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Chapter 1

He stood on the ridge, gazing at the forest’s countless treetops, leaves shining in the setting sun’s light. The untamed wilderness made him think about his place in the world. A man’s place in the world. Modern life often made one forget the struggle for survival. People distracted themselves by gazing at their tiny screens for hours on end, watching a never-ending slop of videos that blended into each other in their mediocrity and nothingness. But out here, everything swam into focus. Each second felt significant. He inhaled the forest’s scents—an intoxicating mix of earth, and moss, and life. He lazily scanned the ground below him, then tensed.

Movement.

A longtime hunter, he was very sensitive to any shift in the terrain, and he glimpsed it now, hundreds of yards away, down below. Putting his binoculars to his eyes, he found them almost immediately—hikers. Four of them. He tensed as they walked along the trail. Would they turn toward him? Toward his cabin? What would he do if they did? It might cause . . . complications.

But no. Already they were walking away, in the direction of a nearby stream.

Two guys, two girls. Teenagers. One of the girls had her hair swept back in a long ponytail. It swished left and right, the constant movement mesmerizing him. Swish, swish, swish, an alluring pendulum. What would happen if she ran? Would it move faster? Swish, swish, swish, he could imagine it bouncing. With the binoculars focused on it, it seemed almost within reach. He stretched out, as if to grab it, imagining how it would feel, the silky touch of that hair. The resistance as he yanked it.

The four of them reached an area where the foliage was thicker, the ponytail disappearing from view.

Maybe they were going for a swim in the stream. Sometimes teens did that. He could wait and see.

Hunting was mostly about waiting.

He put his binoculars away. No. He had other things to do. Responsibilities. People who depended on him.

Turning his back to the view, he trudged toward his cabin. His home away from home.

The large padlock outside was a bit wonky; he had to rattle the key in it a few times before it opened. Gotta remember to buy a new one. He shut the door behind him and switched on the light. He went over to the sink and placed the two rabbits he’d caught and skinned on the metal counter. The girls were probably hungry. He had to start making dinner.

But first, he went to the back room, where he kept all his tools. He placed his backpack in the corner, and the hunting rifle in its cabinet, which he locked. He let his eyes linger on the wall where he had hung an assortment of traps, hunting knives, and fishing tackle, and his precious crossbow. Approaching one of the coil spring traps, he thought about the girl he’d seen, the one with the ponytail.

Swish, swish, swish.

He ran his finger along the metallic coil of the trap.

Swish, swish.

He shook his head and checked the time. No time for daydreaming, he had to leave in a couple of hours. He returned to the kitchen and began cutting the rabbit carefully.

There was an art to rabbit stew. He’d learned how to make it from his father, who had learned how to make it from his mother. And perhaps his grandmother had learned it from her parents. How many generations had passed down this knowledge through the years? These days, a snotty brat got online, searched for a recipe, watched an eight-minute YouTube video, and suddenly thought they were a chef. They replicated that video like an automaton and posted the result on social media, feeling proud of themselves. And that was the ones that actually cooked. The rest just ate frozen dinners. Soulless meals for a brain-dead society.

He cut the meat, dusted it in flour, and fried it. As it sizzled, he began humming. Didn’t even notice he was doing it until the smell of cooking meat filled the kitchen. What was he humming? Na-na, na-na-na-na-na . . . It took him a moment to place the song. It was “Just Go Ahead Now,” by the Spin Doctors. No, hang on, that wasn’t the song’s name. What was its name? Na-na-na-na-na . . . He hadn’t heard it for years. What was the name? It would drive him insane until he figured it out.

He fried the potatoes, onions, and mushrooms, added the meat and a bit of red wine. The smell made his mouth water. A lesser man might first take a large portion for himself and eat it right now. But he wasn’t like that. The girls were probably starving. He let it simmer just a bit more, then switched off the stove. Carefully, he ladled a healthy portion for each of the girls and placed both bowls on a tray, along with a couple of spoons. That done, he picked it up and walked over to their bedroom door.

Of course, there was no way to open the door with the tray in his hand, not with the heavy padlock that kept it secured. He gently placed the tray on the floor, fished for the key in his pocket, and turned it in the lock. Through the door, he heard a quick whisper, a shuffle. Daddy’s home.

He picked up the tray again, then opened the door with his elbow.

Both girls were sitting on their cots. Riley had her knees bunched to her chest and was hugging them tightly, her unblinking eyes staring straight ahead. Alice leaned against the wall, her hands in her lap, face lowered. He kicked the door shut, feeling a surge of frustration. Was it too much to ask for the girls to look at him when he showed up? He’d been out there for hours, hunting and cooking for them. He glanced around at the room and its bare furniture—two cots, a small round table, three stools. Dust and hair clumps everywhere, crumbs on the table. Hell, these two didn’t even bother keeping their own room clean.

He took a deep breath, reminding himself that they didn’t know any better. But they would learn.

“Hey, girls,” he said. “Trapped a nice rabbit for dinner. Made us some stew.”

“Thank you, that’s very thoughtful of you,” Riley said.

His eyes turned to Alice. A second later, she muttered, “Thank you.”

He smiled, satisfied. He placed the tray on the table and sat down on one of the stools. Riley quickly got off her bed and joined him. Alice didn’t move.

“Alice?” Riley said, a tremor in her voice. “It’s time to eat.”

“I’m not very hungry.” Alice sniffed.

“You need to eat,” he said. “Get your strength up. You’re too thin.”

“I’ll eat later,” Alice said.

“We’re all eating now,” he pointed out. He could feel that familiar kernel of anger bubbling in his gut.

“You can eat without me,” Alice said.

He inhaled through his nose several times, feeling his face flushing. This was the thanks he got. He spent every second of the day worrying about these two, and this ungrateful bitch couldn’t even get her ass off the bed. Well, he’d teach her. He was about to get up and—

“Alice!” Riley snapped. “Get over here right now.”

Startled, Alice jumped off the bed and joined them at the table. Up close he could see that her eyes were puffy, her nose red. She’d been crying. Well, that was to be expected. One day, she’d look back and feel grateful for everything that he’d done for her.

Intertwining his fingers, he placed his elbows on the table, preparing to say grace. Riley quickly followed suit, and Alice did the same a few seconds later. He used to shut his eyes when saying grace. Didn’t do it anymore. There had been a regrettable incident a while ago, when he’d shut his eyes. Regrettable for everyone involved. He waited for Riley and Alice to shut their eyes, and then said, “Dear Lord, thank you for this meal we are about to eat. We are grateful for the provisions you have sent our way. Please bless the long journey of Riley and Alice, and make them stronger, and smarter, and grateful for your gifts. Amen.”

“Amen,” Riley said.

“Amen.” Alice’s voice cracked as she followed suit.

“Okay.” He smiled. “Enjoy your meal.”

The two girls began to eat hesitantly. He watched them, folding his arms. He preferred to eat by himself, afterward, but he believed that it was important for them to spend some time together.

“I have to leave again soon,” he said. “You girls will be all right without me?”

Riley raised her eyes from her bowl. He could see the hesitancy there. She was weighing her response carefully.

“You taught us to take care of ourselves,” she finally said. “We’ll be fine.”

“Good,” he said, satisfied.

They ate in silence. He checked the time. He really had to go, but he enjoyed this precious quality time. He could stay a few more minutes.

“I saw a good buck this morning,” he said, making small talk. “Pretty far, four hundred yards, but I was about to take the shot. Then the wind shifted, and he caught my scent. He was gone like that.” He snapped his fingers.

Riley flinched at the sudden noise. She was as skittish as the animals he hunted.

“But these rabbits were waiting for me in two of the snares I made. I set a lot of snares yesterday. God helps those who help themselves.” It was a good teaching moment for them. He didn’t want them to think it was pure luck that he caught the rabbits.

Riley looked at him, attentive to his every word. Alice didn’t seem to be listening.

“Alice,” he said sharply. “What do you think?”

She blinked. “What?”

“About the snares.”

“Um . . . yes. It’s good. That you caught it.”

Hardly scintillating conversation from this one. He sighed. “There’s this song that’s been stuck in my head. By a band called the Spin Doctors. Probably before your time. I’m trying to remember the title. It goes na-na-na-na-na.” He hummed a few more notes.

Alice whispered something that he couldn’t quite hear.

“What was that?” he asked.

“It’s titled ‘Two Princes,’” Alice said, her voice still barely a whisper.

“That’s right!” He smiled at her. “‘Two Princes’! It was driving me nuts.”

“My mom listens to the Spin Doctors sometimes.” Alice’s voice quivered. A tear ran down her cheek.

“Huh.” He pursed his lips. “We can listen to some music later. Mabel liked listening to music. Alice, you didn’t know Mabel. She used to sleep on your cot. Riley knew her. Right, Riley?”

“Yeah,” Riley said. “She was nice.”

“Yeah.” He was already regretting bringing Mabel up. It was casting a shadow over the meal. “It was a shame, what happened to her.”

Riley nodded, staring at her bowl.

He took a long breath. Mabel should have known better. Didn’t they have an understanding? And still, she’d disappointed him.

With Riley and Alice, it would be different. They wouldn’t disappoint him.

He scrutinized Alice. Not for the first time, he noticed her long hair. It was a mess right now, but with a bit of care, it could be quite smooth.

“You should try wearing your hair in a ponytail,” he told Alice.

She looked at him with a blank look. “Okay.”

“It would look really nice on you.”

Swish, swish, swish.

“I would need a comb,” she said. “And a hair tie.”

“Right,” he said slowly. He would have to buy those for her. But he couldn’t really do that, could he? It would raise questions in town. Maybe he would have to drive somewhere where no one knew him. Just for this brat’s stupid hair tie. Suddenly furious, he stood up abruptly. Riley’s hand froze, her spoon in midair.

“Finish your meal. I’ll collect your bowls later,” he said.

Turning away, he marched out of the room and slammed the door behind him. He snapped the padlock back in place.

Swish, swish.

That ponytail from this morning wouldn’t leave his mind. It was like a malignant tumor in his thoughts, twisting them, perverting them. He paced the cabin, trying to think of something else. Hunting. His mind was purest when he hunted. He imagined himself, hidden in the bushes on the ridge, staring below, looking for prey, rifle on his shoulder . . .

Maybe a moose. Or a doe.

Swish, swish, swish.

He shut his eyes. A doe. He would creep closer, against the wind, making sure he made no sound. He would unshoulder the rifle.

A twig would snap.

The doe would raise her head, startled.

And bolt.

Her ponytail jumping as she dashed through the shrubs.

Swish, swish.

And he would go after her, he wouldn’t let her get out of his sight, he always caught his prey. The ponytail, tantalizing, would get closer, and closer, within reach . . .

A sharp tug. A scream, and she would be on the floor. His prey. Her clothing easily torn, her body exposed, warm, moist . . .

He gasped, shuddering, as he ejaculated, his pants lowered to his knees. He knelt against the wall, panting, staring down. Feeling relieved.

Then ashamed, and guilty.

All he wanted was to help these girls in need. But they slapped his reaching hand away, tried to seduce him like the whores they were. He just wanted to talk to Alice and Riley about hunting, and music, but Alice had managed to twist the conversation to talking about her hair. Making it all about herself, and her body. Would it kill her to take some interest in what he did? In his life?

He pulled up his pants and buckled his belt. Then, his head pounding with fury, he marched to the back room, grabbed one of the spare snares he’d made, the largest one. He crossed the cabin and unlocked the door, kicked it open.

The two girls were still sitting at the table. As he strode forward, they stared at him, frozen in fear.

“This.” He shook the coiled iron wire. “Is a snare. That’s how I caught the rabbits. Don’t you want to know how it works? How I get food to your table? Huh?”

“What?” Alice stuttered. “I don’t . . .”

“You lay it on a path where the rabbits might walk. And you leave it there. This noose is a bit too big, see? I would have to tighten it when I place it, but it’s good for our demonstration.” He took two steps toward them. Riley tensed, about to get up. “Sit down!” he snarled.

Alice was trembling, her eyes staring widely at him. Well, at least she was listening now.

“The rabbit has shit for brains, you see? So it doesn’t see the snare, and it walks right into it, like this.” With a quick move he grabbed Alice’s hair, pulling her toward him. She screamed in pain, raising her hand, and he slapped it away. Then he slipped the noose over her head.

“The rabbit thrashes,” he said. “And the noose tightens. Show us.”

“P . . . please.”

“Show us! Try to move away!”

She shifted slightly away, and the snare tightened around her throat. He tugged at it, tightening it even further. Alice’s eyes bulged, and she let out a croak.

“No matter what the rabbit does, it just makes it worse!” he yelled.

Alice’s face was red. Her fingers were clawing at the noose on her throat.

“Finally, it chokes and dies, or breaks its neck,” he hissed, fist clenching on the iron wire.

“You’re killing her,” Riley sobbed. “Stop!”

He blinked. Alice’s eyes were rolling in their sockets. Quickly, he loosened the noose. Alice let out a ragged breath and collapsed to the floor, coughing.

Carefully, he took the snare off her. “So that’s how you hunt rabbits,” he said gruffly. “If you want, I can teach you how to make these snares. It’s not difficult.”

Alice was still coughing. Riley was weeping loudly. He took one last look at them and stepped out of the room in disgust. There was still so much work to be done with these girls.

He locked the door again.

At least he’d taught them how to catch a rabbit. One day, they would be thankful.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 2

The daily shift of a police officer was full of uncertainty, but Officer Kate Marino could say this with certainty—it was about to get wet. The rain pattered on the windshield as she drove toward the flickering red and blue in the distance. Her headlights cast a wide beam over the old road, a dark and dense wall of trees looming on both sides.

A quick glance in the rearview mirror at her partner. He was staring forward, his entire body alert. Still a rookie, didn’t have her years of experience, and his excitement was palpable.

She parked her SUV behind the patrol car and stepped outside, adjusting her coat as the rain spattered on her face. Palmer and Reid were waiting for her by their vehicle. Beyond it, she could see an old beige Chevy, parked haphazardly by the road shoulder.

“Hey, Palmer,” she said, walking over. “You radioed for K-9 assistance?”

Palmer nodded at her. About mid-thirties, he’d joined the force a couple of years after her. She’d seen him a few times since she’d returned to the Manchester Police Department. Apparently, during her time away from the department, he’d decided to grow a mustache. A black mustache, to be exact, the sort of brushlike bristle of hair that seemed to belong to the seventies. Here was the entire list of all living people who could pull off this kind of mustache: Tom Selleck. And Palmer was no Tom Selleck.

“Hey, Marino. You’ve met Reid?” He pointed with his thumb at his younger partner behind him. “Reid, this is Officer Kate Marino.”

“We’ve seen each other around.” She glanced at the young man. He was new to the force, maybe a year or so? She’d never really talked to him but got the vibe of a guy trying too hard. He always seemed to be talking too fast and too loudly. But maybe she was being judgmental. He was young, and enthusiastic.

“Yo,” Reid said.

Which was fine. Absolutely fine. It was totally not irritating that a grown man said yo. Instead of hello, or hey, or whatever. He was, as she reminded herself yet again, young and enthusiastic. Wanted to look cool in the eyes of the older . . . no, the experienced cops. He was a pretty tall guy, which meant Kate had to literally crane her neck to look at him.

“We have two suspects who are fleeing on foot,” Palmer said. “And they have a twenty-minute head start, so we should get moving before we lose them.”

“What do we know about these suspects?” Kate asked.

“Listen, Kate,” Reid interjected. “Can I call you Kate? We’ll be glad to fill you in later, but like Palmer just said, these guys are getting away. We don’t have time to waste.”

Okay. She had earned the right to be judgmental. For the last sentence, and the yo that preceded it, and even for his annoying height, which probably wasn’t entirely his fault, but you know what, Reid? If you’re too tall, you should stoop down when you’re talking to people. That would be considerate.

It occurred to her that she had only two cups of coffee that day, one cup short of her usual. Which was why Officer Can-I-Call-You-Kate was getting on her nerves. She usually didn’t let attitude get her riled up. He was just a puppy, and she knew how to handle excited puppies.

She folded her arms. “I understand the urgency, but we’re not going anywhere without the facts.” She turned back to Palmer. “The more I know, the smaller the risk to me, and to my partner, and to you too. So what do we have?”

Palmer pointed at the beige Chevy. “We spotted the suspects’ car driving erratically, and we signaled them to stop. They pulled off to the side of the road over there, but as I stepped out of the car, the other passenger of the Chevy drew a handgun and shot at me twice through the window. We took cover and returned fire.”

“Did only one shoot at you?” Kate asked.

“Yes. Not sure if the other one was armed. The suspects tried to start their car, but it was mired in the mud. So instead, they got out and bolted into the woods. We took off after them but lost them pretty quickly. That’s when we got back to the car and radioed for assistance.”

“You check the car?”

“Yes, the Chevy is stolen. We searched it and found a knife, a bag of weed, some aluminum-wrapped crack, and a metal straw, probably used to smoke the crack. We also found one of the bullet casings. The gun is a nine-millimeter. Both men were Caucasian, average height. I think the shooter was bald. Couldn’t get a good look.”

“The guy who shot at us had a gray hoodie,” Reid said. “The other guy wore a black coat, and jeans. Both men were about average height.”

“And you said they have a twenty-minute head start?” Kate asked.

Palmer checked his watch. “Twenty-four.”

“Fine,” Kate said. “I’ll go get my partner, and we can get started.”

She turned back to her vehicle, her lip quirking as she saw the silhouette shifting within it. He was pacing back and forth in the back, impatient to go go go. She strode to the side of the SUV and opened the door to her partner’s compartment. Nero, eighty pounds of excitable German shepherd, leaped out. He gave the surroundings a casual sniff, then glanced at her, his ears pricked, tail wagging. Ivy, her daughter, called it the “what we doing” look.

Nero’s back was black, the rest of his body brown—classic shepherd colors. When he listened to Kate’s instructions, he often tilted his head, ears pricked, looking comically confused. He had dark black eyes that Ivy said were always “full of love and admiration.” His canine grin could melt a person’s heart. Right now, he aimed that grin at her.

Kate was slim and short, her features delicate. With her black hair cut short she seemed much younger than thirty-six. She and Nero were a strange couple; Nero’s trainer once said they looked as if Little Red Riding Hood and the wolf had decided to become friends.

Kate grabbed the tactical dog harness.

“Nero, sit.”

He instantly sat down, nose quivering. She clipped on his harness. The suspects had at least one gun, and often, it was the dog they shot at first. The harness would lend him some protection. Not that she intended to give them any chance to try and hurt her partner, if it was up to her. She then grabbed the long lead. It was thirty feet long and would afford Nero a lot of freedom to run as he tracked. She attached it to the harness, then slammed the door shut. Nero trotted attentively by her side as she walked back to the officers.

“Once we start tracking, Nero and I can move fast,” she said. “My attention will be focused on Nero, so I need you to be my backup. Don’t lag behind.”

“Don’t worry,” Can-I-Call-You-Kate said, his tone light. “We can keep up.”

Yeah, he was big and he was wide, he was God’s gift to mankind. She had no doubt he could outrun her on the racetrack. But out here, it was different. Nero didn’t care how muddy it got, or if his path took him through thorny bushes. He went wherever the chase led him. And Kate had seen cops hesitate more than once when they had to splash into a knee-deep puddle.

Palmer inspired more confidence in her. Though he was a bit pudgy, she recalled he’d had grit in him even when they were younger . . . that is, less experienced. Now she could spot a new hardiness in him, born of years on the force. And though his uniform was fine, his boots were scuffed in a manner that hinted he had better things to do than maintaining their shine.

“This is important,” she said, meeting Palmer’s eyes. “Keep up.”

“Will do,” Palmer said.

Yeah, Palmer was a cop to her taste. Mustache notwithstanding.

Nero followed her as she led him to the Chevy. She opened the door and pointed inside. “Nero, find them.”

Instantly, he perked up, his body tensing, tail stopping mid-wag. He sniffed at the car seat, then moved farther inside the car, placing both paws on it as he sniffed around.

The car carried an assortment of scents, even to Kate’s nose. The smell of marijuana, mixed with sweat, and smoke, and stale beer. Gross. But as far as Nero was concerned, those were just four scents out of hundreds, perhaps thousands. He could smell and distinguish between the scents of anyone who had been in this car in the past days. Even Palmer and Reid Can-I-Call-You-Kate had left their scents behind when they’d searched the vehicle. The alarming fact was that a person shed on average about forty thousand skin cells every minute. Which meant that there were probably over one hundred thousand Reid and Palmer particles in the car just waiting to be sniffed. And sniff them Nero did. But he was trained to distinguish between different scents, and obviously he knew that Kate hadn’t told him to “find them” just so that he would lead her to the two stinky people standing nearby.

That would have been a disappointing chase for everyone involved.

Instead, he beelined directly to the trees.

He had the men’s scent. And the chase was on.

Kate switched on her flashlight and jogged after him, lead in hand. When she had said that she and Nero moved fast, she’d meant it. They had trained together, and Kate had learned to trust Nero’s lead, even in the dark woods. Without her, Nero could blaze through those trees like the wind, and she did not want to hold him back. She stepped where he stepped, the beam of her flashlight lighting her way. Small as she was, many of the overhanging branches didn’t even reach her. Behind her, she heard a muttered curse as one of the cops ran into something. She hoped they’d keep up. If the suspects decided to lay an ambush, she didn’t want to stumble into it without backup.

A memory from her childhood flashed—running through the forest at night. She pushed that memory into the deep recesses of her mind. That was the best place for those kinds of memories. And they’d better stay there.

Nero ran with his nose close to the ground, following the men’s scent—skin particles that floated to the path, intermingling with plants and earth that they’d stepped on, and clung to the soles of their shoes. Nero knew to add these scents to the mix. Even if they circled back and returned to the road, Nero would be able to follow the trail of the things they’d collected as they’d moved through the forest, as well as their scent.

What he didn’t know was that the men they were chasing were dangerous. As far as Nero was concerned, this was just another game they were playing, similar to thousands of such games they’d played before. The game of “find them.” It was Kate’s job to maintain her vigilance—to be wary of an ambush, a gun raised in the dark. Despite her wariness, after a few minutes, Kate got swept up by the excitement of the chase. Because Nero was damn right—“find them” was an exhilarating game, a game of hunter and prey. This was when all the constant concerns and tasks and niggling thoughts melted away. She flew over the rough ground, head dipping to avoid the occasional branch, leaping to avoid a large rock, deeper into the woods, closer after their prey, who left a blazing scent trail Nero could follow.

The wind was coming from their left, a fact that Kate was very conscious of. She kept pointing the beam of her flashlight to the left, knowing that the trail of scent could easily trick even a phenomenal tracker like Nero. Scent molecules were untrustworthy bastards, moving every which way, sometimes pooling randomly near a tree or a wall, often leading K-9 handlers on a wild-goose chase. And when she was chasing armed suspects, one mistake could cost her life.

She sensed a sudden change in the tug of the lead. Nero was pulling harder. His head was now raised, mouth open, meaning he was tracking wind-borne scent and not the trail on the ground.

They were closing in. And fast.

With the wind, and the way scent shifts, it’s easy for a dog to run right past his target before realizing his mistake. This suspect was armed and dangerous—and could easily use that opportunity to strike.

“Nero, come here,” Kate said, and as soon as she did, she clicked off her flashlight and shifted to her right. The suspect would be to her left, upwind. If he had a gun, he would train it at where he’d last seen the light. Clutching her gun, she crouched by a tree.

Nero slid by her side, panting in her ear. She listened intently to the sounds of the woods, her surroundings pitch dark. Somewhere behind her, she could hear the footsteps of her backup.

Twigs snapping close by, a shifting silhouette. She trained her gun at it.

“Police! Put your hands up!” she shouted.

Nero barked furiously.

“Call off your dog!” a panicked voice shouted.

A flashlight beam lit the woods around her, focusing on a single man holding his hands high. One of his hands gripped a small blade.

“Drop the knife!” Palmer shouted behind her.

“Okay, don’t shoot! And call off that dog!” The knife tumbled from the man’s hands.

“Where’s your friend?” Kate called out, her gun still trained on him.

“I don’t know, he kept going! I din’t do nothing, that was Popsicle—he was the guy who fired the gun. He’s not even my friend, man! I hardly know him!”

Palmer grabbed the man, turned him around, and handcuffed his hands behind his back. Nero still barked excitedly.

“Nero, quiet,” Kate said.

He stopped barking and looked up at her with a canine grin. She gave his head a quick fond scratch.

Heavy footsteps behind them, and another light beam. And here was Officer I’m-Pretty-Sure-We-Can-Keep-Up Reid. Breathing hard, his forehead bleeding, probably scraped by a sharp branch.

“Where’s the other one?” Reid asked.

“Kept going,” Palmer said shortly. “Book this guy. Marino and I will move on, see if we can find him.”

“I din’t do nothing,” the suspect contributed, reiterating his point of view on the matter.

“You said the shooter’s called . . . Popsicle?” Kate asked.

“Yeah. That’s what we all call him. I mean, I hardly know the guy.”

“When did you split up?”

“I dunno. I guess about ten minutes ago? I hurt my ankle.”

Ten minutes. Good. These guys probably didn’t have flashlights. She doubted Popsicle had managed to get much farther. She looked at Palmer. “You ready to go?”

“Sure. Reid, give me your handcuffs. Let’s go.”

“Nero,” Kate said. “Find them.”

Nero didn’t even hesitate. He instantly moved, leading her deeper into the woods, his head lowered again, taking in the trail of scent. He was trained to find multiple targets. One done, one more to go. Not that Nero was that good at math. One plus one equals two was way above his pay grade. But he’d scented another guy, and he would find him.

This time, they didn’t have to run far. The woods opened up, back to a different road. And a few dozen yards away stood a decrepit structure—maybe an old warehouse. Its crumbling walls were a mess of graffiti and mold, its windows broken, the interior dark. And Nero was moving toward it.

Kate clicked off her flashlight. Palmer, joining her, did the same. Nero was still pulling her forward, toward the warehouse.

“Nero, sit,” she said.

He sat down, panting, eyes on the house, ears pricked.

“He in there?” Palmer asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe.” She eyed the windows, broken frames with inky darkness beyond. Was the suspect lurking by the windows, gun in hand? “He was definitely going that way.”

“I’ll call backup,” Palmer said.

“Yeah.” She wasn’t thrilled with the situation. Trigger-happy Popsicle was probably waiting inside. This night might end with someone hurt, or dead.

Palmer called for backup on the radio and gave them the location. Kate scanned the darkness, wondering if by waiting, they were letting Popsicle get away.

“Let’s move away from those windows,” she said.

“Right.”

Both of them moved sideways, deeper into the shadows of the nearby trees and away from the windows. Protected by the darkness, they could shift closer to the structure. As they moved, Nero’s attention remained fixed on the warehouse. He let out a single low whine.

Popsicle was inside. She was sure of it now.

“I think we might get him to surrender,” Kate said.

Palmer frowned at her skeptically. “We should wait for backup, then go in. Keep the element of surprise.”

“He probably saw us coming. And he hasn’t been in there for long. Best if we don’t give him time to settle in and prepare.”

Palmer considered this, then nodded, relenting. “This is the police!” he called out. “Step out slowly with your hands up.”

They waited. Nothing happened.

“Popsicle!” Kate called out. “Surrender, or we send our dog in!”

As soon as she said this, Nero, sensitive to her tone of voice, barked loudly. His barks echoed in the distance. Did his barks and growls invoke a primal fear in the shooter? Did he squat in the pitch-dark structure, thinking of sharp canine jaws snapping shut on his flesh?

They waited. Nero kept growling and barking furiously.

“Okay!” A shout from the warehouse. “I’m stepping out. Keep your dog away!”

Kate trained her gun on the door, one hand still holding the leash. Palmer raised his own gun and clicked on his flashlight.

A man stepped out of the warehouse, his hands held high.

“Drop your gun!” Palmer hollered.

Popsicle seemed to hesitate, squinting at the bright light. Nero lunged forward, straining against the lead, his barks furious, enraged.

“Okay, okay!” Popsicle blurted. “I’m taking my gun out of my pocket. Just keep that beast away!”

“Slowly,” Palmer warned. “With two fingers.”

Popsicle slowly drew a gun from his pocket, then crouched and placed it on the ground, his eyes still on Nero.

Palmer moved forward, with Kate backing him up from behind. Palmer quickly handcuffed him. Soon, another patrol car showed up. The chase was over.

Kate took a deep breath. Nero stared ahead, panting. There was one more thing to do.

She led him around the warehouse and out of Popsicle’s sight. Then, crouching in front of him, she looked straight at his grinning face.

“Who’s a good boy?” she asked him adoringly, all the seriousness and tension leaking away from her. “Who’s a very good boy?”

Nero crouched, wagging his tail expectantly, tongue lolling.

Kate took out one of her most important tools as a K-9 officer—a well-chewed ball attached to a rope. “What’s this? Is this Nero’s rope? Do you want your rope?”

Nero leaped forward, trying to catch the rope, and Kate whisked it away. “Get the rope, Nero! Get the rope!”

He lunged again, catching the ball in his jaws this time. They both pulled it, each trying to yank it away from the other, while Nero growled playfully and Kate kept telling him that he was such a good boy.

Because he was. And every good boy deserved his reward.
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Chapter 3

There was a single fraction of a second, every morning when Kate woke up, in which her mind was utterly empty. It was so short—blink and it disappeared. But in that tiny flash, she just was. Feeling nothing but the touch of the blanket on her body, and the laxness that comes from deep sleep.

And then the thoughts hit her, a fire hose of tasks, and responsibilities, and regrets. What day is it oh it’s Saturday that means that Ivy doesn’t go to school I need to buy her new shoes and she said she ran out of shampoo I hope she took the dogs for a walk I need to do some training with Nero today Ivy won’t like it hang on when’s Anthony’s birthday I missed it no I didn’t it’s on Tuesday last year I almost forgot I can’t believe I almost forgot I need coffee and something to eat and I need to wash my clothes and clean the shoes from yesterday and—

But then she forced her mind to slow down. Break the torrent into manageable chunks.

First and foremost, coffee. Then breakfast. Then the immediate necessary tasks—laundry, dishes. She would spend that time figuring out what she’d make for lunch. Or better yet, where to order takeout. And then she’d decide what to do about Nero’s daily training. The rest would wait for now.

She checked the time—10:32. Damn it, she’d overslept. She preferred to wake up around 8:00 on Saturdays. But the shift last night had stretched on after they’d arrested those two men.

She got up from bed and looked around her. Nero was not in her bedroom. She hazily remembered that he’d scratched at the door earlier, asking to be let out. Had she let him out? Or had Ivy done it? Kate preferred that Nero slept in her room after a night’s shift, so that his sleep would be uninterrupted. But he tended to wake up before her and get restless. Particularly on weekends, when Ivy was at home. Nero adored Ivy and constantly shadowed her as she moved around the house.

Kate padded to the bathroom, splashed water on her face, and brushed her teeth, at which point an actual twig tumbled out of her hair and into the sink. Nice, Kate. Last night, when she’d returned home, she intended to wash her hair. But the hot water ran out, and she had to end the shower quickly, shivering under an ice-cold current, trying to convince herself that the cold didn’t bother her anyway. Which meant that her hair remained unwashed. And look where it had gotten her. She was a bird lady. Was that a thing? A lady with a bird’s nest in her hair? Well, now it was a thing.

Sighing, she combed her hair—oh, a leaf, lovely. Back in the day, she used to be so proud of her gleaming black hair. She’d spend a long while each morning getting it just right. But she’d become a mother, and then her husband died, and she was suddenly a single parent, with a demanding job. A day had only twenty-four hours in it. If she was extra efficient, she could squeeze in an additional two hours, and get it up to twenty-six, but that still wasn’t enough. The hair routine had to go. She cut it short, found out about dry-shampoo spray, and never looked back.

She sprayed some of that magical dry shampoo now, fluffed her hair, and lied to herself by deciding it was perfect. She felt ready to face the day.

Kate stepped out of her room and shuffled to the kitchen. Ivy sat at the table with some cereal, staring at her phone. Nero was lying at Ivy’s feet, his eyes shut. He opened one eye as Kate stepped closer, peering at her.

“Morning, Mom,” Ivy said, still staring at her phone.

Kate’s eyes lingered on her thirteen-year-old daughter for a few seconds. Ivy had dark-brown eyes—so dark they were practically black. She’d gotten them from Kate. Anthony used to affectionately call Kate’s eyes her “twin black holes.” Ivy also had her mother’s hair, which she kept long. Her face was moonlike, and Kate had heard Ivy complaining about it several times, saying that it made her look even fatter than she was. Not that Ivy was particularly fat. But Kate knew that she thought of herself that way, and that compared to her friends, she was somewhat heavier.

“Good morning, Vivi,” Kate said. She went over to the coffee machine and began her ancient ritual of the morning coffee preparation. “How did you sleep?”

“Fine.”

“What are you doing there?”

“An online quiz. What quiche am I. I got zucchini quiche the first time.”

“The first time? You’re doing a quiz about what quiche you are two times in a row?”

“Well, I’m definitely not zucchini, so it got it wrong.”

Time wasting was almost a religion to kids these days. “Keep me posted on the results.”

“Oh, I will. I heard you coming in really late last night. Did you and Nero chase some bad guys?”

Nero’s ears pricked up when he heard his name, and he raised his head.

“We had a late shift,” Kate said cautiously. She didn’t want her daughter involved in the details of her job. Ivy’s life had already been painfully scarred by the violence of police work. “You left the milk open on the counter. When you’re done with it, please put it back in the fridge.”

“Okay.”

“And the cereal. You left it here as well, and it’s open. I don’t want to throw away half the box because it’s not crunchy enough. When you’re done with it, close the box.”

“Fine.”

Kate glanced at the back of her daughter’s head. She didn’t need to see Ivy’s eyes to know they were rolling so hard, they were in danger of tumbling out of their sockets. “Do you want to go get new shoes today?”

“Yeah, that’ll be good,” Ivy said. “Do you have a shift in the afternoon?”

“No, it’s my weekend off.”

“Oh good.” Ivy glanced down at Nero. “Nero came back pretty muddy. Do you want a bath, Nero?”

Nero, hearing the word bath, got up and paced away from Ivy, eyeing her with distrust.

“​​Why you say offensive things?​​” Ivy answered herself, doing her Nero voice. ​​“We don’t use the b-word.”​​

Kate’s lips twitched with a smile. Lately, Ivy had been narrating for both their dogs, giving them each a distinct voice. Nero, according to Ivy, had a deep, sleepy voice. While Bella, Kate’s retired search dog, apparently had a preppy, cheerful voice with an inexplicable British accent. Ivy amused herself by making up entire dialogues between the two dogs.

Kate opened the fridge and took out the egg carton. Nero padded over to her and stared at her intently.

​​“What’s in the cold snack box? Snacks for Nero?”​​

Kate shut the fridge. “Do you want an omelet, sweetie? I’m making one.”

“I’m good, thanks,” Ivy said, reverting to her own voice.

Kate turned to the stove, with Nero following her every move, nearly tripping her.

“​​Oh good, fried snacks for Nero​​,” Ivy suggested in Nero’s voice.

Kate stirred two eggs and poured them into a heating frying pan. Bella plodded into the kitchen, drawn by the sound and smell of eggs frying. She was a Labrador, her fur a shining blond, in contrast to Nero’s dark brown and black. These days, Bella’s fur was also mixed with silver and white. At nine years, she was starting to show her age. She had large eyes brimming with wisdom, and she carried herself with dignity. But she couldn’t fool Kate. Give Bella a puddle of muddy water, and all that dignity would evaporate as she splashed into it. Once, Bella had found her food bag and dug into it, finishing the entire thing. Then she found she couldn’t shake it off her head. When Kate came home, Bella was waiting for her, wagging her tail, that food bag hiding the entirety of her head. Dignity, pfffft.

“Did someone say snacks?” Ivy said with her Bella voice. Then, shifting to Nero’s voice, she added, “​​Fried snacks for Nero​​.”

“This is my breakfast,” Kate said pointedly. “It’s not for the dogs.”

“But dog scientists proved that eggs make my fur shine.”

​​“And fried snacks make Nero happy.”​​

Kate flipped her omelet onto her plate. “Don’t encourage them. It’s your fault they’re always begging at the table.” She walked to the table, nearly tripping over the two dogs, who were backpedaling in front of her. She sat down, ignoring the pleading eyes of her hounds, and took a sip from her mug. Thank God for coffee.

“Nero, Bella, c’mere,” Ivy said.

Both dogs left Kate’s lap and sat on either side of Ivy’s chair. She scratched their heads, and behind their ears, rewarded by a satisfied growl from Nero.

“Did you walk them this morning?” Kate asked and took a bite of her omelet.

“I did. And we met the neighbor’s cat, the Evil Dr. Whiskers,” Ivy said. “And Nero foiled his nefarious plan to take over the world, by barking at him. Didn’t you? Didn’t you foil the evil kitty’s plan? Yes you did. You are a good police dog, and no cat will take over the world on your watch. No he won’t.”

Nero grinned, wagging his tail, as Ivy kept baby-talking to him. Bella, obviously feeling left out, nudged Ivy’s hand with her snout in a typical Bella move.

“I think the neighbor’s cat is actually named Coco,” Kate said.

“Mom, don’t be ridiculous. No self-respecting evil mastermind is named Coco.”

Kate reached for her daily planner, a thick black book that always had a seat of honor on the kitchen table. She flipped to the date—May 10—and jotted down a quick list.

	Ivy shoes

	Shampoo

	Flowers for Anthony

	Lunch—takeout?

	Check with Barb re end-of-year party

	Training Nero—explosives?

	Groceries



She frowned, glanced at the previous day, where a similar list was written, several items crossed out. She copied the items that were still pending.

	Car insurance

	Ivy dental

	Check shifts for summer

	Bathroom leak



No calm, peaceful Saturday for Kate. Specifically, both car insurance and Ivy dental were items that she had copied from day to day for the past two weeks. Then again, she doubted she could do anything about those during the weekend. She underlined both, which made her feel . . . not better, but less bad. She took another bite of her omelet, flipping through the pages to make sure she hadn’t missed anything.

Ivy got up from her chair, swiping on her phone. “Bella, Nero, look at me. Now say cheese.”

Nero cocked his head, confused. Bella, the smarter of the two, had already realized that when Ivy aimed the phone at her, it often resulted in a treat later. And so she sat attentively, licking her lips. Ivy took a picture, then smiled as she inspected it. “Perfect. Good dogs!”

Tail wags ensued. Ivy leaned forward and sneakily tore a piece from Kate’s omelet.

“Hey!” Kate said, annoyed.

“What? Would you prefer I give them my cereal? It’s not good for them.” Ivy handed each dog part of the purloined omelet.

“I told you I don’t want you to give them food at the table at all.”

“But they’re such good dogs.”

More tail wags. Kate was clearly outvoted in the discussion of who was a good dog, and who deserved an omelet.

Ivy sat back down, tapping the phone screen, a smile on her face. Kate was secretly pleased and relieved, despite her daughter’s disregard of their dog-feeding rules. Ivy had been having a difficult time at school this past year. Some of it was apparently related to social media; there was a whole world of who liked whose posts, and who commented on what emoji, and how many followers one had, and who was tagged where . . . it was indecipherable as far as Kate was concerned. But she could tell that Ivy was unhappy. However, things had improved lately, when Ivy began posting images and videos of the dogs. It was still a universal truth—almost everyone liked pictures of cute dogs. Bonus points if they were heroic dogs who made everyone safer.

So fine. They could have their bonus omelets because they made her daughter happy.

Except . . . right now something shifted. Kate could see it on Ivy’s face. The disappearance of her smile. The sudden paleness. A tension in her body.

“What is it?” Kate asked.

“Hmm?” Ivy said, her eyes glued to her phone’s screen.

“Is something wrong?”

“What? No. No.” Ivy placed the phone on the table, screen facing down, and scooped some cereal into her mouth. Her gaze was fixed on the bowl in front of her.

“Are you sure?”

Ivy rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’m sure, Mom. I’m just a bit tired.”

Kate nodded. Ivy picked up her phone again and swiped. Bits of songs played one after the other, an endless mishmash, as Ivy gazed blankly at the screen. Kate picked up her own phone. Feeling guilty, eyeing her daughter, she logged into Instagram using a fake account she’d created a few months before. @_CharlotteJustFun2 had a very eclectic assortment of accounts she followed—almost all were accounts with dog pictures. And the aforementioned Charlotte also followed Ivy’s account.

Here was the new photo. Nero was goofy and befuddled, while Bella sat with a respectable, thoughtful expression. As far as Kate could figure out, there was nothing wrong with it. It already had three likes, which was good . . . right? Or maybe it wasn’t? Perhaps the problem was the identity of the likers? Kate felt helpless. She examined other photos, and almost all of them were of Nero or Bella or both. One was a cute selfie of Ivy with the dogs, and that one had the most likes and comments. Kate tapped it, and saw all the hearts and smileys and . . .

And a recent comment: ​​haha cute dogs, the one in the middle pretty fat tho.​​

The one in the middle. As in her daughter.

Blood rushed to Kate’s face. Her finger hovered above the reply button, her mind already conjuring a scathing, furious reply. She’d write something so vicious, it’d make the little bastard cry. She could shame him, tag his parents, his teachers, his relatives, so they could see what a little turd he was. His life would be split into the years before he wrote that comment, and the terrible years that followed . . .

But of course that would be disastrous. If Ivy found out that it was her . . . or worse, if one of Ivy’s friends found out . . . And if she had to be honest, she doubted she could really destroy a teenager with a comment online. No, she’d have to act like a responsible parent and destroy him in real life.

She tapped the little monster’s account. There he was. Lots of photos with his friends, and this one at his home. She could use police resources to locate him. And she had a gun, and a dog that could maul little shits when told to. She stared at the twerp’s images as she fantasized about all the ways he would scream as Nero tore him to bits. Maybe she could train Nero to specifically tear out his—

“Oh,” Ivy said. “I forgot to tell you, Grandma called this morning. She’s on her way.”

“What? Here?” Kate’s heart skipped a beat.

“Yeah, Mom, duh. She said she bought us some vegetables at Whole Foods or something? Anyway, she’s coming to drop them off.”

Kate stood up so fast, her chair tipped over and crashed to the floor. Both Nero and Bella leaped to their feet in alarm. Kate looked around her, a wave of agitated despair washing over her. She saw the room in a new light—the dirty dishes in the sink, the various articles of clothing discarded on chairs, the muddy boot print by the door . . . Oh God. She scrambled to clean up. “I wish you’d told me earlier,” she said, grabbing the broom.

“I don’t know why you’re throwing a fit about this. You don’t need to make the house spotless every time she comes over. Grandma doesn’t care.”

Kate swept the floor, gritting her teeth. It was true, Dolly never said anything. But she had a way of looking around and pursing her lips. Then she’d say something about how difficult it probably was to be a single mother. And then she’d start organizing the place herself, which drove Kate insane.

Kate adored Dolly, and deep inside knew that Ivy was probably right, that her late husband’s mother didn’t mind a bit of a mess. But . . . mothers-in-law, it was complicated, right? Particularly if one didn’t have a mother of one’s own. In Kate’s eyes, her mother-in-law became judge, jury, babysitter, mother figure, cook, and executioner, all rolled into one.

She swept the dry mud, noticing how grainy the floor felt. Nero had probably left muddy footprints all over the house. “Ivy, I asked you a thousand times not to leave your shirts around the house.”

Ivy got up, dumped her cereal bowl and spoon into the sink, and swept her two shirts off the kitchen chairs. “I don’t know why you’re all over me today! I did nothing wrong, and I even took the dogs for a walk!” She stormed off.

Kate shut her eyes. Had she been all over Ivy that morning? She didn’t think so. Maybe. She’d definitely kept telling her to do things, but if she didn’t, they wouldn’t get done. Maybe a bit of positive reinforcement would have been good. She called after Ivy, “Thanks for taking out the—”

A door slammed.

“Dogs.” Kate sighed. She already regretted half of what she’d said and done that morning. Especially with that little shit’s comment on Ivy’s social media, Kate should have been gentler, and coddling, and less . . . herself.

Nero padded to Ivy’s door and looked at it worriedly. Bella, who’d grown up with Ivy’s emotional outbursts, lay down and shut her eyes.

Kate had just managed to finish doing the dishes when there was a knock on the door. Both dogs rushed over. Nero barked excitedly, his tail wagging.

Kate went over and opened it.

“Hi, hon,” Dolly said, standing at the door with two heavy bags in her hands, her silvery hair damp from the rain.

Nero started barking even louder. He ran to Ivy’s door, then back to Dolly, then back to Ivy’s door, then back to Dolly, all the time barking, a bundle of excitement, as if he hadn’t literally seen Dolly two days ago.

“Yes, yes, all right, good dog,” Dolly said, putting down her bags and then kneeling to meet the hounds. Nero instantly rolled to his back, expectant of a belly rub. It was hard to believe that just last night this dog had made two grown men surrender their weapons, nearly pissing themselves.

“How are you doing, Dolly?” Kate asked.

