. once they’d made some money, but that never happened.” 
 
    Amy was incredulous. “How could you agree to work with these animals?” 
 
    “I had no choice, Amy. Not long after I became captain, Ortega’s men stopped the Sea Nightmare late one night when we were heading to one of the rigs. They boarded my vessel armed with AK-47s and were talking about four women that were supposed to be delivered. They forced me below to search the abandoned cabins, but there was no one down there.” Trevor shivered involuntarily. “I thought they were going to kill me when I told them I didn’t know what was going on. Lenny stepped up and assured them that I didn’t know anything about Tucker’s previous dealings. He told them that Tucker had been fired and that’s why he hadn’t delivered the women. He assured them that I would cooperate and give them what they wanted. They…they didn’t seem convinced, but he promised to deliver what he referred to as a “pure” and “untouched” girl and he said he knew how to get one.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you went along with this.” Amy shook her head slowly. She felt nauseous. “It makes no sense.” 
 
    “I thought they would kill you!” He waved the gun in the air. “Don’t you get it? Don’t you realize how much I love you? I would die for you. Hell, I would kill for you.” 
 
    Amy’s eyes refocused on the gunk buildup in the barrel. In the same instance, she suddenly remembered the wet scuba gear in the laundry room. She sucked in her breath. “That gunk in the barrel—it’s blowback. It was you! You killed Lenny with that pistol and you went overboard with his body!” She shot a thumb toward the laundry room. “You escaped in your scuba gear and made your way back here, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Ah!” A wide grin of admiration spread across Trevor’s face. “That’s the smart cop I fell in love with.” 
 
    “But why’d you kill Lenny? I know he’d bad, but I thought y’all were friends.” 
 
    “He was the fall guy. Once I realized Clint was on to him, I knew I had to get rid of him before he could implicate me. I left you and went home to get my scuba gear. I parked my truck on the eastern side of the port and humped it to the Sea Nightmare. I told Lenny we had to leave right away, that we had to get to Mexico.” Trevor paused and shook his head. “When he reached for the line that was attached to the anchor, I…I shot him in the temple. It was hard.” A long frown played at the corners of his mouth. It was the first sign of remorse Amy had noticed since she’d located the ID badge. “I didn’t want to have to kill him, but it was the only way. I had no choice.” 
 
    “When did you kill him?” 
 
    “It was about fifteen minutes before y’all showed up. I left him where he was and suited up in my scuba gear. I then waited on the forward deck until y’all arrived. Thanks to the moonlight, I could see someone moving in that open field. I needed y’all to think Lenny got hit in the crossfire, so I turned on the spotlight and fired some shots into the air so y’all could shoot back. When the cops on the water opened up with their machine guns, I wrapped my arms around Lenny’s body and rolled into the water with him.” He paused and shuddered. “They almost got me. I thought I was a goner for sure.” 
 
    “So, that splash they heard was you and Lenny hitting the water?” 
 
    Trevor nodded and continued. “I swam underwater to the eastern side of the port and got in my truck. I then hurried back home and waited for you to get back so we could leave.” Trevor was thoughtful. “It was the perfect plan, really—and it would’ve worked if that little bitch hadn’t gone and left her school ID card in the trunk of your car. Hell, we’d be half way to New Orleans by now if you hadn’t found it.” 
 
    “Did you have a hand in killing Lenny’s mother, too?” 
 
    “No, that’s on Lenny.” 
 
    “Why would he kill that poor old lady?” 
 
    “She wasn’t a poor old lady, she was a bitch. She was going to sell all of the family land—his inheritance—right out from under him, so he saw this as the perfect opportunity to get rid of her. Lenny talked his dad into buying him a gun to bring on the boat for protection, and he was going to use that gun to kill his mom and then bury her in the yard. He figured he could then use her bus to kidnap a child and we would be home free.” 
 
    “But he didn’t shoot her.” 
 
    “No. While his dad was doing the background check for the gun at the pawn shop, he stole some cyanide that the man was using to clean some jewelry. He figured it would be easier to poison his mom than to shoot her, and he was right.” 
 