“Can’t complain.” Dolly stood back up, grabbed her bags, and marched over to the kitchen counter and hefted them both on top of it.

Ivy’s door opened. “Hi, Grandma.”

Kate glanced at her daughter, who seemed to have calmed down. They had an unwritten rule never to fight in front of Dolly. Kate quickly caressed Ivy’s back, and Ivy gave her a side look that said That’s a start—keep groveling and you’ll get there.

“Vivi, can you help me unpack these? I’m making stew for lunch,” Dolly said.

“I was planning on getting us takeout for lunch,” Kate said weakly.

“Bah, takeout!” Dolly peered at Kate through her enormous round glasses. “You two need home-cooked food, not pizzas and tacos. I got some shiitake and maitake mushrooms to add to the stew. They’re really good for you.”

“Really good according to who?” Ivy asked, retrieving a suspicious-looking vacuum-packed package of mushrooms from one of Dolly’s bags.

“I read it on the internet,” Dolly said. She had a way of saying internet that made it sound like an ancient scholarly archive, full of wisdom: hin-tar-net.

“I bet we can get shiitake and maitake toppings for our pizza,” Ivy said. “We have a really good pizza place down the street.”

“Don’t get smart with me, young lady.” Dolly poked Ivy’s side with a large, twisted carrot. “You can’t beat Grandma Marino’s home cooking.”

“I think this might be poisonous,” Ivy whispered to Kate, retrieving a pack of herbs, its label illegible.

Kate grinned at her, grateful for the peace offering. “I’m sure the internet says it’s good for you.”

Dolly snatched the pack from Ivy. “Ivy, I need a big pot for the stew. Oh, Kate, you remember it’s Anthony’s birthday on Tuesday?”

“Of course,” Kate said.

“You coming to the graveyard?”

“We’ll both be there, Grandma,” Ivy said. “Right after school.”

“Do you want me to pick you up?” Kate asked Dolly.

“No, I’ll drive myself.” Dolly paused, staring at a large potato she’d retrieved from her bag. Dolly was usually in constant movement, and it was disconcerting to see her stop—like an ocean wave freezing midway to the shore. Kate found herself staring at her late husband’s mother, seeing all the creases and lines that life had etched on her face. She suddenly realized how small the woman was. This wasn’t something that she usually noticed. In her mind, Dolly was larger than life.

Both Bella and Nero had noticed the change in the air. They sat still, their worried eyes focused on Dolly.

But then Dolly shook her head and snapped back into motion. “Ivy, where’s that pot? I’m sure I bought some beets for the stew. Can you check if they’re in the other bag?”

Kate took a deep breath. She was about to offer Dolly something to drink when her phone rang. She pulled it from her pocket, expecting it to be from work, but to her surprise, it was Noelle, her cousin. While they spoke on the phone occasionally, it was always in the evening, and Noelle always messaged her before calling, checking if she was free to talk.

A phone call on Saturday morning? This wasn’t a social call.

Unbidden, the question flickered in her mind. Was he dead?

And if he was, would she feel sad, or relieved?

She marched to her bedroom and shut the door behind her as she answered the phone.

“Hey,” she said.

“Katey?” Noelle’s voice trembled, sounding full of tears.

And Kate knew that it wasn’t him. Noelle wouldn’t have been crying about him, not like this. Oh no, not Auntie Ruth. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“It’s Alice,” Noelle said. “She’s missing.”

Kate slumped on the bed, confused. “Alice? What do you mean, missing?” Alice, Noelle’s daughter, was sixteen . . . no, she was probably seventeen by now, right? A quiet, shy girl.

“She’s been gone since Thursday,” Noelle said, sniffing. “She told us she was going to see a friend . . . but she never came home. And when we called that friend, she told us she and Alice never planned to meet up. In fact, she told us that she and Alice haven’t really spoken for the past few months. And . . . and . . . we called the police, and they’re looking for her, but so far, there’s been nothing—”

“Noelle, hang on, slow down.” Kate’s heart was thumping in her chest. “When was the last time you saw her?”

Noelle let out a shuddering breath. “Thursday afternoon.”

Nearly two days ago. “And she’s not answering her phone?”

“No. It’s turned off! But the cops . . . they managed to get the phone company to give them the last known location . . . It’s somewhere in the woods, Katey. It looks like she went to the woods that Thursday. Why would she go there?”

The Frederick R. State Park, or as people in Cooperton simply called it, the woods, was a popular hiking site, and an even more popular make-out site. “Does she have a boyfriend?”

“No. There was someone she dated two or three years ago, nothing serious. And the police talked to him. They talked to everyone. No one knows where she is.” Noelle’s voice broke. “There’s a search going on. And I was thinking about you. I called you yesterday afternoon, but you didn’t answer.”

“I’m so sorry, I had a shift. If I’d have known . . .”

“Your dog . . . he can find missing people, right?”

“Yes.” Kate tightened her grip on the phone. “Yes, of course. I can . . . I can get there. It’ll take me about two and a half hours. But I’ll leave right away.”

“Thanks,” Noelle sobbed. “Please get here as soon as you can.”

“I’m on my way.” Kate hung up and let out a long breath. She’d have to leave Ivy with Dolly, but that was fine. Both were used to it; Kate often had to respond to emergencies.

Alice had been missing for almost forty-eight hours. And Kate knew from personal experience that it was easy to get lost for days in the woods.
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Chapter 4

Although Nero was used to riding in the back, he was never particularly excited about long drives. During their shifts, he would start complaining after about twenty minutes—barking, whining, and walking back and forth, the dog’s equivalent of Are we there yet? He was positively outraged at the two-and-a-half-hour drive to Cooperton, in northern New Hampshire. Halfway there, soon after they got off the interstate, Kate had to pull over and let him stretch his legs. The drive across the state would be pointless if Nero arrived at the search agitated and annoyed.

Since Kate had moved out of Cooperton, she’d returned there only once, for Uncle Paul’s funeral. Back then, Anthony had been behind the wheel, cracking jokes and telling her unlikely fishing tales. He tried to distract her, both from her pain at losing her uncle and from her trepidation at returning to her hometown. And it had mostly worked. With Anthony, she always felt secure, and safe, and even Cooperton couldn’t pierce that bubble.

Now all she had for company was Nero, who was a very good dog, but not particularly talented at carrying a conversation. Alongside her growing unease about Cooperton and the possible reunion with her father, she was worried about Alice. She’d spent eight years as a search and rescue dog handler for the state police. During that time she’d helped rescue dozens of lost hikers and civilians in trouble. And in some cases, they’d arrived too late. A particular day came back to her now. They were searching for a young woman who had gone hiking alone on the mountainside. Kate and Bella had located the woman’s remains. The woman had fallen and hit her head. Perhaps, if they’d been faster, they could have saved her. And if that was the case with Alice . . . It was not helpful or conducive to think of it, but on a long drive, your mind goes on a long drive of its own.

Kate had never been to Noelle’s home—Noelle had bought the new house years after Kate had left. But Cooperton was not a town one could get lost in. A resident of Cooperton either lived on Main Street, or on one of the other dozen streets—Summer, Spring, Elm, Pine, and the rest. Noelle lived on Elm Street.

When they were kids, after watching one of the Freddy Krueger films, they’d wonder how residents on Elm Street slept at night. They swore they would never live there. But when you grew up, the fictional monsters of horror films failed to match up with the violence and cruelty of everyday life. Kate supposed that Noelle didn’t even think about Freddy and his glove of knives when she bought the place. Her real nightmares were probably plagued by mortgage brokers and bankers instead.

Cooperton had always been advertised as a sweet town, what tourist websites described as picturesque. It had to be, to draw in the tourists it needed in order to keep afloat. And as Kate drove down Main Street alongside the Bell Brook, she was met with freshly painted houses in cheerful colors. She went by the town’s beloved statue of Shamus Cooper, past a couple of girls who were taking a selfie with it in the background. She turned right onto Elm Street just after Shirley’s, the town’s only restaurant. The road quickly became cracked, the surrounding houses’ paint peeling. That was the hometown of Kate’s memories.

She pulled up by Noelle’s house—number 17. Unlike the houses on both sides, Noelle’s freshly painted house had a nice yard, the lawn mowed. As soon as Kate parked, the front door flung open. Noelle stood in the doorway, and Kate’s heart clenched. Her cousin was always meticulous with her clothing, her makeup, her hair. Right now her face was red and blotchy, her clothes rumpled, her dark hair a tangled mess.

Kate stepped out of the car and walked over to Noelle. She pulled her into a warm hug.

“Thanks for coming,” Noelle sobbed into Kate’s shoulder.

Nero let out a single bark of annoyance at being left in the car.

“Come in,” Noelle said. “Harry is in the woods, helping the search. But my mom’s here too. And, well . . . your dad.”

“It’s fine, I’ll drop by later,” Kate said quickly. “I want to join the search party as soon as possible.”

“Um . . . okay.” Noelle sniffled and wiped her eyes. “Deputy Sheriff Hoover is organizing it. Do you know where they are?”

“Yeah . . .” Kate turned to Nero as he barked again. “I should check on him. Can you just get me something with Alice’s scent?”

“Oh. Like what?”

“Any piece of used clothing would be best. Maybe a sock? Or a shirt?”

“Sure, I’ll be right back.”

Kate returned to the car and opened the door to the rear compartment. Nero hopped out and went over to a nearby tree. He sniffed at it, then peed on it, his face etched with concentration.

Noelle stepped back outside, Aunt Ruth following close behind. Ruth looked as if she’d aged twenty years since they’d last met. Kate went back to them, and hugged Ruth.

“Thank you so much for coming, Katey,” Ruth whispered.

“Here.” Noelle handed Kate a single white sock. “But Katey, all of Alice’s dirty laundry was in the laundry hamper. And it’s mixed with Jamie’s stuff.”

“That’s no problem,” Kate said.

“It won’t confuse your dog?”

“Did Jamie go to where the search is taking place?”

“No. He’s been here with me all morning.”

“Then it won’t be a problem.”

She could see that Noelle wasn’t convinced. People often didn’t understand—they thought of smell as one thing. As if Alice’s sock smelled like both the Vega kids combined. And in a way, it was probably true. Except Nero could distinguish between the smells, filtering just one out of many. Just as Noelle could look at a group photo and distinguish between the participants’ faces.

“Don’t worry, the sock will be just fine,” she told Noelle, touching her arm to reassure her. Then she took out a plastic bag from her pocket and dropped the sock inside. “I’ll be off. I’ll call later to give you an update.”

Noelle nodded and swallowed, her chin trembling. Kate turned away and went over to the car. “Nero, get in,” she said.

He gave her a hurt look and hopped back in the car.

“Just a bit more, buddy,” she told him softly, and shut the door. Then she stepped inside and switched on the car.

Just before she drove off, she glanced one last time at Noelle and Ruth. They’d been joined by her dad. His hair was thinner, and he had added more wrinkles to his face. He lit a cigarette, and his eyes met hers. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel. She’d fully expected the dismay that filled her but was surprised by the sudden tug of kinship. She’d hoped that by now she’d cut him out of her life completely.

But maybe that was impossible.
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Chapter 5

It wasn’t difficult to find the field headquarters of the search party. Kate spotted over twenty Rovers and pickup trucks at the parking lot of the Frederick R. State Park, alongside a police squad car. She pulled up at the far end of the lot and stepped outside. As she looked at the thick trees, a memory flashed in her mind . . .

. . . Crawling through the hole in the fence in their backyard as her father’s voice hollered after her. “Kate, get back here, I wasn’t done with the lesson!” His words drawling, the alcohol making them half intelligible. Her shirt got caught in the fence, no time to lose; she kept moving, ripping it free, and she was out, the trees just ahead of her . . .

She took a deep breath and refocused. Looking around, she spotted the police field tent, placed by the trail. She opened the side door for Nero, who hopped out and gave a cursory sniff to the ground. He looked up at her expectantly. She put on his harness, then grabbed the long lead and her backpack and strode toward the tent, Nero padding beside her. As they came closer, she heard a faint shout in the distance—someone calling out Alice’s name. A few seconds later another shout repeated the call.

There were two people within the tent. The first—sitting by one of the tables, talking on his portable radio—wore the New Hampshire sheriff uniform. That was probably Deputy Hoover, whom Noelle had mentioned. He had short black hair, thick eyebrows, and a clean-shaven, chiseled jaw. A slight tan line was visible just above his collar. The other man was a police officer with a shock of red hair and flinty eyes, his face spotted with freckles.

Both men were vaguely familiar. They’d probably grown up in this town, same as her. Kate didn’t remember many people from town, and she didn’t need a therapist to tell her it was her brain’s coping mechanism for her childhood experiences. The police officer waved at Kate as she stepped closer.

“Yeah, sunset is at half past eight, so we have a good stretch of time yet,” Hoover said on the radio. His voice was deep and commanding, making it sound like sunset was at half past eight because he told it to be. “But I need that EMT as soon as possible . . . Not just for the girl. I already have a volunteer with a sprained ankle, and with this hot weather I won’t be surprised if someone gets dehydrated. Okay, keep me updated.” He put down the mic.

“Hi,” Kate said. “I’m—”

“Kate Simmons.” Hoover rose to meet her, and she was startled to realize just how tall he was. He easily towered over the police officer who stood by his side. “I’m Roy Hoover. We’ve been expecting you.” He offered her his hand.

“Kate Marino,” Kate said automatically, shaking his hand. Her fingers practically disappeared within his.

Hoover nodded. “Right, right, of course. I heard that you got married and . . . yes. Of course.” He held her gaze, his large brown eyes softening. “I was sorry to hear about your husband.”

“Thanks,” Kate said. Of course he knew all about it. Every law enforcement agent in New Hampshire had heard about Anthony’s death. And she had no doubt the majority of the people in town knew that Anthony had been her husband.

“I’m Jaxon Hill,” the police officer said, shaking her hand too. He was one of those guys who shook hands extra hard. “Nice to meet you.”

“Same,” Kate said.

“Jaxon is helping with the search efforts,” Hoover said. “He’s the officer who was assigned Alice’s case. And we’re all here thanks to his hard work.”

“How’s it going so far?” Kate asked. She glanced at Nero. He trotted off, sniffed at the roots of a nearby tree, then peed on it. Getting friendly with the forest.

Hoover exhaled. “It’s hard to say. The phone seems to be turned off, but Jaxon got its last estimated location. Around here, it’s hard to get an accurate estimate because of the poor reception. But the approximate location is pretty close to the main trail.” He turned the laptop toward her so she could see its screen. It displayed a detailed topographical map of the area. On it, about twenty squiggly lines in different colors were etched—the routes of the different search teams. With a quick glance, Kate could see most of them were concentrated in the northern part of the woods, close to the main hiking trails.

Jaxon pointed at the screen, at an X about two miles down the main trail. “This is the location we have from the phone company.”

“Gotcha,” Kate said, inspecting the screen up close. “Hoover, you want me to start around that area?”

“I think so,” the deputy said. “And please, just call me Roy.”

“And you can call me Kate,” Kate said, straightening.

“Okay,” Roy said. “Before you set out, let’s wait for the other dog handler, and discuss it with him as well.”

“There’s another dog handler?” Kate asked.

“A civilian,” Roy said. “Ben Griffin. Do you know him?”

“Yeah,” Kate said, her heart sinking. “We’ve met.”

She was glad to have another dog handler on-site, but why did it have to be Griffin? They’d met a few times during large-scale searches when she’d been assigned to the state police. Kate could get along with most people, but—

Well, if she had to be honest with herself, she could get along with some people, but—

Okay. If she had to be brutally honest with herself, she managed to piss off a fair number of the people she worked with, and Griffin was one of them. Here was the main problem she had with Griffin—he had opinions, and he insisted that they be heard. And it didn’t work well, because Kate also had opinions that she insisted on conveying. But unlike Griffin, she had the correct opinions.

So it was all his fault, really.

“You’re Alice’s relative, right?” Jaxon said.

“Yeah. Her mother called me this morning,” Kate said. “I came straight over.”

“We’re really glad to have you,” Jaxon said. “Those woods are huge; a person can get lost for days. I wish we’d have figured out she’d gone here sooner.”

“When did you start looking for her?” Kate asked.

“Oh, we talked to people on Thursday night, when she didn’t show up. We didn’t want to wait too long.” Jaxon pursed his lips grimly. “By Friday morning we were really worried. We found out that Alice had been going to a bad area in town, where some addicts go—”

“The Candy Shacks?” Kate asked in surprise. The Candy Shacks were a cluster of trailer parks and small houses that had been used thirty years earlier by workers in a local sweets factory that had since closed down. These days, they were mostly abandoned, used by some squatters and addicts.

“Yeah, that’s right. I forgot you grew up here, too, so you know where it is. She’d been seen at the Candy Shacks lately.”

“Are you sure? Her mother didn’t mention anything about it.” Her heart began throbbing. What the hell was Alice doing in the Shacks?

Jaxon shrugged. “Afraid so. A friend had seen her go there, and I’ve talked to a few people at the Candy Shacks, and they said they’d seen her. So we’ve been assuming that she was holed up in one of the apartments in the Shacks, maybe OD’d, we weren’t sure. We canvassed the place, looking for her. Then I managed to get the phone company to cough up the location of her cell. I was sure it’d give us a location in the Shacks, but instead, it led us here.”

“Right,” Roy said. “By the time we had the location, it was dark, so we started the searches only this morning.”

Was Alice doing drugs? Could this be related to her hike to the forest? Kate knew that sometimes kids went to the woods to get high.

Whatever the reason, she first had to find Alice. They would deal with the why and what to do about it later.

“I think that’s Griffin coming in now,” Roy said.

A silvery SUV pulled into the parking lot, and Griffin stepped out of it with a jaunty leap. Kate recalled that this was typical—he always seemed to have boundless energy. He wore a wide-brimmed hat and had a thick black beard, a combination that made him seem as if he belonged in earlier times. He let out his search dog, Frida, from the rear. She was a cheerful brown-and-white border collie that Kate liked. Nero, spotting the unfamiliar dog, froze and stared, ears pricked up.

Griffin walked over, a friendly smile on his face. His smile didn’t exactly die when he saw Kate, but it became wooden, as if he was making an effort to keep it in place. Kate waved at him, trying to inject a smile of her own. She would be on her nicest behavior, she decided. For Alice.

“Ben Griffin?” Roy called out. “I’m Roy Hoover. Thank you for coming.”

“Don’t mention it, glad to be here,” Griffin said.

While Jaxon and Roy introduced themselves and brought Griffin up to speed, Nero and Frida made their own introductions. Nero trotted over to the border collie and sniffed her butt, the dog’s way of saying Nice to meet you. She half turned around, peering at him, frozen in place.

“Hey, Griffin,” Kate said, shaking his hand.

“Hi, Kate. Where’s Bella?” Griffin glanced at Nero, who was still sniffing. Frida was now trying to do her own sniffing, but because she was much smaller than Nero, she had to move forward to his behind, which meant that Nero moved forward, and now they were both circling each other repeatedly.

“Bella’s retired,” she said. “She’s already almost ten.”

“She’s a fantastic search dog,” Griffin said. Maybe he wasn’t always wrong and annoying. “Who’s this handsome fella?”

“His name’s Nero,” Kate said.

“He seems to be very friendly.” Griffin chuckled.

Both dogs were very friendly, circling each other as they kept experiencing the fascinating odors of their counterpart’s derriere.

“Okay,” Roy said. “So, Griffin, our missing girl is named Alice Vega. She left her house on Thursday at half past four. The assumption is she went for a hike and got lost. She was dressed in a dark-red jacket, a light-blue shirt, and blue jeans. It seems to me that it would be best if you both split the area around our last known location, which is pretty close to the main trail.” He pointed at the X on the map again.

Kate considered this. On the one hand, it made sense. Why else would Alice go to the woods? Hiking was the obvious reason. And everyone always used the trails. It was difficult to get far in the woods without them.

But Alice had lied to Noelle when she’d left home. And Jaxon had said she was habitually going to the Candy Shacks, which was not a good sign. There were reasons to go to the woods other than hiking. Sometimes you didn’t want to go where everyone went. And Kate knew firsthand that when that was the case, you avoided the main trails.

It was clear, watching the screen, that the large majority of the search volunteers were staying pretty close to the trail.

“Maybe it’s better that one of us check a bit farther to the south.” She pointed at the map toward an area that was empty of searcher routes. “Just in case. Like you said, the phone location is not very accurate.”

“I think it makes more sense that we both start closer to the approximate location,” Griffin said. “It’s a large area, and as long as we don’t have anything to go on, it makes more sense to focus on that.”

“We have a lot of volunteers canvassing this area, so it doesn’t make more sense for both dogs to be there,” Kate pointed out.

As far as being on her nicest behavior, she was already dropping the ball. She knew that she should have said it differently. Maybe, Yes, you’re absolutely right, I’ll just start out in the south to make sure. Or, Frida is a more experienced dog, so she should be in the more central location, and I’ll take Nero to the less likely area. She always came up with those sentences just a second too late, after contradicting men who reacted badly to being contradicted.

But then again, Griffin also contradicted her. And she was willing to bet that he wasn’t kicking himself about it. Men always had carte blanche to contradict women, but never the other way around. It just wasn’t done.

Griffin exhaled loudly, for a ridiculously long time. He had to have inhaled quite a lungful of air to do that.

“Fine,” Roy said. “Griffin will canvass the area around the last known location, while Kate will check the southern area that doesn’t get a lot of attention.”

“Sounds good,” Griffin said.

“I’m afraid we’re using a new SAR application to coordinate between all of our search teams,” Roy said, not sounding too thrilled about it. “So if you could install it on your phone—”

Kate had already seen the familiar green logo on his screen. “I have it.” She drew her phone from her pocket and tapped on the screen.

“Same,” Griffin said.

“Oh good. Nice to work with professionals,” Roy said. “Frankly, I’m still getting used to it, but it’s helpful to see where everyone is.”

There was a QR code above the map on the screen. Kate aimed her phone at it. Her phone blipped, and a new dot appeared on the digital map. Now she was in the system, and Roy could see her route as she and Nero searched for Alice. Griffin followed suit.

“Since it’s still reasonably early in the day, I’ll start at the ridge over here.” Griffin pointed at the map. “And I want to canvass about one square mile, so I’ll end my grid search down here.”

Kate frowned. Starting high made some sense. Around noon, scent trails moved up with warming air currents. And typically, later in the day, as it cooled, they sank. But a grid search?

Griffin knew how to do his job. He didn’t need her to tell him how to do his job. And it wasn’t really that important. Sure, a grid search wasn’t optimal for this, but it was fine. Yeah, best to let it go.

Or not. “Starting there is a good idea,” she said. “But are you sure you want to do a grid search? Terrain here is pretty hilly. You’ll be going up and down a lot. We can plan a route that’s better for the topography.”

Griffin let out another loud exhale. Maybe he had a problem inhaling oxygen and was simply gasping for breath.

“Yeah, I suppose so,” he finally said. “But I don’t want to miss anything. It’s best to be methodical.”

Fine. Griffin loved his methodology. Kate forced herself to shut up. She wanted to get going. She took out the bag from her pocket. “I stopped at Alice’s home and got a scent article.” She got the sock out, then fished a folding knife from the side of her backpack. After cutting the sock in two, she handed one part to Griffin.

“Oh good,” Griffin said, taking it from her.

“Jaxon will join you, since you aren’t familiar with these woods,” Roy told Griffin. Then, turning to Kate, he said, “I don’t love the idea of you walking around the forest alone. If you wait for a bit, I can try and find someone to join you.”

“I’ll be fine,” she said. “I know these woods well.”

“So I’ve heard,” Roy said. He held her gaze for a few seconds, as if about to say something else, but then simply nodded and turned to face all of them. “Okay, I want each of you to take an extra water bottle.” He gestured at a pack of capped bottles that sat on the table.

“I already have water,” Griffin said.

“Take another one,” Roy said in a manner that made it clear this wasn’t optional. “It’s an unusually warm day, and as Kate mentioned, you’re going to walk up and down a lot.”

Kate took a bottle and shoved it in her backpack. Jaxon and Griffin followed suit.

Griffin turned to the dogs. “Frida, hier.” The command was spoken in German.

Frida rushed over, wagging her tail. Nero trotted over as well, looking as if he was having the time of his life. Which he probably was.

Griffin knelt and hooked a long lead to Frida’s harness. Turning to Jaxon, he said, “Lead the way.”

Jaxon glanced toward Kate. “If you need a hand, let me know.”

“Thanks.”

The two men and Frida walked away. Kate hooked her own lead to Nero, who was watching Frida as she trotted off.

“Keep me updated,” Roy said.

“I will,” Kate said.

“You know . . . I usually don’t like family members involved in a search. But I’m glad you’re here.”

“I’m glad I’m here too,” Kate said, and turned away, leading Nero toward the woods.
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Chapter 6

Riley stared out the grimy window in her room . . . her cell, the view crisscrossed with the ugly metal grille that kept her from the world outside. It was a cloudy day. The window faced north, so there wasn’t a lot of sunlight in any case. The thick trees rustled in the wind. A bird hopped on the grass, just a few yards away, pecking at the ground. Then it took off, disappearing from sight.

A visceral sob pierced the silence behind her. Ever since the incident the day before, Alice hadn’t moved from her cot. She’d cried throughout the night. Riley lay on her own cot, staring at the dark ceiling above, lost for words. There was no way to really make this better.

She turned around. Alice sat, leaning against the wall, her eyes puffy and unfocused. Ugly purple bruises circled the girl’s delicate neck, a reminder of what had happened. As if either of them could ever forget it. The bruises were also a danger to them both. He didn’t like bruises. They made him feel guilty. And guilt made him angry again.

“Hey,” Riley whispered, sitting down on Alice’s cot. She gently stroked the girl’s ankle with her fingers. Alice drew it back, shying away from the touch. “How are you doing?”

Alice’s lips trembled. She still seemed in shock.

“I don’t think he’ll be back today,” Riley said. “Usually after he gets angry, he disappears for a couple of days. But we have what’s left of that rabbit stew, some bread, and a big stash of deer jerky. So we’ll be fine.”

Alice still didn’t respond. Riley wasn’t sure she’d even heard her. She seemed to be somewhere else. Riley got up and picked up one of the plastic cups that sat on their only shelf. She crossed the room and stepped into the bathroom. She drank from the faucet, ignoring the mucky taste of the water; she was used to it by now. She filled up the cup, stepped out, and sat down by Alice again. She handed her the cup.

“Here, you should drink,” she said.

Alice didn’t budge.

“Drink. You’ll feel better.”

Alice’s eyes flickered to the cup. “My throat hurts,” she rasped.

“I know, sweetie. Drink.” Riley wasn’t one to use terms of endearment often. But the girl seemed like she really needed it. And like Riley’s grandma used to say, kindness is free.

Alice took the cup with trembling fingers, spilling a bit on the mattress. She sipped from it, a drop trickling down her chin. She gazed at the cup, looking lost. Riley took it from her and placed it on the floor.

“You want me to bring you the stew?” Riley asked. “Maybe some food in your stomach will make you feel better.”

“I can’t really swallow right now,” Alice said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Okay.” Riley patted Alice’s bare foot. “Maybe in a bit.”

“I miss my mom.” Alice’s chin wobbled, her eyes filling with tears.

She really was just a kid. Maybe sixteen, or seventeen. Riley felt for her. She felt for them both. “I’m sure you do, sweetie.”

“D . . . do you think . . . he said that he just wants to help us, right? Maybe if we do everything he says, and we don’t make him angry, he’ll let us go?”

Riley looked away. She wanted Alice to feel better, but this was a dangerous fantasy. “I used to think that as well, at first. He keeps going on, talking about the future, about how happy I’ll be in a few years. Like this was just a difficult time that I had to get through. And Mabel thought the same.”

“Mabel . . . he mentioned her.”

“Yeah. She was here before you. Slept on your cot.” Riley stared directly at the window. “She was here when I first arrived. She was actually getting along with him. They even joked around, like they were friends. Then, one day, he told us that Mabel had earned the right to go outside. That he and she were going on a short walk. That they’d be back really soon.” She swallowed, the memory of that day like jagged glass in her mind.

“And what happened?”

“I heard her laugh as he said something on the way to his car. They drove off. A few hours later, he returned alone. His cheek was scratched. He came in here, told me that Mabel was gone. And then he left and didn’t come back for three days.” Riley wiped a tear from her eye.

“Maybe she got away,” Alice whispered.

“Oh, sure. I bet Mabel’s at home right now, watching TV, snacking on Cheetos,” Riley snapped. “If she’d have gotten away, she would have called the cops, wouldn’t she? Told them this asshole is keeping girls caged in his shack in the woods. I know the cops usually don’t give a damn, but even they would have bothered to show up for something like that, right? No. Mabel is dead. He killed her.”

She instantly regretted her outburst. Alice began weeping.

“Hey.” Riley turned to her. “I’m sorry. I’m just saying . . . we have to look out for each other, right? We can’t trust him to let us go. We have to help ourselves.”

“How?” Alice sobbed.

“First of all, we need to put some makeup on those bruises of yours, keep them covered, for when he comes back. I have some in my purse. We don’t want him to get worked up about those bruises.”

Alice let out a shuddering breath. “Maybe if he sees how much he hurt me, he’ll be more careful.”

“It doesn’t work like that. Trust me.” Riley had met a fair share of those types of men in her past. You think a guy is going to be just another job, show up in his motel, but next thing you know, you’ve got a broken nose. “For men like him, everything is always your fault.”

Alice curled up on her cot, letting out a keening wail.

Riley got up, tense, worried. Whatever Alice knew about this guy, it would have to wait. Riley needed the girl to calm down first. “Listen, I want to show you something, okay? But no matter what, you keep this a secret.”

Alice turned over. “What?”

Riley went over to the window. “Come over here.”

A second later, Alice got up and shuffled over.

Riley slid the window open. It didn’t open a lot—just enough for her to stick her hand out. She grabbed the bars and yanked.

They shifted, just a bit.

“See this?” Riley said. “That corner’s loose. Me and Mabel, we’d been working on those bars. Pulling and pushing them. They’re rusty, and something’s giving out. So we just pushed and pulled them over and over. See the grooves here at the corner of the windowsill? We did that. If you and I keep working at them, maybe we can get those bars off.”

“And then we could leave?” Alice asked. Her eyes widened, sudden hope flickering in them.

Riley didn’t want to tell her that it had taken Mabel and her four days to get this far. That they’d had to stop because he had noticed the blisters on Mabel’s hand and asked how it had happened. That if he found out about this, he would strangle them both.

“Yeah,” she said, rattling the bars twice more. “Then we could leave.”
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Chapter 7

Kate had a complex relationship with forests, and this forest in particular. But she always loved the sheltering canopy of leaves above her head, the dapples of sunlight on the ground, and the green leaves. Flowers dotted the ground here and there. Kate used to have a friend named Laura—well, she was a wife of Anthony’s friend, really—who loved flowers. Their maternity leaves overlapped, and they would go on walks with their babies together. Laura would point at a flower and gush, “Oh, look at that dandelion.” Or “I just love the pink lady’s slipper, don’t you?” Or “I don’t know why they call it bunchberry, it’s such an ordinary name for such an adorable flower.”

Kate didn’t know any of their names. Her own musings about flowers were a bit like a Seussian fragment. One flower, two flowers, yellow flower, purple flowers. Oh, here’s a big flower, that one has a bee in it, that one smells really nice. Not knowledgeable, sure, but she could appreciate their presence. As a teen, passing the time in the forest, waiting for better days, she would pick flowers, make random bouquets, put one in her hair.

The forests of New Hampshire were harsh, unforgiving places in the winter, but in the spring they became places out of a fairy tale.

Of course, fairy tales can be harsh and unforgiving as well. In fairy tales, children get lost in forests all the time.

Every few seconds, Kate would hear a faint shout, someone calling Alice’s name in the distance. The search groups were scattered throughout the woods, and if Alice was anywhere nearby, and conscious, she could hopefully hear them and shout for help.

The wind was blowing from the northeast. This was the most important detail that Kate focused on when planning their search. Like seventeenth-century sailors, dog handlers had an obsessive love-hate relationship with wind. On the one hand, it was a friend, carrying the scent farther distances, making it easier to locate if you had no idea where to start. On the other hand, it was an asshole—confusing things, misleading dogs and sending them on wild-goose chases. And a strong enough wind would dissipate the scent altogether.

But this wind was a friendly one, mellow and steady. And since it came from the northeast, Kate planned a search that would keep them more or less orthogonal to the wind, walking at first to the northwest, then turning southeast.

To avoid going up and down multiple times, Kate took them first along the higher section of their area, even though it wasn’t precisely in the direction they wanted to go. Soon after they climbed to the top of that hill, Nero tensed, circling the area, sniffing carefully. Kate waited, and finally he seemed to lose interest. She led him back and forth, trying to see if he could recover the scent, but he found nothing else. She marked that area on her digital map, to return there later. Then she led Nero on, alert to any change in his demeanor.

After they walked the route she’d planned for twenty or so minutes, she picked up a stick.

“Nero,” she said playfully.

He whirled toward her, tongue lolling. She knelt and unclipped his leash, then tossed the stick. He bolted after it and grabbed it between his teeth. Kate chased him and he dashed away, then paused to look at her teasingly, wagging his tail. He was the king of stick land, and she had, let’s count them, zero sticks.

“I’ll get you!” she said and went after him again.

Deep inside, her mind was screaming at her to keep going. While she was here, playing with her dog, Alice might be lying dehydrated somewhere, or even worse. But she had to give Nero a break, some time to play. If he got bored or frustrated, he would lose interest in the search, and Kate would become useless to Alice. So she played with Nero for five minutes, then let him lie there for five more minutes, chewing his trophy stick happily, while she listened to the calls for Alice. Finally, Kate took out her precious sock again and offered it to him.

“Nero, find them,” she said, and clipped the leash on.

And they were off again.
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Kate walked Nero alongside a shallow creek. They’d been searching for a couple of hours, and Nero was definitely getting impatient. He was still very young, and he wasn’t used to long searches such as these. His shifts with Kate were usually very varied—they’d drive around, make a traffic stop and search a few vehicles, meet up with another handler and their dog to train together, then maybe supply backup for a patrol officer.

But this time, they kept doing the same thing, and what was even worse, they didn’t seem to catch a decent trail. He’d stopped a few times, circled around, suddenly alert, but each time he seemed to lose the scent. Kate marked the locations on her app, and encouraged him, but he knew that a game of “find them” was supposed to culminate with . . . well, finding them. He was getting frustrated, even though they stopped every twenty minutes to play and rest.

When she saw that he was losing interest, she began to mix things up. She told him to sit, then hid a few dozen yards away from him, and called out to him to find her. When he did, she gushed, telling him what a good boy he was, and gave him his chew toy as a reward. She practiced a few commands with him, then afterward just raced him back and forth for a bit. It did the job—he became attentive and focused again—but it took them precious time. Kate had hoped they’d cover more ground by this time.

And she’d also hoped they’d get a scent of Alice by now.

A sudden tug drew her attention. Nero’s body suddenly seemed tense as he pulled her aside toward a thick tree. He sniffed the ground by the tree’s roots, ears alert, tail frozen. Kate waited, her heart quickening. Of all the indications he had given so far, this one was the most pronounced. Would he follow the scent? Lead her to Alice?

He circled the tree, the lead wrapping around the trunk. Kate followed him, not wanting the lead to tangle. For a while he paced back and forth, then looked up at her, looking confused.

Nothing. She tried not to show her disappointment as she smiled at him. “Good boy!”

Half wag. His head turned, listening to something.

After a few seconds she heard it as well. Someone talking, leaves crunching underfoot, a loud laugh. Two men appeared walking in the opposite direction from them. Nero stared at them, his entire body alert.

“Hey,” one of them said. He wore a black leather coat and jeans, his hands in his pockets. His hair was platinum blond, and he had a thin mustache, and stubble. “You helping with the search?”

“That’s right,” Kate said.

“Cool,” he said, glancing at Nero, who remained perfectly still. “Glad to see some professionals around here. I’m Aden.”

“Marino,” Kate said.

“I’m Chuck,” the other guy said. “We were just heading back. Searching around here is pointless.” He was a large guy, with ruddy jowls and curly black hair.

“Why pointless?” Kate asked.

“The girl’s last known location wasn’t around here,” Aden said. “But I guess that Hoover guy decided to waste our time. We spent hours here, shouting for her. You should go back too. He sent you the wrong way.”

Kate didn’t respond to that. Nero still hadn’t shifted, his snout pointed at the two young men. Kate recognized his posture. This was how he stood when they conducted a traffic stop and Nero scented drugs. And there was a certain slowness to Chuck’s speech, and Aden’s eyes were bloodshot.

“Shouldn’t have let Hoover run the show,” Chuck told Aden.

Aden shrugged. “This town, right? Gotta do everything sideways.”

“What’s your issue with Hoover?” Kate asked casually.

Aden exchanged a quick glance with Chuck. “No issue. I just think they could give the job to someone who actually knows what he’s doing.”

Kate wondered what went unsaid between the two. In Cooperton, everyone had opinions about everyone else, manifested with gossip, and rumors, and prejudice. She had a deep familiarity with that miasma of whispers, and eye rolls, and raised eyebrows. She knew how truth tended to be twisted and molded and shaped according to what fit people’s beliefs and needs.

She had no time or inclination to untangle this now.

“Well,” she said. “I hope we find her soon.” She took a step forward.

Aden shifted. “You coming back with us?”

“No,” Kate said. “I’ll keep searching here awhile longer.”

Aden hesitated, then shrugged. “Your call, but I’m telling you, you won’t find her here.”

The men walked past her. As they trudged away, Chuck said something unintelligible, and Aden laughed sharply.

There was something about these two that reminded Kate why she’d left this town as soon as she could.
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Chapter 8

By the time they ended their initial search of the area, the sun was much lower, the tree shadows stretching over the ground. Reflexively, Kate wanted to head deeper into the forest, to search just a bit more. It was possible that just ten yards away lay a trail of Alice’s scent.

But again, she forced herself to ignore those impulses. She and Nero had a partnership, and each had their role to play. Nero’s was to follow his instincts, a hint of a smell, a hunch. It was Kate’s job to plan, to focus, to think. Not for the first time, it occurred to her that he got the better part of the deal.

They returned to the field tent where Roy Hoover was coordinating the search. In the past couple of hours, the loud calls of Alice’s name had been few and far between. This always happened with volunteers—they started out the day full of energy and hope, but as the hours went by, they became exhausted and despondent. The volunteers didn’t have a handler to throw them a stick every twenty minutes to cheer them up.

And as she expected, there were fewer cars in the parking lot. People had gone to their homes and families, to have dinner. Probably promising that they’d come back tomorrow. And some of them would. But others wouldn’t.

Roy looked at her as she got closer. “Hey, Kate.”

She unclipped Nero, and he trotted to the shade of a tree and slumped there, panting. “Hey.”

Roy picked up one of the water bottles from the table, unscrewed the cap, and handed it to her. “No luck, huh?”

She nodded. She’d checked in with him several times throughout the day, giving him quick updates. She knew that so far, there was no sign of Alice anywhere.

He got up from his chair. “Do you have a water bowl for Nero?” he asked.

“Uh, yeah, thanks,” she said, unshouldering her pack. She retrieved the bowl from it and handed it to him.

He took another bottle and walked over to Nero. He crouched by the hound and placed the bowl in front of him. Then he filled it from the bottle as Nero lapped at the pouring water greedily.

“You’re a good boy,” Roy said, scratching Nero’s head.

Nero raised his snout from the bowl and licked Roy’s hand, his tail slapping the ground several times. Then he resumed drinking.

Roy walked back to the tent and smiled tiredly at Kate.

“I was hoping to get your help looking over my findings,” she said.

“Sure.” He sat and gestured to the empty chair beside him.

She sat down. Her stomach rumbled noisily, and she blushed. All she had had since breakfast was a bag of chips she’d bought in the gas station on the way to Cooperton and two energy bars that she’d eaten during the search. Well, she and Nero would eat a good meal later. She still had a few hours of daylight, and she wasn’t about to waste them.

“Nero gave me a few indications during the search,” she said. “Nothing conclusive, but if we look at them all we might find a pattern. I tried to do it on my phone, but it’s really difficult to do on such a small screen.”

“Okay. This is the area you searched, right?” He shifted the map so that her entire route was visible, a squiggly red line that went back and forth across the terrain.

“Right. There was one indication here.” She pointed to the screen.

“Okay, hang on. So I mark it . . . Why won’t it mark the thing? Oh, now I’ve selected your route, that’s not what I wanted.”

“Right-click. You . . . right-click.”

“Yes, I know. There. Now we . . . The menu’s gone. Okay. Right-click, and we choose ‘Insert POI.’ There we go. We’ll name it ‘Nero 1’.”

“You’ve got the caps lock on.”

“Yes, yes. Where did it go now? Okay, we’ll create a new one. Where’s the cursor? I think it’s gone. Oh, there it is. It was hiding. Right-click. And we choose ‘Insert POI . . .’ Oh, there’s the one from before, now we have two.”

Kate was starting to understand Roy’s earlier unhappiness with the application. She had an urge to wrestle the laptop away from him and do it herself. Instead she gave a small rueful laugh. “I miss the days when we used regular paper maps. It was so much easier then.”

“I know, right?” Roy said just as he accidentally deleted the new manual location he had inserted. “You know what? I have detailed topographical maps of the area in the back of my car. Let me get those.”

Kate had had a hunch that would be the case. “That would be amazing, thanks.”

Roy got up and went to his car, returning a minute later holding a large roll of maps in one hand and a plastic-wrapped sandwich in the other. He handed the sandwich to Kate. “All I had was chicken salad.”

“Oh. I don’t want to steal your dinner.”

He shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. I’m not hungry.”

Well, claiming that she wasn’t hungry would be ridiculous after her stomach’s solo act earlier. “Thanks,” she said with gratitude, before unwrapping the sandwich and taking a large bite. Chicken, lettuce, mayonnaise. Pure bliss.

Nero, ever aware of the presence of food, got up and trotted over. Kate fished out a piece of chicken and handed it to him. He scarfed it and wagged his tail, looking at her hopefully.

Roy unrolled the maps on the table and quickly flipped between them, searching for the correct one. Now he was clearly in his element. Tell a guy like Roy to navigate with nothing but a map and the stars, and he’d do it with a smile. But ask him to find an alternate route on Google Maps, and you could anticipate a complete mental breakdown.

“There we are.” He drew one map out of the pile. He handed it to Kate, then rolled back the others and slipped a rubber band around them.

Kate flattened the map on the table as she swallowed. She used the laptop to catch one corner of it, and a couple of rocks to pin down two other corners. Roy handed her a red marker.

“Can I draw on this?” she asked.

“Go right ahead.”

“So I had one point on the hill here,” Kate said, marking it with a small circle. “It was still relatively early, and warm, so I suspect that the scent went uphill . . . so let’s factor the wind direction just a bit, and assuming it came from down the slope, this is a possible vector of the scent.” She drew an arrow going up the terrain, its head pointing at the circle.

“So it came from here?” Roy pointed at a gorge at the far end of the arrow.

“Hang on. This is just one spot, and there’s a lot of guesswork involved. I could be wrong about the exact direction of the scent vector. Besides, Nero could have been catching the scent of a really interesting squirrel. We have to assume some false positives.”

“Hm. Okay.”

“He’s still young.” Kate felt the need to defend Nero.

“Gotcha. So that’s the first one.”

“Right. I had another one near this clump of trees here.” She added another small circle. “Usually when we have scent pools near trees, or rocks, the scent trail is coming directly from the other side of the obstruction. So let’s assume it came like this.” She drew another vector.

She had a grand total of nine locations Nero had alerted her to. After marking them all, she and Roy stared at the map.

“I can’t make head or tail of this,” he finally said.

“Well . . .” Kate bit her lower lip. “Let’s assume that these two are false positives, or that I got the direction wrong. And also the one over here.” She drew X’s on three marks that didn’t play along with the rest.

“So we ignore their vectors.”

“Right. So we’re left with these six. Their intersections are relatively close together, see? They’re all coming from this area.” She drew a final circle around an area with thick foliage, a creek going through it. It was outside the ground she and Nero had canvassed, starting about a hundred yards to the west of it.

He scrutinized the map, his forehead furrowed. “So you think Alice is there?”

Kate looked at him. The setting sun’s light sculpted the planes of his face with shadows and turned his eyes into molten honey. She realized she was staring, and quickly glanced away. “I think there might be a scent trail there. If we’re very lucky.”

She checked her watch. “I have about two and a half hours of sunlight. I’ll go there with Nero and perform a very thorough search of that small area. See if we can find anything.”

“Don’t stay out there for too long,” Roy said. “Those woods get awfully dark, very fast, as soon as the sun sets.”

“Trust me,” Kate said. “I know.”
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Chapter 9

Violet trudged through the woods, her throat hoarse from calling out Alice’s name, while Liam explained cryptocurrency to her.

Rather, he was explaining cryptocurrency at her, the point being not so much to make her understand cryptocurrency (which she had zero interest in), but to make it clear that he knew everything there was to know about it.