    “But Lenny insinuated to Clint that Junior was the one who poisoned his mom.” 
 
    “Junior’s too fried to poison anyone. Lenny figured it would be easy to pin it on Junior and, if he went to jail, he’d be in a better place anyway.” Trevor scowled. “But Clint had to go digging…” 
 
    Trevor’s tone was too casual, without remorse. It sickened Amy. 
 
    “So, you knew about the plan to use the bus?” 
 
    He nodded. “I mean, what better way to pick up kids? We were going to store it in an old abandoned warehouse on the east side of the port and use it again, but the tire blew out and we couldn’t move it. Once everyone started looking for Rose, we knew we’d have to come up with another plan.” 
 
    “Another plan for what?” 
 
    “To pick up more girls.” 
 
    Amy couldn’t take anymore. Trevor was going to kill her anyway, so she’d just as soon go down fighting. Without warning, she lunged forward, pushing off with her right foot. She reached for Trevor’s pistol with her left hand and punched him as hard as she could in the throat with her right fist. He had been in the middle of speaking and the move caught him completely off guard—but it didn’t take him long to recover. 
 
    Grunting in pain, Trevor tried to jerk his gun hand away. Amy hit him again, but he was expecting it this time and seemed unfazed. He tried to tilt the pistol in her direction just as he pulled the trigger. The explosion was deafening in the garage. Amy’s ears immediately began to ring and her left hand burned from the heat of the fired bullet. She didn’t think she’d been shot—or, at least, she didn’t feel any pain from a gunshot wound—and her grip had caused the pistol to malfunction, so she was safe from being shot at again. 
 
    “Damn you!” Trevor screamed, trying to wrestle the pistol free. He grabbed Amy by the hair and jerked her head downward. Pain shot through her scalp, but she clung to the pistol. She kicked Trevor in the shin and instantly regretted it, wincing as the blow served only to jam her bare toes. 
 
    Trevor’s eyes lit up as he realized she was barefooted. He immediately stomped the instep of her left foot. 
 
    “Damn it, Trevor!” Amy gritted her teeth and hobbled around, trying to maintain her balance and keep her hold on the pistol. Trevor stomped on her other foot with his heel and she fell to her knees, almost losing her grip on the Glock. 
 
    Trying to ignore the pain in her feet, she pushed off the ground and shot a right cross toward Trevor’s face, but he dropped his chin and took the blow on the forehead. Pain shot through her hand. Before she could mount another offensive, Trevor punched her in the face. His hard knuckles connected solidly with her nose and caused her eyes to smart. She tasted blood, choked on it. 
 
    Dazed, she lowered her own head and lunged forward, driving her right shoulder into his torso. Working her legs like pistons, she forced him backward and into the wall of the garage. They collided with a thud, knocking over shovels and other tools that were leaning against the wall. Still desperately trying to hold on to the Glock, Amy shot a knee toward Trevor’s groin. He doubled over, but managed to stay on his feet. 
 
    Amy didn’t realize it until it was too late—Trevor had snatched a set of tree shears from where it hung on the wall and was swinging it right for her head. She let go of the Glock and used both hands to shield her head. The force of the blow sent shock waves of pain up and down her forearms and knocked her against the trunk of the car. It was then that she realized the end was almost near. 
 
    Trevor had dropped the shears and was manipulating the slide on the Glock in an attempt to clear the jam. It was only a matter of seconds before he would shoot her dead. Tears burned her eyes as she watched the man she loved working so hard to murder her, but she quickly blinked them away. She would not go peacefully into the night. 
 
    Letting out a rebel yell, Amy pushed off of the car with her foot just as Trevor cleared the jam and turned the muzzle in her direction. She was only inches from him when the shot was fired. 
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    CHAPTER 55 
 
      
 
    “Lindsey, we’re about to turn onto Rooster Drive,” I hollered into my cell phone before dropping it to the floor of Susan’s Tahoe. I drew my pistol with my right hand and reached across my body with my left hand, ready to jerk the door open. Susan was driving much faster than she should have been down such a narrow street, but she had no choice. 
 
    Minutes earlier, Lindsey had received a 9-1-1 call from Amy’s cell phone and she could be heard speaking with her boyfriend, Trevor Blackley, who had been actively confessing to his role in Rose Murdock’s kidnapping. Susan and I had rushed outside and jumped in her Tahoe, while Lindsey had begun broadcasting the call through the police radio so we could keep up with what was taking place out at Amy’s house. 
 
    We were halfway down the street when Amy and Trevor began fighting. We couldn’t tell what was going on, but it sounded violent. We also couldn’t tell who was winning and that scared the shit out of me. Based on their conversation, we knew Trevor had the upper hand and was armed with the same pistol he’d used to kill Lenny. 
 
    “Come on!” My foot was bouncing against the floorboard as I strained to see down the street. We weren’t running code, because we didn’t want Trevor to know we were coming. As their fight continued, I wondered if it might not be a good idea to blare the siren. It might distract Trevor long enough to change the momentum of the fight—if, indeed, he was getting the best of Amy. 
 
    “There it is!” Susan’s voice was strained and, in the glow from the dash lights, I could see the whites of her knuckles as she gripped the steering wheel. We were approaching the driveway too fast. There was no way we could make the turn. 
 
    I reached out with a hand to brace myself and called out a warning, but it wasn’t necessary. Susan veered off the street eighty feet before the driveway and guided the SUV through the neighbor’s yard. She stomped the brake pedal as we approached the side of Amy’s driveway, but it did little to slow us down. 
 
    The vehicle continued skidding forward and jostled violently when the tires made contact with the side of the concrete. I bounced so high my head hit the ceiling. It was a jarring blow, but I recovered quickly and grabbed onto the dashboard as we crashed through a wooden fence and plowed into a patch of shrubs. In that exact instance, I heard a war cry and then a gunshot from my right, which was where Amy and Trevor’s garage was located. 
 
    Before the vehicle could come to a complete stop, I was already out the door and sprinting toward the open garage, my pistol leading the way. The crash must’ve startled Trevor, because he was looking wide-eyed in our direction while trying to push Amy off of him. She had a grip on his gun hand and was trying to keep it from pointing in her direction. 
 
    I slid to a kneeling position and steadied my pistol. I was about to issue a warning to Trevor when Amy seized the moment and shin-kicked him in the groin—kicked him like she was trying to punt a football the length of the field. I wasn’t positive, but it looked like she left the ground when she drove her foot between his legs. 
 
    Trevor’s face twisted in shock and pain as he sank to his knees and then slumped onto his side. He was rolled up in a ball moaning when I approached him. I glanced in Amy’s direction when I began applying the handcuffs. She had leaned back against the red Lexus in the garage and was wiping blood from her nose. 
 
    “Damn good to see you, Clint,” she said, flashing a perfect smile. The smile faded quickly and her eyes turned sorrowful as she watched me help Trevor to his feet. “It was him, not Junior, who helped Lenny pull off this kidnapping.” 
 
    “Yeah, we heard it all over the radio. Lindsey patched the call through to our radio.” I glanced around, scowled. “Where’s your cell phone? We got a 9-1-1 call from you and the line stayed open the entire time.” 
 
    Amy held up her left wrist. “It’s the new fancy watch that Trevor bought me. It saved my life. I won’t keep much that I got from him, but I’m definitely keeping this.” 
 
    Susan walked up, talking on her radio. “We’re Code Four, one suspect in custody.” She glanced over at Amy. “Do you want an ambulance?” 
 
    “Nah, I’ll drive myself.” Amy took a long look at Trevor before I walked away with him. There was a sadness in her eyes that made me frown. I couldn’t imagine losing Susan, but to lose her like this? It would be the worst. 
 
    Baylor Rice raced into the driveway moments later and I waited for him to park and open his back door. Once Trevor was secured inside, I returned to where Amy was still leaning against her vehicle. She was speaking with Susan, recounting all the details of the incident. I listened intently, and my ears perked up when she mentioned the prostitutes who had been taken from La Mort and New Orleans by Tucker, who was the boat captain who preceded Trevor. 
 