Violet had a sneaking suspicion that Liam thought this made him seem more attractive.

“Alice!” she called out, shouting as loud as she could.

Liam, startled, stopped his endless technobabble to shout “Alice!” as well.

And David Grant, their English teacher, who had spent most of the day searching with them, followed up, calling for Alice too.

As had happened before, all that followed was a long silence.

When they’d started searching in the morning, Violet had imagined how it would go. The three of them would wander deeper into the woods, farther from the other volunteers. David and Liam, knowing that Violet had been Alice’s closest friend, would ask her where she figured Alice would go. Because Violet and Alice had a bond that used to link them, an invisible thread that often made her and Alice say the same thing together, or dream about each other at night. And Violet, guided by that bond, would lead the way. She would just know. Then, after a few hours, Violet would shout, “Alice!” and a couple of seconds later, a weak, lost Alice would shout back. They would rush after that voice, and find Alice lying under a tree, dehydrated, shivering, her foot broken. Violet would hug her, and, as they waited for the rescue team, Liam and David would tell Alice that it was Violet who had led them to her. Alice would smile at her tearfully, and it would be like it had been when they were younger.

Her mom often said that Violet had “a very active imagination,” and it never sounded like a compliment.

Anyway, Liam and David showed no inclination to ask Violet where she thought Alice had gone. Most of the time David told them where they should go, and when David seemed hesitant, Liam would interject, and point out the direction they should go in. And the one time Violet had suggested they go up a hill that Alice might be drawn to, David had said that it was outside the search radius, and Liam had agreed, and also showed it to her on the map. Explaining it to her, as if she didn’t have a map of her own and didn’t know how to read it.

If she had to be honest with herself, she didn’t really have a strong hunch about where Alice could be. So she didn’t press the point or argue.

And as far as the second part of her fantasy went, Alice never responded. Twice, Violet thought she heard a response, and her heart leaped, but in both instances it was just another group, calling for Alice as well.

The only thing Violet insisted on was that they keep looking until it was dark. Both David and Liam had suggested they call it a day, that they could come back tomorrow. And Violet had told them that they could leave, but she would keep looking.

Here’s another way she imagined things would go: Alice would be found or return home by herself. And then later she would hear that everyone was looking for her, and that Violet’s group kept looking until the sun set. And Alice would then ask her about it, and Violet would bashfully look away and say that everyone was looking, they were all really worried, and Alice would say, yeah, but you never lost hope, and Violet would say, never, and Alice would smile, and it would be like it had been when they were younger.

And as the hours progressed, she clung to that fantasy, because there was another possible future, lurking in her mind, one that she didn’t want to picture but that would inevitably surface. Alice would not be found this day or the next. Or the one after that. And things would never be the same as they used to be.

“Alice!” Violet called out again, mostly to dispel that nefarious thought.

This time, David and Liam didn’t shout. And a few seconds later, as they resumed walking, Liam said, “The thing with blockchains is that there’s absolutely no way to change them. That’s the basis of the entire cryptocurrency economy—”

“What’s that?” Violet said, pointing ahead.

It was a dog—a German shepherd, wearing a sort of harness. He stepped through a cluster of bushes and then froze, staring at them, one foot in the air. A second later a woman circled the bushes to join him. She was about Violet’s height, her dark hair cut short in a cute pixie style. She untangled the leash from the bush and turned to face the three of them. As Violet stepped closer to the woman, she thought that she sort of looked like a manga character—tiny and thin with huge black eyes.

“Hi,” David said. “I assume you’re also with the search team?”

“That’s right. I’m Kate,” the woman said.

“I’m David. And this is Liam and Violet. Students of mine.” David gestured at them.

Violet’s eyes were on Kate’s dog. Violet used to have a German shepherd herself, Sunny. Two years before, Sunny couldn’t stand up anymore. The vet said she was old. He gave her a steroid shot, but it didn’t help, and he said that they could try to operate, but he didn’t think it would help. He said they should put Sunny to sleep. Which was a nice way of saying they should euthanize her. Violet wanted them to try the operation, and Dad asked the vet how much it would cost, which, like . . . what? What the hell did it even matter?

Anyway, they ended up euthanizing Sunny. Violet cried for two days. Wouldn’t talk to her dad for a whole month.

This dog was larger than Sunny, and his fur was brighter, and looking at him made Violet’s heart ache.

“Can I pet your dog?” Violet asked.

“Vi, you can’t touch a search dog,” Liam told her impatiently. “It messes with their focus.”

Kate looked straight at her and gave her a tiny smile. She had just a bit of an overbite, making her smile awkward and disarming. “You can pet Nero,” she said. “It doesn’t mess with anything.”

Violet gave Liam a quick scornful look because, y’know, take that with your I-know-everything shitty attitude, why don’t you go and make out with a blockchain or something. And then she walked over to Nero and scratched him behind his ear, just where Sunny liked to be scratched. Nero glanced up at her, panting cheerfully. His fur was warm.

“You’re a teacher from Cooperton?” Kate asked David.

“Yeah. Alice is my student too. Half the school was here searching today,” David answered. “Did your dog find anything?”

Violet shifted, scratching Nero’s back with both her hands, and he shut his eyes with pleasure.

“Nothing conclusive,” Kate said.

“Well, it’s getting late,” David said. “We should all get back.”

“No,” Violet said, looking up at them. “We said we’ll keep looking a bit more. We still have about half an hour. We agreed to check out Tom’s Creek.”

“Violet . . .” David started.

“What’s Tom’s Creek?” Kate asked.

David shrugged. “It’s where kids sometimes go to camp out and have picnics. Volunteers checked it out today already.”

“And it’s a bit far from Alice’s last known approximate location,” Liam added.

“It won’t hurt to check again,” Violet said. “Just to make sure. It’s really close by.”

Kate turned to look at her. Her focus was absolute, as if she was absorbing everything Violet said or did. “Is there a reason you think Alice would be at Tom’s Creek?” she asked.

Was there? Maybe. Yes, there was. A hunch. Because something was going on with Alice. And Violet had reason to think that it had to do with a guy. An older guy. And sure, during the summer, kids went to Tom’s Creek to camp out, but throughout the year they also went for other reasons. The joke went that there were more deflowers than flowers in Tom’s Creek.

Not a very good joke, really.

“I don’t have a reason,” Violet said quickly. “But it won’t hurt to look, right?”

Kate just looked at her. Violet met her stare but quickly had to look away.

“Can you show me where it is?” Kate finally asked. “I was hoping that Nero had found a scent nearby. Maybe it could be there.”

“Sure,” Violet said. “It’s just a short walk from here.”

“Okay, but then we really have to get back,” David said. “We don’t want to get lost here as well.”

Kate nodded at Violet. “Lead the way.”

For a second, Violet was caught off guard. She was embarrassed to realize that for the entire day, she’d followed David, not always paying attention to where they were. But as she stood up and turned around, she already knew where they were. She knew the woods well, often went there with her brothers. Tom’s Creek was just a few minutes’ walk away. She stepped forward, trying to look self-assured. Kate walked by her side, Liam and David following behind.

“So Nero is a search dog?” Violet asked Kate after a few minutes of walking.

“He’s a police dog,” Kate said. “And he does searches as well.”

“Oh. Are you a cop?”

“Yeah. I’m with the Manchester PD.”

She totally didn’t look like a cop. But then again, what were cops supposed to look like? “So like . . . did you train him?”

“We trained together.” Kate smiled at her. “If you ask Nero, he’ll probably tell you that he trained me.”

Violet grinned back at her. “Where does he stay? At the police station?”

“No, he lives with me. Hang on.” Nero had walked around a tree to pee on it, and his long leash had gotten wrapped around the trunk. Kate freed it from the tree.

“We had a German shepherd once,” Violet said. “My family. But she died when I was fifteen.”

“I’m sorry.”

Some people didn’t get how painful losing a dog could be. A week after Sunny had died, one of Violet’s friends had asked her how long she was going to mope about it. But Violet could see that Kate knew what it felt like.

“How old is Nero?”

“He’s two.”

“Cool.” She thought about saying something about dog years, because people always said that a dog year is like seven human years, which would mean that Nero was fourteen, too young to be a cop. But she was worried that Kate might think it was a dumb thing to say. Besides, the whole seven-years thing wasn’t really an exact science.

They walked in silence for a bit. Kate moved smoothly, matching her dog’s pace. He walked with his head low, occasionally pausing to sniff the ground.

“Is he tracking Alice’s scent?” Violet asked.

“Looking for it. I have a scent article that belonged to her,” Kate said. “A sock.”

Violet imagined how it would be if Nero suddenly found Alice’s scent. She imagined him yanking on his long leash. Kate would say, “Nero found something!” and they would run after him. Violet would run after them, and they’d leave Liam and David behind. And they would find Alice, who was lying in a gorge, her foot trapped under a rock. Kate and Violet would help free her while Nero would lick her face. And Kate would tell Alice that Violet was the one who had told her where they should look, and that she insisted that they shouldn’t stop looking. And Alice would say that she always—

“Do you know Alice well?” Kate suddenly asked.

Violet hesitated, uncomfortable. “Sure, I mean, we’re in the same class. It’s a small school.”

Kate looked at the girl, saying nothing.

“We used to be really good friends,” Violet admitted after a few seconds, lowering her eyes.

“Used to be?” Kate asked softly.

Violet was about to explain, but then Liam said behind them, “Here it is.”

Violet hadn’t been to Tom’s Creek since last summer. The familiar creek burbled peacefully through the forest clearing. A few spots around the clearing had the telltale ashen leftovers of cookout fires. She suddenly recalled standing by the creek with Alice, throwing sticks into the water and watching them float out of view. What had they talked about? A book that Violet loved, and wanted Alice to read? A fight that Alice had with her parents, and wanted to rehash? Juicy gossip about an annoying classmate? Probably all of the above.

“Huh,” Kate said. “I used to live here, and I don’t remember this place at all.”

“They cleared it out about ten years ago,” David said. “There was a plan to build a resort here, but the funding dried up.”

“I see there’s an actual road here,” Kate said. “Do people drive up here by car?”

“All the time,” Violet said.

“Alice!” Liam called out.

Nero jumped, startled.

“Liam, you’re scaring the dog,” David said.

“He’s fine,” Kate said, her eyes locked on Nero. Violet followed her eyes. Nero stood tense, his head held up, panting.

“What’s he doing?” Violet asked. He wasn’t sniffing the ground like before.

“He’s smelling something,” Kate said distractedly. Her entire body mirrored the hound’s tense posture. “See how his head is raised? He’s not sniffing the ground. Whatever he’s scenting, it’s in the air. It’s close by. Nero, go on, boy.” She spoke the last three words with a hint of excitement.

Almost at once, Nero seemed to leap forward, yanking the leash toward the far edge of the clearing. Violet followed Kate, who rushed after the dog. He reached a hilly incline, thick with thorny bushes, and dove right through, panting loudly. Kate didn’t even seem to hesitate, following after him, the bushes tearing at her pants. Violet stopped at the edge of the bushes, then trudged after them, going much slower, doing her best to step over the prickly shrubs.

She caught up with Kate about a dozen yards up the hill, which had felt like a mile. Violet’s legs were itching like crazy from the thorns that had torn through her pants. Kate was kneeling by a cluster of rocks. Something pink was discarded on one of them. Nero sat nearby, panting and grinning.

“That’s Alice’s phone,” Violet said in a strangled voice.

“I thought so,” Kate said. “Nero led me right to it.” She unshouldered her backpack and retrieved a plastic bag from it. She slipped the phone into it and returned it to the backpack.

She then did something really strange. She took out a ball on a rope—a sort of dog chewing toy—and dangled it above Nero.

“Who’s a good boy?” she asked.

Nero stood up and lunged at the ball. Kate yanked it away and let him lunge at it again. He grabbed the thing, and Kate tugged at it for a few seconds before finally letting go. Nero trotted aside and began chewing on it.

Violet frowned at Kate. The woman seemed pale and unhappy, and definitely not like someone who’d just gushed over her dog and played with him. It was a weird disconnect. She caught Violet’s eyes on her.

“He deserves a reward,” she said, her voice hollow. “He’d worked all day and found Alice’s phone in this enormous forest. Talk about a needle in a haystack.”

“What did you find?” a voice called behind them.

Violet turned around. It was David, who’d made his way through the thick foliage. He rushed forward, brushing past Violet and nearly knocking her down in the process.

Kate took out the plastic bag from the backpack and showed it to him. “It’s Alice’s phone.”

He held out his hand, but Kate didn’t hand it over. Finally, he lowered his hand. “Are you sure its hers?”

“It’s hers,” Violet said, still belligerent after he’d practically pushed her aside.

Kate placed the phone back in her backpack. “If this is Alice’s phone, she was definitely here. Nero might be able to track her.”

She knelt by Nero and held out her hand. “Give it.”

Nero looked at her with disappointment, then opened his jaw. His toy dropped into her hand.

“Good boy.” She replaced it in her backpack, then retrieved the sock and showed it to Nero. “Nero, find them.”

He sniffed at the ground where the phone had been discarded. Then he went back and forth for a while. Then, tensing, he pulled again.

“He has a trail,” Kate said.

This time, his nose was to the ground. Did that mean that he wasn’t smelling something nearby, like before?

He led them around the bushes—no need to struggle with the branches and thorns again, thankfully. Then back to the clearing, where Liam waited.

Liam took a step toward them. “What did you—”

“The dog has a trail,” David said shortly.

Nero led Kate across the clearing, to the path with the tire marks. There he paused, going back and forth, hesitant. Then he took a few steps toward the woods and whined, the hackles on his back rising.

Kate scrutinized the tire marks. “I think he lost the trail,” she said quietly. “It might mean that Alice left in a vehicle.”

“Are you sure?” Violet asked.

Kate didn’t seem to hear her. Her attention was on Nero, who was still whining, tail between his legs. She led him aside and told him to “find them” again. He circled the ground, leading her to the same spot, and let out a similar whine.

Kate muttered something to herself, and Violet was close enough to hear part of it. “. . . no, please . . .”

“What is it?” Violet asked urgently.

“I . . . He’s lost the trail,” Kate said. Again, she led Nero in a different direction and repeated the same command. And again he led her to the same spot and whined.

“Is that how he whines when he loses his trail?” Violet asked.

Kate looked at her, her face deathly white. “Yeah. Sometimes.”

She was lying, Violet was almost certain. Nero was reacting to something. And whatever it was, Kate seemed horrified by it.
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Chapter 10

Roy Hoover sat at his cubicle, in the Grafton County sheriff’s office, moodily staring at the smashed pink phone that lay on his desk.

God, he missed cigarettes. At a time like this, what would be better than chain-smoking cigarette after cigarette, the smoke wafting around him like a phantom companion, commiserating with his worries? But he’d quit a couple of years back. Now all he could do was chew on a pencil. The sheriff often complained that Roy was the reason for their inflated yearly supply of pencils. Roy chewed them to splinters, finishing box after box. A friend had suggested vaping, but Roy found the notion grotesque and offensive. Just to put it out there, it was possible to vape with birthday cake flavor. This was not what Gary Cooper and Clint Eastwood had had in mind, damn it. Could you imagine Clint Eastwood vaping birthday cake?

You could not. Because he wouldn’t.

He gently picked up the phone in the plastic bag, inspecting it. Watkins, who managed the local cellular store, had told him he would look at it tomorrow. If there was anyone who could fix the thing, it was Watkins. He’d once fixed Roy’s phone after it had plunged into the creek while he was fishing. Or at least, that was what Roy told Watkins had happened. Because the real basin of water the phone had dropped into was too embarrassing to voice out loud.

Once Watkins got it to work, maybe they could figure out who Alice had driven off with, and why.

Because Roy was almost convinced that was what had happened. Alice had gone to Tom’s Creek to meet someone in secret, and they drove off together. Kate had been certain that Alice’s trail ended there, and that her leaving in a vehicle was a possible explanation.

She also had an alternative explanation, one she’d grimly told him in private, just before driving off. She thought it was possible that Alice was dead, and that her body was somewhere near Tom’s Creek.

As soon as she’d told him that, Roy had suggested they go on another search right then, but it was dark, and Kate said that she couldn’t be sure, that her dog had given an unclear indication. She said that she’d be there first thing tomorrow morning. Apparently she had another dog, one who specialized in finding cadavers.

She wasn’t thrilled about going to the local police with her unproven theory either. And Roy couldn’t blame her. Kate’s past experience with the local force wasn’t stellar.

Roy had his own deep regrets about Kate’s past, and her bastard of a father, Frank Simmons. When Roy had still been a young deputy, he’d received a phone call from a local woman who said there was screaming coming from her neighbor’s house, Frank Simmons’s. Roy had told her that this was a matter for the police, and the woman had snorted and said that she’d tried the police often enough about Frank, and that they were useless.

So Roy decided to drop by, see what was going on. Frank opened the door for him and laughed it off, saying that the old hag had been on his case ever since a tree from his yard collapsed on their joint fence. A neighborly argument, nothing more. But Roy had already spotted the movement behind Frank, the young girl, maybe fifteen years old, with a swollen lip. Roy asked her if everything was all right, and she met his look, her dark, unblinking eyes holding his gaze. Everything was great, she said. Just peachy. She and her dad had been sitting down to watch a movie when Roy had interrupted.

Roy later called Gibson, a seasoned officer in the Cooperton PD, and told him that he thought Frank Simmons was beating his daughter. Gibson promised him he would look into it. And Roy, being young and clueless, promptly put the matter aside, feeling good about how law enforcement agencies worked well together, ensuring everyone’s well-being.

That is, until about six months later, when he spotted young Kate crossing the street with a bruised eye. He approached the girl and asked her how she got it. She gave him a long, incredulous look, and then said that she fell off a tree. He told her that if someone was hurting her, he could go with her to the cops—

No one was hurting her, she told him impatiently. She was just clumsy.

Kate Simmons had no use for Roy Hoover.

But he ended up making a bit of a ruckus about it, and the girl moved to her aunt’s place for a while. Then she returned home for several years, and Roy did his best to keep an eye out for her. There were rumors that Kate spent a lot of her time in the woods by herself. Roy checked with Gibson about whether there were any more complaints. But according to Gibson, everything was fine.

Just peachy.

In time, Roy figured out that Gibson was a bit of a lying bastard himself. But by then, Kate was long gone. Roy later heard that her husband had died, shot in the line of duty. The girl couldn’t catch a break.

Every man or woman in law enforcement had cases that hounded them, and Kate’s large dark eyes often materialized in Roy’s mind over the years. He’d never anticipated he’d meet them again.

He fished a pencil from his drawer and chewed on it as he scrutinized the map on his desk. It was the one he and Kate had used earlier, marked with the dog’s findings. He looked closely at the area of the campsite. Kate had marked for him the location where she’d found the phone. On the campsite border, where the foliage became dense.

Tomorrow morning he would shift the entire search to that area. He had some volunteers that had assured him they’d show up—a big group from the school again, kids as well as a few of the teachers.
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Chapter 11

The rising sun touched the trees as Kate parked next to the deputy sheriff’s pickup truck. Anxiety zapped through her mind, a constant static that made it hard to think clearly.

Would she find Alice’s body today? Would she have to go to Noelle, and tell her that her daughter was dead?

The evening before, Nero had reacted badly to something. He sometimes whined when he lost the trail, but not often. And he almost never raised his hackles like he’d done in Tom’s Creek. Kate could recall just one time when he’d reacted that way.

When they’d started training, she’d tried to teach him to find cadavers. Bella had been a top-notch cadaver dog, and Kate hoped that Nero could be the same. But Nero hated this particular training, reacting badly to it. The trainer she worked with at the academy said that sometimes it happens—some dogs don’t like the scent of human cadavers. It wasn’t necessary for his police dog training, so she’d dropped it at the time.

But that had been his exact reaction back then. Repeated whining, rising hackles.

A reaction to the scent of a human cadaver.

She took one last swig from the huge Starbucks coffee she had bought on the way. With barely four hours of sleep, her body needed something. And that something would have to be caffeine and sugar.

Stepping out of the car, she looked around. Roy was nowhere to be seen. He must have gone ahead. They’d agreed to meet on the dirt trail leading to Tom’s Creek. Roy didn’t want them to park too close to Tom’s Creek, because he didn’t want their tire tracks to erase previous tracks in case . . . in case it turned into a crime scene.

She took a long breath, trying to anchor her mind in the present. Focusing on useful actions and tasks that she could do now, and not on the terrifying what-ifs of the future.

She opened the door for Bella, who hopped out in excitement. At least someone was cheerful today. She was positively glowing.

There’s no way to explain retirement to a dog. When Bella had become too old, and developed a slight limp, Kate had had to stop working with her. Bella had clearly felt abandoned and hurt. Kate did her best to spend time with Bella when she came home, and Ivy did her part, showering the old Labrador with love. But still, Bella didn’t understand why they didn’t go play their intricate long games together anymore. And then, to her absolute outrage, Kate brought home a replacement, a mere pup.

Those first few months were challenging. Every time Kate left with Nero, Bella would follow her to the door, wagging her tail. And then her face would pucker as Kate left without her. Sometimes Bella would scratch at the door after Kate had shut it behind her, and whine pitifully. Eventually, Bella gave up. And lately, she was even pretty friendly with Nero. Most of the time.

But this morning, when Kate summoned Bella instead of Nero, Bella was over the moon. Kate didn’t know that dogs could smirk until she saw the face Bella made at Nero when they left. She was grinning for their entire long drive to Cooperton. Kate knew that it would backfire when she went on her next shift with Nero. Still, she needed Bella for this job, there was no way around it.

Kate didn’t bother with the lead. With Bella, she often worked off line. After years of working together, they could reflexively feel each other’s needs. Bella wouldn’t go off without keeping Kate in her sight. And when looking for human cadavers, Bella wasn’t in any danger and didn’t need Kate to protect her.

Kate walked down the trail, the rhythm of her footsteps matching the thudding of her heart.

Please, God, don’t let Alice be dead.

She found Roy near the campsite, kneeling by the rocks where she’d found the phone.

“Good morning,” Kate said.

He stood up. “Morning.”

“Any news?” she asked, even though she knew there wasn’t any. He would have let her know.

“Afraid not. I delivered the phone to someone who can fix it. He said he’d let me know as soon as it’s done. Uh . . .” He hesitated. “I found something over here.”

“What?” Her heartbeat quickened, crackling anxiety running throughout her body.

“I think it’s a bloodstain.”

She gritted her teeth. “Where?”

He pointed at a rock, not far from where she had found the phone. She knelt by it and scrutinized it closely. There was something there, maybe. A sort of brown smear. “Could be just a mineral in the rock, or something, right?”

“Could be.”

How would she be able to tell Noelle that her daughter . . . She clenched her fists. Useless to think about it now. Time to do what she came here to do.

She turned to Bella. “Bella,” she said, her voice wavering. “Find bones.”

For a second Bella just looked at her. She had retired nearly a year ago. They hadn’t been training. Search dogs should train almost every day. Why had Kate assumed that—

Bella turned around, gave the ground a quick sniff, then began trotting.

She was following the trace of a scent. Kate could see the hesitancy in Bella’s step. Bella wasn’t sure, but she could smell . . . something.

Kate and Bella had been in the New Hampshire State Police’s K-9 unit for eight years, doing search and rescue operations. Bella had helped save several people, including on one memorable and beautiful day when they’d saved the life of a young man who’d fallen off a cliff. It was Bella who’d found him. She’d been a good rescue dog.

But she was one of the best cadaver dogs in the country. Not a talent that got you fame and money, sure. But within the small community of dog handlers, it was known that when it came to cadavers, Kate and Bella were the . . . well . . . top dogs.

And now Kate saw that Bella still had it in her. Pacing carefully across the campsite, she would sometimes stop and raise her head, mouth open, feeling the air. At first, she circled back and forth, but after a few minutes she began moving more purposefully, crossing the entire campsite to the far side, following the creek into the woods. Kate and Roy followed, neither of them saying a word. They trudged through thick, thorny underbrush for a couple of minutes, then broke through to a barren spot, the ground interspersed with rocks, twisting roots, and patches of moss. Bella sat down on a patch of bare ground and barked once.

“It’s . . . there,” Kate said slowly. She let out a long breath. She’d been half expecting to be led to Alice’s body. But whatever scent Bella had followed wasn’t Alice after all.

“What’s there?” Roy asked.

“Bella followed the scent of human remains to this spot. The body must be buried.”

“This spot hasn’t been dug up recently,” Roy said, echoing Kate’s thoughts. “So it can’t be—”

But Kate wasn’t listening. Something on the ground had caught her eye, just next to Bella. She walked over and inspected it closely. A tree root? No, the color and texture were wrong. She unshouldered her backpack, rummaged inside, and found her box of disposable gloves. She slipped them on, then very gently brushed away the dirt around the object jutting from the ground.

It was a human bone.
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Chapter 12

He never obsessed about his past years. It was another form of navel-gazing, so prevalent these days. You learned from your mistakes and you corrected them, moving forward. But most people couldn’t let a day go by without talking about their childhoods, and their memories, and of how things had changed, and how if they only knew then what they knew now, as if any of it was relevant or remotely practical. And social media made it worse, reminding people of posts they’d made five years before, or ten years before, and then you got people reposting them with their derivative and clichéd thoughts—I can’t believe how young I used to be, or Wish I could go back to those simpler times. It could drive a person insane.

Still, sometimes the memories came unbidden, even to him.

“You have to at least try, damn it!” his dad shouted from the driver’s seat.

The boy sat in the back seat, staring at his lap, hands limp at either side. He was tired, and disappointed, and there was a lump in his throat that didn’t bode well. All he wanted was to get back home, and go to his room, and lie in bed with the blanket over his head.

But Dad had to drive over to Mrs. Turner’s for something. It was a ten-minute drive to her house from the soccer field, and then another ten-minute drive back home. A total of twenty minutes that trickled by slowly as Dad yelled.

“If you’re open, you shout to your teammates that you’re open,” Dad said. “You don’t just wait for them to kick the ball your way. And if the other team has the ball, you do your damn best to get it.”

That was totally unfair. “I did try. I ran after the ball—”

“Oh, bullshit! Two minutes of half-assed running doesn’t count. You don’t get to win that way. You have to really get in their way.”

“All the kids are bigger than me.”

“What the hell does that matter? Soccer is about skill and speed. Next week I want to see you trying your best to win. And until then, we’ll practice.”

Which was the worst thing his father could say. Because until then, he’d hoped that at least he’d be done with soccer for a whole week. One hour of soccer every week wasn’t too bad. He could power through it. But if Dad said they’d practice, then they would practice. Dad wouldn’t let up, or forget, he never did.

Dad told him about all the great athletes, and how they trained from an early age. Dad knew a lot of them by heart, listing their names, and their scores, and how they started practicing when they were six, or four. He was already behind, he was seven. He half listened, the names and numbers blending in his mind. When they reached Mrs. Turner’s place, Dad stepped out of the car and slammed the door. Extra loud.

The boy let that lump in his throat out then, sniffing a bit, wiping tears from his eyes. He had to be quick about it. Boys his age didn’t cry, Dad always said. Why couldn’t he be like other boys? He cried quite a lot. Well, Steven from his class had cried a few times in school—he’d actually cried once in class. And he supposed a lot of the girls cried too. But other than those, only he cried all the time.

He pinched his thigh until it hurt, to distract himself. He kept pinching as he wiped the tears away, pressing harder, and harder, and harder, his arm trembling from the effort. The tears slowly stopped, the lump in his throat disappeared. When he finally let go, the skin where he’d pinched himself was sort of blue, and his fingernails had left a mark. He prodded the spot, the tenderness feeling weird, and almost nice. He took a deep breath. Better. So much better.

Dad was taking his time. He hated going with him on these errands, because sometimes Dad could get stuck for hours, just talking to people about real estate and politics. And he would have to keep himself busy. He now stepped out of the car, looking around him. Mrs. Turner’s farm was out of town. Aside from it, there was nothing to see but trees, and the cracked road that stretched in both directions. He kicked a rock, and it clattered onto the road. Unlike the soccer ball, which had stayed out of his reach for the entire game, the rocks went nowhere. Another kick, and another rock went clackity-clack.

Hearing the sound of chickens clucking, he circled the house toward the backyard. A small chicken coop stood by the wooden fence, and there were five chickens in it—one black, three white, and one brown. He watched them for a while as they pecked at a bowl full of vegetable peels. He was just thinking how smelly the coop was when he heard the scream.

It was a woman’s scream, and it came from inside the house. He held his breath in fear. Had something happened to Mrs. Turner? Maybe something had happened to Dad? He hurried toward the back door, about to barge in, but then he hesitated. What if there was someone dangerous in there? Attacking Mrs. Turner and Dad? And what if the attacker saw him?

He peered through the window, desperate to see his father, but it was just an empty kitchen. And now Mrs. Turner screamed again. He hurried to the next window, which was shuttered, and then the next one—

And there they were, and they weren’t being attacked at all.

Mrs. Turner was completely naked, sort of crawling on the bed. And Dad stood behind her, his pants and underwear pulled down, and he was grabbing her from behind.

It was some sort of wrestling.

Mrs. Turner shouted again, and Dad let out a groan of effort. The boy couldn’t move, couldn’t even breathe. His dad had a lot of hair on his butt.

Then with a final shove, Mrs. Turner collapsed onto the bed, and Dad grunted loudly and fell on top of her, pinning her to the mattress. The boy finally managed to move, hurrying away from the window. His dad had clearly won, though he didn’t know why Dad had started wrestling with Mrs. Turner in the first place. He felt queasy, his face flushed, knowing that Mrs. Turner would probably be furious if she knew he had seen her naked. He went back to the car and shut the door gently so it wouldn’t make a noise.

He kept imagining Dad’s bottom, his pants bunched at his feet. He shut his eyes and shoved his bunched knuckles against them until spots of light danced in his vision, but he still couldn’t get that image to leave his mind.

So he did what he usually did to get rid of bad thoughts. He pinched himself, his fingernails digging deep into the skin. He gritted his teeth, digging harder, the pain a bright flashing light in his mind . . .

The front door opened, and Dad slipped into the driver’s seat. “Ready to go home, champ?” He slammed the door hard, and the boy jumped.

“Y . . . yes.”

Dad was whistling to himself as they drove back home, clearly in a good mood.

“I want to practice soccer when we get home,” the boy blurted.

Dad chuckled. “Well, I’m a bit tired, champ. Maybe later, okay?”

“But we’ll practice? You promise?”

“I promise. I’m glad you feel that way.”

“I want to win next time.”

“Of course you do. And you’ll get there. We’ll practice really hard.”

The boy nodded, his hand hidden under his leg, pinching, and pinching, and pinching, the flesh throbbing with agony. He wanted to win.

But more importantly, he really didn’t want to lose.
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Chapter 13

The yellow crime scene tape fluttered in the wind, circling the grave site. Kate watched the flurry of activity within the perimeter. The ground was crisscrossed with string, which broke the area into squares. Three forensic technicians dressed in white coveralls crouched, digging the earth slowly with tiny shovels and brushes. A photographer stepped gingerly between them, taking photos. Jaxon, the officer Kate had met the day before, stood at the corner, jotting something in his notepad. State police detectives Lopez and Fisher, who Kate knew from the New Hampshire Major Crime Unit, were outside the perimeter, talking to the Cooperton chief of police.

After discovering the protruding bone, Kate and Roy had stepped away from the scene, and Roy had contacted the Cooperton police. They’d waited until the cops arrived and given a quick statement. Then, as the cops secured the scene, Roy left to direct the day’s search for Alice. Kate wasn’t sure what she should do. She circled the area with Bella, to see if maybe she could get Alice’s scent, staying away from the crime scene, but found nothing. She could join the search team, as she had done the day before, but she wasn’t sure if Bella was up to it. Her limp, which had led to her retirement, was starting to show. Finally, Kate had decided to listen to her grumbling stomach and grab breakfast at Shirley’s. Now, after eating an oily omelet, she returned to the scene.

Lopez noticed her and waved, signaling for her to wait. He and Fisher finished talking to the chief of police and walked over to her, circling the yellow tape.

“Kate Marino, as I live and breathe,” Lopez said.

“Fancy meeting you here,” Fisher added.

“Far away from home,” Lopez pointed out.

“Finding dead bodies on your free time,” Fisher said.

“That’s dedication,” Lopez said.

“Hey, guys.” Kate smiled at them weakly. She knew them both from their time together at the state police. She and Bella had helped several times, particularly in a nasty case when a man had been witnessed carrying a body wrapped in trash bags into the woods. Kate and Bella had spent ten days searching for it, reporting to the two detectives. And they eventually found it, buried unusually deep. Despite the detectives’ strange mannerisms, Kate had gotten along well with them; Fisher and Lopez didn’t micromanage her, and they trusted her expertise. She was happy to see them here.

Lopez had black hair and a black beard, his brown eyes framed with thick eyeglasses. He wore a tailored gray suit with a black tie, which made him somewhat overdressed for the forest. Fisher was bald, his forehead creased enough that he could have been mistaken during a Star Trek convention for a Klingon. He wore a long brown trench coat.

“Can you tell us exactly how you happened to find this grave site?” Lopez said.

“In your own words,” Fisher added.

“Keep it simple.”

“And start at the beginning.”

“Or rather, begin at the starting.”

Kate exhaled, organizing the details in her head. “Yesterday I was contacted by my cousin Noelle, who lives in Cooperton. She told me that my niece has been missing for the past two days, and that the local police thought she got lost in the woods. I drove over here with Nero—that’s my current K-9 dog in the Manchester PD—to join the search. At approximately twenty past eight in the evening, Nero found Alice’s phone on the rocks down there.” She pointed.

“How do you know it’s Alice’s phone?” Fisher asked.

“A friend of Alice’s was here, as a search volunteer. She recognized it. I led Nero around, searching for the scent, but he lost it. However, I noticed a reaction that wasn’t typical of him, one that I’d seen before when I trained him to find cadavers. I was afraid that he was catching the scent of Alice’s body, which is why I came here with Bella today. Bella found the grave site almost immediately.”

“It can’t be Alice Vega’s remains,” Lopez said. “Our forensic team is certain that this grave hadn’t been dug in the past week.”

Kate nodded. “I assumed as much. I also walked around with Bella, tried to see if she could catch Alice’s scent, or the scent of another human cadaver, and so far, found nothing.”

“I gather that the search for Alice Vega is still underway,” Fisher said. “Your new dog . . . Nemo?”

“Nero,” Kate said.

“Nemo is a fish,” Lopez told his partner. “Or a captain of a submarine.”

Fisher stuck his hands in his overcoat’s pockets. “Yes, Nero, you say he lost her tracks after finding her phone?”

“That’s right. He lost them at the dirt road. Which makes me think she’d left in a vehicle,” Kate said.

“So we have no reason to think the two things are related,” Fisher said.

“Very likely a coincidence,” Lopez added.

“Right,” Kate said impatiently. “But you’re going to look into a possible connection.”

“Of course,” Lopez said. “We would be remiss not to.”

“Very remiss,” Fisher agreed. “For now, Colette wants to talk to you.”

“Wants to see your shoes,” Lopez clarified.

“For forensic reasons, not because she fancies them.”

“Though it’s possible that she does.”

Kate thanked the two men and turned back to the forensic team. Colette Durand was the woman in charge of the forensic team. Kate spotted her, wrapped in white, carefully brushing a small bone. A single curl of her hair had gotten free from the tight white hood of her uniform. An unusual lapse for Colette.

Kate walked over to an officer with a clipboard by the crime scene tape. “I’m Officer Kate Marino. I’m the one who found the grave.”

“Okay, Officer. Do you have a reason to be at the crime scene?”

“Let her in!” Colette called out, not even raising her eyes.

Strictly speaking, it wasn’t Colette’s call. But everyone knew that as far as the holy sanctity of the crime scene was concerned, Colette was the high priestess. The officer jotted Kate’s name in his logbook and handed it to her to sign.

“Put on shoe covers and gloves,” Colette said tonelessly as Kate ducked under the yellow tape. “And leave Bella outside.”

“Bella, sit,” Kate told her dog, who slumped to the ground, watching her attentively. Kate took shoe covers from the box on the ground, slipped them on, and then put on a pair of gloves. Gingerly, she made her way to Colette, stepping over the threads that crisscrossed the crime scene.

“Hi, Colette,” she said gently.

“Hello, Kate.” Colette didn’t look at her. “What size are the gloves?”

“Uh . . . what?”

“The disposable gloves? What size?”

“I don’t know. Medium, I think.”

“You have small hands. You should wear small, like me. You can have a pair of my gloves.”

“It’s okay, I can wear these.”

“I have thirty-eight pairs left, because it’s a box of fifty, and I used twelve. Sometimes they miscount, so maybe there are only thirty-seven left, but it should be enough until the end of the month. You can have a pair. You should wear small gloves.” Colette drew a pair of gloves from a box nearby and handed them to Kate, still not meeting her eyes.

“Okay, thanks.” Kate slipped off the medium-sized gloves and shoved them in her pocket. She took the ones that Colette handed her and slipped them on. They did fit her better.

“You changed shoes,” Colette said, flicking her brush back and forth, cleaning dirt off the brown bone that was half buried in the ground.

“What . . . now?”

“No. Since last time. In 2023, when we processed the crime scene of the body of Greta Fallow, you had Thorogood oxford shoes. The left one had a crack in its heel.”

“I . . . yes, I suppose you’re right.”

“You changed shoes since then.”

Kate cleared her throat, somewhat unnerved. “Yeah, I bought new shoes last year.”

“I need to see their heels for the footprints.”

“Right now?”

“No, later. I want to take pictures. Right now I want you to show me where you and Deputy Sheriff Hoover stepped.”

“Okay.” Kate pointed. “We came from over there, and I walked up to about here. Once I verified that this was a human bone, we backtracked and called the police.”

“Did you backtrack the same way you came?”

“We did our best.” Kate looked around her. “So . . . what do you think so far?”

Colette finally raised her eyes to look at Kate. She was a bony woman, with delicate features and large round glasses. Kate always felt that she was extremely fragile, a living porcelain doll. She stood up. “Someone buried remains here, but they were disturbed. I suspect that some of the remains have been taken by wild animals. Judging by the moss and the packed earth, I estimate that the ground hasn’t been dug up for at least two weeks, but these remains look older than that, probably months or even years old. I’ll have to check your shoes and the sheriff’s, but from what you told me, we can rule out the boot prints around here. However, I found a few boot prints closer to the creek, where the earth is softer, over there.” Colette gestured at a small area cordoned off in yellow tape, by the creek. “The boot size is large, almost definitely male. The prints are deep, probably meaning that whoever made them either was very heavy, or carried something heavy.”

“Like a body,” Kate said. “But you said the remains are old . . . ?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think those boot prints could have stayed there for months?”

“I will need to talk to an expert about that. But I don’t think so. Hang on.” Colette walked over to one of the other forensic technicians and crouched by him. “Not like that! You might miss something, or you could hit the remains. Give me the trowel.”

The technician sheepishly gave her the trowel, which she set aside. Then she swept the ground with a brush. “Like this, see? Very gently. We don’t want to miss anything.” She kept sweeping for a long while. The technician held out his hand for the brush, but Colette kept brushing. “Like this. Back and forth. Back and forth. Back and forth.” Finally, after demonstrating for way too long, she handed him the brush and returned to Kate.

“We are casting tire tracks from the road, because it is likely that he came by car,” she said, carrying on as if she hadn’t stopped. “We have some clear tire marks, but I’ve been told that this is a popular area, and people drive here all the time, so I doubt we’ll be able to do anything with that. We also matched the boot prints to the ones by the location of the found phone.”

Kate’s heart skipped a beat. “Wait, what?”

“I checked the area where I was told you found Alice Vega’s phone yesterday, and we found very clear boot prints there. They match the ones by the creek. I also found other sets of prints there, of a female’s sport shoes.”

“Did you tell Lopez and Fisher that?” Kate asked, the implications whirling in her mind.

“Not yet,” Colette said.

“Oh, damn!” the third forensic technician suddenly called out, stumbling back.

“What is it?” Colette asked sharply, turning toward him.

“Sorry, Colette, it just caught me by surprise,” he said. “There’s another body part here, but it’s . . . well, quite nasty.”

Colette stepped over, and Kate followed her, glancing over her shoulder.

It was a foot, covered in dirt, blackened and slimy, the smell overpowering. A constant rustling movement on it seemed like insects, but Kate had no inclination to look too closely. She covered her mouth and her nose. Realization hitting her.

“When Bella led us, she led us over here,” she said. “This is what she smelled. I assumed it was the bones, but it makes more sense that she followed the scent of this.”

Colette looked at it up close. “These remains are much fresher.” She considered it. “Maybe because they were buried deeper, where the insects had a harder time getting to them.”

“It’s another body,” Kate said. “And was buried more recently. Which explains the boot prints.”

Colette stared at the shallow dug-up pit, then nodded slowly. “It’s possible.”

“That’s why the bones were disturbed after being buried here,” Kate said. “The killer returned to the same place to dispose of a second body. He dug another hole, accidentally disturbing the remains he’d buried here previously.”

“That’s a sound theory,” Colette said. “If you’re right, we probably have one person who killed two victims, with a long stretch of time between murders.”

Kate swallowed. “A serial killer.”

Whose boot prints had been spotted where Alice had gone missing.
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Chapter 14

At noon, Roy stepped out of the field tent he used as search headquarters. Stretching a bit, he was rewarded by a series of snaps and cracks from his back, a result of sitting on the uncomfortable folding chair for hours. He told Chambers, a civilian volunteer, to hold the fort, and walked over to his Ford Explorer. It was time to talk to the Vega family. He hoped the gossip hadn’t reached them yet.

Not for the first time, Roy wished that gossip was less of a thing in Cooperton. He, personally, had no use for gossip. He did not enjoy hearing juicy tidbits, and in fact never found them particularly juicy. Juice should be sweet and refreshing. Gossip was always stale, and oily, and left him mildly nauseated. But as far as the residents of Cooperton were concerned, it was the nectar of the gods. He was often flabbergasted by just how fast gossip could spread. Or just how far it was from the actual truth.

It was only a matter of hours before people would start talking about the remains. The last thing he wanted was for Noelle and Harry to hear about the body from some nosy hag. He had to update them first. And while he could do it with a quick phone call, Roy was a big believer in talking to people face-to-face. Especially when it concerned their loved ones.

As he turned onto Elm Street, he instantly noticed Kate Marino’s Chevy parked in front of Noelle’s house. For a quick second he felt relieved; she’d gotten there before him, so he wouldn’t be the one to talk to the Vegas about the bodies that had been found. But then he realized that Kate was sitting in her car, staring vacantly at nothing.

He parked next to her, walked over to her window and tapped on it. Kate turned to look at him, then lowered the window.

“Hey, Kate,” he said.

“Roy,” she said distractedly.

“Did you talk to your cousin?”

“No.” She blinked. “I was just about to go in there. They need to know, right?”

He nodded.

“I’ve been sitting here for a few minutes,” she admitted. “I don’t know how to do it. I mean, it’s not like we found Alice’s body.”

“No, thank God.”

“But it doesn’t look good.”

He hesitated. “We don’t know anything yet.”

“No, but . . . I mean . . .” Her voice cracked, her lips trembling. “Shit.” She wiped her eyes with her hand and sniffed.

“You can go,” he suggested gently. “I’ll talk to them.”

Kate shook her head. “I should do this.”

“Do you want me to go with you?”

She hesitated. “That might be better. Thanks. Give me a moment.”

“Sure.”

He walked back to his car and leaned against it. A minute later Kate got out of her Chevy and let her Labrador out as well. She walked over to him, the dog by her side.

“How do I look?” Kate asked.

“Um . . .” He was caught off guard. She was dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt, her black, short hair a bit frazzled in a cute way. “You look really nice.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “I meant, do I look like I cried? I don’t want Noelle to know that I cried. It’ll make her even more terrified for Alice.”

“Oh! Right. No, you don’t look like you cried at all.”

“Good.” She took a deep breath. “Let’s go.”

She strode intently toward her cousin’s house. Roy hurried after her. Before he had time to ask her if he should be the one to talk, she’d already knocked. A few seconds later, Noelle opened the door. Her eyes went from Kate to Roy.

“What is it?” she gasped.

“We didn’t find Alice yet,” Kate said. “But we do have some news. Can we come in?”

Roy noticed the way she added the yet to her statement. A single word that encapsulated so much.

“Sure.” Noelle opened the door wider and stepped aside. “Please.”

Roy followed Kate into the house and shut the door behind him.

“Do you have cold water for Bella?” Kate asked. “My water is already pretty lukewarm, and it’s a hot day. Tap water’s fine.”

“Sure, sure.” Noelle went to the kitchen, and Roy and Kate followed after her, Bella padding by Kate’s side.

Jamie, Noelle’s son, stood in the kitchen, holding a pack of Oreo cookies. Roy had glimpsed the eight-year-old a few days before, but this was the first time he’d seen him up close. The child had Noelle’s lips and round face. With his curly brown hair and round eyes, he looked almost like a cherub, minus the angelic wings. He glanced at Noelle guiltily.