    I wondered if I knew any of them. When I’d worked as a detective for the La Mort Police Department, I’d had countless dealings with the local prostitutes—both as victims and as offenders—and I’d always been unable to escape the thought that each of them was someone’s daughter. Their cases didn’t attract as much media attention as someone like Rose, which was no doubt part of the reason Tucker had targeted them. 
 
    “We need to call the FBI, NOPD, and LMPD,” I said when there was a break in their conversation. “They need to take down this Hector Ortega fellow. According to what Trevor told you, there should be some missing prostitutes from both cities. Hell, for all we know, he might be working with multiple vessels and there might be more missing women and children out there. If so, and if Trevor will cooperate, the FBI might be willing to make a deal with him. If they could recover more victims, it might be worth shaving some time off of his sentence.” 
 
    “And if he’s not willing to cooperate,” Amy asked, “what then?” 
 
    I grunted. “Then they should give him to me.” 
 
    “I want him first,” Susan muttered. 
 
    “I’m his fiancé—I get first dibs.” 
 
    Baylor had driven away with Trevor and we all stood silent for a long moment. It was Amy who broke the silence. 
 
    “I can’t believe I was about to marry him. I feel like such a fool.” Although her voice was nasally from the swelling of her nose, the embarrassment was evident in her tone. 
 
    “We all make mistakes,” Susan said, shooting a pointed glance in my direction. I knew she was referring to my prior relationship with Jennifer Duval, and I also knew better than to object. She turned her attention back to Amy. “Let me take you to the hospital while Clint processes the scene here. I’ll drive your cruiser and leave mine for Clint.” 
 
    I pointed toward the shiny red Lexus. “Don’t you want to take the fancy—” I clamped my mouth shut and cocked my head to the side when I realized the rear passenger tire was flat. I moved closer and squatted beside it. 
 
    “What do you see?” Amy asked. 
 
    I pointed to the head of a screw protruding from the tire. “This screw, it’s what made the indentation in the muddy tire impression out at the old hunting camp boat launch.” 
 
    “What?” Amy shoved her fists on her hips. “I haven’t even taken it for a spin yet and it’s already got a flat?” 
 
    Susan laughed and I watched her and Amy walk away. Amy stopped just as she was about to enter the passenger side of her cruiser. “Oh, and Clint, feel free to put all of Trevor’s shit in the front yard and set fire to it. You’ll save me from having to do it later.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  OceanofPDF.com





 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 56 
 
      
 
    Four months later… 
 
      
 
    8:12 p.m., Monday, May 14 
 
      
 
    I stood beside the hospital bed, trembling like a wet feral cat in the middle of winter. Susan had been pushing for about two hours now, and her contractions were lasting about ninety seconds, with breaks of about three minutes. 
 
    “This is easier than a boxing round,” she said during one of the breaks. Her doctor and the nurse began laughing, but I stood there stone-faced, worried out of my mind. “It’s okay, Clint,” she said with a chuckle, “everything will be okay.” 
 
    I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded, reaching for her hand. She squeezed mine so hard during the next contraction that I thought she broke one of my metacarpal bones. She had barely uttered a sound since being admitted to the hospital to have our baby. Rather, she would exhale slowly and let out a low moan when the pain would come. 
 
    During her next break, she glanced over at me. “Do you still think it’s a girl?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know.” I licked my dry lips. “As long as you and the baby are healthy, I don’t care what she is.” 
 
    Susan chuckled, then winced. “Oh, here she comes. I feel it.” 
 
    “Keep pushing,” the doctor said through her orange mask. “I can see the baby’s head. It’s almost here.” 
 
    Letting out a long grunt, Susan continued straining and I glanced down. I had been there when Abigail was born and this moment was every bit as magical. I held my breath as the baby came out. 
 
    “It’s a girl,” the doctor announced, but still I held my breath, because I hadn’t heard her make a sound. I watched closely. I couldn’t tell if the baby was moving on her own or if the doctor was making her move. Finally, after what seemed like too long, she began screaming. Susan and I let out a collective sigh of relief. I quickly moved to Susan’s side and looked down at her. She was beaming. 
 
    “You did it,” I said, the tears welling up in my eyes. I didn’t even care that I was crying. “You did it.” 
 
    “We did it.” She wiped tears from her own eyes. “I want to see her.” 
 
    I stood back as the doctor held our baby girl up for Susan to see. Susan reached for her, and the doctor eased her into Susan’s arms. I was filled with love for Susan and our new baby, but I was also overwhelmed with fear. Would I be able to protect this child? Or would I fail her like I had failed Abigail? I had to shake my head violently to clear it. 
 
    After allowing Susan to hold her for a brief moment, the doctor took our baby to a nearby table to begin cleaning her up. Susan turned her attention back to me. “What are we going to call her?” 
 
    I was thoughtful. We had bounced names off of each other for months—both boy names and girl names—but we hadn’t settled on any one. “You call it,” I said. “I’m fine with whatever you choose.” 
 
    “Grace,” she said softly. “My great-grandmother’s name was Grace and it defined who she was as a person. I’d like to call her Grace.” 
 
    “Then Grace it is.” That seemed to make Susan happy and she relaxed her head and closed her eyes. I wanted to let her get some rest, so I kissed her forehead and slipped out the door. I made my way to the lobby and found Amy, Melvin, Baylor, Takecia, Susan’s mom, my mom, and Pauline Cain waiting impatiently. They were watching a television that was blaring in the corner, but they all immediately jumped to their feet when I pushed through the door. 
 
    “How is she?” Takecia asked. “Did the baby come?” 
 
    Worried that I might start crying again, I simply nodded my head and mouthed, “It’s a girl.” 
 
    Melvin let out a cheer and rushed over to me, wrapping his thick arms around me. Amy, Pauline, and Takecia joined him in a huge group hug. At that moment, more than ever in my life, I felt like I was truly among family. 
 
    Once they released me, I went to Susan’s mom and then my mom and hugged them, as well. 
 
    “When can I see Susan?” Mrs. Wilson asked. “I want to see my grandbaby.” 
 
    “It’s my grandbaby, too,” my mom said. “I want to see her, too.” 
 
    Before I could say another word, I heard the name of our town over the television. The others heard it, too, and we all turned to face the screen. The nine o’clock news was on and a reporter—a dark-haired woman wearing a red shirt and jeans—was standing in front of a large building. 
 
    “…in front of the federal court building in New Orleans where Hector Ortega has made his first court appearance since his arrest early last week. Ortega was indicted two weeks ago by a federal grand jury on sex trafficking charges. According to sources close to the investigation, Ortega’s arrest marked the end of a four-month investigation that all started with a kidnapping in the small town of Mechant Loup. 
 
    “In addition to Ortega, authorities arrested a dozen men, most of them U.S. citizens, who they say were part of a human trafficking ring that has been operating in the southern Gulf of Mexico for nearly three years. The group would lure unsuspecting prostitutes onto motor vessels, where they would then be transported to Mexico and held against their will. In addition to the arrests, agents have seized four marine vessels and nearly a million dollars in cash.” 
 
    The television blinked and the image flashed to footage from the day we walked Trevor Blackley out of the police department and into FBI custody. We had put a ballistics vest and a cap on him and instructed him to keep his head down when he walked out into the daylight. 
 
    “In this exclusive footage shot on January fourteenth, members of the Mechant Loup Police Department, along with agents from the FBI and the Department of Homeland Security, are seen leading an unidentified man out of the police department and into a black Suburban. While his name has not yet been released by authorities, our sources say he is Trevor Blackley, the former boyfriend of a Mechant Loup police officer, and the mastermind behind the kidnapping of a student who attended Attakapas High School—” 
 
    The television screen suddenly went black. 
 
    “Enough of that shit.” Amy tossed the remote she’d been holding onto a shelf in the corner. “I don’t need some news reporter reminding me of what an idiot I was for trusting that asshole.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I want to see Baby Grace,” my mom said, grabbing me by the arm. “Take me to her.” 
 
    I nodded and led the way. As I walked, I realized there was a bounce in my step. I’m a father again, I thought, grinning. I love the sound of that! 
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