“Daddy said I can have some,” he said.

“That’s fine,” Noelle said distractedly. “Just have two, okay? Don’t ruin your appetite before dinner.”

“What are we having for dinner?”

Noelle gazed at the boy, and Roy got the sense that she had absolutely no idea. That the notion of fixing dinner right now was as inconceivable to her as scaling Mount Everest.

Kate walked over to Jamie and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Maybe I’ll grab us all some takeout. What do you think?”

“Yeah,” he said.

Noelle found a plastic container, filled it with cold water from the tap, and placed it on the floor. Bella went over and lapped at the water noisily.

“Can I pet Bella?” Jamie asked.

“Of course,” Kate said.

Jamie went over to Bella and caressed her back. Bella raised her head, sniffed him, and turned back to her water.

Harry, Noelle’s husband, stepped into the kitchen as well. It was a small room, definitely not meant for four grown-ups, a dog, and a boy.

“Jamie, can you give us a minute to talk?” Kate said.

“Is it about Alice?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Did you find her?”

“We’re still looking.”

“But you’ll find her, right, Katey?”

A pause. “I’ll do everything I can,” Kate said.

“Can I take these to my room?” he asked, holding out the Oreo pack.

“Yeah, I told him he could have them,” Harry said. His eyes were bloodshot, his face pale.

“Sure, you can take them to your room, but don’t get crumbs on the bedsheets, and don’t eat more than two,” Noelle said. She sounded as if she was reciting something that once made sense but now was just a sequence of nonsensical words. A ritual, invoking a regular parenthood routine, while the world was coming to an end.

Jamie left the kitchen. All of them waited in silence for a few seconds, until they heard a door shutting.

“Do you want anything to drink?” Noelle said automatically.

“No need,” Roy said.

“Noelle, Harry,” Kate said. “First of all, I want to be clear, we’re still looking for Alice.”

“Okay . . . ?” Noelle said.

“We found something in the forest. Some old human remains.”

Noelle’s face went deathly white. Roy tensed, prepared to leap and catch her if she fainted. Harry let out a sound that barely sounded human, a ghostly moan.

“They definitely aren’t Alice,” Kate said. “So I don’t want you to worry about that, in case you hear anything about it, okay?”

“But . . . what happened?” Harry asked.

“The police are looking into it,” Roy said. “But like Kate said, these remains aren’t your daughter’s. And we’re still searching for her.” He was just repeating the same words. But he knew that at moments like these, people needed to hear the facts multiple times. Later, they would replay the conversation in their minds, to make sure they’d heard right.

“Then whose remains are they?” Noelle asked.

“We still haven’t made a positive ID,” Roy said.

“But they’re old,” Kate repeated. “Weeks, maybe months old.”

“So this isn’t related to Alice at all?” Harry looked from Kate to Roy, squinting as if he was trying to divine a hidden meaning in their sentences.

Kate hesitated. “The police are looking into every possibility. But we don’t know anything yet. The search for Alice is still ongoing, and I will do everything I possibly can to find her.”

“We just didn’t want you to hear about this and get the wrong idea,” Roy added.

“The police will probably talk to you about this today or tomorrow,” Kate said. “They’ll have some additional questions about Alice.”

“Do the police think this is related to Alice?” Noelle whispered.

“They want a clear picture of everything,” Kate said. “There are two detectives working on this. I know them both, they’re very good.”

“And what will you be doing?” Noelle asked.

“Well . . . I will do whatever I can. I can still help Roy with the search.” Kate glanced at him.

Roy returned her look. He had a sense that both of them knew that searching for Alice in the woods was probably pointless. The police thought that there were at least two dead bodies buried in that grave. There was talk about a serial killer. And there was some evidence that he might have taken Alice.

“I’ll stay for a bit,” Kate said. “Bella needs a rest in any case. And I told Jamie I’ll grab us some takeout. We’ll talk about it together some more. I’ll do my best to answer all your questions.”

“Thank you,” Noelle whispered.

Roy cleared his throat. “I should get back to the search. There’s a large section south of Tom’s Creek that I still want the volunteers to canvass today.”

“I’ll join you later,” Kate said.

“I’ll keep you posted,” Roy told Noelle and Harry, not even knowing himself what that meant.

He stepped out of the house, relieved to be away from the oppressive feeling of fear within. As he walked toward his Ford, Kate called him from the house’s entrance. He turned toward her.

She walked over to him, hugging herself. “I want to be involved in the investigation.”

He frowned. “Then you should probably talk to the detectives. You said you know them.”

“No. They don’t really want me there. They think I’m too close to this.”

“And aren’t you?”

She folded her arms. “I want to be involved.”

“I understand. But Kate . . . it’s not my call. The case is now being investigated by the police, not the sheriff’s department.”

She stared at him, a look that threw him back nearly twenty years. What good are you, then? those dark eyes seemed to say.

“Right. Thanks.”

She turned and stepped into the house. He wanted to call after her, but he had nothing else to say.

The door shut. He sighed and went to his car.
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He parked a short walk from Tom’s Creek. He didn’t know why he had driven there. His field tent was by the main trail. He had nothing to do at the crime scene.

Still, hounded by Kate’s look, he stepped out of the car and strode past patrol vehicles, and the van of the forensic unit. The crime scene was even busier now. Additional forensic technicians had shown up and were meticulously digging up the grave site, documenting each find. A gruesome sort of archaeological dig, with no hope of finding ancient clay pots or arrowheads.

He spotted the two state police detectives standing by the crime scene tape, talking to one of Roy’s least favorite people—Chief Perry Gibson. Great. Next to the detectives, who radiated authority and gravitas, Gibson looked like what he was, a smiling nothing in his mid-fifties. Roy’s ex-wife had once told him that Gibson reminded her of her weird uncle, who always made inappropriate jokes during Thanksgiving dinner. Though Roy had never met the aforementioned relative, he thought the description was apt. If there ever was a man who looked like a weird uncle, it was Gibson.

And just a few yards away, standing as if he belonged there, was Gibson’s son, Aden. Roy had met the asshole several times, none of them pleasant. And, of course, the story with Kelly still made Roy’s blood boil whenever he thought about it.

Shoving his hands in his pockets, Roy strode over to Gibson and the state detectives. As he went past Aden, the guy smirked at him, running a hand through his scruffy blond hair.

“. . . anything we can do to be of use, of course,” Gibson was saying. “My officers know this area like the backs of their hands.”

“A strange saying,” one of the detectives said.

“I don’t know the back of my hand particularly well,” the other said.

“We often see them, but we don’t really pay attention,” the first one said.

“We have an associate with really hairy hands.”

“Who, Malone?”

“No . . . well, yes. But I was talking about Hudson.”

“Oh yes, he has very hairy hands.”

“The hairiest.”

Gibson, looking lost, noticed Roy, and waved his plump hand at him. “Hoover! These are Detectives Lopez and Fisher from the state police.”

“I’m Fisher,” the bald detective said.

“And I’m Lopez,” the other one said.

“Not the other way around,” Fisher clarified.

“People don’t often get confused.”

“Rarely, if ever.”

“Nice to meet you.” Roy shook their hands in turn.

“Lopez and Fisher belong to Major Crimes,” Gibson said. “They are taking charge of the case. They’ll be working with my department.”

“Good to hear,” Roy said, wishing he had a cigarette. “Which case is that?”

For a second, the three men just stared at him. Standing in the forest, surrounded by crime scene tape, with evidence markers and bones laid meticulously for packaging, Roy supposed his question seemed dumb.

“The . . . murder case,” Gibson finally said.

“Two dead bodies buried here,” Fisher said.

“They apparently died months apart,” Lopez added.

“If it’s not a murder, it’s pretty unusual,” Fisher said.

“Unless someone dug up dead bodies from somewhere and reburied them here.”

“Not impossible, but unlikely.”

“Not a lot of motive to do that.”

“Right,” Gibson interjected, letting out a small nervous cough.

“What I mean is,” Roy said. “Is this connected to Alice Vega, our missing girl?”

“Yes,” Gibson said. “The forensic evidence apparently links the two cases. We will, of course, work in tandem with the state police on this. We understand how crucial it is to be working together. And we’re all hoping that Alice Vega will be returned home, safe and sound.”

As far as Roy was concerned, Gibson was a walking mistake. An epitome of mediocrity. A person who was so desperate to be liked and respected that he did his best to have a total sum of zero opinions and principles. Roy suspected that deep inside, Gibson wanted to be a good man. But like many others, he confused doing good with doing what felt good. Right now, Roy guessed that Gibson wanted two things. He wanted to be involved in the case, because that would feed into his need to be important. And he wanted to have no actual responsibility in the case, because of the fear that he might mess up.

“In tandem,” Roy said. “What, like a task force?”

“Yes, I suppose so,” Gibson said.

Roy nodded. “Since the sheriff’s department is in charge of the search for Alice Vega, you’ll keep me in the loop?”

“Of course,” Gibson assured him. “I’ll keep you updated.”

“I don’t want to bother you with requests for updates.” Roy smiled at him cheerfully. “What would give me some peace of mind is to be part of this aforementioned task force. Just in case you need the help of the sheriff’s department.”

“Well, I would be the liaison representing Cooperton,” Gibson said. “I don’t know if we need a county representative. We don’t want to start stepping on each other’s toes.”

“Oh! Okay. Then should I give Noelle and Harry Vega your contact number? They expect to be updated on a daily basis.” Roy turned to the detectives. “Noelle and Harry are Alice’s parents. Harry is involved in the town’s local paper. And Noelle is a very prominent member of the town’s church. They’re wonderful people. And frantic with worry, of course. But Gibson will make sure they’re up to speed on everything.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Gibson said slowly. “What I was about to suggest is that I would be the liaison, but that you can work with me in the task force. In tandem. If that’s okay with you, Detectives.”

Lopez shrugged. “Fine by us.”

“Okay then,” Roy said. “I also gather that some of the remains might have been carried away by wild animals. I can help with canvassing the woods to find them. I know this area really well. Even better than the back of my hand.”

“That would be helpful,” Fisher said.

Roy smiled with satisfaction. “Good. The dog handler who found the grave site already told me she can help me do that. Really phenomenal. Her dogs found Alice Vega’s phone from a mile away. I’ve never seen anything like it. We’ll keep her in the loop as well.”

“Excellent!” Gibson clapped his hands once, not noticing the looks that Fisher and Lopez exchanged. “That’s all settled. Detectives, just let us know what we can do.”

Fisher made a minuscule shrug, and Lopez gave him a tiny nod. Roy smiled politely at them both. He’d managed to stick his foot in the door. And Kate’s foot as well.
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Chapter 15

Kate couldn’t just drive off to Cooperton before the sun rose, as she’d done the day before. This was a school day. And Ivy didn’t know that Kate was going to be absent this day as well. And probably throughout the week.

Kate had intended to talk to her daughter the day before, when Roy informed her that she was now a part of the task force. But first she had to make frantic phone calls to her sergeant, who was in charge of the weekly shifts, and then to the rest of the K-9 unit members, to make sure they covered her shifts. This took much longer than she’d intended, and she had to make a few Faustian bargains to make it happen (the Christmas Eve shift this year was now hers, second year in a row). When she was finally done with the calls, she was frustrated, hungry, and exhausted, and she’d forgotten to call Ivy. She suddenly remembered at eleven p.m., as she was halfway home. She called Dolly, who told her Ivy had gone to bed.

So Kate would have to tell Ivy this morning, as she was getting her ready for school. She didn’t have a lot of time; she was supposed to be in Cooperton by noon. Lopez and Fisher had asked to meet with her and Roy to discuss the search for the remains.

She had a very solid plan. She would make Ivy pancakes for breakfast, which were her favorite. Then she would drop Ivy off by car, instead of making her take the school bus, which was another treat. From there she would drive straight to Cooperton. Dolly would be at their home to receive Ivy when she returned, so that she didn’t feel completely abandoned. Kate already felt guilty for not being there for the entire weekend. Sure, she had to go help look for Alice, but a real good mother would have managed to split herself in two.

“Vivi, it’s time to wake up,” Kate said gently, kissing Ivy on her forehead.

Ivy groaned and rolled to her side. Sometimes it took two or even three tries to get her awake. Kate had tried to get Ivy to use an alarm clock, but Ivy always forgot to set it, or snoozed it repeatedly, which drove Kate insane. It was fine—they had a bit more time, since she was dropping Ivy at school herself. She went off to make pancakes.

They were out of pancake mix. Right, how had she forgotten? She’d finished it last week and made a mental note to buy some more. No biggie. Dolly always lectured her that pancake mix was a ridiculous concept. Pancake batter was the easiest thing to make in the world, according to Dolly. Kate googled “pancake recipe” on her phone. The first one was ridiculous. Vanilla extract? Who did they think she was, Martha Stewart? The second one seemed reasonable. Eggs, flour, oil, milk. All things she had. Nero padded over and stood extra close to her. He’d been really needy last night when she got home.

“Vivi, baby, time to wake up!” she called as she poured milk into the bowl. The flour seemed a bit clumpy. Did flour go bad? She searched for an expiration date but couldn’t find it. It was probably fine. She didn’t have a whole cup, so she poured out some of the milk to try and even things out.

Bella entered the room and trotted over to Kate. Nero barked and snapped at Bella. She hopped back, letting out a yelp.

“Nero!” Kate said, shocked.

Nero looked at her, tail between his legs, his entire face etched with guilt. Dogs could condense the very essence of shame into their eyes.

“Behave,” Kate told him.

She stirred the batter. It was too thick. She had poured out too much of the milk. She added more milk. Now it was too thin, but she couldn’t add more flour. Why hadn’t she bought pancake mix? What time was it? What!? Seven thirty already? She marched over to Ivy’s room and gawked at her fast-asleep daughter in disbelief.

“Ivy!” she snapped. “It’s really late! You need to get up.”

“Okay! Why are you yelling at me?” Ivy whimpered as she sat up in bed.

“I told you to get up three times.”

“I didn’t hear you. It’s not my fault.”

“It’s not my fault” was a classic Ivy phrase, first coined about eight years before. “It’s not my fault”—Ivy Marino, 2017, during a conversation about food spilled on the floor. Kate had several responses to that, but none seemed to work. She chose response number seven. “It’s not about whose fault it is. I need you to wake up.”

“Fine!”

Pancakes. Pancakes would make everything better. She walked back to the kitchen and—

“Nero! Bella!”

The whole egg carton was on the floor, eggs smashed to smithereens. Nero and Bella were both licking it as fast as their tongues could work. Bella, being a Labrador, the dog equivalent of a vacuum cleaner, was leaving Nero fast behind. When Kate shouted, both dogs raised their heads, mouths puckered in guilt. Nero, tail tucked between his legs, hurried away. Bella eyed Kate, trying to figure out if maybe she could stay and lick up some more of the eggs.

Kate mopped the floor, shooing Bella away. She then stirred the pancake batter a bit more and poured some into the pan.

“Mom!” Ivy shouted from her room. “Where’s my green shirt?”

“Did you look in the closet?” Kate stared at the batter in the pan. It spread too wide, it was too liquidy, she was regretting her assumption that making pancake batter was easy.

“I did! Did you wash it after Thursday?”

“Oh. No, I didn’t, it’s probably still in the laundry basket.”

“What? But I told you I needed the green shirt for today! I don’t have anything else to wear.”

Kate inhaled through her nose. She checked the time. Seven forty-five. Even though she planned to drop Ivy at school, her daughter would still be late. “Ivy, just wear something else, okay? I think you have that white shirt.”

“It makes me look fat!”

“It doesn’t, Vivi, you look great in it.” Kate suddenly recalled that comment on her daughter’s Instagram. Maybe today, she would use one of her breaks to track down the little shit who’d called her daughter fat. And then she would find a way to make his life a living hell.

“Okay, I need you to do laundry with the green shirt today.”

“Um . . . I wanted to talk to you about that. I’m going to Cooperton again. Grandma will come over.”

“What? Alice still didn’t come back home?” Ivy stepped into the kitchen, her hair a mess.

“Not yet.”

“But you’ll find her, right?” Ivy’s voice warbled slightly.

“I . . .” Kate’s phone blipped. She checked it. A message from Roy. ​​Lopez and Fisher asked to meet half an hour earlier at 11:30.​​

“Damn it,” Kate muttered.

“Mom.”

“What?” She flipped the pancake. It was burned to a crisp.

“You’ll find her, right?”

“We’re doing everything we can.”

“I don’t think I can go to school today.” Ivy’s voice cracked. “I’m worried about Alice.”

Kate was pouring more batter into the pan, and with the other hand she was calling Dolly.

“Kate?” Dolly answered.

“Dolly . . . oh shit.” She poured some batter on the stove. The entire kitchen smelled like burned pancake. “Listen. They moved the meeting. I need to get to Cooperton by eleven thirty, and by now Ivy’s going to miss the school bus—”

“I’m not going to school!”

Kate put her hand on her free ear, focusing on Dolly. “Can you get over here and drive her to school? I have to get going.”

“Sure, I’ll be right over.”

Thank God for Dolly. “Thank you so much. See you.” She hung up.

“I’m not going to school, Mom.”

“Ivy, listen.” Kate flipped the pancake to the dish. It looked . . . edible. She poured another one. “I really need you to help me out, okay? I get that you’re concerned—”

“There’s no reason to go to school today anyway! All we have is English, and science, and PE, and I don’t learn anything in those classes. I hate science, the teacher is an asshole, he hates all the girls.”

Kate tended to agree. Some of the mothers had already pointed out that the teacher seemed to systematically praise the boys and ignore, or deride, the girls. But the year was about to end. “You have just a few more weeks until summer vacation—”

“I’m not going!” Ivy stormed to her room and slammed the door.

Kate vaguely recalled that she’d had a plan for this morning. A great plan. By now she should have been walking with Ivy to the door, her daughter cheerful after eating a plateful of pancakes. Instead, Ivy was in the midst of an epic meltdown, the floor was sticky, the dogs seemed unnerved, and Kate was late.

Was it all the pancake mix’s fault? Was that when things had gone awry?

A knock on the door. Nero began barking. Kate’s brain was about to explode. She opened the door, and Dolly stepped inside. Nero, barking, ran back and forth, his earlier shame forgotten.

“Hi, hon,” Dolly said, giving her a hug. “I hope you find Alice today.”

“I hope so too. Um . . . Ivy is in a bit of a meltdown, and she needs to go to school. Can you handle that?”

“No problem, leave it all with me. Go find the poor girl.”

Kate called Bella, guiltily glancing at Nero, who was looking stunned at the terrible betrayal. She quickly grabbed her stuff and fled her home with her old dog in tow.

Dolly would fix it, she thought to herself. Dolly would make everything better.
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Chapter 16

He breathed hard through his nostrils as he drove up to the shack, hands gripping the steering wheel, squeezing it, as if throttling someone. He’d already heard the whispers in town. Little brains, talking about things they had no clue about. They said there were signs that it was a serial killer. A serial killer! As if he walked around like some kind of sick psycho, ripping out the innards of young women and collecting mementos.

He swerved left and right on the twisting dirt road, gravel spraying as he floored the gas pedal. As the engine roared, he screamed in anger and frustration.

It wasn’t his damn fault! He was just trying to help them! If they would only let him help them . . . But they always turned on him, or tried to seduce him, or . . . or . . .

He parked the car, stepped out and slammed the door.

The problem was the girls he had chosen in the past. He wanted to help girls who’d strayed, who had lost their path. But some girls were just born rotten. Whores, right down to their souls. The two he had now, they were different. They wouldn’t stab him in the back. They knew, deep in their hearts, that he was there to help them.

Riley had already proved herself. She was a fast learner. Obedient. Didn’t give him trouble. And Alice, she was a good girl. She’d simply been misled.

Yeah, those two, they wanted to get better. They knew him for who he really was. Even if right now they feared him, it was reasonable, an understandable fear of change. He found his eyes tearing up. The injustice of it all. All those people who did nothing for their fellow human beings. And here he was, someone who actually cared, who went out of his way to help those in need, and they treated him like one of those psychopaths, like Ted Bundy, or Manson, or the Strangling Undertaker.

He stepped inside the shack and kicked the door shut. He had to make dinner for the girls. He hadn’t been here for two days; they were probably getting tired of eating deer jerky and bread. He hadn’t had time to hunt, so he’d bought fresh hamburgers.

He put the pan on the stove, then chopped an onion and fried it. The shack filled with a mouthwatering scent. He added the burgers, listening to the sound of sizzling. Could he already trust Riley to cook in the kitchen? Shouldn’t rush it. He didn’t want to repeat what had happened with . . . what was her name again? It was on the tip of his tongue.

One of them, anyway. That had been an unpleasant day.

Not that Riley would do that. He really believed that she was a good girl.

In fact, she’d earned a big reward. He’d tell her today.

He finished preparing the hamburgers and fried the buns for a bit too. Would a murdering psycho do that for his so-called victims? He shook his head in disgust.

It was fine. The investigation wouldn’t go anywhere; he’d been very careful. There was nothing in those remains that would tie them to him. Nothing on Alice’s phone either. He was safe.

Yes, he was safe.

He went over to the locked door and unlocked it. Then, after picking up the tray, he stepped into the room.

“Hi, I’m back,” he said. “I have hamburgers.”

“That looks really good,” Alice said faintly from her cot. “Thank you so much.”

“Yes, it looks wonderful,” Riley agreed.

“You’re welcome.” He smiled, pleased.

There was hardly any bruising on Alice’s neck. Of course there wasn’t. He’d been careful, he just wanted to teach them something. And they’d both remember the lesson vividly. He placed the tray on the table and sat on his stool. The two girls got up from their cots and joined him by the table.

Up close, it was impossible to ignore how similar Alice looked to Kate Marino. Those large dark eyes, that hair. For a second he thought of the woman, with her dogs, digging up his unfortunate mistakes. He gritted his teeth. Damn her. Damn her!

He took a deep breath. The girls were waiting for him to say grace.

“Riley, I have good news,” he said, taking out his phone. “You’ve been doing really well. And you deserve a reward. I want you to record a message, to someone close to you. And I’ll send them that message. What do you think?”

She gaped at him blankly. “Any message I want?”

“Well . . . let’s be succinct with it. I want you to say that you’re totally fine. That you’re being taken care of, and that you’re getting better. Oh, and that you hope to see them really soon. Can you remember all that?”

Riley nodded hesitantly.

“Okay. Let’s give it a try.” He opened the recording app. “And . . . go.”

Riley cleared her throat. “Hi, Mom. I know you’ve been worried about me, wondering where I’ve disappeared to—”

He paused the recording. “No need for all that. Just what we discussed. Okay? Let’s try again.” He started a new recording.

“Hi, Mom,” Riley said. “Um . . . I miss you. I wanted to tell you that I’m fine. Uh . . .”

“You’re being taken care of,” he mouthed.

“I’m being taken care of well . . .” She looked at him. “Really, really well. And I’m getting so much better. Um . . . and I hope to see you really soon . . .” At that her voice cracked, and a tear trickled down her cheek.

“That’s good,” he said. “Don’t you feel so much better?”

“Yeah,” Riley whispered.

He looked at Alice. “If you do well, too, I’ll let you send a message to your parents.”

“Okay,” Alice whispered.

“You two . . . know that I’m doing all this for you, right?” he said.

“Of course,” Riley said.

“Absolutely,” Alice blurted a second later.

“You have so much potential . . . You just made some poor choices.”

“You’re very good to us,” Riley said.

He exhaled. They understood. They saw him for who he was.

And in time, so would Kate Marino.
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Chapter 17

It had begun to rain in Cooperton in the early hours of the morning, which was bad news for the forensic team. When Kate reached Tom’s Creek, she saw that they’d stretched a large canopy above the grave site, to protect it. The rest of the area—the road, the rocks where she’d found the phone—was all exposed. Most of what they hadn’t retrieved by now would be washed away by the rain.

She spotted the detectives and Roy standing under the canopy, at the edge of the crime scene. She let Bella out of the car, and they made their way through the thorny brush. Her boots squelched in the mud, making her think of the matching boot prints they had found.

“There she is,” Lopez said as she drew closer.

“Fashionably late,” Fisher added.

“Marino does have a taste for fashion,” Lopez pointed out.

“Definitely better than mine,” Fisher said.

Kate stepped over a large rock and joined the three men under the canopy. “Bella, sit.”

Bella sat on her haunches, panting and grinning at everyone, being her charming self. Roy crouched and scratched her behind her ear, and she shut her eyes in pleasure.

“Our forensic genius Colette Durand is in a bad mood,” Lopez said, glancing at the forensic technicians.

“She doesn’t like the rain,” Fisher said.

“Makes her evidence wet.”

“Water often does.”

“The rain is going to get stronger tonight,” Roy interjected. “They should probably finish processing the scene today.”

Lopez nodded. “They’re working on it. They have just a few more hours of work left.”

“So how are we doing with the remains?” Kate asked.

“The fresher body is mostly intact,” Fisher said. “Female, about twenty, dead for approximately two to six weeks. They already carried her off to the morgue in Concord. At the moment, she’s still unidentified. An autopsy is scheduled for tomorrow. The skeletal remains are trickier.”

Lopez looked back at the crime scene. “We agree with your theory, that the person who buried the recent body accidentally exposed part of the older remains.”

“He probably did it at night,” Fisher said. “Didn’t notice.”

“Then wild animals scavenged the remains, maybe even digging up part of them.”

“We have most of the torso, and some of the limbs.”

“But we’re missing some small extremities, a few ribs, and the skull.”

“Quite important for identification, the skull.”

Kate glanced at her cheerful Labrador. “That’s where Bella and I come in.”

“Yes,” Fisher said. “Hoover told us that Bella has graciously agreed to come back from retirement and help find our victim’s remains.”

“Bella was always committed to her job,” Lopez added.

Bella glanced up at the detectives upon hearing her name, grinning at them both.

“We’ll canvass the area,” Kate said. “Start with animal trails, see where that gets us.”

“Will the rain get in the way?” Roy asked.

“It won’t help,” Kate admitted. “It dampens the scents. And Bella doesn’t like to work in the rain. But we’ll make short forays today, with a lot of breaks. Hopefully, tomorrow the weather will improve. The scents of decomposition stick around for a very long time, so I’m not worried about us losing them.”

“Coordinate all this with Colette,” Lopez said.

“Sure thing,” Kate said. “How are we doing with the rest?”

“We have good casts of the boot prints,” Fisher said. “And some solid tire tracks on the dirt road. We also took a sample of the bloodstain that you found by the discarded phone.”

“And we have the phone,” Lopez said. “Unfortunately the fellow who restored it to working order cleaned it meticulously.”

“Really did his best to make it shine,” Fisher added. “He seems to have a thing against fingerprints.”

“Right,” Roy said, looking sheepish. “Well, when we recovered the phone, we didn’t know it was a crime scene. We were busy trying to find Alice Vega. Watkins is not a forensic technician; he’s just a guy who sells mobile phones. Anyway, at least he got it to work.”

“Which is nice, except the phone is locked,” Lopez said. “Alice Vega’s parents don’t know the unlock code, so we’re stuck on that front.”

“So what’s next?” Kate asked.

Lopez and Fisher both stared at her with blank expressions.

“I mean . . . I’ll be helping with the remains,” Kate said. “What about you?”

They exchanged looks, and she knew she’d overstepped. The only reason she was there was that Roy had managed to convince them she’d be helpful in recovering the remains. She was not a part of the actual investigation. And if she didn’t start treading more lightly, she might find herself removed from the investigation completely.

“We need to identify the deceased,” Lopez finally said.

“And talk to a few people in town,” Fisher added.

“See if anyone saw anything unusual.”

“Once we have an ID on the deceased, we’ll have more to go on.”

“I still have a few volunteers canvassing the woods,” Roy said. “Though they’re quickly losing motivation. It doesn’t look like Alice just got lost while hiking.”

For a few seconds, none of them said anything.

“Well, we should get going. Keep us updated on anything you find,” Fisher said.

The two of them walked away.

“Let’s grab something to eat,” Lopez told Fisher.

“We can go to that place, Shirley’s, again,” Fisher said.

“Nothing else around here.”

“They had nice onion rings.”

“I don’t like onion rings. They always sound better than they taste.”

“That’s because you don’t dip them in ketchup and mayo.”

“Show me your ways, master.”

“I will, young padawan. Stick with me, and you’ll master the art of onion rings.”

The discussion slowly faded, drowned out by the sound of the rain pattering on the canopy overhead.

Roy exhaled loudly. “Interesting fellows,” he said, his voice low.

“Don’t let them fool you,” Kate said. “They have the highest clearance rate in the Major Crime Unit. They can get things done.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“I should start canvassing the area,” Kate said. “You don’t happen to have that map we used on Saturday with you, do you?”

“I do. It’s in my car. Do you want it?”

“That would be really helpful,” Kate said, relieved.

“Sure thing, let’s go.” Roy stepped out of the canopy’s shelter and trudged down toward the creek.

“Bella, come,” Kate said, walking after him. Her Labrador dutifully joined her, squinting as raindrops spattered on her snout.

“So did you stay long at your cousin’s place yesterday?”

“A few hours,” Kate said, thinking back to the day before. Noelle and Harry had been understandably agitated by the news. They’d peppered her with questions she had no way of answering. She’d done her best to alleviate their fear, but soothing them with nothing but uncertainty was an impossible task. “They’re obviously very worried.”

“Of course. I can’t even imagine what they’re going through.”

“You have kids?” Kate asked.

“No. My ex and I discussed it, but I always wanted to wait for a better time.” Roy glanced at Kate with a sad smile. “And she eventually decided to have kids with a different man. One who didn’t have my tendency to stall.”

“I see.”

“And you have a daughter, or so you said.”

“I do. Her name’s Ivy. Actually, I should check how she’s doing. When I left this morning, she was in a state.” Kate drew the phone from her pocket and checked it. Seven messages from Dolly.

“Shit,” she muttered, tapping the notification.

“Everything okay?” Roy asked.

“Not really.” She skimmed the messages. In each one, Dolly updated her on Ivy’s reluctance to go to school. Finally, Dolly updated her that Ivy had stayed at home. “Damn it.”

“What is it?”

“Um . . .” Kate was trying to type a message of her own while walking. “My daughter decided that she’s not going to school—ah! Shit!” Her attempt to walk with her eyes on the phone had ended with disaster as her right foot plunged into a muddy puddle with an audible gloop. Already, she could feel the unpleasant chill of a soaked sock. Terrific. It would be fun to trudge through the woods with a wet foot. Now every second step made an unpleasant squelching sound.

“I have spare socks in my car,” Roy said. “They might be a bit big for you . . .”

Kate snorted. “A bit big? They’d be like stockings for me. No, don’t worry, it’s not my first rodeo. I have socks in my car. I just don’t have spare shoes. Nero recently decided they were his chew toy, and I haven’t bought new ones yet.”

“Ah. Can’t help you there. Even if I had spare boots, you could at most use them as a boat.”

“True.” Kate smiled at him tiredly, as her right shoe squelched yet again. “Thanks for offering, though. That’s very decent of you.”

They reached their vehicles, and while Roy rummaged in the back of his pickup truck, looking for the map, Kate found the spare socks in her pack. Though her current socks were white, her spares were black, so she took off both her shoes and socks. She wiggled her toes a bit, relishing the slight relief after the long drive and the walk that followed. She was still barefoot when Roy showed up.

“Here it is.” He handed her the map.

“Thanks.” She put it on the seat next to her and slipped her fresh socks on. “Listen, I wanted to thank you. For involving me in the search.”

Roy shrugged, looking a bit embarrassed. “No problem. I mean, you’ve definitely proved yourself.”

“Still.” She slipped on her dry boot, tightening the laces. Then she put on the other boot, trying to ignore the clammy sensation as her sock turned soggy. “It means a lot. For me and for Alice’s parents.”

She picked up the map and scrutinized it. “I’ll probably start with a spiral search, starting at the grave site as my point of origin. And I’ll focus on animal trails,” she said, half to herself.

“You have your work cut out for you,” Roy said. “There are a lot of wild animals that might have carried off these remains around here. Foxes, coyotes. Bears too.”

Kate hopped out of the car and slammed the door shut. “Well, there are apparently worse things in these woods than foxes and bears.”
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Chapter 18

Clunk.

Riley gave the bars a shove, the metal moving slightly along the grooves in the windowsill. Were they making any progress at all?

Clunk.

Did the rusty bars move just a bit farther now than they had the ten minutes before, or an hour, or three?

Clunk.

Maybe the bars were just as loose as they were when she and Mabel rattled them. Maybe her mind was playing tricks on her, giving her hope where there shouldn’t be any. Her grandmother used to say that hope was eternal. Did that also mean that hope could make you delusional?

Clunk. She gave the bars a final push, just a bit stronger than usual. Her arm ached, but that was fine. The danger was in the skin of her palm. He would notice if she had any blisters. He noticed anything out of the ordinary.

“My turn,” Alice said.

“Show me your hands first.” Riley stood in her way.

“They’re fine.”

“Show me.”

Alice rolled her eyes, held out her hands. Riley inspected them carefully. They were tiny hands, much smaller than Riley’s, the fingers delicate, like a doll’s. Both hands had tiny red marks at the bottom of the index finger.

Riley shook her head. “You have to wait. Maybe in an hour.”

“Don’t be stupid. This’ll take forever.” Alice tried to push her way past Riley.

“No.” Riley blocked the way to the window. “If you get blisters, he’ll notice it. And he’ll put two and two together. I told you, Mabel got blisters when we started working on these bars.”

“I’m not going to get any blisters, Riley. Look, we’re almost there. Just a bit more—”

“No!” Riley snapped.

Alice walked over to her cot and slumped on it. Riley sighed, stretching and flexing her fingers. God, she hated this room.

She hadn’t stepped outside in . . . she had to think it over. Thirty-four days. Or was it thirty-six?

“What day is it today?” she asked.

“Monday,” Alice answered.

Thirty-three days. A lifetime. Every day stretched to infinity. She went over to the shelf, grabbed a jerky from the box, and chewed it morosely.

“Do you think he already sent the message to your mom?” Alice asked.

He’d been gone for only a few hours. “Doubt it,” Riley said. “Frankly, I don’t believe he’ll send it at all. It’s just part of his act.”

“Where does your mom live?”

The question caught her by surprise. She hadn’t thought of the home she grew up in in quite some time. As a teenager, she couldn’t wait to get out of there. They lived near a burger joint, and the stench of fried oil permeated everything. Her mom had raised her alone since she was three, and she worked two jobs just to keep up with their basic rent and food. Riley spent many of those days alone, the noise of neighbors’ televisions blaring through their shared wall.

But it was also home. When she had birthdays, her mother would take the evening off and always take her out for a “girls’ night.” And when she’d been younger, her grandmother had been around. She recalled her grandma combing her hair, singing along with the radio. It hadn’t been all bad. And she would give anything to see that place again.

Her eyes misted up. She still hadn’t answered Alice’s question. “My mom’s in Concord. In a shithole of an apartment.” She quickly looked away and wiped her eyes. “I didn’t live at home when he grabbed me.”

“How did he get you?”

“We had a . . . date.” Riley hadn’t told Alice the truth about her. Not about Dennis, her dealer turned pimp. Not about her clients, who she met in seedy motel rooms, or the back of their cars. “He spiked my drink. Woke up here.”

“Oh.”

“I freaked out, obviously. Mabel was here. She helped me out.” Mabel had helped with the withdrawal as well. She’d had experience with it herself. Riley recalled how Mabel had held her as she trembled uncontrollably. She quickly wiped the tear from her eye and took another bite from the dry jerky. “Okay, I’ll give it a go again. And in an hour, when your hands look better, we can switch.”

She put the rest of the jerky aside and returned to the bars. She gripped them, and thought of her grandmother, and of Mabel, and of the world outside this tiny room. She gave them a strong shove with all her strength.

Clunk.

She had to get out of here.
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Chapter 19

One of Kate’s biggest regrets, and she had many, was that she never saw enough of Aunt Ruth. Though she had a complicated relationship with Cooperton, not to mention her father, she’d always loved Ruth. The months she’d lived in Ruth’s house were the happiest in her teenage years. Her memories of that time were soft, and safe, threaded with a constant smell of cooking and baking. Ruth had never let her feel like she was a burden, though Kate was sure that she was. And though she and Ivy met with Ruth and Noelle’s family every year or so, Kate felt guilty that it didn’t happen more often. Horribly, when she thought of that, she always began imagining what she would do once her father died. Once her father died, she’d start coming to family Christmas and Thanksgiving dinners. She would visit Ruth all the time. When her father died, they could become a family again.

Kate had gone to a therapist for a while, funded by the Manchester Police Department after Anthony was killed. And during one session, as she talked about it, he interjected. Setting aside the fact that wishing for her father’s death was a red flag, wasn’t Ruth her father’s sister? And if so, weren’t they at a similar age?

There was no reason to think that Frank would die before Ruth.

This should have been obvious, but it had never seriously occurred to Kate before. Her aunt always seemed so energetic and full of life, while her father drank and smoked a lot.

Still, the seed of doubt had been planted.

Seeing Ruth, Kate wondered about it again.

Over the years, Ruth’s once-black hair had turned mostly gray. Wrinkles lined her face, and she limped slightly as she walked, the sight of it tugging at Kate’s heart.

However, unlike on the first day of the search, when Ruth had seemed like a ghost of her past self, she was now much more collected. She was dressed meticulously and had her makeup on, and when she opened the front door, a lingering scent of baking beckoned from within the house.

“Katey!” Ruth drew Kate into a quick hug. “I’m glad to see you again. Come in.”

“I messaged with Noelle,” Kate said. “She told me she was here?”

“Yes, yes, come in. I’ll put on some tea.”

“I can’t stay for long . . .”

“I know, dear.” Ruth was already walking toward the kitchen. “But you should rest a bit before your long drive back home.”

Kate entered the house. Bella stepped in after her, licking her lips noisily, probably overwhelmed by the smell. Labradors. Could they ever not think of food?

“Behave,” Kate warned her dog. She still didn’t know which of the dogs had knocked down the egg carton that morning, but Bella was definitely among the two most likely suspects.

She made her way through the house, marveling at how little had changed since she’d been here last. Here was the photo of Paul and Ruth on their honeymoon in Paris, both of them young, Ruth looking stunning. She’d been ten years younger than Kate was now, which was a shocking thought in itself. And entering the living room, she met the same purple rug, the same square coffee table, the same drapes. The TV was new, of course, as were a few potted plants. And Uncle Paul’s couch was gone from its spot by the fireplace.

Noelle sat on the large sofa by the coffee table, inspecting a sheet of paper. A large pile of similar papers lay on the table—flyers, with a large color photo of Alice printed on each one. When Kate stepped into the room, Noelle put the flyer down. She got up and went over to Kate. Like Ruth, she seemed more collected, more there, than she had been on that first day.

“Hey, Katey,” Noelle said, hugging her. “All done for the day?”

“Yeah. Bella can’t work for long hours, and the rain is getting stronger—”

“You don’t have to explain yourself.” Noelle pulled back. “You’re doing so much for us already, I really can’t thank you enough. You’ve been amazing. I have no doubt that you’re doing everything you possibly can.”

“Okay. Good.”

“Harry’s at our house,” Noelle said. “We feel like there should always be someone there, in case someone calls, or if . . . You know. If Alice shows up.”

“Of course.” Kate turned to Bella, who was edging in the direction of the kitchen. “Bella, come here. Sit.”

Bella sat by the couch, innocence etched all over her face.

The sound of a toilet flushing, a door opening, and a second later, Kate’s father stepped into the room.

Kate froze, looking at him. He stood in the doorway, wiping his hands on his shirt distractedly, his eyes fixed on her.

“Hi, Kate,” he said.

She cleared her throat, finding her voice. “Hi.”

“I came over to help Ruthie and Noelle,” he said.

“Good.” She nodded at him. “That’s good.”

Noelle, ignoring the tension between them, sat down next to Kate. “What do you think of this photo?” She handed one of the flyers to Kate. In the photo Alice was leaning on a fence, gazing at something outside the frame. Alice was so similar to Kate herself, back when she was younger. Same long hair, same delicate features, same dark eyes.

“It’s a good photo,” Kate said. The caption underneath said Missing—Alice Vega. 17 years old. Was last seen in Cooperton, wearing a dark red jacket and jeans. Underneath was a phone number to call with information.

“From your experience, will it get more people calling? I thought maybe if she was smiling . . . I mean, I have much prettier photos of her smiling . . .” Noelle gazed at the flyer.

“The important thing is that she is easily recognizable,” Kate said.

“I figured we should use a photo of her wearing that red jacket,” Ruth said, stepping into the room with two mugs. “I have a very nice photo of Alice with it. That way people would know exactly what kind of red jacket we’re talking about.”

“We’ve been over this,” Noelle said. “She’s a year younger in that photo, and she changed a lot during that time.”

“Still,” Ruth said. “Sometimes people need to see the clothing. People have very little imagination. We could have put two pictures—”

“Mom, enough.” Noelle’s voice cracked a bit as she said that.

Ruth sighed and placed the mugs in front of Kate and Noelle. “Frank, I’ll be right back with your coffee. And I have some freshly baked cookies.”

She stepped out of the room again.

“I keep biting her head off.” Noelle wiped a quick tear from her eye.

“She’s just trying to help,” Frank said gruffly, still standing at the far end of the room. “You know how Ruthie is. She has opinions about everything. Especially during a crisis.”

“She is helping. She’s incredible. But I’m just so . . .” Noelle raised her hand and stared at it, as if her words were failing her. “Anyway, tomorrow we’ll start hanging these. Around town, of course, and Mom will go up to Pittsburg, hang some there, in the steak house, maybe in the lodges if they let her. And I’m going down to Gorham. Once we’re done with those, maybe we’ll do Burlington. Alice loved going to that house by the lake in Burlington when she was younger.”

Ruth came back with another mug and a plate of cookies and set them on the table. Bella got up, wagging her tail, and walked over to Ruth, eyes wide in a pleading expression that would have put Oliver Twist to shame.

“Can I give her a cookie?” Ruth asked.

“Absolutely not,” Kate said. “Bella, come here.”

Bella’s tail froze mid-wag, and she shuffled over to Kate. Kate groaned, retrieving a dog treat from her pocket, and handed it to Bella, who scarfed it up in one bite.

“Now leave us alone,” Kate told her. She took a cookie for herself. It crumbled in her mouth, its taste sweet and sublime. God praise butter and sugar.

Frank went over to the sofa, and Kate stiffened. Bella, noticing Kate’s sudden tension, let out a low growl, her eyes on Frank. He froze, a hand on the back of the sofa.

“What’s with your dog?” he asked.

Bella barked loudly.

“Bella, quiet,” Kate said, her voice hoarse. Distractedly, she put her hand on her dog’s back, more for herself than for Bella’s sake. She forced herself to relax.

Frank sat down on the far edge of the sofa, giving Bella another suspicious glance. He sipped from his mug and picked up a flyer.

“It’s a good photo,” he said. “She looks all grown up here. Practically a woman.”

“Yeah,” Noelle said. “But she’s still just seventeen.”

Frank shrugged, still staring at the photo, frowning.

“That woman from the Littleton Courier wrote back to me,” Ruth said. “They’ll publish an article about Alice on their website, and in their next edition.” She dragged one of the chairs over and sat on it, near Kate.

“Good,” Noelle said. “I had a bunch of influencers who answered my messages. Rochelle, the one with all the posts about hiking? She has thirty thousand followers, and she’ll post about it tomorrow. And there are a few more. And my own posts on Instagram and Facebook have a lot of shares, so that might help.”

“What about what you told me earlier?” Ruth said. “The . . . group funding?”

“Crowdfunding. I’m looking into it. It’s tricky, because it takes time. But I’ll check it more thoroughly tonight.”

“Frank,” Ruth said. “I want you to grab twenty of these flyers to hang around town tomorrow. And do your best to hang them where the rain won’t get them. Darleen at the hair salon will let you hang one inside. And at Vernon’s. If he gives you shit about it, call me.”

“Vernon won’t be any trouble,” Frank said. “We go way back. Been hunting together for more than twenty years.”

“What’s the point of putting the flyers around town?” Noelle asked. “Everyone here knows that Alice is missing.”

“Got a lot of tourists coming through,” Ruth said. “Someone might have seen something.”

“Right.” Noelle rubbed her eyes.

“You should sleep,” Ruth said.

Noelle snorted. “As if that’s going to happen.”

Kate looked at the two women in awe. She’d seen some families faced with missing loved ones, and in most cases, people were paralyzed with dread, desperate for the police to take charge, to tell them what to do. But Noelle and Ruth were not about to curl up on the floor and wait for Alice to return. They would work endlessly, stopping at nothing to find her. Kate was the same, she realized. This was why she was here, demanding to be part of an investigation that she had no concrete role in.

Frank took a small stack of flyers and stood up. Bella watched his every move, her body tense.

“I’ll get going,” he said. “Ruthie, I’ll drop by tomorrow morning.”

“Okay, thanks, Frank.”

“It’s good seeing you, Kate,” he said.

“You too,” Kate answered automatically.

He stepped outside.

“He’s been very helpful for the past few days,” Ruth said. She sounded almost apologetic.

“I’m sure he has.” Kate leaned over and put her hand over her aunt’s.

“He’s really close to Alice,” Noelle said.

“Really?” Kate asked in surprise.

Noelle looked at her. “I mean . . . he’s her uncle. She visits him sometimes.”

“Right, of course.” Kate lowered her gaze. “Um, I need to ask you some questions about Alice. I want to figure out exactly what happened that day when she disappeared.”

Noelle clenched her jaw. “Sure. Whatever you need. I went over this a few times with the police already, but I’m happy to do it again.”

Kate took a long breath. “Tell me what happened on Thursday.”

“Alice got back from school around three thirty,” Noelle said. “I was at home, Harry was working. I asked her if she wanted to eat anything, and she said she wasn’t hungry.”

“Was that usual?” Kate interjected.

“I guess so. She used to eat really large meals when she came back from school last year. But this year, not so much. I asked her about it, and she said lunches in school were better, and that she ate a lot there.”

“Okay. What then?”

“She threw her bag by the front door.” Noelle’s chin wobbled slightly. “I yelled at her to put it in her room. Said that I wasn’t her servant . . . slave. I used the word slave. Alice shouted back at me from her room on the top floor. I hate all that back-and-forth shouting, so I just raised my voice and yelled at her to do it right now.” She let out a shuddering breath.

“I have these conversations with Ivy on a daily basis,” Kate said.

“I know. But if I hadn’t, maybe—”

“Alice didn’t disappear because you told her to put her bag in her room.”

“I keep telling her that,” Ruth said.

“Right.” Noelle took a deep breath. “Anyway, she stomped downstairs, grabbed her bag, and went up to her room. She sort of slammed the door. I was folding laundry, and doing the dishes, all that. Then, at some point, Alice went downstairs, told me she was going to see Violet for a few hours, and left.”

“So Violet was the friend she told you she was going to?” Kate recalled the young teen she’d met in the forest. Curly hair, thick glasses. She seemed sweet.

“Yes. Like I wrote on these flyers, I think she was wearing her red jacket and jeans, but I’m not entirely sure.”

“Why not?”

Noelle looked away. “I was on my phone. Watching some stupid cake video. Or maybe it was a video with cats. I was on my damn phone, just completely zoned out by whatever. I looked up for less than a second, then my eyes went back to the screen. So I can’t be sure.”

“We can’t pay attention all the time,” Ruth said. “You’re a wonderful mother—”

“All right, Mom, I know, okay? I’m a fantastic mother, that’s why I didn’t know that my daughter has been lying to me for months. That’s why she’s missing now, because I’m so great.”

Ruth pursed her lips, saying nothing.

“You say she was lying to you for months,” Kate said. “What about?”

Noelle shrugged. “Violet said they haven’t really been talking for the past three months or so. But half the times Alice went out, she said she was hanging out with Violet.”

“And you don’t know who she was hanging out with?”

“Officer Hill . . . did you meet him?”

“Jaxon?” Kate asked. “Red hair?”

“That’s him. He said that Alice had been seen at the Candy Shacks. But he didn’t know exactly who she was hanging with.”

Kate nodded. He’d told her the same thing. “Anything else happen that Thursday?”

“Usually Alice returns for dinner. She calls if she’s late. When she didn’t, I called her and got her voicemail. She didn’t answer my texts either. I finally called Violet’s mom. Once she told me that they hadn’t seen Alice, that in fact, Alice hadn’t been there in months, I began calling everyone in Alice’s class. Anyone I could think of. I called my mom, of course, and your father.”

“So you called everyone. No one had seen her, right?”

“No one.”

“What then?”

“I called the police. And the sheriff.”

“Did Alice seem any different on Thursday morning? Or before she left?”

“You know . . . I keep thinking about that. How would I even know? Everything starts feeling like it could mean something. She took a bit longer to wake up in the morning. Was that connected? She seemed to be a bit more interested in her phone during breakfast. Maybe she was a bit paler, or perhaps she didn’t put on the same makeup as usual.” Noelle shook her head. “If you asked me yesterday, I’d say that everything was off. Then this morning I became convinced that it was just a normal day. I don’t know, Kate.”

“I understand,” Kate said. “I’ll talk to Violet, and Harry, of course, and Frank . . . my dad. I’ll probably have a chat with Officer Hill too. Anyone else you think I should talk to?”

“Some of her teachers liked her,” Noelle said. “Probably not her math teacher. But her history teacher really liked her. And her English teacher too. They were both helping her privately, planning her college applications.”

“Okay. I’ll talk to them. I have to get going.”

“Katey,” Ruth said. “If you want, you can stay here for a few days. Driving back and forth to Cooperton every day isn’t great. I’m sure Bella and Nero don’t love the long drives either.”

“I can’t leave Ivy up in Manchester alone with her grandmother.”

“She can stay here too. It’s a big house. I live alone these days. You could have your old room.”

“Ivy has school, Ruth.” Kate took one last sip from her tea and got up.

“Think it over.”

“I will.”

But the very thought made dread bloom in her heart. Stay overnight in this town again?

With Frank dropping by every day?

There was absolutely no way.
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Chapter 20

Anthony had been shot and killed on February 24, 2014. He’d hated the short days of winter, the chilly winds, the snow, always counting the days until March arrived. Cruelly, March 1, the day of his funeral, had been unusually warm and sunny. The sort of day that would have made him smile.

Kate, Ivy, and Dolly went to his grave twice every year. Once on February 24th, and once on his birthday, on May 13th. Kate always felt like the second visit, the one during the spring, was the one in which she could truly sense him. The one he’d have liked. It was also the more intimate visit. In the first years after his death, many of his friends and distant relatives would show up to honor him every February. Kate had always appreciated it. But she was glad to have a private special day with Ivy and Dolly. The three most important women in his life.

She’d originally planned to pick Ivy up after school and go straight to the graveyard from there. But now that she was searching for Alice, she couldn’t just skip an entire day. Anthony wouldn’t have wanted her to either. And since Ivy was still refusing to go to school, Kate figured she’d give her daughter one additional day to recuperate. She suggested to Ivy and Dolly that they’d go to the graveyard in the morning. From there, she would drive on to Cooperton.

On the way to the graveyard, Kate and Ivy were silent. Ivy stared out the window, completely motionless. Kate glanced at her repeatedly throughout the drive but could think of nothing to say. Every so often she’d touch Ivy’s knee tenderly or run a finger over a stray curl. Ivy once looked at her and gave her a brief, tired smile.

Kate knew that Ivy was upset. Dolly had told her that she’d cried over and over throughout the past days. But in the few minutes she had to talk to her, Ivy repeatedly told her that she was just worried about Alice. Kate had nothing helpful to say about that. She was worried about Alice too.

Dolly was already waiting for them when they reached Anthony’s grave, and she had her usual bucket with her. Dolly had bought the pink bucket a year after Anthony died. As far as Kate knew, she used it only when visiting her son in the graveyard. When she was eight, Ivy had written a short story titled “Grandma’s Grave Bucket” at school, accompanied by a drawing of a cheerful grandma smiling by a grave, holding a pink bucket in her hand. This story resulted in a tedious meeting between Kate and Ivy’s teacher, who was “concerned.” Kate had actually loved the story, and kept it in her desk drawer, taking it out every once in a while to read, smile, and shed a quick tear.

“Oh good, I was just about to start,” Dolly said as she saw them. She rummaged in the bucket and handed Ivy a small cloth. “Here you go, Vivi, start from the top. Gently, with circular motions.”

“I know how to do it, Grandma,” Ivy said.

“I’ll do the weeds,” Kate said, setting the wreath she had with her aside.

This was how they always started. Kate wasn’t great at putting her feelings into words, but in tending the grave, her heart unlocked, her love for her late husband pouring out.

Dolly crouched by the right side of the grave, planting wildflower seeds. Kate sat by the left side, methodically yanking out the weeds that grew within the colorful flowers Dolly planted every year around the grave. Ivy carefully cleaned the headstone with the damp cloth, dipping it in the bucket every so often.

“You done over there?” Dolly asked after a while.

“Nearly.” Kate gritted her teeth as she pulled at a persistently stubborn weed. Annoyingly, it snapped at the stem, its roots still deep in the earth. It’d be back. “Okay, yeah. Let’s switch.”

They switched sides. Ivy had finished cleaning the headstone, and started helping her grandmother, digging tiny holes with a trowel. Somewhere in the distance, a bird chirped. Anthony had tried to maintain an herbal garden in their apartment—one that had never failed to dry up and die. Once, she’d left him to look after a one-year-old Ivy and had gone to the store. When she came back, she found her horrified husband telling Ivy to “spit it out.” It turned out that he’d tried to teach Ivy, a one-year-old, how to plant cherry tomatoes. Ivy had promptly grabbed a fistful of mixed earth and compost and shoved it into her mouth. Kate yanked out the weeds, smiling to herself as she recalled it, feeling Anthony somewhere close by, just over her shoulder.

“Okay.” Dolly stood up, groaning. “We’re done.”

“Same here.” Kate stood up.

Already, she was feeling more relaxed, the tears that had clogged her throat throughout that morning loosening.

Dolly and Ivy looked at her. Kate was always the one to start.

“Happy birthday, Anthony,” she said, a tremor in her voice. “Um . . . it’s been a busy few months. Nero is getting really good at his job; you would have loved him. He’s a guy’s dog, you know? And he and Bella are really starting to like each other. Ivy’s growing up into a beautiful teenager. If you were here, you’d probably start talking about how you should get a shotgun to scare off potential boyfriends . . .”

Dolly chuckled. Ivy rolled her eyes, letting out a tiny sob.

“I’ll let her tell you about her life later. Um . . . Alice, Noelle’s daughter, is missing. I don’t know if you’re like . . . watching over us. But if you are, please keep an eye out for her, we’re all really worried. Um . . .” Tears were running down her cheeks by now. She sniffled. “Anyway, we really miss you. I really miss you. I could really use one of your carefree smiles right about now.”

She stopped, the tears and sobs making it impossible to continue. Ivy went over and hugged her. Dolly squeezed her shoulder.

Kate nodded at Dolly. She was done.

“Happy birthday, Anthony,” Dolly said. “Yesterday I made those cookies that you really liked, the ones with the cinnamon. I ended up giving them all to my neighbors and to Ivy. They were good, right, Vivi?”

“Yeah, Grandma,” Ivy whispered. “They were really good.”

“It would have been nice to see your face when you eat them once more,” Dolly said. “It would have been really nice.”

She took out a handkerchief from her handbag and wiped her eyes. “Your turn, Vivi.”

“Happy birthday, Dad,” Ivy said. For a few seconds, she didn’t say anything else. Then she looked at Kate, her eyes misting with tears. “Mom, is it okay if I talk to Dad alone?”

“Of course, sweetie,” Kate said, surprised. “Take as much time as you like.”

“We’ll be waiting over there on the bench,” Dolly said.

Kate followed Dolly to the nearby bench and sat down. She watched her daughter, who stood with her back to them, facing Anthony’s grave.

“She never asked to do that before,” Kate said softly.

“She’s growing up,” Dolly said. “She’s at that age when her life truly becomes a separate thing from yours. She doesn’t want us to know everything that’s in her mind.”

“I suppose so.”

“She doesn’t remember Anthony, not really,” Dolly said. “When she talks to him, she actually talks to an idea of him. Someone that she pieced together from photos, and from things we told her about her dad.”

Ivy covered her mouth and appeared to be crying. Kate started getting up, to go to her, but Dolly caught her arm.

“Give her a bit of time,” she said. “She wanted to talk to him alone.”

“I think she might be being bullied online,” Kate said. “And maybe at school. I don’t know.”

“I got an impression that there were definitely kids she didn’t want to see in school,” Dolly said.

“Did she tell you anything?”

“Me? Her grandmother? She hardly agrees to tell me what she’s watching on TV. No, I just had a feeling, that’s all. She was never this headstrong about not going to school.”

“Well, she’ll have to go to school tomorrow.”

“Really?” Dolly said. “How do you plan to force her?”

Kate had no answer for that. They both sat in silence. Ivy finished talking and drew a folded piece of paper from her back pocket. She placed it on the grave and weighed it down with a small stone.

“Let’s go,” Dolly said, squeezing Kate’s hand.

They both went over. Ivy turned to Kate, her eyes puffy, and gave her a tight, desperate hug. Kate hugged her with one arm, caressing the back of her head with the other. Finally, Ivy drew back and hugged her grandmother.

Kate placed the wreath that she’d brought on top of the grave. Dolly added nothing. Her gift to her son was the flowers she planted each year by his grave.

“Will you be okay today with Grandma?” Kate asked Ivy.

For a second, Ivy didn’t answer. Then she said, “Yes, of course. Alice needs you.”
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Chapter 21

Searching for human remains wasn’t an uplifting endeavor at the best of times. But it was even more frustrating for Kate to do, knowing that Alice might be trapped somewhere, needing help. And here Kate was, trudging through the woods, searching for the remains of a person who was long dead, beyond saving.

The only satisfaction she got from it was working with Bella again. Kate liked working with Nero; he was a smart dog, eager to please, fast to learn. But Kate and Bella had worked together for eight years. Bella had helped Kate process her grief and rebuild her life after Anthony had died. And during those years, Bella and Kate learned to act as one. After several years, Kate found that most of her instructions seemed unnecessary—Bella anticipated her commands even before she spoke them. And Bella’s body language became an open book for Kate, who could instinctively sense when she had a scent, and when she lost it, and when she needed a break. When they moved, they unconsciously matched each other’s pace, harness and lead becoming unnecessary. Now, working with her again, Kate realized just how much easier it was, working with a dog she knew, and who knew her, so well.

They’d found a bone the day before, lodged deep inside a shrub. Kate had judged it to be a rib, though she wasn’t entirely sure. She’d packed it and had delivered it to the Cooperton police station.

And today, just a while ago, when the wind shifted, Bella seemed to notice something—a scent. But she ignored it. Probably a wild animal. Bella was too well trained to start chasing random scents.

Now Bella had a scent again—and this one was getting her excited. Kate instantly felt the shift in her body, the sudden alertness and purpose as she moved up the hill. They were about a mile and a half away from the crime scene in Tom’s Creek, deep in the woods.

It had been difficult to get there; they’d had to get through pretty thick undergrowth, and navigate past a steep gorge. She was way off the beaten path.

And not for the first time.

Trudging through the wilderness of the Frederick R. State Park, Kate couldn’t avoid thinking about her childhood. Often hiking through these woods for days. Avoiding her father, waiting for summer to pass. He was more careful during the school year, when an ugly bruise, or a prolonged time away from school, would be noticed. But during the summer, there was nothing to hold him back. And she had learned to spend the days as far as she possibly could from him. If she packed enough food, she could spend three or four days out here, easily. She might have climbed this very hill before.

Bella trotted upward, her limp getting more and more pronounced with the effort. They would have to call it a day soon, even though they still had a few hours of sunlight. But Kate hoped they would first find another bone, something to justify her presence on the task force.

And then Bella sat down and looked at Alice, tongue lolling. This was it. Kate walked over and scrutinized the ground. There was nothing there. She carefully sifted through the leaves and dirt, hoping to find something tiny, like a tooth, or a small bone. There was nothing.

Still, she had no doubt that Bella had followed a scent here. So she took out Bella’s toy rope.

“Good girl!” She dangled the rope above Bella.

Bella leaped for it, and Kate let her catch it immediately; she didn’t want the old dog to exert her weak leg while playing. They both yanked at the rope for a bit, and then Kate let go.

As Bella chewed on her toy, Kate looked around. The way Bella had beelined here made Kate think that whatever scent she’d followed was strong. Suppose that a large bone had been carried here by a scavenger—where would it go? It could have been taken from here by a vulture. Or . . . the edge of the hill, just a few yards away, was rather steep. Kate walked over and peered down. It was a sharp plunge, nothing she could possibly climb down, and neither could Bella. At the bottom, all she could see was bushes.

They really did need to call it a day. It was the responsible thing to do.

She looked at Bella. “Feel like a bit more?”

The old Lab let the toy drop and wagged her tail once.

They knew each other too well. They both wanted to keep following that trail.

They climbed down the hill and found a way along the steep incline, toward the area just below the spot Bella had led her to. And as they got closer, Bella took the lead. She had a scent again.

This time she led Kate to a clump of bushes. Nestled within lay a human cranium. And just a few feet away, Kate located the mandible. They had found the victim’s skull.
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He watched Kate crouch as she inspected something in the bushes, her back to him. Though he was more than half a mile away, he could see her clearly through his rifle’s scope. He’d been tracking her for the past two hours, following her movement through the woods. From his perch, mostly hidden in a small nook between the boulders, he was practically invisible. And he made sure to stay with his back to the sun. The last thing he needed was for her to notice a flash of light reflected off his lens.

At one point the wind shifted, and her dog paused for just a second. He tensed then, knowing that she had his scent. But then she kept going. They weren’t hunting for him. They were looking for bones.

They weren’t hunting anyone, really.

It was he who was hunting.
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Chapter 22

Noelle allowed herself a five-minute break to cry in the morning, and another one in the afternoon. Not a second more. It didn’t help Alice if she shut herself in her bedroom and cried. The police chief, and the reporters, and the mayor, didn’t want to engage with a blubbering mess, she’d realized that soon enough. They wanted her to look a bit haggard, as is expected from an anxious mother. And as long as she held herself together, they’d talk to her and do what they could for her.

So, after five minutes of uncontrollable weeping, she took a deep breath, washed her face, fixed her hair, and stepped out of her mother’s bathroom. Ruth’s home had turned into the de facto family headquarters for the search. Harry and Jamie mostly stayed at home. Noelle loved Harry dearly, and he was a fantastic father. But faced with this crisis, he’d fallen apart. He kept telling her that the best way to handle this was to let the police do their job. She didn’t argue—it wouldn’t help Alice if they spent their energies arguing. Instead, she told him to stay at home in case Alice came back, which he was happy to do.

There was a lot for her to do. She had three interviews—one journalist and two influencers. And there was a spreadsheet she was working on, allocating the funds that they had. Some went to billboards and online ads, some went to a private detective they’d hired. And she wanted to meet with that banker and talk about a loan. She could do a lot for Alice if she had more funds.

She heard Kate’s voice in the living room. Thank God for Kate. Noelle was still frustrated with herself for not contacting her cousin sooner. The wasted two days . . .

Stop it. It didn’t help Alice to think about past mistakes. She had to focus on the immediate present.

She entered the living room. Kate sat at the table by her mother, drinking tea. Mom made tea for anyone who stepped into the house. It was almost compulsive. But it was helpful in its own way; people often stayed to finish their tea, which gave Noelle more time to talk, to pry out information, to get them to promise more.

“Hey, Katey,” Noelle said, sitting down. “How did it go today?”

Kate looked at her, and Noelle caught a glimpse of the old Katey—the one she’d played with every day as a kid. Noelle missed having her in her life. She wished Kate had never left Cooperton. She knew that things were complicated between Kate and Frank, but surely it couldn’t be so bad, right? When they were kids, Kate avoided talking about her father. And they never met at her house. And of course, Kate had moved in with them for almost a year at some point. But Frank still loved her.

“It went well, actually,” Kate said. “I’m done with the task they’d allocated to me.”

Noelle nodded. “So what’s next?”

Kate hesitated. “I don’t know. I don’t really have anything to do here at the moment, officially.”

“But you’ll still help, right?”

“I was planning on talking to Alice’s teachers and friends,” Kate said. “I’ll do that tomorrow. But after that . . .” She shrugged.

“You have to keep coming,” Noelle said urgently. “They might need your help. And you’re our link to the detectives. They won’t tell us anything.”

“Ivy is having some difficulties,” Kate said. “She won’t go to school. I need to see how to handle that.”

“You should come here with her!” Noelle said. “Mom said she has rooms for you both, right, Mom?”

“Absolutely,” Ruth said.

“I can’t let Ivy just skip weeks of school . . .”

Maybe with Katey, tears would help after all. Noelle allowed them to come. They were always there, waiting. “Please, Katey.” Her voice cracked. “We need your help.”

Kate reached over and grabbed Noelle’s hand. She gave it a squeeze. “Okay,” she finally said. “I’ll keep coming. And I’ll see about Ivy.”

Noelle gave Kate a squeeze of her own, and wiped the tears, exhaling.

She’d put Kate on the spot. And she didn’t regret it. She would do anything if it would help get Alice back.
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Chapter 23

It was Wednesday morning, six days since Alice had disappeared. Now that Kate had recovered Jane Doe’s skull, she had no tasks on her plate. Still, she’d driven to Cooperton early in the morning, this time without either of her canine partners. She had people she wanted to talk to.

Cooperton High School was a rectangular brown building, ridiculous white decorative pillars on its front. A weather vane—a rusty sculpture of a bird—stood atop its roof. The bird was supposedly a tufted titmouse, of course—Cooperton was full of motifs of tufted titmice, a bizarre obsession of the town’s founder, Shamus Cooper. There was this hilarious joke that the boys used to say when she had gone to school. The joke went like this: “Look at those titmouse!”

That was it. That was the joke.

She sighed as she stared up at the building. It was a place that distorted the laws of physics in myriad ways. For example, as a teen on her way to the school, she slowly felt heavier, gravity actually becoming stronger the closer she was to it. The flow of time also didn’t work properly within the building’s walls. An hour in math class would take about four times longer than a regular hour outside the school.

She reminded herself that she was here as an adult. She didn’t need a hall pass to roam the halls. The teachers would not ask to see her father. The other kids in the class would not whisper about her as she showed up with a bruised lip, or with ill-fitting clothes. She would not need to figure out yet again where she should sit during lunch.

She checked the time. It was three minutes past ten. Deputy Hoover was late—they’d agreed to meet in the parking lot. She’d left home before Ivy got up, trusting the morning routine to Dolly. When she got to Cooperton, she checked her messages and saw that Dolly had written that Ivy hadn’t gone to school again. Kate would have to deal with this today.

Roy’s pickup truck turned the corner. She watched him as he parked and stepped out.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said. “You know how it is. Traffic.”

“Seriously?” Kate asked “Traffic?” A traffic jam in Cooperton usually consisted of two cars that had stopped next to each other to chat.

“It was a joke,” he said, looking sheepish.

“Ah, okay.”

“Not a very funny one.”

“I’ve heard worse.”

Roy came over to her, shoving his hands in his pockets. They walked toward the school.

“I heard you found the victim’s skull yesterday,” he said. “I mean, you and your dog, of course.”

“Yeah,” Kate said. “Bella did most of the heavy lifting.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. I’ve seen you working with your dogs. It’s a team effort.”

“Thanks.”

“At around eight, there should be a meeting of the task force. I said I’d show up. I know it’s a bit late for you, what with the drive home and everything, but—”

“I’ll be there.” She studied the building. “I still think of this place as it was when I was a student.”

“Don’t I know it.” Roy gave her an understanding grin.

“You went here?”

“Yup. Class of 2001.”

“I’m class of 2008.”

“Well, no need to make me feel old.” Roy looked up at the school and chuckled. “It still feels like yesterday. See that weather vane? It’s a tufted titmouse. I remember us running and shouting, check out those titmouse!”

Kate gave him a long look.

“You’ve heard that before?” he asked weakly.

“Your traffic material was funnier.”

“Well, I’ve matured.”

It was a small relief to have Roy by her side. Made her feel like she had the authority to be there. And his easygoing demeanor reduced the crushing anxiety within her. She took a deep breath and pushed the front door open.
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“Mrs. Rafiq, thank you so much for meeting us,” Kate said.

“It’s my pleasure. You can call me Layla.”

Layla, Alice’s history teacher, was a young woman, probably about thirty. She had warm brown eyes and an inviting smile that made Kate feel a bit more at ease. The three of them sat in an empty classroom; Kate and Roy had dragged students’ chairs and placed them by the teacher’s table. The blackboard that had been used when Kate was a student had been replaced by a whiteboard. But other than that, the classroom looked uncannily familiar. Memories of sitting in this class and others like it scrabbled at her mind, making it difficult to concentrate.

“Is there any progress with the search?” Layla asked Roy.

“The police are pursuing several leads. And Officer Marino here was instrumental in helping us so far,” Roy said.

“We’re all extremely worried,” Layla said, her voice trembling. “All of Alice’s friends, of course. A lot of the girls have been crying every day. I’ve been having trouble sleeping. When I wake up, Alice is the first thing I think about. I’m sorry, Mrs. Marino. I’m sure that it’s impossibly more difficult for you and your family.”

“Thank you,” Kate said, feeling touched by the teacher’s open distress. “Noelle told me that you were probably Alice’s favorite teacher.”

“Oh.” Layla’s eyes widened. “I had no idea.”

Roy leaned forward. “We were hoping that you could help us with your own perspective about Alice’s frame of mind before she disappeared.”

“Whatever you need.”

“Did you notice any difference in Alice’s behavior in the week before her disappearance?”

Layla stared out the classroom window. After a few seconds she said, “I don’t think I noticed anything particular. She missed one of my classes . . . she’s been missing a few more classes in the past few months. And maybe she’s been a bit distracted, but it’s to be expected. She’s seventeen.”

“Distracted how?” Kate asked.

“I caught her using her phone in class a bunch of times, which was unusual for her. And she seemed quieter. And like I said, she had been skipping the occasional class.”

“Was there anything else? Did you notice if she had any new friends? Perhaps someone that she was dating?”

“Not in school.”

“Let’s talk about the day she went missing—”

The door of the classroom suddenly opened.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” a man said, peering inside. “I thought this room was empty.”

Kate recognized him. He was the teacher she’d met on the first day, when she’d found Alice’s phone. David Grant, Alice’s English teacher. He was about Layla’s age, with dark-brown hair and a square, prominent jaw. Kate could imagine some of his older students thinking of him as the “sexy teacher.” When she was a student here, there was a biology teacher named Mr. Bryant, and girls in her class would dare each other to ask him questions about homework assignments.

“Sorry, David,” Layla said. “The deputy and Officer Marino wanted to talk to me about Alice.”

“Oh, I see, I won’t bother you,” David said. “It’s good to see you again, Officer Marino.” He began to withdraw.

“Actually,” Kate said, “I would love it if you could join us. I understand from Alice’s mother that you know Alice pretty well?”

“I don’t know about that,” David said. “She’s one of my students. A wonderful student, with a lot of potential.” He came in and pulled up a chair. Kate and Roy shifted aside to give him room.

“Officer Marino is the cousin of Alice’s mother,” Layla told David.

“Oh really?” David frowned. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize that. We’re all really worried.”

“Alice’s mother told me that you were both working individually with Alice, preparing her for her college applications?” Kate said.

“I just talked to her about it,” Layla said. “But she did tell me that she wanted to go to Dartmouth College, and that she was working with David on making it happen.”

“Right.” David cleared his throat. “I had a couple of sessions with her, nothing very thorough. I just showed her what she’d need to work on during the summer vacation.”

“Before you walked in, we had just asked Mrs. Rafiq about Alice in the days leading up to her disappearance,” Roy said. “Did either of you notice anything at all? Did she talk to anyone in particular? Or seem distraught?”

Layla shook her head. “I haven’t noticed anything at all. She was in my class on Thursday, as usual. It’s the second period. She seemed pretty much the same.”

“I have the day off on Thursdays, so I wouldn’t know,” David said apologetically.

“What about before that?” Kate asked.

“I suppose she did seem to act a bit different lately,” David said. “There was a steep decline in her grades in the past few months. I actually talked to her about it. Like we mentioned, she was interested in Dartmouth College. I told her that she would need to get her grades back up if she intended to get there.”

“And what did she say to that?” Roy asked.

“She said she would work harder,” David said sadly. “But I didn’t see any noticeable change. And, well . . .” He seemed to hesitate.

“What?” Kate asked.

“Well, I gave them a project to submit after Easter, and she didn’t have it done in time. I agreed to give her an extension. Now, I can’t be sure, but there are signs that indicate that students used AI to do homework. And her project gave off that . . . vibe. If it had been another student, I probably would have looked into it. But I just couldn’t believe that Alice would do that. She’s usually a good girl.”

“I haven’t noticed any changes in her academic performance,” Layla said. “Maybe her work was a bit less thorough, but these kids have a lot on their minds.”

“Well, these years are pivotal for them,” David said. “We want them to do the best they can.”

“Of course,” Roy said. “Anything else you might have seen?”

David seemed to hesitate. “Well . . . I think I saw a young man pick her up one day when school ended, a few weeks ago,” David said. “I was on my way to my car, and I saw her getting into a car I didn’t recognize.”

“Can you describe him?”

“I didn’t get a good look. Young fella, white. His hair was blond, I guess. He was driving some sort of dark SUV.”

“Dark?” Roy asked, jotting in his notepad. “Do you mean black?”

“I’m not sure. Black, or dark blue, or a darker shade of gray . . . They were pretty far away.”

“Anything else you could tell us about him, or his car?” Kate asked. “Did you notice the make or license plate? Anything at all?”

“No, I’m sorry. I didn’t really think much of it at the time.”

“Why didn’t you mention this when we first started looking for her?” Roy asked.

David shifted in his chair. “Well, we all thought she just got lost in the woods. I didn’t even think about it at the time. It just occurred to me now, while I was talking to you.”

Roy’s radio crackled. “Hoover, you there?” a voice asked.

“Excuse me a moment,” Roy said, and stepped out of the room.

“There’s a student who used to be Alice’s friend,” Kate said. “A girl named Violet? I met her with you when we were looking for Alice on Saturday, David. Is she here today?”

Layla nodded. “I saw her earlier.”

“Would it be possible for us to talk to her? You could be present, of course. We just want to ask her about Alice.”

“Sure,” Layla said. “I can go get her.”

She got up and stepped out of the room.

“Do you think Alice is all right?” David asked, lowering his voice.

Kate sighed. “I hope so. It’s hard to say.”

“I heard that they found bodies in Tom’s Creek, close to where we found Alice’s phone. They weren’t . . .”

“No,” Kate said quickly. “They haven’t found Alice’s body.”

“Thank God for that. Do the police think that it’s related to Alice’s disappearance?”

“They’re still looking into it. Did Alice have any other friends in school, aside from Violet?”

“Maybe, I don’t know. I think that some of the boys were . . . interested in her.”

“Anyone in particular?”

“No. I think they just . . . noticed her. You know. At that age.” He looked at her intently. “Now that I know you’re related, I do see how similar you look. You have the same eyes.”

Just then, the door opened, and Roy entered the room, followed by Mrs. Rafiq and Violet.
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Violet sat in front of the deputy sheriff and that officer, Kate Marino, picking anxiously at a loose thread of her jeans. Mrs. Rafiq had pulled her out of class and told her that they needed to talk to her about Alice. Now the teacher sat in the back of the classroom. She’d told Violet that if at any moment she felt uncomfortable, she could tell her. But Violet had been uncomfortable from the moment she set foot in that room. Did that count?

“Violet,” Kate said gently. “Alice’s mom told me that you were Alice’s best friend.”

Tears clogged Violet’s throat. They had bad information. The Violet and Alice from last year, sure, they were BFFs since third grade. But now? She half shrugged. “We used to be very good friends, I guess. But we weren’t really talking a lot lately.”

“Why not?” Kate asked.

“We sorta drifted apart.”

“Was there any specific reason that you drifted apart?”

It was a bit weird, Kate asking all the questions, the deputy remaining silent. Wasn’t he supposed to be the one asking the questions? By now, Violet knew that Kate Marino was Alice’s relative. Violet’s mom had told her. In fact, Violet’s mom knew Kate Marino from school or something. Well, not really knew, but she’d seen her around. Mom had told this to about half a dozen people. And also, about Kate’s husband, who’d died, and about how Kate had left town and cut connections to her dad because he was a bit strict and they didn’t get along. And now he was sorta lonely. And her mother didn’t judge or anything, but in her opinion, family was more important than anything. Mom had also told everyone how Violet was there when Kate found the phone. Violet wished she would stop talking about it.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I mean, we just stopped being friends.”

“Did Alice hang around with other people?” Kate asked.

“Not at school,” Violet answered carefully, her eyes focused on that loose thread in her jeans.

“But outside of school?”

Violet had known Kate would ask about that from the start. She raised her head, meeting the officer’s large dark eyes. “Yeah, I think so.”

Kate leaned back, saying nothing. She just looked at Violet. The silence between them stretched, until Violet was about to scream. She couldn’t stand uncomfortable silences. Just to fill it with something, she blurted, “There was a guy she dated. And he was much older than she was. I don’t know if she was still seeing him.”

“Did you ever meet him?” Kate asked.

“No. I don’t even know his name.” In her mind he was a formless shape. A large, menacing shadow. “It was, like, a big secret. Because he was so much older, and she was worried that her parents would freak out.”

“Do you know when she started dating him?” the sheriff asked, leaning forward.

She hesitated, unsure. It seemed like it was years ago. But during Christmas vacation, she and Alice were constantly hanging out together, and she’d never mentioned him. So it was probably a bit later. “About three or four months ago.”

“Is that why you two drifted apart?” Kate asked.

“Yeah. I guess so,” Violet said heavily. “She told me that she was dating this guy and he forbade her from telling anyone about it, and I told her that it sounded really shady to me. We got into this huge argument. And then . . . we stopped talking.”

She examined their expressions, looking for the accusing looks. Because it was her fault that Alice had disappeared. She wished she could turn back time. She literally sometimes lay in bed, thinking about it really hard, trying to turn back time, to the days before Alice had disappeared. When Violet could have told someone about that secret relationship. “I thought about telling someone, but I mean . . . what would I even say? I don’t even know who he is. But if I told someone, maybe Alice . . . I mean, what if she went to the woods to meet him? If I told someone . . .” Oh God, she was crying now. Her chin was trembling, and her voice was cracking. Maybe she should tell Mrs. Rafiq that she wanted to leave.

“We don’t know that it’s related to Alice’s disappearance,” Kate said, leaning forward, touching Violet’s wrist. “And there was no way you could have known that something like this would happen.”

Violet took a few shuddering breaths. Kate’s fingers were cold, and the surprisingly gentle touch distracted her. Soothed her. She clung to Kate’s words desperately. She’d tried to tell herself the same thing over and over in the past days, but it never did any good. But Kate, who was an officer, and who knew stuff about people going missing, was much more convincing. There really was no way Violet could have known. So maybe this wasn’t her fault. At least not entirely.

“Is there anything you can tell us about him? Anything that Alice might have mentioned?” Kate asked.

“I . . . she told me that they did acid together. But I’m not sure that was true. And like I said, pretty soon after I heard about him, she stopped talking to me.”

Kate nodded. The deputy was looking at Kate. In fact, the deputy was sneaking looks at Kate quite a lot. Like, from the corner of his eye. Violet’s mom was friends with the deputy’s ex-wife, so Violet had heard them talking shit about him a few times. But he didn’t seem too bad.

“Violet,” Kate said. “You probably know that Alice told her mother that she was at your place the day she disappeared.”

A new wave of tears threatened to erupt. “Yeah.”

“Do you know why she did that?”

Throughout the past few days, Violet had thought about that a lot, when she wasn’t trying to rewind time. And she had a pretty simple explanation. Alice had told her parents she was at her place because it was a pretty safe lie. Her parents wouldn’t give her shit about it. But she had a better explanation. Maybe Alice had told her parents she was at Violet’s because she wanted to be there. Maybe Alice had missed her, wishing they could be friends again, and this was a sort of wish upon a star. She looked at Kate, who was an officer, and knew stuff about life, and said, “I thought that maybe she just said it because she couldn’t say where she was really going. And it’s not like her parents would call me and ask me about it. But maybe . . .” She let the word hang, hoping that Kate would say something like “Often, Violet, when people really want something, they try to make it true by saying it.”

“That makes sense,” Kate said. “It would have been a good excuse for her parents.”

“Right,” Violet said, feeling her heart crumpling within her chest. “It was just a very good excuse.”
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Chapter 24

Kate was almost never late for anything. Even arriving on time made her feel stressed, because what if something unforeseen happened, causing her to be late? Anthony used to complain that they sometimes showed up to parties while the hosts were still in the shower. He’d tried to explain the concept “fashionably late” to her. She found it ridiculous. Did people go around saying they were stylishly obnoxious? Or maybe elegantly violent? Of course not. You don’t fix bad behavior with an unrelated adverb. “Fashionably late” indeed.

So of course she arrived at the station ten minutes early. The officer at the reception desk told her that the task force was meeting in the conference room at the back. Though the building was much smaller than the Manchester Police Department’s, she strode down the halls but failed to find the aforementioned conference room. She was just about to turn back toward reception when Officer Hill turned the corner.

“Marino,” he said, smiling. “I almost didn’t recognize you without your four-legged partner.”

“Officer Hill,” she said. “I’m glad to—”

“Please, call me Jaxon.”

“Right. Jaxon. I’m glad to see you. I think I got lost, I’m trying to find the conference room.”

Jaxon snorted. “Conference room? This is the Cooperton Police Department. It’s not so much a conference room as it is a storage room with a large table. You’re here for the task force meeting? I was just going there.”

“Uh, yeah. You’re part of the task force?” Kate matched her pace to the redheaded officer’s.

“Me? Not really. But the chief wanted me there today because I was the officer originally assigned to Alice’s case. It’s over here.” He pointed to a door at the far end of the hall.

“Oh good.” Kate checked her watch. Still a few minutes to spare. She stopped. “Can I ask you something before we go inside?”

“Sure.”

“You said that a friend of Alice had seen her at the Candy Shacks.”

He folded his arms and turned to face her. “Yeah, afraid so.”

“Who was the friend? I’d like to talk to them.”

“I’d have to check. I talked to about a dozen of the kids in her class, I don’t remember who it was. But later I showed her photo to some of the lowlifes that hang around in the Shacks, and they definitely recognized her. She’d been partying there.”

“With anyone in particular?”

He shrugged. “These people see a badge, they sometimes forget their own name. If you want, we can go together, ask around again.”

She nodded. “I might want to do that, thanks.”

“Sure thing, just let me know. Shall we?”

She nodded and followed him into the room. Jaxon hadn’t been exaggerating. The room clearly was mostly used as a storage room. A bunch of traffic cones and fire extinguishers sat atop a large metal crate in the corner, two dusty radios and a bundle of cables discarded nearby. A long table took up most of the space in the middle of the room. Lopez and Fisher sat by it, alongside a man Kate didn’t recognize. The place smelled of stale coffee and sweat. Kate crossed the room and cracked open a window.

“Officer Kate Marino, you made it,” Lopez said brightly. “And Officer . . . Hill, was it?”

“That’s right,” Jaxon said.

“This is Agent Caldwell from the Behavioral Analysis Unit in the FBI,” Fisher said.

“BAU for short,” Lopez added.

“Agent Caldwell, this is Officer Marino,” Fisher said. “She’s the K-9 handler who found our bodies.”

“Well not our bodies,” Lopez clarified.

“No, that would have been awkward, and not particularly impressive,” Fisher agreed.

“Nice to meet you.” Kate shook the man’s hand. He had long, delicate fingers. His black eyebrows arched dramatically in a sort of grave expression. He didn’t seem like a fan of Lopez and Fisher’s antics. But then again, Kate didn’t know many who were. “This is the first time I’ve worked with someone from the BAU.”

“I’m just here to consult,” Caldwell said.

“That’s reassuring,” Fisher said.

“We wouldn’t want you people to swoop in and take control over our investigation,” Lopez added.

“As you sometimes do,” Fisher said.

“I know we have a certain reputation,” Caldwell admitted. “Some of our profilers have been . . . very zealous and opinionated of late. But I assure you I have no intention of intruding.”

Just then, Colette, the forensic technician, entered the room. As the detectives were introducing her to Caldwell, Roy stepped in as well, nodding at Kate. Finally, the chief of police strode into the room and shut the door behind him. Kate had glimpsed him at Tom’s Creek. He was a chubby bald man with pale blue eyes. Up close, he looked a bit familiar, but Kate couldn’t quite place him. He shut the door behind him.

“Let’s get started.” The chief sat at the head of the table. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Perry Gibson, the chief of police here in Cooperton. Now, with the FBI involved in the investigation, I thought it best to all meet up and coordinate our efforts. I also gather that we have some new information about the victims, and some forensic details as well.”

The rest of the people in the room grabbed seats, and Kate found herself sitting between Roy and Colette, with Agent Caldwell’s dour expression facing her from across the table.

“Right,” Lopez said, opening a folder and retrieving a few printed photos, which he passed around. “As all of you know, we found two bodies buried in the Frederick R. State Park. The first one we identified as twenty-two-year-old Mabel Sutton, last seen in Concord two months ago. We identified the second victim this morning, thanks to her dental records, now that Officer Marino found her skull. Her name is Jasmine Robbins, and she was nineteen. So far, we’ve only talked to her sister, who had last seen her over two years ago. However, Jasmine had a criminal record for soliciting, and she was arrested just eleven months ago by the Rochester police. Mabel Sutton had also been arrested three times for soliciting, and once for possession of narcotics.”

The photos reached Kate, and she examined them. The first photo was of a young blond woman sitting at a bar, holding a cocktail glass, and smiling at the camera. It was captioned Mabel Sutton. The second photo was of Mabel’s body in the morgue, her blackened face barely recognizable. The third was a selfie of Jasmine, a thin redhead, who was pouting as she took her own photo, an old bridge in the background. Kate recognized the location where it had been taken—the Albany Covered Bridge. She and Ivy had gone there the year before. The last photo displayed the remains of Jasmine, bones spread over a metal table, some of them missing. The photos of the girls, Kate guessed, had been taken from their social media pages. She passed the photos over to Colette.

“Mabel had been reported missing by her friend a few days after her disappearance,” Lopez continued. “However, the friend later updated the police that she’d heard from Mabel, who called to say she was fine. The missing person case remained open but did not get far. Jasmine was never reported missing. Her last post on social media was eight months ago. She posted sporadically on Instagram and TikTok before that but had at least one post every week. So we estimate that she went missing close to that time.”

“So we have two dead prostitutes, killed several months apart, and buried in the same spot,” Gibson said darkly. “Do we have cause of death?”

Fisher cleared his throat, taking over. “Cause of death couldn’t be determined for Jasmine Robbins. However, the medical examiner found an unusual wound on the bottom of her left tibia. The tibia was fractured, and there were deep gouge marks on both the left and the right sides of it. In addition, the Me found fragments of metal in the bone. Her best guess was that something metallic snapped shut on the girl’s ankle with a tremendous force, breaking it.”

Kate’s gut twisted. She tried to keep herself from imagining it, already knowing that the image of nineteen-year-old Jasmine’s ankle being crushed would haunt her at night.

“Moving on to Mabel Sutton, we have two possible causes of death,” Fisher continued. “There were bruise marks around her throat, and a fracture in the horn of the thyroid cartilage. This is consistent with manual strangulation. However, the Me also found two deep punctures—one in her back, and one in the back of her thigh. Those punctures didn’t hit any critical internal organs, but the one in the thigh hit her femoral artery. Both wounds, particularly the one in the thigh, would have bled extensively, possibly resulting in death by exsanguination. The Me wasn’t able to rule the actual cause of death conclusively.”

“So . . . it sounds like the girls were tortured to death,” Gibson said.

“That’s definitely a possibility,” Lopez said.

“What did the puncture wounds look like?” Kate asked.

Fisher flipped a page in his folder. “The puncture wounds were round, about three inches in diameter. They were both perfectly perpendicular to the body. The back puncture was four inches deep and the thigh puncture was three and a half inches deep. Assuming that the cause of the wound was a sharp circular object, like an ice pick, the attack was made by a very strong man. The unusual angle of the wounds indicates that he might have been sitting atop the victim when he did it.”

“You said the horn of the thyroid cartilage was fractured,” Colette said. She didn’t look at Fisher when she talked, her eyes focused on the photos.

“That’s right,” Fisher said.

“That usually indicates manual strangulation from the front, right?”

“Um . . . yes. And I think the abrasions indicated that as well.”

“And the puncture wounds were in the rear of the body. So . . . you think he flipped her over after strangling her? Or vice versa?”

“One or the other. It’s also possible that the two things didn’t happen immediately one after the other.” Fisher massaged the bridge of his nose.

“Was there any indication of sexual assault?” Caldwell asked.

“Yes, I was getting to it. There are bruises that indicate the possibility of sexual assault on Mabel Sutton. Nothing conclusive, but the Me thinks it’s likely. Samples were collected and sent for DNA testing.”

Kate kept telling herself over and over that she didn’t know anything about what Alice was going through. It didn’t have to be the same.

For a few seconds no one said anything. Then Gibson cleared his throat. “Anything else?”

“The only other thing the Me found was multiple scratches on Mabel’s lower legs and ankles, as well as a deep cut on her right palm,” Fisher said. “He couldn’t say what had caused them. That’s it as far as the autopsy goes. But we do have one additional important finding.” He glanced at Lopez.

“As I said before,” Lopez said. “Mabel Sutton was reported missing by her friend, Amelia Miller. Three weeks later, Amelia got a phone call from Mabel. Mabel told Amelia she was fine, that she was being taken care of, and that she was getting better. She said that they would see each other soon. Amelia said that Mabel sounded strange. She didn’t answer any questions and hung up as soon as she finished talking.”

“Getting better from what?” Roy asked.

Lopez shook his head. “No idea. The phone call was quite a long time ago, and Amelia admitted she was a bit high when she answered the call. She didn’t remember the exact details.”

“If she was high, maybe she imagined the entire thing,” Jaxon suggested.

“We thought the same. We checked Amelia’s phone records for the approximate time of the call, and there is one call from a number that doesn’t appear again in her phone records. That phone number seems to belong to a burner phone, and the phone company doesn’t have any additional records from it. The phone call location was from Franklin. However, this morning we found out a significant detail that made it much more likely that Amelia hadn’t imagined the call.”

“Someone had received a similar phone call from Jasmine Robbins?” Agent Caldwell asked.

“The BAU upholds its reputation.” Lopez gave Caldwell a tight smile. “Not a phone call, but close enough. Jasmine’s sister received an email message from a temporary email address. The message subject was ​​hey there Kitkat​​. Kitkat was a nickname Jasmine had for her sister. The email itself was empty except for an MP3 attachment, which she sent over to us after we talked to her earlier this afternoon.”

He fiddled with his phone. Then suddenly, a clear young female voice played from the device. “Hey Kitkat, it’s Jasmine. I know we haven’t talked in a while, but I think of you all the time. I just wanted to let you know that I’m totally fine. I’m being taken care of really well, and I’m getting better. I hope to see you real soon. Take care.” The sound stopped, and a second later started again. “Hey Kitkat, it’s Jasmine. I know—”

Lopez paused the recording. Kate could still hear the girl’s voice playing in her mind. She’d sounded tense. Scared. That, and the similar content to Mabel’s phone call, left Kate no doubt that she had been forced to record that message.

“We’re analyzing the email to see if we can get anything from it. It was sent about a week and a half after we estimate that Jasmine disappeared. And the phone call that Amelia got had been received about three weeks after Mabel went missing. And we’re guessing that what Amelia had heard was not Mabel, but a recording of Mabel. That would explain why she didn’t answer any questions.”

“Can you play that message again?” Gibson asked.

As they listened to Jasmine’s voice one more time, Kate suddenly realized where she knew Gibson from. She’d seen him at her father’s house. Frank had a lot of friends, who went fishing with him, and played cards, or watched football at their house. Kate recalled lying in her bed at night, her door shut, hearing them. Their conversations were muffled by the door, but every once in a while they’d laugh, or shout, the sound so loud it felt like they were in the room with her. So Cooperton’s chief of police had met her when she was a kid. He had probably been a police officer back then as well. Had he ever noticed a swollen lip or a bruised eye when he visited? Very likely. And her dad would have smoothed it over skillfully, telling a hilarious tale of her clumsiness.

“How did you know that someone received the same message from Jasmine Robbins?” Gibson asked Caldwell.

“It’s an unusual detail,” Caldwell said. “And we’ve investigated cases when serial killers called the victims’ families. The Long Island serial killer called the sister of the victim several times, hinting that her sister was alive. I was wondering if this phone call might be part of this killer’s signature. Part of his fantasy.”

“What do you mean his fantasy?” Roy asked.

Caldwell leaned back in his chair, clearly pleased to be treated as the expert. “This killer seems to have an intricate violent fantasy involved with these murders. And part of it is probably his own omnipotence. He enjoys knowing more than the victim’s family, and gets off on feeding them false hopes. A mental torture that correlates with the physical torture he inflicts on the victims.”

“How accurate is our time-of-death window?” Kate asked. “Do we know if the recorded messages were delivered before or after the victims’ deaths?”

“No,” Fisher said. “The TOD window for Jasmine is quite large. With Mabel, the Me estimates the TOD to be between three to five weeks after her initial disappearance.”

“So at least in Mabel’s case, the recording itself would have taken place pretty close to her death,” Roy said. “Regardless of when Mabel’s friend received it.”

“I think we can assume that this recording is a progression of the fantasy,” Caldwell said. “He’s taking risky, elaborate steps, indicating a very strong urge. Which would mean that when he recorded those messages, the victim’s death was getting close.”

“How close?” Roy asked.

Caldwell shrugged. “It’s impossible to say for sure. It could be hours. I’d estimate that we’re talking about several days at most.”

“Moving on,” Fisher interjected. “Let’s discuss forensics. Colette?”

“Yes,” Colette said. “I made a PowerPoint presentation, but there was some technical problem when I asked to give it here. I can display it on my laptop if you want. It had a good breakdown of everything we checked and found, as well as what we’ve ruled out, and the precise location of each—”

“We’ve gone through your presentation. It’s definitely thorough,” Fisher said. “But it’s getting late, and many of us have a long drive home. So could you give us the high points?”

“Okay.” Colette pursed her lips. “I can forward everyone the presentation later. We haven’t found any fingerprints at the crime scene. There may have been fingerprints on Alice Vega’s phone, but the evidence was mishandled, and the phone was wiped clean. With alcohol.”

“At the time, we didn’t know it was going to be a murder investigation. We were looking for a missing person,” Roy said defensively.

Colette bristled. “That’s why we have protocols in place. The chain of evidence—”

“We’ll discuss that later,” Fisher said. “So. No fingerprints.”

“Right,” Colette said. “Luckily, we do have tracks. We’ve recovered boot prints and tire tracks. The boot prints that we found both at the primary crime scene and at the secondary crime scene—”

“What’s the secondary crime scene?” Kate asked.

“That’s why I wanted the PowerPoint presentation,” Colette said. “It really clarifies everything.”

“The primary crime scene is the grave site,” Lopez said. “The secondary crime scene is where Alice’s phone was found.”

“Thank you,” Colette said. “As I was saying, the boot prints we found at both crime scenes were size eleven. The brand is Thorogood, and the tread wear pattern is unique enough that if we find the killer’s boots we’ll be able to match them. Moving on to the tire tracks. After eliminating the tracks of the police vehicles, we were left with only one visible track. We’ve sent it to an expert and should have an answer by tomorrow. Moving on to—”

Kate cleared her throat. “If I may.”

Colette turned to look at her. “It’s better if you let me finish before asking questions.”

“Not a question,” Kate said. “I talked to a teacher at Alice’s school today. He said that he saw Alice being picked up once by a man he didn’t recognize, who was driving a dark SUV.”

“Which teacher was that?” Fisher asked.

“David Grant, the English teacher.”

Colette thought it over. “We don’t know if the tire tracks belong to an SUV, but we’ll have an answer by tomorrow.

“Moving on to fluids. We collected fluids from the primary and secondary crime scenes and sent them off for DNA analysis. We don’t have answers yet. However, the stain from the secondary crime scene is definitely blood.”

“Do you have a DNA sample from Alice Vega for comparison?” Gibson asked.

“Of course. Finally, we have the clothing that was found at the primary . . . at the grave site. The older clothing articles, presumably worn by Jasmine Robbins, were falling apart, but they are similar to the ones that were found on the body of Mabel Sutton. A simple white men’s shirt, and black sweatpants, white socks, and white underwear typically bought in bulk. No bras were found on the bodies or at the grave site.”

“The brands of clothing didn’t match?” Caldwell asked.

“No, but the style did,” Colette said.

“We checked with Mabel’s friend Amelia,” Lopez said. “She was quite certain that Mabel had no clothes like that, and even if she did, and I quote, ‘She would never leave the house dressed like that.’”

“So presumably the killer provided the clothing,” Kate said.

“And since the brands didn’t match, I’m assuming that he bought them separately,” Caldwell said. “He doesn’t have a closet full of white shirts and black sweatpants.”

“Mabel Sutton wore sneakers,” Colette continued. “We didn’t find additional shoes for Jasmine. We located a significant find lodged in the heel of Mabel’s left sneaker. A few squashed petals of a flower.” She paused.

“The significance is explained very thoroughly in the PowerPoint presentation,” Lopez said. “But for now, can you explain to everyone here why it’s important?”

“They were lodged between the heel of the shoe and a pebble,” Colette said. “This means two things. First, that they were flattened in a manner that preserved them quite well. This will let us identify them. And we believe that they lodged themselves in this manner when Mabel stepped on the flower, and not when her body was buried. And if that is the case, it is very likely that this happened close to the time of her death. Otherwise, the pebble and the petals would have been dislodged as Mabel walked. So the type of flower might help us figure out the location where she died. I sent the petals to an expert, for identification.” She leaned back in her chair.

“Thanks, Colette,” Fisher said. “Let’s get a quick update on the search for Alice. Deputy Hoover?”

“Right.” Roy cleared his throat. “While the main assumption is that Alice has been taken by the suspect in the killings, we’re not discounting the possibility that she got lost, or ran away. The sheriff’s department has circulated Alice’s description throughout all ten counties. We’re following up on the leads coming through our tip line, as well as leads supplied by the Vega family’s efforts. We still have a small search force of volunteers canvassing the Frederick R. State Park. We’re also working in tandem with other states, particularly with Vermont, Maine, and Massachusetts. And we’re coordinating with the FBI, who are in contact with the Canada Border Services Agency. So far we haven’t had any luck. There’s a promising lead in Portsmouth—a girl who partly matched Alice’s description showed up in a homeless shelter. I should get an update about that in the next couple of hours. However, like I just mentioned, according to the evidence and Officer Marino’s K-9 findings, the most likely scenario is that the suspect is holding Alice captive.”

Though Kate agreed with that, it still sent a chill down the back of her neck to hear Roy stating it bluntly. She did her best to keep her face impassive, knowing that she couldn’t allow her own connection to Alice to show in this room.

“Thanks, Deputy,” Fisher said. “Let’s discuss our next steps. Since we only identified Jasmine Robbins this morning, we still haven’t talked to the rest of her family and her friends. This is our immediate task for tomorrow. We’re looking into the exact time of the women’s disappearances, and any possible witnesses that might have seen them last. Now that we have the identity of both women, we can cross-reference any contacts they might have had.”

“You can also cross-reference those contacts with anyone who might have been in touch with Alice,” Kate said, her voice hoarse.

Everyone looked at her. She folded her arms, staring straight at Fisher.

“Yes,” Fisher said. “We’ve already done that with Mabel’s contacts, but we’ll do the same with Jasmine. Though the likelihood of any shared acquaintances between your . . . of Alice Vega, a high school student in Cooperton, and two prostitutes from south New Hampshire is quite low.”

“Still.” Kate couldn’t help herself. “It’s possible. Officer Hill here found out that Alice had been seen in the Candy Shacks. She could have met shared acquaintances there.”

“Like I said,” Fisher said, his eye twitching. “We’re looking into it.”

“Agent Caldwell,” Lopez said. “We would appreciate it if you could create a general profile of the serial killer, so we can start shrinking our suspect pool.”

“Of course,” Caldwell said. “I will also check ViCAP for similar crimes and see if we can connect this killer to additional cases.”

“Chief Gibson, you will move forward with a door-to-door questioning, as we’ve discussed before,” Lopez said.

Gibson nodded. “Hill? You on top of that?”

“Already started,” Jaxon said.

“Anything you need from the sheriff’s department?” Roy said.

“Not at the moment,” Fisher said. “Keep looking for Alice. Let us know about the findings from Portsmouth. You never know, we might catch a break.”

Kate exchanged looks with Roy. Clearly, no one was particularly interested in keeping either of them in the loop. Kate could see why; often, when too many law enforcement agencies worked together, they stepped on each other’s toes. And even if Kate hadn’t been a close family member of Alice’s, there was no real need for a K-9 officer involved in the case at the moment.

Perhaps it would have been best for Kate to let Lopez and Fisher take it from here. They were very capable detectives and could be trusted to run a thorough investigation.

But she knew she couldn’t leave it alone. She couldn’t get Noelle’s teary face out of her mind. Alice was missing. And Kate was willing to personally turn over every rock in New Hampshire until she was found.
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Chapter 25

The next morning, Kate waited patiently for Ivy to wake up. It took some effort, but she managed to overcome her urge to shout her daughter out of bed.

“Good morning, Vivi, I made you some pancakes,” Kate said as Ivy paced sleepily into the kitchen. “Not my homemade ones. These are from the pancake mix that you like.”

Ivy blinked, still sleepy. “Okay. Is Grandma coming over this morning?”

“No,” Kate said. “I told her there was no need.”

“Did you find Alice?” Ivy asked.

“Not yet. Sit down. Eat something.” Kate sipped her coffee.

Ivy sat down and grabbed a pancake. Nero padded from the corner of the room and sat down next to Ivy, ever hopeful.

“I know what this is,” Ivy said. “You want me to go to school. But I can’t go. I’m too worried, and I’ll end up crying in school, and it’ll be humiliating. It’s the end of the year anyway. If I don’t go, it’s not a big deal—”

“I’m not sending you to school today,” Kate said gently.

“Oh. You’re not?”

Kate sighed. “No.”

“Okay. But you’re going to Cooperton again today, right?”

Kate nodded. “There have been some developments in the search. I want to check in, see what I can do to help.”

“It’s been almost a week,” Ivy said. She stared at the pancake.

“Eat something.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Still, you should eat.”

Ivy poured some maple syrup onto the pancake, then cut a small slice and put it in her mouth. Nero’s tail gave a small wag. Ivy put down her knife and fork and scratched him behind his ear.

How much should a parent shelter their children? Kate wished that Ivy could remain in a cocoon of perceived safety. Of stories with happy endings, teddy bears, and butterflies. But that was impossible and dangerous. Almost every kid knew the words stranger danger. In school, they had shooting drills, in which the kids were told to hide under the desks and remain silent. And Ivy knew from personal experience that no one was safe from violence.

And now Kate was faced with that question again—how much do you tell a child, and how much should be left unspoken? Ivy was a smart kid. She had probably overheard enough to make her anxious. And keeping her in the dark would just let her imagination run amok.

“We never really talk about my work,” Kate said. “Do you know why?”

“Grandma says it’s because you don’t want me to worry.”

Kate considered that. “That’s part of it. But it’s not just that. When you’re young, there are things you shouldn’t even have in your mind. Things that would leave a sort of scar in your mind. Do you know what I’m talking about?”

Ivy hesitated. “Is that like that time I saw the TV news about that war, and they showed the dead bodies?”

“Exactly that.” A year before, Ivy had glimpsed just a few seconds of CNN reporting. She’d had nightmares for weeks after that. “You were too young to see that.”

“But when people get older it’s not as bad?”

Kate sighed. “It’s just as bad. But you learn how to handle it.”

Ivy bit her lip. “Is that why you never talk about what happened to Dad?” she asked with a tremor in her voice.

“Yeah, Vivi.” Kate wiped a tear from her eye. “It’s difficult to talk about, and I don’t want you to . . . carry these things around with you. But sometimes I guess we need to. You know that he was shot.”

“Yeah.” Ivy sniffed.

“He was shot by a troubled, violent man.” One they’d never caught, but Kate wasn’t about to tell Ivy that. “Some men are just like that. And as cops, we need to protect everyone else from them.”

Ivy nodded, saying nothing.

“We believe that Alice has been taken by the same kind of man,” Kate said. “One who might hurt her.”

Ivy eyed her, her chin wobbling. “Why did he take her?”

Kate looked away. “We’re not sure yet.”

Nero, sensing the shift in the room, placed his head in Ivy’s lap. Ivy petted him distractedly. “But . . . you’ll get her back, right?”

“That’s what I want to do, Vivi. And not just me. There are a lot of people working together to get Alice back.”

“But what if he hurts you? Like what happened to Dad?”

“I’m very careful, and like I said, there are a lot of people working on this. And you know, I also have Nero.”

Nero wagged his tail and prodded Ivy with his snout again, contributing his part in the discussion.

“And . . . you think you’ll find her?” Ivy asked.

“I really hope so. But to do that I need to be in Cooperton. And with the drive there and back, I’m losing five hours every day. This long drive is not fun for the dogs either.”

“Okay . . .” Ivy said.

“Aunt Ruth suggested that I move in with her until this is over.”

Ivy’s eyes filled with tears. “So you’re going to sleep there? And what? Leave me here with Grandma?”

“I was actually wondering if you want to come stay at Aunt Ruth’s too.”

Ivy gaped at her.

“I know I haven’t been here when you needed me the past week,” Kate said. “You’ve been having difficulties of your own, and this thing with Alice made everything much harder. I don’t want you to feel abandoned. I know you don’t love sleeping away from home. And you don’t know the family in Cooperton so well, and that’s totally on me, but—”

“Okay,” Ivy blurted.

“Yeah?” Kate asked, surprised.

Ivy wiped the tears from her eyes. “Yeah. I like Aunt Ruth, even though I don’t know her very well. I’ll be happy to spend more time with them. Maybe I could even help, right?”

“Maybe,” Kate said hesitantly.

“And I won’t need to go to school, right?”

“Not until this is over. But if there’s some issue at school—”

“There’s nothing, I told you. I think it’s a really good idea. But . . . oh . . .” Ivy’s face suddenly crumpled.

“What is it?”

“Are there like . . . spiders in Aunt Ruth’s home? Because Hannah, from my class, went to a resort near Cooperton, and she saw a spider the size of a tennis ball. And you know I can’t sleep if there might be spiders around me . . .”

Kate watched her daughter, love and tenderness tugging at her heart. It was easy to forget. A thirteen-year-old sometimes seemed so mature, and more so in Ivy’s case—a girl who knew a lot more than others about how violent and unpredictable the world could be. But even though Ivy had had to grow up fast, she was still a child. And for her, big spiders were a real concern, even as they talked about her missing relative. Kate was suddenly grateful that Ivy was worried about spiders. It made her feel like she hadn’t messed up; Ivy could still be a child, one who trusted her mother to protect her from creepy-crawlies, or tend to her if she felt bad, or hug her at night if she had a nightmare.

Possibly she was reading a lot into it. She’d been missing Ivy quite a lot in the past week.

“There are no spiders in Aunt Ruth’s house,” she said, grinning.

“Promise?”

“I’ll ask her to make sure, okay? Especially in your room.”

“Okay.” Ivy’s shoulders relaxed. “Then I think it’s a great idea. Do I need to pack a bag? What should I take? Should I pack my bedsheets? Maybe we should take the pancake mix. I could make pancakes for everyone in the morning. That’ll be nice, right?”

Kate exhaled in relief as Ivy prattled on. She knew it wasn’t an ideal solution, but she’d spent long enough away from her daughter. She needed Ivy by her side.
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Chapter 26

Kate managed to get to the Cooperton police station only late in the afternoon. She’d left Ivy at Aunt Ruth’s place, along with their hurriedly packed bags and the two confused, yet cheerful, hounds. She’d messaged with Lopez earlier, knowing that of the two detectives, he was the one who had a softer spot for her. She said she wanted to meet up, to see if they could use additional K-9 assistance. He told her that Gibson had assigned them the room in which they’d met the day before.

Three whiteboards were now positioned along the left side of the room—their surfaces covered in taped photos and maps, as well as scribbled annotations. Colette stood by the farmost one, taping something to it, a frown on her face. Fisher and Caldwell were sitting by the table, both talking on the phone, covering their free ears with their hands to hear better, their voices intermingling into a chaotic jumble. But most importantly, the holy grail of police work sat on a desk by the window. Or rather—the holy pot. The coffeepot. It was half full, and Kate beelined to it. She filled a cup and sipped from it, the relief of caffeine coursing through her veins. Somehow, in her hectic day, she’d skipped her usual noontime coffee.

She walked over to Colette. Up close, she could see that the whiteboard Colette was working on was focused on the forensic evidence. While the other two whiteboards had Post-its and scrawled, half-intelligible notes in multiple colors, Colette’s whiteboard was a pure manifestation of order and symmetry. The photos and printouts were aligned perfectly, each page taped at its four corners. The annotations on it were all in the same handwriting, which was so precise and clear it could have been a computer font.

“Hey,” Kate said.

“Marino, good,” Colette said without even looking at her. “Hold this photo.”

Kate stepped forward and held the aforementioned photograph to the whiteboard with her free hand. It displayed a white flower with a bright yellow crown.

Colette stepped back and eyed it critically. “Turn it a bit clockwise . . . A bit more . . . No, go back . . . Slowly, Marino. Now clockwise again . . . Hold there.”

Kate obediently held it as Colette taped each of the corners to the board.

“What is that?” Kate asked.

“That’s a mountain aven,” Colette said, writing its name underneath it. “This is the flower whose petals we found lodged in Mabel Sutton’s shoe.”

“Where does it grow?”

“Among other places, in the Frederick R. State Park,” Colette said. She pointed at a photo that lay on the conference table. It displayed a rocky slope with dozens of similar flowers. “Here, see? This photo was taken north of Cooperton, just a couple of miles up Route 3.”

“Oh,” Kate said, disappointed. “That doesn’t help us at all.”

“I disagree. First of all, we found no hint of it anywhere near the primary or secondary crime scenes. And furthermore, it’s a wildflower not likely to be found in Concord, where Mabel had lived before. It’s a flower that typically belongs to the White Mountains here. So she was killed in a different part of the park, after being taken from Concord.”

“I see.” Kate scrutinized the other photos—the pictures of the bodies, the bloodstain, the boot prints, the tire tracks in the dry mud. “I assume those are the tire tracks you mentioned yesterday?”

“Yes. We received an answer from the expert. This track belongs to a Michelin Defender LTX A slash T2 tire. The tire groove difference is consistent with Toyota 4Runners, Jeep Cherokees, and Nissan Pathfinders.” The same models were written underneath the photo in Colette’s immaculate handwriting. “So . . . an SUV. Matching what that teacher told you.”

“That should be enough to start checking around,” Kate said.

“I talked to Lopez. He said that Gibson is on it.”

“Where is Lopez?”

“He is meeting with a possible lead in Concord,” Fisher said, joining them by the whiteboard. “Marino, good to see you. What are you doing here?”

“I talked to Lopez earlier. I told him I’d drop by, see if you need K-9 assistance.”

Fisher nodded. “Good of you. No need of that at the moment.”

Kate sipped from her coffee. “So . . . what kind of lead is Lopez following?”

Fisher looked at her, unblinking. “It might not be relevant.”

“Still . . . what is it?”

“You know, Marino, talking to you, I find it ironic that the term for someone who refuses to let go is like a dog with a bone.”

“How is that ironic?” Colette asked.

“Because Marino is like a dog with a bone,” Fisher said. Seeing Colette’s blank stare, he sighed. “And she’s a K-9 officer. With dogs.”

“That’s not ironic,” Colette said. “It would have been more ironic if Marino hated dogs. Or if she was a cat.”

“Besides, my dogs let go of bones if I tell them to,” Kate added.

Fisher seemed like he was deeply missing Lopez. “Well, I find it ironic.”

“Any progress with the two victims?” Kate asked.

Fisher motioned her over to the whiteboard in the middle. It had three photos on top. Two were the photos of the dead victims, Mabel Sutton and Jasmine Robbins. The third was the photo of Alice, the same one that Noelle had used for the flyers. Their names were scrawled beneath them, as well as their ages. Below it was a timeline. Whoever had drawn it was definitely not Colette—the line bent in the middle, and the distance between the dates marked on it was not to scale with the line’s length. The first date was Jasmine’s disappearance, the 13th of September, 2024. Fisher pointed at it.

“Jasmine Robbins went to see a client in a motel in Rochester and never came back. His name was James Smith, which we assume is fake. He paid for the room in cash, and the motel security camera footage from that time is long gone. Jasmine’s sister got the email from her on the 24th of September.” He pointed. The timeline before and after that date was highlighted in red. “This is the time-of-death range. So like we said, we don’t know if the message was received before or after her death. This morning we talked to one of the girls who worked with her. Rochester PD is trying to locate her pimp. So far, no luck.”

He moved his finger along the timeline to the next date—March 18, 2025. “Mabel Sutton. Went to see a client in Concord. Never came back. The client’s name was Richard Smith. Our guy isn’t imaginative with his fake names. Paid in cash. This motel doesn’t keep security footage for more than twenty-four hours, and it’s intentional. Three weeks later, Mabel’s friend gets that recorded phone call from her. As you can see, again, the time of death was either before or after it, but Caldwell thinks that the killer first delivers the message and then kills his victim, a few days later at the most. Mabel’s pimp was arrested for drug trafficking six weeks ago and has been incarcerated ever since. He isn’t our guy. We’re planning on dropping by to visit him tomorrow, see if he has anything interesting to say about the mysterious Richard Smith.”

The door opened, and Lopez stepped inside, his face grim. He placed his briefcase on the table, rummaged in it, and withdrew a photo. Then he marched around the table and joined Fisher and Kate by the whiteboard.

“We have another one,” he said. “Colette, can you bring your tape over here?” He held the photo against the whiteboard, positioning it between Alice and Mabel. It showed a young woman sitting on a couch, staring at the camera, unsmiling. It contrasted oddly with the other three photos, which were all photographed outside, and clearly aimed to flatter the women in them. The woman in this photo looked as if she’d rather be anywhere other than that couch.

Colette came over. “Turn it clockwise a bit.”

“Just tape the picture,” Lopez said.

She pursed her lips and did as he asked. Never had tape been so passive-aggressively applied.

“This is Riley Martin,” Lopez said. “I went over all the missing person cases in the area and talked to the officers assigned to them. Riley Martin was reported missing in Concord five weeks ago. Her mother just got a recorded message to her email this Tuesday. Same as the others. She’s being taken care of, she’s getting better, all that.”

“Does she fit the profile of the others?” Fisher asked.

“Arrested twice for solicitation,” Lopez said. “Disappeared after going to meet a client. Richard Johnson.”

“Where did you get the photo?” Kate asked, looking at the unsmiling woman.

“It was the only recent photo her mother had of her,” Lopez said.

“Five weeks ago, according to the timeline, Mabel was still alive.” Kate pointed. “He might have kept them together.”

“Good point,” Lopez said. He drew a squiggly line between Mabel and Riley, and scrawled above it Kept together?

Caldwell joined them. “If she got the message two days ago, Riley Martin could be dead by now. Or if not, he’s likely to kill her very soon. Then he might want to bury her in the same spot. We should have someone watching the grave site.”

“If he’s a local, he’ll know that we found the grave site. I doubt he’d return there,” Kate said.

“And I intend to find him before he kills another woman, not after,” Lopez added.

“Still,” Caldwell said. “Better to be sure.”

“I’ll talk to Gibson,” Fisher said. “Arrange a stakeout.”

“Three women now,” Kate said. “All of them prostitutes. Why did he also target Alice?”

“We still don’t know for sure if he did target her,” Lopez said. “We have nothing definitive to point to that.”

“It’s possible that it was a spur-of-the-moment decision,” Fisher said. “He might have returned to the grave site and spotted Alice there, alone. And decided to grab her.”

“Grabbing Alice was a risky move,” Caldwell said. “I don’t think he would have done it on a whim. It’s more likely that he targeted her beforehand. I wouldn’t be surprised if he stalked her awhile before abducting her.”

“Why?” Kate asked.

“I’m still working on his profile, trying to figure out his motivation. There’s definitely a sadistic power fantasy there. Something in Alice might have triggered it for him.”

Kate swallowed, looking away from the photos of the four girls. She returned to Colette’s evidence board, scrutinizing it.

“Kate.” Lopez approached her. “We’re on top of this. We’ll find him. And if we need K-9 assistance, I’ll contact you, okay?”

Kate stared at the whiteboard, not hearing him. There was something there. Something that tied the pieces together. Right now it seemed so random. He grabbed victims, took them somewhere in the woods. And then he tortured them, killed them . . .

“Caldwell,” she said. “What do you usually see in torture victims?”

Lopez cleared his throat. “Kate, maybe it’s better if you don’t—”

“Burn marks?” Kate said. “Cuts? Fingernails torn off?”

Caldwell groaned. “Yes. And worse. The mind of a serial killer can conjure quite perverse violent acts.”

“But there’s nothing like this here, right? Sutton’s body doesn’t look like she went through horrific torture.”

“She was stabbed numerous times. And strangled,” Lopez said.

“And Robbins’s ankle was crushed,” Fisher added.

“Crushed,” Kate said. “Something metallic snapped shut on her ankle. That’s a weird and elaborate form of torture.”

“Like I said,” Caldwell said. “The mind of a serial killer—”

“A bear trap could do that,” Colette said. “Or a wolf trap. Like the old-fashioned type.”

“That’s possible,” Lopez said.

Kate’s heart was racing. She almost had it.

A wolf trap.

Squashed flower petals in the victim’s shoe, as if she was walking in the woods just before she died.

Mabel’s body had scratches on her lower legs, her ankles, on her palm. Kate had similar scratches often, the last time just a week before, after chasing those men in the woods.

Long circular penetrations in Mabel’s—

“The wounds in Mabel’s back,” she blurted. “Could they be arrows? Maybe . . . crossbow bolts?”

For a few seconds no one said anything.

“What?” Lopez finally asked.

“Crossbow bolts,” Kate repeated. “Listen. Mabel had scratches on her legs and ankles, as if maybe she was running in the woods, through thorny underbrush. I sometimes have to run after my dogs through thorns, and I can tell you, my legs don’t look great afterward. If she fell while running and braced her fall with her hands, that would explain the gash on her palm. And Jasmine had markings as if she stepped in a wolf trap, right? That’s a strange way to torture someone. It’s more likely she stepped in a trap, while she was, say, running through the woods. And those circular penetration wounds. In a directly perpendicular angle to the body, which is unusual. What if she wasn’t stabbed by a long sharp object? What if she’d been shot with it, in her back, while she was running away?”

A long silence settled over the room.

“But if that’s the case,” Fisher said. “Then the killer wasn’t torturing the victims at all.”

“No,” Kate said. “He was hunting them.”
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Chapter 27

“We’ll have a good view from the hilltop,” his father said, breathing hard. “The wind’s good as well.”

The boy was too out of breath to respond, his pack’s straps chafing his shoulders. He wished they’d stop and rest, but he didn’t want to disappoint Dad. He’d overheard his parents talking about him the week before. “He spends all summer in his room, eating sweets and reading those goddamn books,” Dad had said. “Of course he’s fat and out of shape.”

This was the third weekend this summer that Dad had taken him hunting. They hadn’t caught anything the day before, and Dad was in a rotten mood when they returned. They caught nothing because of him. He moved too slowly, talked too loud, fidgeted all the time when they were on the lookout for prey.

He resolved to do better today.

Still, as they climbed, Dad kept stopping to wait for him. He tried to walk faster, but his pack was dragging him back, and he slipped on the pebbles, and scraped his knee, which now hurt with every step he took. Whenever Dad stopped to look at him, he’d clench his jaw, and breathe out of his nostrils, saying nothing.

Finally, to his relief, Dad said, “This is a good spot.” He sat down, leaning against a large rock.

The boy sat next to him. His throat was parched, but he was worried that maybe he wasn’t supposed to drink right now. It was difficult to guess what he should do and what he shouldn’t. And more often than not, he did the wrong thing. To his relief, Dad pulled the water bottle from his own pack. The boy did the same, fumbling the bottle open, taking a large swig. Too fast. Now he was coughing, spluttering water. His father glanced at him, and he wilted under the stare. He took a few more sips, slower this time. Then he screwed the cap back on, slid the bottle into his pack.

They sat and waited.

Before he began hunting with his dad, he’d assumed that hunting meant they’d be doing a lot of shooting. He’d imagined exciting moments—running through the trees, chasing a herd of deer, taking shots and reloading as they moved. The way Dad talked about hunting, it sounded thrilling. Dad had so many hunting stories, each one crazier than the last.

But what he didn’t realize was that the exciting moments, if they even happened, took mere seconds. And in between, there was a lot of walking, and a lot of waiting. Hours and hours, just staring, waiting for movement. And it wasn’t like he could read a book or play on his Nintendo. He had to stay on the lookout.

For what felt like an eternity.

“There,” his dad suddenly whispered. He raised his binoculars.

“Where?” the boy asked, looking at the tree line. He saw nothing.

“Speak more softly. See that large tree over there?” Dad pointed. “Just above it. There’s a buck. He’s a beauty.” He handed the binoculars to the boy.

The boy put the binoculars to his eyes. He had no idea which large tree his dad was talking about. All the trees were pretty much the same. He saw nothing.

“You see him, right?”

“Yes.” He didn’t.

“A bit too far to take a shot. We need to wait. But I think there’s a good chance he’ll come our way. Hand me the binoculars.”

The boy gave him the binoculars. When his dad peered through them, the boy tried to estimate where he was looking. He stared in the same direction and saw the same forest. For a quick second he thought he spotted the buck. No, it was just a tree trunk.

“It’s exciting, right?” Dad smiled at him. “We’re stalking him, like men did for thousands of years. You, feel it, right?”

The boy nodded.

“First time I went hunting, I couldn’t believe it,” Dad said. “It’s evolution. Nature made us this way, it made hunting so addictive, so irresistible. For men, at least. Women aren’t the same way. Evolution programmed them differently. Maybe they get their thrills from nagging, and buying shoes.” He chuckled.

The boy grinned hesitantly. For once, he felt his dad’s approval.

“There, see? He’s already moving toward us.” He handed the boy the binoculars and then reached for his rifle.

“Oh good.”

“You feel it? That feeling of anticipation?” Dad was looking through his scope.

“Uh-huh.”

He finally located the buck with the binoculars. It was moving slowly through the woods, looking around it every few steps. The boy mostly just felt anxious. If Dad missed the buck, it would probably be because of him. Because he talked too loudly and scared it, or because he accidentally shifted and jostled his dad as he took the shot.

Suddenly, the buck raised his head.

“Oh shit,” Dad muttered.

The buck seemed to be listening, and then it bolted away, disappearing from sight.

Something thrashed in the undergrowth, not far from them. The boy could hear it.

“Must be some dumb hiker,” Dad said. “They scared it off.”

Sure enough, just a few seconds later, a person emerged from the thick foliage. A girl.

The boy put the binoculars to his eyes. She was dressed in a short black T-shirt and jeans, and had a small pack on her back. She swept her long black hair aside as she looked behind her. As if she was checking to see if someone was following her.

“Huh. That’s Frank Simmons’s kid,” Dad grunted. “That girl sure loves these woods.”

The boy stared at her through the binoculars. She had a dark bruise on her chin, which only seemed to make her face seem more delicate. She stopped, took out a water bottle, and drank from it, a single drop trickling down her cheek.

He had seen her at school, but back there, she’d caught him staring at her and asked him what the hell he was looking at. He’d blushed and turned his head and hadn’t dared to look at her since.

But she couldn’t see him looking at her right now. She didn’t know he was there. Just like that buck hadn’t known.

He kept looking at her as she screwed the cap on her bottle, put it back in her bag. Then she glanced around her again, and for a second gazed straight at him. His heart skipped a beat.

But she couldn’t see him.

Then, hefting the bag on her shoulder, she started walking again.

“Well,” his dad said. “I guess we’ll have to move. That girl spooked everything around here.”

“Okay.” The boy put away the binoculars in a daze.

“What are you smiling about?” his dad asked.

“Huh? Nothing.” He quickly looked away.

“Heh.” His dad chuckled and thumped the boy’s shoulder. “She’s a pretty girl, huh?”

“I guess.”

“You guess, huh?” Dad thumped his shoulder again.

The boy grinned. He had no idea why, but he was making his dad happy, and that was good enough for him.

They trudged through the woods for an hour until they found a new spot. And they waited. But this time, the boy didn’t get bored.

He kept imagining Frank’s girl walking through the woods below them. Unaware that he was looking at her. Other girls too. There were a lot of girls in his class that he liked looking at. Like Ella, who sat in front of him, whose neck was really white and slender. And Lauren, who lived down the street from them, whom he once glimpsed through her house window, in pink pj’s. And Nicky, who always smelled of bubble gum. They all roamed the woods as he watched them, invisible from his lookout perch.

“There,” his dad whispered. “There’s a doe over there, by the creek. Do you see it?”

“Yeah,” he answered. His heart was beating fast. The creek shimmered in the sunlight. He imagined Frank’s daughter dipping her bare feet in it as he looked at her.

“This time we’re going to get it. Do you feel it? Isn’t it great?”

“I feel it,” the boy said, his body thrumming with excitement. “I feel it.”
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Chapter 28

Riley could definitely feel the progress they were making with the window’s bars. The entire grid was moving back and forth now, a series of grooves scraped into the windowsill. The rightmost bar, the one that had been a bit loose to start with, was now practically at the edge.

She and Alice were frantically taking turns, her earlier caution forgotten. The hell with blisters. Just a bit more . . .

Clunk.

. . . and they’d be out.

“My turn,” Alice said.

“It’s okay, I got this,” Riley said, flush with excitement. She pulled it all the way back, the iron scraping at the wood, a sound that she now found almost musical. Outside, the night’s air beckoned, crisp and fresh and free. She grunted, thrusting it forward . . .

Clunk.

“When we get out,” Alice said. “We can talk to my mother’s cousin. Kate. She’s a cop.”

Riley glanced at Alice, raising an eyebrow.

“She’s cool. It’s safe to ask her for help,” Alice said.

“Well, first we need to get out,” Riley said.

Breathing hard, she leaned against the bars with all her weight, feet scrabbling at the floor, just pushing . . . pushing . . .

With a wrench and shudder, the bars jerked forward.

“You did it!” Alice said.

Riley grinned wildly, looking at them. The rightmost bar was now loose from the windowsill below. Now she could probably push it farther from the wall, create a gap they could slither through. She pushed hard . . .

It didn’t budge.

“It’s not moving,” Riley gasped.

Alice peered at the top of the window. “It’s still firmly wedged in there,” she said. “Maybe we need to get a few additional bars loose. It should be easier now.”

“Yeah,” Riley said. She tried to pull the bar back. It wouldn’t go back either. “It’s stuck.” She inspected it closely. When she’d pushed it off the windowsill, the metal bar had dropped a bit—maybe half an inch. Now she couldn’t pull it back to the groove it had been in.

“Let me try,” Alice said.

Riley moved aside, feeling spent. Alice yanked at it, then tried to push it. It didn’t move.

“We have to get it back,” Riley said, her heart thudding. “He’ll notice it protruding.”

“It . . . won’t . . . move!” Alice grunted, her face turning red with effort.

“Try to lift it and then pull it,” Riley said.

“That’s . . . what I’m doing . . .”

A sudden sound made them both freeze. The crunching of tires on the gravel road, the hum of a distant engine. He was coming.

“Shit!” Alice panted.

“Move aside. Let me grab it too. We’ll do it together,” Riley blurted, shouldering Alice out of the way.

The gap in the window made it almost impossible, but they both managed to grab the iron bar.

The engine sounded much closer. In the distance, Riley could see dim lights approaching. A car’s headlights.

“On three, we lift it.” Riley gritted her teeth. “One . . . two . . . three!”

She pulled the iron bar as hard as she could, eyes shut with effort. Alice was grunting beside her. Riley kept yanking, also trying to pull the bar toward her, praying to God that it would move . . .

With an earsplitting scrape, it slid into the groove and back into place. Just as the twin headlights came into view, shining their lights straight at them.

“Did he see?” Alice blurted as they scrabbled back from the window.

“I don’t know.” Riley panted. “Your face is completely flushed, he can’t see you this way, he’ll know something is wrong. How is my face?”

“I don’t know,” Alice said, her voice rising, panicky. “You look a bit sweaty.”

A lock clicked, the front door opened.

“It’ll be fine,” Riley hissed, far from convinced. “Go to the bathroom. Now!”

Alice scrambled to the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. Riley dove to her cot and sat on it as if she’d been there all along. Over the weeks she’d spent in this room, Riley had learned that he was happiest when they were on their cots as he opened the door. He liked for his possessions to be in their place, and the cots were their place.

Some cabinets in the adjacent room opened and closed. Then the padlock on their door rattled. The door opened. He stood in the doorway, a gray bucket in his hand, a satisfied grin smeared on his face.

“I’m back,” he said.

“It’s good to see you,” Riley said. “You’ve been gone a long while. Alice just went to the bathroom.”

“Look what I got.” He raised the bucket in his hand.

Riley got up from her cot and walked over to him, trying to appear relaxed when she drew close to him. The bucket was full of water, and in the water were four large fish. One of them flipped, water splashing as it flicked its tail.

“Oh wow, those are huge,” Riley said.

“Right?” He beamed. “The biggest one is probably three pounds. We’re going to have an amazing dinner tonight.”

“That’s great news, I was just getting hungry.” She felt nauseated, her gut twisting. She wasn’t sure she could eat anything right now.

“Hey, Alice!” he called. “Get out here, come see what I got us.”

“Coming! One minute,” Alice called through the door. The toilet flushed, and then they heard the sound of water running as Alice supposedly washed her hands. Riley held her happy grin in place, peering at the fish as if they were the best things she’d ever seen.

The door opened, and Alice stepped out. Still flushed, though not as much as before. Would he notice something was awry? Was it possible that he’d already seen them yanking the bars, and was now simply toying with them?

“Hi, welcome back!” Alice said, with a rigid smile. She walked over and peered down at the bucket. “Oh wow! I love fish. My dad makes really great fish on the grill.”

An instant tension coiled in his body. Riley could have throttled the girl. You didn’t mention boyfriends or ex-boyfriends, you didn’t mention dads, you preferably didn’t mention any other men at all.

Alice was getting better at handling him. But she was far from a pro.

“The last time you made fish they practically melted in my mouth,” Riley said.

He relaxed a bit.

“Sorry I wasn’t around,” he said. “But I intend to be here a lot more going forward.”

Riley nodded. She couldn’t get any words out.

“First things first,” he said. “I’ll go fry these, and tomorrow, I have a surprise for you.” He looked straight at Riley as he said it.

She forced herself to remain relaxed. “What’s the surprise?” she asked.

“I’ve been really happy with your progress,” he said. “I think we can both feel that you’re much better. When you first came here . . . you were a mess. Willing to do anything for your next fix. Hardly able to talk. But I helped you get through it all.”

Riley didn’t react to his rewriting of her history. Sure, whatever you say.

“And now look at you,” he continued. “I think it’s time for you to take the next step on your journey to a better life. I was thinking you and I could go for a walk in the woods. I’m sure you’re tired of these four walls.” He chuckled. “What do you think?”

“If you really think it’s time,” Riley said, cold dread spreading throughout her body.
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Chapter 29

Kate turned the knob of Ruth’s front door, opened it a fraction, then froze.

From within the house, she heard Frank’s familiar voice. “. . . tugged once . . . twice, the fish yanked back, nearly tore the rod from my hands. I could tell this wasn’t some small yellow perch. No, girl, this was a big one. A good fisherman knows what he snagged just by the tug, and this was a northern pike, no doubt about it.”

When her father told stories, the cadence of his speech would change. It would rise and fall with his tales, luring his listeners in, as if they were the fish themselves. This was what people loved about him. He was the town’s most popular handyman, could fix pretty much anything. And when people would invite him over, he’d show up with a smile, a spark in his eye, and a funny story or tale about his army days, or his onetime music tour, or about a hunting trip that took a turn. He never ran out of yarns. As a little girl, Kate had loved it when he told stories, drinking in every word.

Later, she’d learned to hate his tales. They weren’t always about fish. Sometimes they were about silly accidents and mishaps that explained her latest bruise.

She stepped inside, shutting the door behind her silently. A bark sounded off, followed by the scrabbling of paws on the tiled floor. So much for getting inside unnoticed. Nero appeared, moving at approximately five hundred miles per hour. He let out a flurry of excited barks as he rushed over to her, then circled back, disappearing from sight, then returning yet again. Bella joined him on his third round, wagging her tail.

“Okay, okay, quiet,” Kate said, crouching by the dogs, scratching their heads. “Yes, I know, I’m here, it’s very exciting.”

She took off her muddy boots and walked over to the dining room, flanked by the dogs on either side. Frank sat at the table, and Ivy sat right next to him. On the other side were Ruth and Noelle. Two pizza boxes sat on the table, one empty, the other one with three slices left.

“Hi, Katey.” Ruth got up and gave Kate a hug. “Frank bought us all pizza. We left a few slices for you.”

“With pepperoni,” Frank said. “Just how you like it.”

“Thanks,” Kate said. She half wanted to say that she wasn’t really hungry. And that she didn’t like pepperoni on pizza anymore. Except she was famished, and of course she still liked pepperoni on pizza. Even Frank couldn’t ruin that.

“Grandpa was just telling me about a fish he caught,” Ivy said.

“Oh yeah?” Kate smiled at her daughter, avoiding Frank’s eyes. She sat down next to Noelle and touched her arm lightly. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Noelle said, her eyes hollow. “Any news?”

Noelle obviously knew there wasn’t any real news. But she was yearning for something, anything at all.

Kate sighed. “Nothing solid. But I was there the entire afternoon, and trust me, they’re doing everything they can.”

It was true. She’d seen Lopez and Fisher coordinate the stakeout at the grave site, then work with the local police forces in Concord and Rochester, following leads on the missing girls. Lopez had gone to check if the school had security cameras that had maybe caught the dark SUV that David had told Kate about. Agent Caldwell was still looking into other murders that might be related to the same killer.

But so far, they still had almost nothing to show for it. Just a theory, a possible vehicle, a flower name, a handful of fake aliases the killer had used.

And Kate couldn’t shake what Caldwell had said. The next victim was about to die soon; perhaps she was dead already. Maybe the killer was hunting her through the forest right now, chasing her with his crossbow. And then? Would Alice be next?

Bella and Nero both curled up by her side. She absentmindedly caressed them with her sock-clad feet, taking strength from their calm and affection.

“I should get home,” Noelle said, her voice quivering. “Jamie and Harry are waiting for me.”

“The pizza I got for them is in the kitchen, don’t leave it here,” Frank said.

“Right, thanks, Frank.” Noelle got up and left the room. A few seconds later, the front door opened and shut with a quiet click.

Frank let out a long breath. “Poor woman. It’s difficult for all of us, but for her . . .” He shook his head.

“Thanks for helping today, Vivi.” Ruth walked over to Ivy and caressed her head. She looked at Kate. “She was fantastic. Helped me with the dishes and showed Noelle how to work better with Instagram and TikTok. And Jamie was here earlier, so she played with him and kept him busy.”

Ivy smiled bashfully at the praise. “I didn’t do anything special,” she mumbled, lowering her eyes.

“You kidding?” Frank said. “You were great. I could instantly tell that you’re a true Simmons girl. In our family, we all stick together when a crisis hits. We look out for each other, and help each other, just like you did today. You’re a good girl, Vivi.”

Kate gritted her teeth, saying nothing.

“Thanks, Grandpa,” Ivy said.

“I mean, look at your mother,” Frank continued. “Coming here every day to help with her dogs. It’s exactly the same. That’s what family is. How our parents taught us, right, Ruthie? Back when we were younger?”

Kate could see what was coming. It was a segue to Frank’s favorite story. The one Kate had heard dozens of times, told in family dinners, or to friends over coffee, and once or twice, even to strangers while he was standing in line in the supermarket.

“You know,” Frank told Ivy. “When your aunt was fifteen, she was drop-dead gorgeous. Almost as much as she is now.”

Ruth rolled her eyes.

“She turned a lot of heads here in Cooperton. Including Bill Lozano’s. Kids in our school nicknamed him Wacko Bill, because he wasn’t exactly right in the head. But never to his face.”

Ivy winced. Yeah, Wacko Bill was far from a politically correct nickname, the kind of thing that could get one canceled. But back in Frank’s days, it was par for the course.

“Wacko Bill was held back three times at school,” Frank said. “So he was already shaving in sixth grade. By the time we’re talking about, he was tall, probably six four.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Frank, he was never that tall,” Ruth said.

But Kate knew that over the years, just like the fish in Dad’s tales, Wacko Bill had grown, becoming taller and wider. She wanted to interrupt him, to say that it was time for Ivy to go to bed, but she found herself listening, the story tugging at her, a memory from the better part of her childhood. She liked this story, she realized. It made her imagine her father as someone else. Someone better.

Frank shrugged, winking at Ivy. “Well, I never measured him, but he was a monolith. And he followed your aunt Ruthie around, even grabbing her once or twice. She tried to tell him that she wasn’t interested, but he’d just grin at her. Now, your aunt knew that if I, or our dad, heard about it, we’d do something stupid, so she kept it quiet. She thought she could handle him. But I heard about it anyway. So I went to Wacko Bill, and I told him to leave my sister alone. Wacko Bill pushed me, and I slammed him against the school lockers so hard—”

Kate mouthed the words as her father said them. “—that one was left with a Frank-shaped dent.”

Ivy was drinking it up, her eyes wide. Kate could see Frank’s charm working on her daughter, and she hated it. She should stop it.

But she didn’t.

“Wacko Bill told me that we’d meet after school, in the back field, to talk about it. Kids whispered that I was a dead man walking. My friend Jeremy, whose father was an attorney, asked me if I wanted to quickly write down a will. Your aunt wanted me to run and hide. But I knew that if I did that, he would keep following her and grabbing her. And I wasn’t about to let that happen. Like I told you, that’s what family is. So I waited until the end of school, and I went to the back field. All the kids in school were there, all gathered to see the final moments of Frank Simmons. And Wacko Bill was waiting for me, his sleeves rolled up. He told me how he was about to crush me into pulp . . .” Frank paused, stretching out the silence, as he always did.

“What did you do?” Ivy asked breathlessly.

“I marched right up to him and smashed my forehead into his nose while he was still talking. I felt it crunch, and blood poured down onto his shirt. Now, a broken nose hurts like nothing else, so Wacko Bill was paralyzed with pain. Then I kicked him in the balls, and he toppled over. I swear, when he fell, I could sense the earth quaking. And then I hit him over and over until he promised to leave your aunt alone. Because I wasn’t going to let anybody mess with my sister.”

There it was. The Simmons personal tale of David versus Goliath. Ivy smiled at Frank, and he leaned, his hand stretching toward her cheek—

Kate shot to her feet. “Don’t,” she snapped.

Bella and Nero scrambled to their feet as well, and Nero growled, sensing that something was wrong, that Kate’s heart was racing, that there was danger nearby.

Frank blinked at Kate and let his hand drop. “What?”

Bella barked loudly. Kate shook her head once, holding his gaze, her jaw clenched.

Ivy stared at her, confused. “Mom?”

“Frank, Ivy and Kate had a long drive, and they’re tired,” Ruth said, her voice clipped. “I think we’ll all get ready for bed.”

“Right,” Frank finally said. “Bed.” He stood up.

Nero growled again.

“Nero, quiet,” Ivy said sharply.

Nero kept his eyes on Frank, his hackles raised. Frank took a step back and cleared his throat.

“Thanks, Ruthie, I should really be getting to bed myself,” he said. “It’s been really nice to finally meet you, Vivi. I hope I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I hope so too,” Ivy said.

He turned to Kate and gave her a tight-lipped smile. “Kate, nice seeing you too.”

Kate didn’t say anything. She didn’t trust her voice right then.

Frank turned around and left. When she heard the front door shut, Kate finally managed to unclench her fists. Nero let out a confused whine.

“Right,” Kate said, her voice hoarse. “Vivi, can you show me where you put my stuff? I really feel like a long shower.”
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Chapter 30

The wheels of Kate’s car crunched over the pebbles as she pulled it to the shoulder of the road. She turned off the engine, stepped outside, and opened the passenger door for Nero, letting him out. She looked around her, recognizing the general area. She was near the location that Colette had guided her to—the place where the photo of the mountain aven flowers had been taken.

The Frederick R. State Park was over 35,000 acres, and presumably the mountain avens grew in numerous areas. There was no reason to assume that this was the place where Mabel Sutton had been hunted and murdered. But Kate was hoping that if she saw the flowers for herself, it would spark her memory. She’d roamed these woods endlessly as a teenager. She knew them better than almost anyone. If she could only map the areas in which the flower grew, maybe they would have something to work with.

It was a long shot, but at the moment, there was nothing else she could do.

She put on Nero’s harness and hooked his lead on. Then she shouldered her backpack and strode forward.

The evening before had been . . . difficult. Ruth had been quiet, and Kate had no desire to broach the subject of Frank’s presence in the house. She knew she couldn’t demand that Ruth tell him to stay away. But she couldn’t let him get close to Ivy either.

And Ivy was obviously confused.

At some point in the span of Ivy’s thirteen years, Kate had dropped the ball, failing to explain her own childhood, and her relationship with her father, Ivy’s grandfather. But she had no idea when she’d been supposed to have done it. Ivy first asked her about her parents when she was four. And back then Kate had told her that her mother had died when she was young, but that her father, Frank, was still alive, though they weren’t in touch. Ivy wanted to meet him, and Kate explained that she and Frank didn’t get along, because he hadn’t been a very good father. “Why?” Ivy had asked. Why is generally a four-year-old’s favorite word in the world. But Kate had managed to gloss over it, changing the subject. As she did repeatedly over the years that followed.

And when Ivy was older, she demanded better answers. And Kate ended up telling her that Frank was a bad father, and that she didn’t want anything to do with him. And she especially didn’t want Ivy to have anything to do with him. They had Dolly in their lives, and that was enough. Maybe she should have done a better job then, but Ivy was a delicate girl. Kate had no idea how to explain the actual abuse to her without it resulting in anxiety and nightmares.

Ivy met Ruth and the Vega family every so often, and Kate imagined that they might have told her something about Frank too. But if they did, Ivy never mentioned it.

And now Ivy had met Frank. And Kate knew that when you met the charming, sober version of Frank, it was hard to imagine him being a bad father. Not to mention an abusive one. Maybe he had even taken the opportunity to tell Ivy his own version of events—that he was a strict father, and he regretted it now, but back then he thought he was doing what was best for Kate. In Frank’s stories, he was always the hero.

She paused and looked ahead of her. There. The slope was carpeted with white flowers. Nero raised his eyes to her, his tail giving a slight wag. She unshouldered her backpack, withdrew his water bowl, and poured some water into it. As he lapped from it, she took a swig herself.

She frowned at the landscape. The flowers didn’t remind her of anything. She tried to concentrate, to recall her days in the forest. She remembered sometimes picking flowers. Were these some of the flowers she picked? Maybe. They were pretty. She could imagine putting one in her hair as a child. But had she? She walked over to the closest one and inspected it.

Yes, it was a pretty flower. But that was all.

She sighed. Well, that was a bust. Maybe there was some sort of botanical report that she could—

The wind shifted. The sweet smell of dozens of flowers enveloped her.

And the memories came.

A rocky hill, with a lone twisted tree.

A forest clearing, the buzzing of insects all around her.

Lying on the grass under a starlit sky, the trees around her rustling in the wind.

And in each place, the sweet smell of these flowers. She didn’t recall their shape. But she would never forget their scent.

Heart thudding with excitement, she rummaged in her backpack, finding the map of the park. She spread it over the rocky ground. Where was her black marker . . . ? There! She retrieved it and uncorked it with her teeth. Scrutinizing the map, she tried to figure out the locations in her memories.

It wasn’t an easy task. As a girl, she’d almost never checked the map when she wandered in the woods. She’d just walk around. But she easily found the main brook she’d usually followed. And from it, she could trace the route that took her all over the park, to the locations that were now vibrant in her mind. Here, and here . . . and here . . .

She marked nine spots on the map. She wasn’t sure about most of them, but she could check them out.

Suppose the killer really hunted the girls in the woods. Kate suspected he would return to the same hunting ground with each of them—one he knew well. He’d want an area that was far from Cooperton, or from a hiking trail on which a random passerby might happen upon them. Three of the spots she marked didn’t apply, so she crossed them out.

He killed the girls and then buried them somewhere else. That meant he’d have to carry their bodies. And it was also likely that he’d want to get to his killing ground relatively easy. It had to be reasonably close to the road. A couple of the spots were over two miles from the road. She removed them as well.

Four spots left. Five, including this one.

She could visit each with Nero. See if he caught a scent. If maybe they could catch a trace of the killer.
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Chapter 31

Kate shuffled down a rocky slope with Nero, her eyes fixed on the ground ahead of her. The last thing she wanted was to trip and fall here, in the middle of nowhere. Pebbles had already tumbled under her feet once, nearly sending her sprawling. Nero traipsed down, as stable as a mountain goat, a fixed grin on his face. Show-off.

She was so busy not falling on her face that she didn’t raise her eyes to look around until they reached the bottom. And the familiarity made her dizzy.

Of course she knew this place. Knew it only too well.

Here was the stream where she would wash her face, fill up her bottle, and sometimes rest, the cold water soothing on her bare feet. If she followed the stream for a few miles, she’d reach the spot where it widened, becoming deep. She’d fished there several times with the rod her father had given her for her eighth birthday. Classic Frank gift: He’d bought her something that would make him happy, while all she had wanted was a doll that all her friends had. Then again, over the years, she’d been grateful for that fishing rod. Usually, when she sought shelter from her dad in the woods, she took some food with her, stuff she swiped in advance from home. But twice, when things were really bad, she fled to the woods without any rations. During those times, if she didn’t manage to catch fish, she wouldn’t eat.

And just there, at that grassy shore, she would sometimes set up her tent. Go to sleep with the sound of the gurgling stream, and the rustle of the leaves in the wind.

“Nero, come here,” she said. It was time for their break.

He trotted over to her, ears pricked, attentive. She unhooked the lead, then picked up a stick. She waved it in front of him. He snapped at it, and she pulled it back, a sudden spontaneous laugh bursting from her mouth.

“Too slow,” she said, and jumped back. She ran around a tree, Nero chasing her, then waved the stick in front of him again. This time, he managed to grab it and wrestle it from her grip while growling playfully. He ran with his trophy, and she chased him around until he leaped into the stream, splashing everywhere.

“You win,” she said, panting.

Nero splashed in the water for a bit, sneezed, then bounced out. He shook himself dry next to her, drenching her pants. Then he trotted aside and lay down to chew on his stick.

She felt . . . better. It was the first time she’d ever brought anyone here. Sure, Nero was, last time she checked, a dog. But he was her friend. And bringing him here let her perceive this spot from a different point of view.

She sat down and leaned against a tree, retrieving the water bottle from her backpack. She’d probably sat against this very tree several times over the years.

The first time her dad had truly hit her, she was six, or seven. She wasn’t sure which. He’d occasionally slapped her lightly before that, maybe smacking the back of her head, or her arm. But that time, he had punched her. The shock and pain were something different altogether. She’d tried to stick a pencil into an electrical socket. Her dad, who had been drinking, hadn’t noticed at first. When he finally realized what she was doing, he yelled at her, and pushed her away, and then . . .

Then she was on the floor, her ear ringing. Dad stood above her, fists clenched.

“Never play with electricity. You got that?” he asked, his voice slurring.

She nodded, still numb from shock.

In the days that followed, he told her repeatedly that he’d hit her because he was scared for her. She believed him. Only years later, playing it back in her mind, did she have a different thought. He’d yelled and pushed her away because he was scared for her. He’d punched her because he felt guilty for not noticing what she was doing sooner.

Back then, it seemed like a onetime thing. But a few months later, it happened again. And then again. It happened more and more often. Every few weeks. Every other week.

Every week.

As she grew older, he cursed as he hit her too. “Dumb bitch.” “Stupid cunt.” Always two words. One wasn’t enough.

When she was twelve, she ran to the woods one morning when he went after her. She only came home late in the evening. Dad, clearly hungover, asked her where she’d gone. He didn’t even remember what had happened. She went to the woods regularly. She packed a bag with a water bottle, and her pocketknife, and a few granola bars, and hid it in the shed outside, where she could grab it and run at a moment’s notice. Later, she added other things to her pack—a tent, a sleeping bag, a lighter. For her fourteenth birthday she asked Aunt Ruth for a large hiking backpack.

Sometimes she went to the woods as a preventive measure—like someone who took some vitamin C because they felt a cold coming on. Sometimes she bolted out of the house while her father was going after her, stumbling drunkenly, shoving furniture out of his way. Once, after a particularly vicious evening, she’d stayed in the woods for five days.

And this place, it was her favorite spot. Her shelter. She roamed the woods endlessly, but she always came back here. As far as she knew, no one else ever set foot there.

Did the killer ever come here? Did he hunt his victims in this spot? So far Nero hadn’t caught a fresh scent.

She was clenching her jaw tightly. The good feeling from before had evaporated. It was time to move on. She and Nero had to keep on searching.
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Chapter 32

He glanced at Riley several times during their drive. She was quiet, tense, her face pale. He felt a sudden tug of pity. He’d kept her in the cabin for her sake, but it was natural for her to be afraid now. How long since she’d been out? Weeks. It was no wonder that she was scared. After all, it was so easy to make a misstep in this world, and all the hard work she’d done these past weeks could be undone. She had to trust herself.

He parked the car at the usual site, well hidden from the road.

“Here,” he said. “There’s a nice trail going from here. And it leads to a really beautiful spot, you’ll like it.”

She nodded and swallowed. “Okay.” Her voice was hoarse. “A walk in the forest sounds really nice.”

He stepped out of the car and grabbed the bag and the rifle from the back. She stayed inside, her seat belt still buckled. As he approached her door, she glanced at him from the corner of her eye, reminding him of a rabbit catching a stray sound.

For some reason, his heart quickened with excitement. Why? They were just going for a nice walk.

He told himself he was simply excited for Riley. She was making such great progress.

Getting annoyed, he yanked her door open.

“You coming?” he asked.

She hurriedly unsnapped her belt and stepped out of the car. He slammed the door shut violently. His heart beat faster, anger and excitement intermingling.

It was just a walk in the woods.

“Come on,” he said, trying to control his voice.

It was time for Riley to start learning to trust herself again. And to show him that his trust in her was warranted.
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He was going to kill her. Riley was sure of it.

Why? Her mind screamed at her as she walked beside him, desperately trying to figure out a way to survive. Why did he want to kill her? Why now?

It had been just the same with Mabel, all that time ago. Seemingly out of nowhere, he’d taken her in his car. “A walk,” he’d called it back then as well. And then, Mabel was gone.

He knew. That was why. He knew they were trying to get away. He’d noticed them pulling at the bars. Or maybe he’d seen their flushed faces, their nervous behavior. He’d told them repeatedly that a good hunter saw every detail. And he prided himself on his hunting.

After all, hadn’t Mabel disappeared soon after he commented on the blisters on her palm?

He knew.

They walked deeper into the forest. She had to get away from him. Or maybe she should talk her way out of it. What if she told him that it was Alice who’d tried to pry the bars loose? He’d believe her, wouldn’t he? She’d known him for far longer than Alice.

She cleared her throat, tried to get the words out.

“It’s nice to be outside, right?” he said.

“Uh . . . yeah.” It would have been nice, the gentle wind on her face, the leaves dappling in the sun. But the thoughts of imminent danger clouded it all, her heart in her throat.

“You must have wanted to go out for so long.”

He knows.

“Listen,” she whispered.

“Just a second,” he said. “Nature calls. Should’ve gone to the bathroom before we left. Wait here, I’ll be right back.”

And to her astonishment, he walked back up the path and disappeared around the bend. Leaving her alone by herself.

She’d have no better chance.
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Kate and Nero had wandered this stretch of the woods for a while now, going back and forth. She remembered this place well. Once, probably when she was fifteen, or sixteen, she’d come here after the summer vacation ended. She and her father had gotten into an argument about something she was wearing, which ended with a sharp slap with the back of his hand. She fled to the woods before more could follow. There was a hill nearby, and she climbed to its summit and looked at the tops of the trees, their leaves a dazzling array of yellow, brown, and red—

A tug on the lead. Nero was pulling harder, his body moving intently forward, nose raised high. He was scenting something in the wind.

“Good boy,” Kate said. “Keep going.”

He turned to the left and led her toward the road. He definitely had a scent.
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Riley felt frozen, couldn’t move. Every second, she felt as if he might show up again, as if this was a test. Perhaps it was. Maybe the best thing she could do was wait.

Mabel had gotten along well with him. It hadn’t helped her.

A sudden gust of wind jolted her out of her paralysis. This opportunity wouldn’t last for long.

She bolted into the forest.
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He’d just gone to empty his bladder. Hardly moved a few yards away, out of sight. And that was all it took.

She ran.

Everything that had come before was an act. She just couldn’t wait to get away from him. Fury erupted in his mind as he heard her scrabbling, fleeing into the trees.

Just like the times before. All these bitches were the same.

Well, she was about to learn that there was no getting away from him. He zipped his fly and turned around. He didn’t go blundering straight after her.

First, he listened. Watched for the movement in the foliage. There.

A stiffening in his crotch, excitement shooting through his body. Did she really think she was going to get away?

She had another think coming.

If she was smart, she’d try circling back to the road. But she’d soon find out that the slope was too steep. There weren’t many options for doing that. And no matter which one she took, he’d be there, waiting for her.

He moved through the woods, fast and silent, a hunter, tracking his prey. He was about to catch her. And then . . .

And then she would find out what happens to those who run.
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Riley ran, stumbling, falling, hands blocking her fall, blazing pain, and she was up and running again, deeper into the woods. She couldn’t hear him coming after her. She was getting away! She just had to be fast and get as much distance as she could between them. She veered to the right, getting off the trail, a thorny bush ripping at her sleeve.

Her breathing was ragged. She’d never been much for running, and the past weeks, when she’d been trapped in a tiny room, had ensured that she was completely out of shape. But she forced her muscles to move, beyond the burning pain of exhaustion, her lungs wheezing as she gulped for air, trees blurring past as she ran deeper and deeper into the forest.

The road. She had to get back to the road. Once she got to it, she could stop a passing car. They’d driven past dozens of cars on the way. All she needed was one to stop. She’d stand in the middle of the road, make sure it didn’t go past. This was her one chance. She wasn’t going to miss it.

She turned to the right again, trying to get her bearings. Was she facing in the direction of the road? What if she got turned around?

It didn’t matter. Just keep moving. Get farther and farther from him. She wasn’t going to end up like Mabel.

She ran, but the way was tricky—large rocks and thick tangled underbrush kept getting in her way, and the slope was too steep. She found herself shifting even more to the right than she’d intended.

Just keep going.
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He moved to a higher vantage point, from which he could see the entire area. Crouching, hidden from sight, he watched and waited. Patience.

There. A movement, a flash of white cloth. Not too far. He knew where she was going now. A bird could spread its wings and fly. A doe could scale that steep slope and get away.

But a woman?

She had only one direction to move in.

He shouldered his rifle and ran.

He would grab her and then he would take her back . . .

Push her to the ground.

Drag her to the car . . .

Rip her clothes to shreds, bare her skin.

She would learn . . .

She would feel so good as he climbed on top of her, grabbing her hair, holding her down as she struggled.
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Nero moved even faster now, the lead stretching taut. Kate ran as fast as she could, trying to keep up with him, leaping over tree roots and bushes.

Was it a hiker? Or maybe just another officer, canvassing the woods, same as she was?

Or was it . . . him?

They emerged into a large rocky clearing, the ground dotted with clusters of white flowers. Mountain avens.

And then . . . movement.

A girl burst from the far end of the clearing, perhaps thirty yards away, looking frantically behind and around her. She spotted Kate, and her eyes widened.

It was the girl from the photo. Riley Martin.

“Help!” she screamed, running toward Kate. “Help!”
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A woman, with a dog. Riley couldn’t believe it. She ran toward them, tears blinding her.

“Help!” she screamed again.

“Riley!” the woman shouted.

Had she imagined it, or did this woman know her name?

The dog’s harness . . . Was this a police dog? Could this woman be looking for her?

Riley stumbled over a rock, managed to catch her balance, and kept running, tears of relief clouding her vision.
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Hidden in the trees, he stared, horrified, as Riley ran straight at Kate Marino.

How was she here?

How?

It didn’t matter. He had only seconds to act.

He unshouldered the rifle and raised it, holding his breath.

He’d once shot down a running doe from twice this distance.

His finger squeezed the trigger.
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A sharp sound ripped through the air. Something pushed Riley hard, knocking her down. She gasped in surprise. What had happened?

It didn’t matter. She had to move. Had to get going.

But her legs wouldn’t move. Her fingers scrabbled at the ground. She tried to scream but couldn’t, a coppery taste filling her mouth. Pain.

Nearly there. She just had to get a bit farther.

She was almost free.
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Chapter 33

Kate dropped to the ground as soon as she heard the shot. Riley was knocked off her feet. A sharp smell in the air. A large rock, not far away. Shelter. Kate crawled over to it, the pebbles and thorns scraping at her arms and knees.

“Nero, come here,” she said, breathing hard as she crawled. “With me.”

Nero instantly moved to her side, moved with her.

“Get down.”

He dropped to the ground, keeping low as he crawled with her. The underbrush hid them from the trees, but it wasn’t good enough. The shooter would still be able to see the movement. She braced for another shot, heart hammering hard, the world a tunnel of black with nothing but the rock at the far end. She kept moving, reached the rock and slid behind it. Nero kept close to her, protected by the shelter as well.

She drew her gun, her blood rushing in her ears. She forced herself to take deep, steady breaths, to clear her mind, to think.

She briefly checked Nero, verified that he was unharmed. Just one shot. Loud. A rifle? Where had the shot come from? She estimated that the sound had come from the tree line. The boulder currently sheltered her from that direction, but if the shooter moved along the tree line, he would inevitably manage to get an angle that would let him take them down. She listened.

Wind. Nero breathing. Her own heartbeat. A rasping, bubbling gasp, the sound of pebbles clacking—that was Riley. She was still alive.

Kate didn’t hear any movement in the trees. If he was moving toward her, he was careful and silent. She glanced at Nero. His ears were pricked, face attentive, and his attention was focused on the woods beyond the boulder. The wind was at their back, blowing the shooter’s scent away, but Nero’s ears were vastly better than hers. If he heard or smelled anyone moving around, he’d shift.

Carefully, she peered over the rock, gripping her gun, ready to take a shot.

There was Riley, crawling along the dirt, face caked with dirt and blood. Kate wanted to leap out of her shelter, drag Riley to relative safety. But if the killer shot her down, they’d all be dead. Beyond Riley, the tree line. No movement there, as far as Kate could see.

She took out her phone with her free hand and glanced at the screen. She had poor reception, but enough for a call. She dialed 911, hit the speaker button, and placed the phone by her side.

“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” A woman’s voice, calm and steady.

“This is Officer Kate Marino,” Kate said aloud. “From Manchester PD. Shots fired. I’m at Frederick R. State Park and need immediate assistance. I have a civilian down. The suspect is armed, probably with a rifle. I can’t see him, he’s hidden in the trees.”

“Do you have an exact location?” the dispatcher asked, her voice tight.

“Yes, stand by.” Kate tapped the screen, opening her SAR application. She’d used it throughout the day to monitor her movement through the woods, and it showed her current position, with the GPS coordinates on top. Kate read them out slowly and clearly, her eyes shifting from the tree line to Riley to Nero.

“Roger that, Marino, I’m sending backup to your location, as well as medical assistance. What’s your status?”

“I’m unhurt, and in cover. But I’ll need to get out of cover to help the civilian.”

“Stand by, don’t step out of cover.”

She briefly considered sending Nero at the shooter, following close behind him. Men often lost their nerve when faced with a charging dog.

But this man had shot Riley down easily. Not with a panicky burst by an amateur, but with a single shot, aimed well at a moving target.

If she and Nero charged, they would probably both die.

She eyed Riley. The girl was still moving, her eyes wide and panicky. A trickle of blood ran down her chin. She wasn’t screaming, wasn’t making much sound beyond gasping.

Kate swallowed. She needed to help her, get her to cover, give her some urgent medical assistance until backup arrived.

Was this what he was waiting for? Crouched in his hiding spot, his rifle trained on Riley, waiting for Kate to make her move?

Nero hadn’t moved his head, ears and nose still facing in the direction of Riley—and presumably, in the direction of the shooter.

“Marino.” Her phone crackled. “Are you there?”

“I’m here.”

“Backup is on its way. They’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“Okay.” That made sense. It was a very quick drive to the near road, but then the police officers would need to get through the woods to her location. And they wouldn’t rush—they’d be careful. There was an armed and dangerous man on the loose. “I still don’t have eyes on him. He hasn’t fired on my position. I’m with a police dog.”

“Roger that. Stay put.”

Kate listened again, searching for movement in the tree line. Any movement at all. Nothing. Riley’s movements seemed more feeble, weak. She was less than ten yards away.

She muted the call. “Nero,” she said. “Stay.”

Then she unmuted the call. “I’m going to step out and help the civilian.”

“Marino, we recommend that you stay put.”

“Be right back.”

Very carefully, staying as low as she could, she shifted away from her shelter, crawling toward Riley. Fear pounded in her mind, feeling like a second, erratic pulse. She’d crawl, then pause, listening, looking, searching for any shift. Her gun was still in her hand. If he fired at her, she would take a few shots in his direction, then scramble back to safety.

If she survived his first shot. Which she doubted. This was a killer who hunted women for sport. He wouldn’t miss. Just like he didn’t miss Riley.

But so far, he hadn’t shot. Either he couldn’t see her movement in the brush, or else he was gone.

Or maybe, he was toying with her.

She was just three yards away from Riley. From up close, the woman’s weak, ragged breath was painful and loud. Kate crawled faster and finally moved within touching distance.

Riley looked at her, mouth opening and shutting.

“Can’t,” she rasped.

“Don’t talk,” Kate said in a low voice. She peered at the tree line. Still no movement. She couldn’t stay here, and she wouldn’t be able to drag Riley while crawling. “I’m going to lift you up and carry you to safety.”

The woman blinked. A bubble of blood dribbled from her lips.

Kate took a deep breath and holstered her gun. Then she crawled closer to Riley. She could see the blood soaking the girl’s back. She had to try and administer first aid, but she couldn’t do it out here, exposed. Could she risk moving her? She felt torn. It could worsen the internal damage. But she had to get them to safety.

“I’m going to turn you onto your back,” Kate said.

Riley blinked again. Kate rolled her as gently as possible. Riley gasped in pain.

Kate couldn’t drag Riley on the ground. She would have to lift her up. She’d done it in training before but had never needed to do it since then. She took a deep breath, then slid her arm underneath the woman’s leg, leaning it against her own shoulder. Then, with one swift movement, she rolled sideways, pulling Riley’s body over her shoulders. Grunting, she got up on one knee, one arm interlocked with Riley’s leg, grabbing her loose hand, her other hand steadying her.

She braced herself for a shot right then, but it didn’t come. Exhaling, she rose to her feet and ran back to the shelter behind the rock, Riley’s weight making her stumble. As soon as she was behind the large rock, she lowered Riley and laid her on the ground, trying to steady her own hammering heart.

“Dispatch, I have the civilian with me,” she said. “She’s badly hurt.”

“Roger that,” the dispatcher said. “We have a medical team on their way. What’s the status of the civilian?”

Kate let out a shuddering breath and turned to Riley. Nero sniffed at the girl lightly, then turned his attention back to where he’d been focused before—the direction from which the shot had come. Could he smell the shooter? Hear him?

Riley lay, her chest rising and falling lightly, blinking at the sky, her lips moving soundlessly. No blood in front.

Kate drew her knife and cut the front of Riley’s shirt. “The civilian has a gunshot wound to her back . . .” She finished cutting the shirt and gently pulled at the flapping cloth. “No exit wound. She’s still conscious. Her breathing is erratic.”

As carefully as she could, she moved Riley to her side, cut the shirt from behind to expose the wound. “Small wound. Not too much visible bleeding. She has blood in her mouth.”

A few seconds passed. “Understood,” the dispatcher said. “Keep her warm and monitor her airway and pulse.”

Kate shifted Riley back very slowly. She checked the girl’s mouth—blood there, but not enough to block her breathing. Nero sniffed the girl again and let out a little whine.

“Hang in there, Riley,” Kate said. “Help is on the way.”

Hearing her name, the girl turned to look at Kate.

“Hurts,” she whispered.

“I know,” Kate said, taking off her jacket. She spread it over the girl, wishing she was larger, that her jacket could cover Riley better. “Help is coming. Medics, and police.”

Riley coughed, a spatter of blood darkening her chin. Her fists clenched, eyes widening with terror. Kate took her hand and squeezed it, telling the girl over and over that she was all right. After a few seconds, Riley’s breathing steadied. Kate took Riley’s wrist and monitored her pulse. It was alarmingly weak. Riley shut her eyes.

“Hey, Riley, stay with me,” Kate said, touching her cheek.

The girl’s eyes fluttered open.

She had to keep her awake. “I’m Kate. I’ve been looking for you. For you and Alice.”

Riley grabbed Kate’s arm. “Alice,” she rasped.

“Yes,” Kate whispered, her heart surging. “Alice. You’ve seen her? Is she alive?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, that’s good.” Tears filled Kate’s eyes. “That’s really good. And now you’re safe too.”

“She said . . .” Riley blinked, moved her mouth a few times. “She said it’s safe to . . . ask you for help.”

“She talked to you about me?”

In the distance, sirens pierced the air. Help was on its way.

“Can you tell me where he kept you?” Kate asked.

“Room.”

“A room. That’s good. Where? Do you know?”

Riley looked at her. “He’s coming.”

“I don’t think so, I think he fled.” Kate glanced at Nero. He was attentive, ears pricked. He whined again.

Riley shook her head, looking confused. “You . . .” Another fit of coughing. This time, worse. More blood, choking. Riley’s fingernails scrabbled, scratching Kate’s arm.

“Riley. Hey, Riley. Stay with me.”

Riley’s eyes rolled as she convulsed, her hand dropping. And then she stopped moving.

“No. No!” Kate leaned forward, her ear above Riley’s face. Nothing. No breath. She checked Riley’s mouth—full of blood. Kate cleared away as much as she could and began chest compressions.

By the time the two officers emerged from the tree line, Riley’s pulse had been gone for more than three minutes.
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Chapter 34

Twenty-three . . . twenty-four . . . twenty-five . . . Kate compressed Riley’s heart, the girl’s eyes staring unseeing at the sky. Officers were running toward her, arriving much too late. Twenty-six . . . twenty-seven . . . twenty-eight . . .

Nero growled as the officers drew near.

“Down, Nero,” Kate panted.

Twenty-nine . . . thirty . . .

She pinched Riley’s nose, bending down, placing her own mouth on top of Riley’s. Two breaths . . . one . . . two . . . the coppery taste of Riley’s blood filling her mouth. Riley’s chest rose when Kate exhaled, but it was Kate’s breath moving it. Riley hadn’t breathed for a few minutes. She had no pulse.

Kate rose and began chest compressions again. One . . . two . . . three . . .

An officer crouched by her side. “Marino, do you know where the shooter is?”

Kate glanced up at him for a brief second. He looked vaguely familiar—she’d seen him at the station in Cooperton, or maybe milling about at the grave site in Tom’s Creek. Five . . . six . . . “Haven’t seen him.” Eight . . . nine . . . “Just heard one shot. It came from there.” She gestured with her head at the trees, the direction from which the officers had come. Twelve . . . thirteen . . .

“We have four more officers in the woods, looking,” the officer said.

“Good.” Nineteen . . . twenty . . . twenty-one . . . “Where are the medics?”

“On their way. A few more minutes.”

Kate gritted her teeth. Nothing to do about that. She could only go through the motions. Twenty-five . . . twenty-six . . . twenty-seven . . . “He couldn’t have gotten far.”

“We didn’t see him,” the officer said. “But if he’s here, we’ll find him.”

Kate bent to give Riley two more breaths. Nothing.

“What’s your name?” Kate asked. One . . . two . . . three . . .

“Gomez.”

“Okay, Gomez, can you take over? I need to help with the search. My dog can track him.”

He didn’t hesitate. “Yes, move.”

Kate shifted back. Gomez leaned forward and took over the chest compressions. Kate watched as he did it, picking up her phone from the ground.

“She has a back injury,” she said. “So try not to jostle her too much.”

“Gotcha.” Gomez’s lips moved as he counted under his breath.

Kate stood up, her head suddenly spinning. She wished she could sit down, lean against the rock, rest.

Instead, she grabbed Nero’s lead.

“Nero,” she said. “Seek.”

She had no scent article for him. But Nero was trained to look for a general scent trail, to search for nearby people, focusing on ones who were sweating a lot, who were running. He looked up at Kate, then began trotting, sniffing the ground.

Kate led him across the clearing, feeling exposed. She told herself that the shooter wasn’t lying in ambush, not with the police spread out through the woods. Still, if he’d managed to stay hidden, he could easily shoot her and Nero as they crossed the open ground.

As they got closer to the tree line, Nero began pulling. He had a scent.

“Good boy.” Kate panted as she jogged after him, keeping him close enough so that she could protect them both. The shooter would be desperate if they caught up to him. She crouched under a low branch, swerved to avoid a tree. Nero raised his head; they were close. Kate reached for her gun . . .

A brown uniform, a familiar face. Roy Hoover. He had his gun in his hands, and he raised it, turning to face her—

“Roy,” Kate blurted. “It’s me.”

“Kate!” Roy exhaled, lowering his gun. “Are you all right?”

Nero ran over to him. A yard away from Roy, Nero turned to Kate, an expectant canine grin on his face. This was the scent he’d followed. He’d found . . . Roy.

“I’m fine,” Kate said. She suddenly felt completely drained. She leaned against a tree to keep steady, and drew Nero’s rope from her backpack and tossed it over to him. He leaped and caught it, and Kate could sense his disappointment at the fact that she didn’t play tug. She just didn’t have it in her.

“Are you hurt?” Roy asked, taking a step toward her.

“What? I . . . no.” Kate shook her head. “I’m fine. Any sign of him?”

“Not so far.”

Roy’s radio crackled. “Dispatch, this is alpha nine.” It was Gomez’s voice on the radio. “Medics are here. Confirmed 10-67.”

Kate shut her eyes as she heard dispatch responding to his update. A 10-67 meant report of death. Riley was officially gone.

Roy touched Kate’s arm, saying something, his voice far away. Kate pushed herself from the trunk and took a deep breath.

“Right,” she said. “We need to keep canvassing the woods.”

“You should get to the road,” Roy said. “There’s an ambulance—”

“I said I’m fine,” Kate said sharply. She turned to Nero. “Nero, give it.” She held out her hand.

Nero trotted over and placed the toy in her palm.

“Seek,” Kate told him.

He turned back the way they’d come. Kate followed him, Roy in her wake.

“What were you doing here?” Roy asked.

“I’ll explain later,” Kate said.

“The dead civilian, is it—”

“It’s Riley Martin. He killed her.”

More footsteps, leaves crunching underfoot. Kate instinctively reached for her gun again, Nero tensing by her side.

Two people appeared—Jaxon and another woman dressed in the deputy sheriff uniform.

“Marino,” Jaxon said. “Are you all right? I heard you were involved in the shooting—”

“I’m fine,” Kate said.

“And the other woman? Gomez just reported a 10-67 . . .”

“Riley Martin,” Kate answered heavily.

Nero wagged his tail, clearly confused. Sirens screamed in the distance, someone calling out in the forest. Far away, a sound of a helicopter. Too many people around them. Too many for Nero to seek out an unknown scent.

And besides, Kate knew in her heart that the killer was long gone.
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Chapter 35

Kate sat outside on Ruth’s porch and stared out at . . . nothing really. It was the landscape of her childhood, some familiar and some not, and it blended into the background as her thoughts blazed through her mind like torrential rain.

She could still feel the coppery taste of Riley’s blood on her tongue, even though she’d brushed her teeth three times and was chewing peppermint gum at that very moment. The artificial freshness couldn’t erase the memory of the girl’s death.

Nero was curled at her feet. He had sensed that something was wrong, had done everything in his arsenal to fix it. He’d placed his head on her lap, staring at her with his big eyes. He’d pushed at her arm with his snout, trying to get her attention. He’d picked up a toy in the yard and brought it to her, hoping she wanted to play fetch. The best he got from her was a distracted head scratch.

She still replayed that first moment in her mind. Seeing Riley running over to her. She’d known, even at that first instant, that the girl was fleeing for her life. And then, that sound—a blast that still echoed in her ears, Riley thrown like a rag doll to the ground. That urge Kate had to fling herself to the ground, as irresistible as gravity. She picked apart everything she’d done—taking cover, calling Nero to her side, calling for backup, getting Riley to safety, administering CPR, trying to find the shooter with Nero. No matter how many times she ran it through her mind, she couldn’t see any other option. She’d done everything right.

And yet Riley was dead. The killer had escaped.

She spotted movement at the edge of the street. Familiar figures, a girl and a dog. In the sun’s fading light, they were almost magical. Bella’s fur shimmered like molten gold, Ivy’s pale, dreamy face looking so pure and innocent that it nearly broke Kate’s heart. She’d almost robbed Ivy of her one living parent today.

Bella spotted Kate first and tugged against the leash, mouth opening with a grin. Ivy, focusing, saw Kate and waved at her. Kate waved back and quickly wiped the tear that threatened to emerge. Ivy let go of the leash, and Bella dashed across the street, leash fluttering behind her like a ribbon. She hopped onto the porch and slammed her snout into Kate’s leg, stepping on Nero in the process. He yelped in outrage and scrambled to his feet as well. Bella barked because she had already been on the porch for a whole second and Kate was still not scratching her head, which was a grave offense, what was the world coming to.

“Okay, okay.” Kate grinned despite herself. She scratched Bella’s head, and then Nero’s head, too, because he really deserved it. Bella dropped to her back, exposing her tummy.

“That’s not happening, I’m tired,” Kate told her.

Bella looked at her, squirmed on her back, and sneezed.

“Fine.” Kate sighed and bent to scratch Bella’s tummy. Bella let out a satisfied growl, her tail thumping on the porch.

“Hey, Mom.” Ivy sat on the porch, next to Nero, who immediately licked her face. “Hey there, little prince,” Ivy murmured, rubbing his head with both her hands.

“Hi, Vivi,” Kate said. “Did you have a nice walk?”

“Yeah. We went to the pond, the one across town.”

Kate nodded. “Used to go there a lot when I was a kid. It’s perfect for ice-skating in the winter.”

“Really? Can we come here when it’s frozen and do that?”

She was about to say maybe, which would later morph into a no. But Ivy was looking at her just the right way, and she could still hear that rifle shot in her ears, the one that could have easily been aimed at Kate instead of Riley. “Sure,” she said. “Let’s do that.”

Ivy’s eyes widened with surprise, a smile stretching across her face. “Really?”

“Sure,” Kate said. “It’s not a very long drive from our home.”

Of course, Ivy knew that wasn’t truly the issue. Ivy had asked many times over the years to go to Christmas dinners, or short weekend vacations, with their family in Cooperton. And Kate had always found a reason to say no. When they met with Ruth, or Noelle’s family, it was always when they came to Manchester, and never with Frank.

Kate still had no idea how to resolve the Frank problem. But at the very least, it was time to let Ivy see the rest of the family more often.

“What did you do today?” Kate asked. She leaned back in her chair, rubbing Bella’s back with her foot.

“Aunt Ruth asked me to look after Jamie this morning,” Ivy said. “She gave me some money, and I took him to buy ice cream. And then we went to the playground.”

Good. Jamie needed support, and Ivy was perfect for it. Kate was grateful to Ruth for thinking of it. “Was it nice?”

“Yeah. He was happy. Some of the time.” Ivy plucked a bramble from Nero’s fur. “He really misses Alice. And I guess he heard some things that he shouldn’t have. He dreamed last night that she was dead.”

Kate’s heart lurched. “Yeah. It’s very difficult.”

“She’s not dead, right?”

“No.” For the first time in a long while, Kate knew that to probably be true.

“Did you find out anything today?”

Kate looked at her daughter. It was all well and good to say that Jamie had heard some things he shouldn’t have. But Ivy was thirteen. There were a lot of things she shouldn’t face as well. Still, spending time here, she was bound to hear something about the events that had transpired today. It was best if she heard a softer version from Kate first.

“You know that we think that a man took her, right?” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Well, we nearly caught him today. He got away, but it was close.”

“Really?” Ivy hugged herself.

“Yeah. We’ll catch him next time.” Kate tried to inject every bit of conviction that she could summon into her words. She noticed that Ivy was shivering. “You’re cold.”

“A bit.”

“You’re not dressed warm enough.” A reflexive reaction. Ivy was never dressed warm enough, and it drove Kate insane.

Ivy rolled her eyes. “It was warmer earlier, Mom.”

“Okay. Get inside. I’ll join you in a bit.”

Ivy stood up. “Bella, come on.”

Bella turned her head to Ivy and huffed loudly.

“Leave her with me, it’s fine,” Kate said.

Ivy went into the house and shut the door behind her, leaving Kate alone with the two dogs, who were flanking her from both sides.

“We’ll catch him next time,” she’d told Ivy. But she was far from sure. All in all, six cops, four sheriff’s deputies, and four medics had arrived, following Kate’s call for backup. None of them had seen any trace of the shooter. Worse, they’d trampled the ground, eliminating any footprints and creating confusing scent trails. Though Kate and Roy had gone through the trees with Nero, they’d found nothing.

What now?

The killer was not likely to return to the area where she’d encountered him today. Unless they found something she could use as a scent article, Nero had nothing to follow. The team working the case had no need for either Nero’s or Bella’s skills.

Kate had spent the past nine years as a K-9 officer. She believed she was good at it. But there was nothing for a K-9 officer to do on this case, not anymore.

So what was left?

During training, when following a scent trail, Kate had learned that when her hound lost the scent trail, it was her job to help them find it again. She would stop, assess the position, judge the wind direction and the terrain, and circle the area in the direction that she deemed most likely to work. And more often than not, it was enough for her dog to catch the scent again.

Kate had now lost the trail of the killer. She had to stop and circle around, try to find it again.

Lopez and Fisher were following the evidence trail of the three dead victims, as well as whatever they had on the killer. If Kate wanted to truly help, she’d need to do what they didn’t.

She’d talked to Alice’s family, getting their memories of the days before Alice’s disappearance. She’d talked to Alice’s friend, and her teachers.

Only one person remained.

Noelle had told her that Alice was close to Frank.

Kate had to talk to her father.
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Chapter 36

He paced back and forth in his apartment’s tiny living room, trembling with fear, and anger, and guilt. Tears threatened to emerge—as they always did, because at his core he was still whiny and useless, a damn baby. Grunting, he punched the wall, the pain distracting him, focusing him. How could it have happened? How?

He replayed the events of the morning in his mind over and over and over.

Riding in the car with Riley. She looked at him, afraid to be outside, but also excited. “A walk in the forest sounds really nice,” she said.

Then, the forest. Walking with her, feeling her joy at the fresh air, at the sunlight. It had been a long time.

And then the moment that ruined it all. Why hadn’t he gone to the bathroom before they left? And his stupid decision to step far away from her, to give her space, to show her that he trusted her.

As soon as he was far enough away, the craving for drugs must have taken hold of her. She was still an addict after all. She bolted. And he went after her. Angry, but he also wanted to protect her. If he had caught up to her in time, it would have been fine. He’d have taken her back to the cabin. Taken care of her.

But that bitch Kate Marino was there. He still didn’t know why. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

He’d almost let Riley go. But her story would have landed him in prison. And then all the future women he could still help . . . they would be doomed.

He’d had to take the shot. Had to.

“Damn it!” He grabbed a glass off the counter, smashed it against the wall.

He’d ruined it all.
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He tossed in bed, unable to sleep, though it was already after two in the morning. He grabbed his pillow, threw it across the room. The day before replayed in his mind, an endless loop.

Riding in the car with Riley. She looked at him, her eyes glinting strangely. “A walk in the forest sounds really nice,” her tone wrong, laced with sarcasm.

The forest. Walking with her, sensing her agitation. Had she already been plotting something? Was she just waiting for the right opportunity?

He’d wanted to go to the bathroom before they left, but he’d sensed that Riley was impatient to leave. Had she manipulated him? Created the opportunity to escape? He’d walked off a few steps, but her eyes were on him, as if she wanted to catch a glimpse, so he was forced to step farther away.

As soon as he was far enough, she seized on the moment. She must have planned it for a long time. She bolted. And he went after her. Angry, and frustrated at falling for her tricks. He’d thought she was a good girl. If he had caught up to her in time, he would have taught her a lesson right then.

He pictured it, sprinting through the forest, the distance between them diminishing. Riley glanced back, a mocking smile plastered on her face. Her expression shifted as he caught up to her, eyes widening with fear. He crashed into her, knocking her to the ground, ripping her shirt to shreds. Yanking down her pants. He thrust into her, grunting in victory as she squirmed . . .

He groaned, body tensing with the sudden climax. Panting, he stared at the ceiling, feeling sticky, dirty, ashamed.

Riley had driven him to this. All he’d wanted was to help her get better. And this was what she’d made him do.
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Dawn. He’d hardly slept. He drove to the cabin, heart thudding in his chest, fury simmering in his mind, the events of the day before still churning in his mind over and over, leaving a mental scar. He’d never forget how it had happened.

Riding in the car with Riley. She glanced at him, licking her lips. “A walk in the forest sounds really nice, honey,” her voice husky. He should have noticed it right then. He should have known not to be alone with her.

The forest. Walking with her, sensing the way she looked at him. It confused him. To him, she was like a daughter, someone he was trying to help. But to her, he was a man she could lie with, satisfy her desires.

He’d been so uncomfortable that it made him want to step away, for just a moment, supposedly because nature called. He intended to just walk a few yards, but he could feel her hungry eyes on him. She was desperate to get a peek. He was forced to step much farther away.

And then she ran. Probably intended for him to go after her, toying with him, leading him along. He could hear her teasing laugh as she moved through the trees. He went after her, just to catch up to her and explain that it could never be like that for them. If he’d only caught up to her.

But Kate Marino was there. As if she somehow knew. Maybe she did. There was a connection between them; he’d felt it from the first time he’d seen her as a child. And their connection had rekindled when he’d seen Alice for the first time—the spitting image of Kate, the same black eyes, the same delicate face.

Except Riley, that whore, was intent on ruining it all. What would she have said to Kate if she’d reached her? She knew about Mabel, and even though she knew it wasn’t his fault, she’d tell it differently, to hurt him. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.

He couldn’t let her say those things to Kate. He couldn’t let her ruin his future, and the future of all the people he would save from themselves. All because of one slut who couldn’t control herself.

He had to take the shot. Had to.

The slut had forced his hand. It was all her fault.

He reached the cabin, his face flushing with fury. He unlocked the front door, kicked it open. Strode directly to the locked door. Riley and Alice had probably discussed this between themselves. Imagining how he’d be in bed, talking about his body, his cock. His hands were shaking so badly when he tried to unlock the padlock that he dropped the keys. Finally, he managed to open it. He slammed the door against the wall and marched inside.

Alice looked at him, her face pale, eyes wide with fear.

“Riley’s gone,” he snarled.

“What?” Alice stammered.

“It was her fault!” he shouted. “All I wanted was to help her. Like I want to help you. Did you talk about it? Talk about me?”

“N . . . no! She didn’t tell me anything.”

“Don’t lie to me!”

“I swear, I don’t know what happened, she didn’t talk to me at all.” Tears streamed down Alice’s cheeks.

His fury cooled down. He took a deep breath. It made sense that she didn’t know what he was talking about. Alice wasn’t like Riley, and Mabel, and Jasmine. They were all whores, literally. She was still an innocent, one who had only strayed from the right path. He could still help her.

“I just want what’s best for you,” he said. “You know that, right?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Of course.”

He felt better. Alice knew that he meant well. And one day, many years from now, she would look back and feel grateful.

And he could help many more, shepherd them, show them how to live life to its fullest.

Riley hadn’t wanted to see it, and she’d dug her own grave. Hell, if he hadn’t interfered, she’d probably have died sooner, a needle in her arm.

He hadn’t been able to save her, but at least he’d helped her get clean.
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Chapter 37

Kate’s childhood home had been in pretty bad shape when she’d left it for good. The paint had been peeling from the walls, the wooden shutters on the windows were practically rotting, the yard was full of junk and weeds. She braced herself to see how much it had fallen apart in the intervening years, telling herself that however bad it was, it wasn’t her fault.

But when she drove up to it, she was shocked to see it freshly painted. There was actual grass in the front yard—unmown, but still, nice grass. And a greenhouse stood in the corner of the yard.

To her surprise, this bothered her. That her father had apparently gotten some of his shit together after she’d left was an added insult to injury.

She opened the back door of her car, letting Nero out. She’d spent most of the day with him in the woods, back at the scene where Riley had been shot. They’d canvassed the area back and forth, searching for something, anything. But there was nothing there, except for the bloodstains on the rock where she and Riley had taken shelter. Now, instead of taking Nero back to Ruth’s place, she’d decided to swing by Frank’s home.

She approached the front door and did something she’d never done there before. She knocked.

After a few seconds with no reply, she rang the doorbell.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” she heard in her dad’s muffled voice.

The door opened, and there he was. Unshaven, eyes slightly bloodshot.

“Oh,” he said. “Kate.”

She swallowed. “Can I come in?”

He opened the door wider and eyed Nero. “Again with your dogs. Is he going to try and bite me?”

“This is Nero. He’s not going to bite you.”

“I’ll have to take your word on that.” Dad turned around and stepped inside.

Nero’s shoulders were tense, and the fur on the back of his neck stood out. He could sense her anxiety and didn’t know what was going on. She scratched his head to soothe him, then stepped inside.

The scent brought her immediately back. Beer, cigarette smoke, and Dad’s aftershave. The aroma of her childhood. Not all her memories from that time were bad.

Most were, though. And even the good memories were laced with hurt.

“So,” he said, slumping onto his couch in the living room. “Finally decided to check up on your old man?”

She looked around. Some things had changed, some stayed as they were. The table in the center of the room was the same one; her dad had once pushed her, and her back had hit the table’s corner. The couch was the same one from before too; this piece of furniture had been her ally, sometimes too comfortable for Dad to get up and go after her. There was one of those dumb singing-fish props on the wall—that was new. She dragged one of the chairs away from the table and sat on it, leaning forward.

“I’m here to ask some questions about Alice,” she said.

“What’s there to ask?” He picked up a beer can from the floor and took a sip. “She’s missing. We’re all frantic with worry. Aren’t you supposed to be out there looking for her?”

Kate nodded curtly. “Yes. But I’m trying to figure out what happened the day she disappeared.”

“I didn’t see her the day she disappeared. Or is this something you want to blame me for as well now?”

Kate clenched her jaw. “I just want to ask some questions. Noelle told me that you and Alice are close.”

“Is that so surprising? The girl doesn’t have a grandfather. Paul died nine years ago, and that other useless bastard lives in Florida. And Alice knew I’m alone. It’s not like I have my daughter to visit me.”

She wouldn’t take the bait. Nero glanced at her worriedly. He could feel the emotions in the room but couldn’t figure them out. She scratched his head again.

“What did you talk about, when she visited you?” she asked.

“Nothing much. She sometimes told me about school, or about her friends. She liked to hear my fishing stories, and about my army years.”

“Did you know that Alice occasionally went to the Candy Shacks?” she asked.

He frowned at her. “Like you didn’t when you were her age?”

“I didn’t.”

He snorted. “Sure you didn’t. I remember you coming back from there.”

She remembered him claiming that she’d been there too. And the slap that came after. “Did she tell you about going there?”

He shrugged and took another swig from his beer. “Maybe she mentioned it. I probably told her it’s not a good idea. It’s not my job. I’m not her damn father. She has that prick Harry to teach her right from wrong.”

Kate exhaled and counted to ten. She decided to change tack. Asking her dad questions never really worked. “I figured you’d at least tell her to stay away from her boyfriend. When I was younger, you always lost your shit when you thought I was hanging around with older boys.”

“Don’t you start, Kate.” Frank raised a warning finger. “It was never serious between her and Aden, and he broke it off long ago.”

Aden. She recalled the platinum blond guy she’d met on the first day of the search. He was Alice’s boyfriend?

“I didn’t know he broke it off,” she said.

“Yeah? Well, contrary to what you may think, you don’t know everything that goes on here. Gibson told me that it had ended before it even started.”

“Gibson told you?” Her mind whirred. Why would the chief of police tell Frank . . . The pieces suddenly matched, a certain similarity between the obnoxious chief and the obnoxious young man. She hazarded a guess. “Gibson told you that his son broke it off?”

“Yeah. And before you start acting all high and mighty, I’ve known Perry Gibson from before you were born. So don’t start throwing around accusations and ruining a young man’s life just because you need to feel like you’re part of the team.”

“How did you even know that she’d been dating Aden in the first place?” Kate asked.

“I can put two and two together,” he said. “He called once when she was here. I heard her say his name. She told me he was more mature than the kids in high school. So I told her she had no business seeing older men. She stormed out after that. She has spirit, that girl. A bit like you.” He shook his head. “That useless doormat Harry should have kept a tighter leash on her. Then she wouldn’t have disappeared like that.”

“Yeah? Like you did?” Kate blurted before she could stop herself.

“Damn right, like I did. You turned out fine, didn’t you? You don’t have to be grateful about it, but you can at least admit that you turned out well. And you didn’t disappear to God knows where.”

“I didn’t turn out fine,” Kate spat. “I was a mess when I left this place. I was hurt, and scared, and angry. I wanted to kill myself for a long while. If I hadn’t met Anthony, I don’t know what would have happened to me.”

“There you go again.” He raised his voice. “‘Dad ruined my life. Dad was too tough on me. Boo-hoo, I got spanked when I was a kid and got sent to bed without dinner.’”

“Spanked? You beat me so hard I sometimes had bruises for weeks.”

“You were a clumsy girl, always running into furniture, or getting hurt on your hikes. That’s not my damn fault.”

She shot to her feet. “I didn’t run into furniture, that’s just what you told your asshole friends when they came over to explain the marks!”

Nero scrambled to his feet and growled. Dad got up and retreated, eyeing the dog warily. “You going to sic your dog on me now, because I was a bit strict with you as a girl? I was an only parent. Do you know how hard it is to raise a kid on your own?”

She gaped at him in astonishment. “Yeah, Dad, I do.”

“Well then.” He stood behind the couch. “Then you know that sometimes we make mistakes. It’s no reason for you to cut ties with your own father. Don’t I deserve to see my grandchild? Spend some time with her?”

“You will never spend time with Ivy,” Kate hissed, shaking with fury.

Nero barked loudly, his body tense.

“Nero, quiet,” Kate said.

Nero’s mouth snapped shut, but his muscles remained taut, his eyes focused on Frank.

Kate turned around and walked to the front door. “Nero, come.”

Nero followed her as she stepped outside. She shut the door and stared at the cloudy, darkening sky, breathing hard, trying to calm her beating heart.

She hoped she would never need to speak to this man again. But at least she had a solid lead. Aden Gibson. The son of the local chief of police.
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Chapter 38

“So she said that her advisor made a pass at her,” Pepper said. “And ever since then she can’t bring herself to go there, which really sucks.”

“Uh-huh,” he said.

They were walking along the Baker River. It was their third date. It was going well. He was the one who’d suggested a short hike, instead of going to a restaurant, or a café. She was happy with the idea. They’d started pretty late, so the sun was already low, but it was a short walk, so he was sure they’d get back to the car before it turned dark.

She was a friend of a friend, and like him, she went to Plymouth State University. She was doing a BA in communication and media studies, whatever that meant.

“I told her that she has to face him eventually or ask for a different advisor.”

“Totally.”

Pepper’s real name was Juniper, but she said no one called her that except for her mother. She was blond and had a spatter of freckles around her nose, which he found cute. And when he talked to her, explaining about music, or philosophy, or hunting, she really listened. She didn’t interrupt him and seemed as if she wanted to learn.

Right now, she was doing the talking, but that was fine. He tried to listen, but his mind wandered. And as usually happened when he was bored, he began planning traps.

Like that tree over there. That branch would be perfect; he could pull it down and create a tree-spring noose trap. He pictured it, the noose staked to the ground, hidden with dry leaves. Wild game steps inside, and wham! Or the steep section of the riverbank—absolutely perfect for a drowning snare. He’d need a heavy rock for that one . . . there, that one would do.

“What are you smiling about?” Pepper asked.

“Huh?” He realized he had a wide grin on his face. What was she talking about? He had no idea. “I’m just . . . enjoying listening to you talk,” he blurted.

She blushed, smiling a smile of her own.

This date was going really well. Better than his earlier dates this year.

So far, college hadn’t been the nonstop sex-fest he’d imagined it would be. Some dud first dates that never went anywhere. One time at a party he made out with a girl, but then she had to leave, and later he realized she’d given him the wrong phone number. And then there were Sage and Kiara. His face still flushed with anger and humiliation when he thought about them. Sure, things had seemed to be going sorta fine with both, and then, well . . .

Sage had said that it happened to a lot of guys and it was no big deal, that it wasn’t his fault. Obviously it wasn’t his fault! She was the one who didn’t shave her legs. And it wasn’t like she told him beforehand, to prepare him. He found out when he pulled down her pants. Of course he didn’t find all that hair arousing. And Kiara? All those smacking sounds she made when she was kissing him, it was distracting and gross. And she didn’t even have the decency to say anything. She just looked embarrassed and said she had to go.

“Look at the water,” Pepper said. “So pretty.”

He turned to look at the water. The setting sun’s light sparkled on the surface, flashing like hidden gold. She was right. It was pretty. He turned to her, and she smiled, stood on her tiptoes and kissed him softly.

“Do you think you can catch me?” she whispered.

“What?” He blinked.

“Try to catch me.”

And she bolted off, running down the trail. For a few seconds, he just stared at her as she ran, getting away, glancing back at him, grinning.

He took off after her. She laughed. He let out a laugh himself. She was fast. But he knew that he was faster. He would catch her. He pumped his arms as he accelerated. He would catch her so quickly, she had no idea. His heart was thudding in his chest as he got closer. She looked back again, and the smile on her face faltered. Oh, she didn’t like how fast he was going? Did she think that she could outrun him? Maybe she didn’t think he was man enough to catch her?

He ran even faster. Now she was running faster too. There was something different in how she ran. Something desperate. She’d seen something in his face that made her try harder to get away.

He crashed into her, knocking her to the ground, breathing hard.

“Wait,” she gasped.

He was already grabbing her pants, yanking them, his face flushed with victory.

Later, she cried. He took her home. Maybe the date hadn’t gone as well as he’d figured earlier.

But he thought about it constantly on the following day, replaying it in his mind. And the day after that. And the day after that.
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Chapter 39

“Aden Gibson,” Roy said heavily.

“That’s what Frank told me,” Kate told him. “Alice’s boyfriend was Chief Gibson’s son. Maybe you’ve met him, he’s a blond guy, he was at the search the first—”

“I know who the asshole is.”

Kate looked at him, frowning. They were standing outside Aunt Ruth’s home. She’d asked him to meet her there, but when he’d arrived, she’d stepped out. She preferred to have this conversation with no one from the family listening in. Bella had followed her out, and now sat between them, like a four-legged chaperone.

“You’re cold,” Roy said.

She realized she was shivering. She hadn’t put anything on as she’d stepped out. “I’m okay. So you said—”

“Here.” Roy took off his jacket and wrapped it around Kate’s shoulders.

It still had Roy’s body warmth and was, frankly, a relief. It also reached below her knees. “It fits me.”

“Well, one man’s coat is another woman’s trench coat.”

She pulled the coat tight around her. “So you know Aden Gibson?”

“Yeah.”

“How old is he?”

“He’s twenty-six,” Roy said grimly. “I should know, his birthday party was quite an occasion.”

“I’ll call Lopez and Fisher. We should decide how to—”

“Wait.” Roy massaged the bridge of his nose. “You should hear this before we do anything else. Like I said, about six months ago Aden had a party for his birthday. A girl named Kelly was there. A sweet kid, nineteen years old. Was probably excited to be invited to this party, full of the town’s cool kids.”

Kate felt nauseated, guessing where this was heading.

“She woke up the next day. Couldn’t remember almost anything that had happened. But her body hurt. She was sticky. And her clothing was all rumpled, the zipper on her jeans broken.”

“Did she report it?”

“She did, actually. Gotta hand it to her. She went straight to the police station. Gave them a statement. Then, while she was being examined, Gibson showed up. That is, Chief Gibson, not his son. He apparently was very caring and considerate, took her to his office for a little chat, not to any of the interrogation rooms, which are monitored, of course.”

“There should have been someone with her.”

“Of course there should have. But there wasn’t. Anyway, they had a talk, and Kelly withdrew her charge. Said she just got drunk and that she was sorry for the mix-up. She left town shortly after. I think she lives in San Francisco with her aunt now.”

For a few seconds, neither of them said anything. Bella, obviously sensing Kate’s tumbling mood, rubbed her head against Kate’s thigh. Kate petted her distractedly.

“So . . . okay,” Kate finally said. “This time he won’t be able to use Daddy to get away with it. We haul him in, the state police will have our back. We get a search warrant for his place. Let Gibson try and get his son out of an abduction and murder investi—”

“Kate, that’s a bad idea.”

Kate could feel her temper fraying. “Roy, are you seriously about to tell me that we can’t move on Aden because his dad is the local chief of police?”

Roy folded his arms. “Of course not. But right now we still don’t have anything solid on him. We can’t really haul him in, and we won’t get a search warrant just because he used to see her. We can move on him, but we do it silently. Right now, just me and you, without involving anyone else. And once we have something solid, we can start making noise.”

Kate clenched her jaw tightly. “Bullshit! You’re just scared of the blowback. We need to be loud about this. If we’re quiet, it’ll be easier for Perry Gibson to sweep it under the rug. We need everyone to know. Hell, we should probably tell a reporter about this.”

“Kate,” Roy said softly. “There’s nothing to tell, and this isn’t what Alice needs right now.”

Kate clenched her fists. She felt like punching someone. Roy was the only one around, and she wasn’t sure it wouldn’t feel great to punch him.

“Are you sure you know better than me what Alice needs right now?”

“Yeah,” Roy said. “I’m sure.”

Kate looked away and took a long breath. “Fine. Then let’s go there right now.”

“Absolutely. Bring Nero along. It might be useful to have a big police dog present.”

“Okay. Then we’re taking my car. And I’m driving.”
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Chapter 40

The sun had set, and the road was pitch dark. Roy glanced at Kate, who seemed to be lost in thought, her gaze fixed straight ahead. Every now and then, Nero shifted in the compartment in the back.

“We’ll continue on this road for about five more minutes,” Roy said. “Then we’ll take a left turn. But it’s easy to miss.”

“Okay,” Kate said.

“Did Frank say anything else about Aden?”

“Not really.”

“I think that maybe when we get there, we can let Nero sniff around a bit before we knock on the door.”

“Okay.”

He didn’t know Kate too well, but he felt that something was churning inside her and might explode soon. Perhaps this was a fraction of what the residents of Pompeii felt, just before Mount Vesuvius erupted. Or possibly he was misreading her, unjustly comparing her to one of the most dangerous volcanoes in the world.

“So . . .” he said slowly. “Are you all right? You’ve hardly said two words since we got in the car.”

“I’m fine.”

Chilling words to any man’s ears. Roy reminded himself that Kate wasn’t his ex-wife. She was, in a way, his work partner. “I just want to make sure that we’re on the same page—”

“We’re not,” Kate snapped. “A young girl is drugged and raped at Aden Gibson’s birthday party, and what do the Cooperton police do about it? They hush it up. I wonder, did they test her with a rape kit before Gibson made her withdraw her report?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you know how they conduct a rape examination? Do you know how invasive it is? And this is after she was assaulted.”

“Yes. Perry Gibson is a bastard—”

“I don’t care about Perry Gibson! The world has a lot of Perry Gibsons and Aden Gibsons, we’re not going to get rid of them any time soon, Roy! But what about the rest of the cops in the Cooperton PD? Are you telling me they didn’t know about this? What about the sheriff’s office, for that matter?”

“You’re right. We should have done more. But after she pulled her complaint, she refused to talk to anyone from law enforcement, and her parents didn’t let anyone get near her.”

“Well, duh! Can you imagine what Gibson told her in that room? Because I can. He questioned her, making her doubt her own story, then told her what could happen if she made a false accusation. And then, because he wanted to do what’s right, he probably promised her that he could make sure that no one would blame her for that initial report. Because she was just still a bit drunk and confused.”

“I don’t know what he said to her—”

“And what do you think people said about Kelly afterward? Why do you think she left town? I’m willing to bet that she started getting dirty looks. The slut who got drunk, had sex with an innocent guy, and then later accused him of raping her.”

Roy had nothing to say to that. He’d heard people say pretty much that exact thing.

Kate exhaled. “You can trust the Cooperton police to step forward and do the right thing for the weak people that need them.”

Roy swallowed. “I know you had a very bad experience—”

“A bad experience?” Kate raised her voice. “My dad beat me up for years. While the very same Perry Gibson played cards with him every week. You think he never saw me with a black eye? With a bruised lip? And he wasn’t the only one. Half the town knew. They know everything. Gossip is the main currency used in Cooperton. But they didn’t want to believe that dear old Frank, the handyman that would fix your cupboard and chat with you, could beat up his daughter. No, it was much more likely that like Frank said, his daughter was just so clumsy.” She slapped the steering wheel.

“I’m really sorry—”

“I’m sure you are. This goddamn town. Where were the police when I was younger? Where was the sheriff’s department?” Each furious word hit him like a bullet.

Nero whined in the back.

“Everything’s fine, buddy, don’t worry,” she said softly to her dog.

They drove in silence for a couple of minutes.

“You’re right,” Roy finally said. “We should have been there for you. We should have stopped him.”

Kate exhaled. “It’s not your fault. I mean, it’s not like you were a deputy back then.”

He glanced at her in surprise. She didn’t remember him from all those years ago. Then again, why should she? As she’d just pointed out, it was not like he’d stopped Frank. Sure, he’d made some noise, managed to get her to move to Ruth’s for a year or so, but what was that worth? How many years had she lived under Frank’s roof?

“I’ve been a deputy sheriff for the past twenty-two years,” he said.

“Huh,” Kate said after a few seconds. She pursed her lips. “Well, it’s in the past. I shouldn’t have said all that to you. It wasn’t your fault. I don’t know why I even raised it.”

“It’s understandable.”

“I haven’t talked about it since my husband died. I think it’s been building up in me for a long time.”

Roy nodded slowly. “He died ten years ago?”

“Eleven.”

“I remember hearing about it. He died on the job, right?”

Kate exhaled. “He just went to investigate a complaint about a weird smell and some noise. You know. They probably thought they’d knock on the guy’s door, tell him to turn down the music, and maybe clean his apartment.”

She seemed to be gazing into the past as she drove, her hands steady on the wheel. Her tone became distant. “They knocked a bunch of times. They could hear someone was inside. Anthony knocked again, louder. They’d been careful, stood on either side of the doorway. But he shot at them from his kitchen window. Anthony was hit three times. His partner, Kyle, was hit in the leg.”

“Was the guy caught?”

Kate shook her head. “He fled through the back door and disappeared. Couldn’t even get a straight description. It turned out the apartment was vacant. He was squatting. The apartment was full of junk. He had been using a cheap microwave to cook crack. He was probably high when Anthony and his partner showed up. They just wanted to tell him to turn down the music.”

She cleared her throat. Roy suddenly wondered if her childhood abuse was the only thing she hadn’t talked about for eleven years.

“He had this . . . journal.” She spat the word, as if it was a slur. “Some of it was just business stuff—how much he paid for the cocaine, how much he sold the crack for, profit margins. Pretty organized. But other parts were raving mad. Just . . . brimming with hatred and anger. He thought of himself as some sort of righteous victim. He had this quote he kept writing over and over . . . Let them hate me, so long as they fear me.”

“Who was he quoting?” Roy asked.

Kate snorted dryly. “Caligula.”

“Jesus.”

“No, Caligula. Jesus was the guy who said Blessed are the meek.”

“I just meant . . .”

She smiled tiredly at him. “I’m messing with you. I know what you meant.”

They shot past the turn.

“Damn, that was the turn,” Roy said. “Sorry, I should have warned you.”

“No worries.” Kate looked ahead. “I can do a U-turn over there.”

They turned around and drove back. Kate took the narrow road that led them down to the southern part of Sunset Lake.

“There.” Roy pointed at a small house, its lights turned on. “That’s Aden Gibson’s place.”

Kate nodded, driving up to it.

“Listen, Kate,” Roy said. “I’m really sorry. About Anthony.”

She nodded. “Thanks.”

She parked by the gravel driveway, got out of the car, and opened the back door for Nero. Roy stepped outside, looking at her, as she whispered something to her dog, scratching his head. There was no hint of her earlier outburst. Her demeanor was calm and focused.

“Hang on.” She glanced at Roy. “I need to get Alice’s scent article from my bag.”

He nodded, then looked at the house. And at the car parked outside it. “Kate,” he whispered, pointing.

A dark-blue Nissan Pathfinder.

Roy motioned Kate to follow him, then walked softly up the gravel, trying to make as little noise as possible. Kate trailed behind, Nero padding by her side, his ears pricked and attentive. Faint sounds of talking and music came from the house, followed by a series of muffled explosions. Roy froze, crouching, and Kate did the same. He glanced over his shoulder at her.

Kate’s dark eyes gleamed in the darkness. “Video game,” she whispered.

Roy nodded. He moved up the driveway again and reached the car after a few steps. He knelt by the right rear wheel of the car, inspecting it. It was too dark to see properly. He drew a flashlight from his vest and clicked it on, pointing it at the tire. He shifted the light beam, pausing on a single word. Michelin. He gestured at Kate.

This was the SUV they were looking for.
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“This car should have come up when we searched for it,” Kate said. Nero sniffed at the Pathfinder, his entire body a tense coil. Something had definitely caught his attention. Kate was about to point it out to Roy when the sounds of the video game from the house suddenly stopped. She stood up, turning toward the door, which opened a few seconds later. The dark silhouette of a man stood in the doorway, the light from the house casting his shadow onto the paved driveway.

“Can I help you?” he asked, his tone clarifying that help wasn’t truly on the menu.

“Aden Gibson.” Roy stepped forward. “I’m Deputy Sheriff Hoover. This is my associate, Officer Marino.”

“Deputy Hoover.” Aden folded his arms. “My dad told me about you. Only good things, naturally.”

“Naturally,” Roy said, deadpan.

“And I seem to remember meeting you during the search, Officer Marino.” Aden turned to her.

“That’s right.” Kate stepped forward. Last time she’d met him, she hadn’t really paid him close attention. She now scrutinized his blond hair, his rakish mustache, the way he casually looked at them as if they were a pair of strays that had accidentally strolled into his yard. He was dressed in blue satin pajamas, the top buttons open. Depending on one’s preference, he was either quite attractive, or the kind of guy you don’t want to touch with a ten-foot pole. Kate was definitely in the latter group. His entire aura radiated douche, not to mention what Roy had told her about him.

“We were wondering if you had a few minutes to talk to us?” Roy said.

“What about?” Aden glanced at Nero.

“Regarding the disappearance of Alice Vega.”

A slight pause. “Is this related to the search? Because I volunteered two days in a row to help find her.”

“I’m sure you did,” Roy said. “This is not about the search. I have to ask . . . I’ve seen you driving in this Pathfinder here around town for the past few months. Is it new?”

“A friend loaned it to me,” Aden said.

So. It really wasn’t registered to him. But he had been driving it for a few months.

“I wish I had your kind of friends,” Roy said brightly. “We have a witness that saw you pick up Alice at her school a few weeks ago.”

“Your witness is full of shit. I didn’t know Alice, and I don’t pick up girls from school. Maybe someone else was picking her up in a blue Pathfinder. It’s not exactly a unique car.”

“I talked to a different witness who said that you and Alice had been seeing each other,” Kate said.

“Well, I gotta say, it sounds like I should call my lawyer. And my dad.”

Roy shrugged. “We just wanted to verify some quick things. We’re worried about Alice and want her to return home as soon as possible. But I won’t stop you from calling anyone.”

“Yeah? Well, if you want to talk to me, I’m free tomorrow. But like I said, I don’t know anything about Alice, and you’re wasting your time. Good night.” He began shutting the door.

“Do you have drugs in your car, Mr. Gibson?” Kate interjected.

“No. And before you ask, I don’t give you permission to look. If you want to search my things, come back with a warrant.”

Kate raised her hands. “I would never consider searching for anything without cause. But it’s just that it looks like Nero—that’s my police dog—has noticed something in your car.”

“We don’t need his permission just to let Nero smell the car from outside, do we, Officer Marino?” Roy asked her.

“No, Deputy,” Kate answered. “Smelling the air around us is definitely allowed. It’s not my dog’s fault that he has a keen sense of smell.”

“This is complete bullshit—” Aden started.

Kate turned to Nero, ignoring the man’s whining. “Nero, find drugs.”

Nero walked over to the SUV, sniffed for a bit, and froze, his nose practically touching the car. He barked once and looked at Kate.

“Good boy!” She retrieved his toy and tossed it over to him. He leaped at it, catching it in midair, and trotted sideways to gnaw at his reward.

“Deputy Hoover,” Kate said. “My dog gave a positive indication for drugs.”

“Well, Aden,” Roy said. “A dog indication is probable cause for a search. I’ll have to ask you to unlock your vehicle.”

“First of all, like I told you, it’s not mine, a friend loaned it to me. And there’s no way I’m unlocking it.”

“That’s your prerogative. I’ll just tow it and conduct a thorough search at the Grafton sheriff’s department. You’ll be able to pick it up once we’re done.”

“Look, I admit, a friend of mine smoked some weed in the car, and it reeks now, so that’s what your dog is smelling.”

“Then you shouldn’t mind unlocking it for us,” Kate said. “Just for a quick look. Thirty seconds, tops.”

Aden hesitated, then said, “Fine. Thirty seconds. Let me get the keys.”

He stepped inside and returned a few seconds later with a remote. He unlocked the vehicle, then said, “Half a minute, and then I call my dad.”

“Nero,” Kate said.

Nero trotted over to her. She held out her hand. “Give it.”

He dropped the toy in her open palm, and it coated her hand with slimy drool. She shoved it back in her vest pocket. She drew out a pair of disposable gloves and slipped them on. Then she opened the car door that Nero had indicated earlier. She peered quickly inside, verifying that there weren’t any needles or something similar that could hurt him. But the vehicle was actually surprisingly clean. And like Aden had said, it did smell heavily of weed.

“Find drugs,” she told Nero.

He hopped into the car, sniffed for less than a second, then pawed at the driver’s door panel. Kate smiled at him and tossed his toy again. He caught it and jumped off the car, then cheerfully sauntered away. Kate knelt by the door.

Aden took a step forward. “Hang on—”

Roy shifted, blocking Aden’s way, and folded his arms.

Kate ran her finger alongside the door panel’s edge and found a loose section. She pried it open and retrieved a bag full of white powder. She stood up and showed it to Roy.

“That actually took only twenty-seven seconds,” Roy said. “Not even half a minute.”

Aden’s face was pale with shock. Had he thought that the heavy smell of weed would confuse Nero? Or did he assume that if the drug was in a Ziploc bag, the dog wouldn’t be able to find it?

People had no idea.

“That’s definitely enough for us,” Roy said, retrieving his handcuffs. “You’re coming with us, Aden. And we’ll also get that warrant to search the rest of your premises.”
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In a small room back in the Cooperton police station, Kate sat on a creaking office chair and watched Aden Gibson in the interrogation room. It was sparse—just a small table and three chairs. She was watching it on the monitor, the footage shot from a security camera in the corner of the room. Aden’s knee jerked repeatedly. He was nervous. He’d demanded his phone call several times. As soon as he made it, he stopped talking.

The door opened. A bald man with a briefcase stepped inside, followed by Lopez and Fisher.

“Carl,” Aden blurted. “These people are after me again, just like before. They followed me around, and now they had a police dog walk around my yard. They tricked me and made me open my car . . . it’s not even my car. And they found—”

“Okay, Mr. Gibson, no need to say anything else right now,” the bald man, presumably Carl, said. “I’ve made it clear to the detectives that they have no legal basis to hold you, and that we’re both here of our own volition, to help with an ongoing case of a missing teenager.”

“But they found a bag of—”

“As I said, they have no legal basis to hold you.” Carl mowed Aden’s words down, raising his voice. “The search of your car was illegal. It was not at a traffic stop, but at your own house, and therefore anything they found during that search is not admissible in a court of law.”

Kate gritted her teeth. It was probably true; she had known it as they’d searched the car. But at the time she’d been hoping that it would be the first step toward a solid confession, or that they would find something that would connect Aden with Alice. No such luck.

“Oh. Right,” Aden said. “And my dad is on his way, right?”

“He is,” Carl said. “But he asked me to take care of things before he got here. After all, we don’t want the state police detectives here to think that you assume you’re above the law.”

Aden’s shoulders slumped in relief, and he even managed to smile a bit. His knee stopped jerking. Maybe, for Aden, talking to his father was like talking to a god. An almighty being that could make all your troubles disappear. Kate fervently hoped that this time, it would not be the case.

Carl sat down on one of the free chairs and opened his briefcase. “So, like I said, the detectives want to ask you some questions. As long as they remain polite and civil, we will stay here. After all, we all want the missing girl found, and you have nothing to hide. However, you don’t need to answer every question, and if I tell you to remain quiet, please do as I say. If I decide that this interview is over, then it’s over.”

“I don’t even know this girl,” Aden said.

“Before you say anything else,” Lopez interjected, sitting on the other chair. “I want to clarify a few points.”

Fisher paced to the middle of the room and casually leaned against the wall, looming above Aden. He said nothing. When interviewing suspects, Kate knew, Lopez and Fisher abandoned their usual repertoire. Fisher became a silent, hostile presence, while Lopez was usually the friendly cop who just wanted to help the suspect get this mess over with.

Lopez took out a notepad and flipped it open. “As you’ve been already told, a witness saw you pick up Alice from school a few weeks ago. Another witness says that he’d been told by Alice and by Perry Gibson, your father, that you two have been seeing each other. If needed, we can bring both witnesses here. I would really rather avoid that. As your lawyer can probably tell you, it is not illegal in New Hampshire for an adult to date a seventeen-year-old girl. So you’ve done nothing wrong in that regard.”

“At least, nothing illegal,” Fisher growled. “Whether it’s wrong or not is arguable.”

“However,” Lopez said. “Since Alice is missing, if we later verify that you did date her, but lied about it, it would look quite bad. So . . . in the spirit of the cooperation that I promised your quite talented lawyer, I will disregard what you said before about not knowing her. Can you verify that you picked up Alice from school a few weeks ago?”

Aden leaned toward Carl and whispered something. Carl nodded at him. Aden leaned back.

“Fine,” he said. “It’s true, I picked her up. I was seeing her for a bit, but it was nothing serious. And we broke things off a while ago.”

Roy joined Kate by her side, grabbing a nearby chair. “What did I miss?”

“He just admitted to seeing Alice,” she said.

“That was fast.”

Kate raised her hand to shush him as she strained to listen.

“. . . you told Deputy Hoover that a friend loaned you the Nissan Pathfinder parked in the driveway. Who is that friend?”

“His name is Lucas Williamson. You might have heard of his family, they own the Williamson Enterprise rental company?”

Lopez shrugged. “I’m afraid I don’t mix with such esteemed company. And when did Lucas loan you the vehicle?”

“I don’t know. A couple of months ago. But I didn’t put the bag that—”

Carl leaned forward. “Just answer the detective’s questions, Mr. Gibson.”

“Did you drive your Pathfinder to Tom’s Creek?” Lopez asked.

“Why would I?” Aden said.

Lopez sighed. “We have tire tracks of your vehicle at Tom’s Creek.”

“Tire tracks are not unique, Detective,” Carl said. “The tracks you mention could belong to any number of vehicles.”

“You’re right,” Lopez said. “Except these tires have a unique wear pattern that our expert is quite certain she can match to a specific vehicle. Again, it is not illegal to drive to Tom’s Creek. I gather that the majority of the locals in Cooperton do it every now and again, and I just wanted to ask if your client did it lately.”

“I would like to speak to my client alone,” Carl said.

“Absolutely,” Lopez said.

He and Fisher left the room. The footage turned off. A few seconds later, Lopez and Fisher entered the room Kate and Roy sat in.

“So what do you think?” Kate asked.

“Slimy fella,” Lopez said.

“Positively gooey,” Fisher said.

“Wouldn’t know the truth if it bit him in the face,” Lopez said.

“Or kicked him in the balls,” Fisher added.

“But your dog didn’t catch Alice’s scent on his premises?” Lopez asked.

Kate pursed her lips. “No. Maybe in the car . . . It was hard to be sure, because Nero might have been confused with the earlier drug search. But he didn’t catch her scent anywhere else.”

Fisher and Lopez exchanged looks.

“I don’t know how long we can keep him,” Fisher said.

“Not with that lawyer yapping at us,” Lopez said.

Roy frowned. “It’s the same story like last time with this asshole, all over again.”

“Assholes do tend to give repeat performances,” Fisher said.

“It’s their biological tendency,” Lopez said.

“Let’s go and see if he wants to talk some more,” Fisher said.

The detectives left the room. Kate stared at the black monitor moodily.

“Hang in there,” Roy said. “These two know what they’re doing.”

“Yeah,” Kate said. “But so does that lawyer. And any minute now Gibson is going to barge in and demand that we let Aden go.”

The monitor sparked to life, displaying Aden and Carl again. Lopez and Fisher entered the room and returned to their earlier positions.

“I drove to Tom’s Creek a few times recently,” Aden said. “We partied there.”

“Was Alice Vega at these parties?” Lopez asked.

“Sometimes,” Aden said. “I mean, we used to go to the Candy Shacks . . . that’s another place across town. But there was a raid on one of our parties, and Alice was spooked about it. And I kept spotting cops following me around, because you guys have a bug up your ass about me. So we figured we’d go somewhere quieter.”

“What did you do at those parties?” Lopez asked.

“Did you ever go to a party, Detective?” Aden asked.

He seemed to be more relaxed than before, back to his obnoxious self.

“I’ve gone to all sorts of parties,” Lopez said, leaning back in his chair. “I was wondering what kind of parties these were.”

“The kind where people had fun.”

“Was there alcohol at the parties? Drugs?”

“You don’t need to answer that,” Carl said.

Lopez spread his hands. “We just want to get a clear picture. I’m not here to bust your client for smoking a joint.”

Carl shook his head at Aden.

Aden smiled. “They were just really nice parties. You’d love them.”

“Okay.” Lopez scratched his cheek. “Where were you last Thursday afternoon?”

“You don’t need to answer that,” Carl instantly said. “Detective, my client is not a suspect—”

“Hang on,” Aden said. “Last Thursday? Why are you asking about last Thursday?”

“Mr. Gibson,” Carl said. “Let me handle this. Detective, we’ve been patient, but—”

“Shut up, Carl,” Aden said. “Why are you asking me about last Thursday?”

Lopez pursed his lips. “We just want some details about your whereabouts.”

“But this is about Alice, right? Someone told me she disappeared on Friday. Are you telling me she disappeared on Thursday?”

Lopez and Fisher exchanged looks.

“Where were you Thursday afternoon?” Lopez asked again.

A wide grin stretched across Aden’s face, and Kate’s heart sank.

“I was at my parents’ place for the entirety of Thursday,” Aden said. “I got there around noon and left just after midnight.”

“Did anyone see you there?” Lopez asked.

“Oh yeah. My parents, of course. And they had a few people over for a soiree. They showed up around five and stayed long after dinner. Let’s see. There were the Williamsons, and the Fitzgeralds, and who else . . . ? Oh right! The mayor. He and his wife were both there, stayed pretty late.” Aden’s grin widened. “He seemed to love my dad’s scotch.”

Kate and Roy exchanged despairing looks.

“Well, shit,” Roy said.
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Some people thought they were God’s gift to man, and as far as Perry Gibson was concerned, Roy Hoover was at the very top of that list. He’d lost count of the times when Roy, a deputy sheriff, had stuck his nose where it didn’t belong and gotten in Perry’s way. Perry wouldn’t have become the chief of police if he didn’t know how to do his job. People didn’t become chiefs, or mayors, or whatnot if they weren’t incredibly talented and capable. And Perry could have been anything, mind you. He could have easily studied business and become a CEO of a successful company. But he had wanted to help people, and keep them safe, so he’d decided to do police work instead. So the very least someone like Roy could do was let him do his job and stay the hell away from his damn family.

This case was one of the most egregious examples. There was a teenage girl missing. A serial killer on the loose. Was this really the time for a pissing contest? All Perry wanted was to focus on the investigation—coordinate between the state police, the FBI, and his own officers, and get Alice back home safely. But Roy Hoover was so busy impressing his new girlfriend, Kate Marino, that he made it impossible for Perry to do his job! Perry prided himself on his ability to compromise. He’d let Roy elbow his way onto the task force. He’d even agreed to let Marino onto it, even though she had absolutely nothing to contribute. And what was the thanks he got? A phone call from his son last night, telling him that he was being held in Perry’s very own interrogation room!

Perry had wanted to kick the door in right then, but he held himself back. He didn’t want to give those stuck-up assholes a reason to whine about process and nepotism. And sure enough, it only took five minutes with his lawyer to get Aden out. But you could bet that those five minutes would cost a pretty penny. And this morning, instead of getting on the phone with the mayor and updating him on the case, Perry had to let his wife talk his ear off about the entire thing for fifteen minutes.

This job would send him to an early grave. This was what happened when you gave yourself to people. They just took and took and took.

He decided to take a break for a few hours and go fishing before he did something he would regret.

Frank was already there, at their fishing spot. Frank was usually there in the mornings these days. Sometimes, Perry was jealous of Frank. Sure, it was sad that his wife had died and all . . . but now Frank was free. While Perry carried the weight of the world on his shoulders, knowing that people depended on him, Frank could do whatever he wanted. And it was no secret that part of what Frank wanted to do was any number of tourist women that happened to visit Cooperton.

“Perry,” Frank said. He fished two cigars from his shirt pocket and handed one to Perry.

“Thanks.” Perry felt a wave of gratitude for his old friend. He let Frank light his cigar and took a puff. “I needed that.”

“Tough day?”

“Tough week, more like.”

Frank nodded. “Yeah. We’re all worried sick.”

“Of course,” Perry said. Naturally, Frank was troubled just as much as he was. After all, the girl was his great-niece. “We’re making some progress with the case. We’re working on it nonstop.” He knelt by his tackle box and retrieved a curly-tailed-grub lure.

“Uh-huh.”

“I thought you’d be at your sister’s.” Perry rigged the lure to his hook.

“Not feeling particularly wanted,” Frank said. “Not with my girl staying there.”

“You shouldn’t be forced to stay away from your family at this difficult time, just because your daughter’s got a grudge.” A jolt of anger shot through Perry.

“I try to keep the peace.”

“You’re a good guy.” Perry shook his head. Frank had the worst luck when it came to family. Lost his wife. Then he had that handful of a daughter, kept running away from home, and acting out. Then she just left and cut all ties to the man who had raised her for eighteen years. Now she had a daughter of her own and refused to let Frank meet her. His own granddaughter! Perry couldn’t imagine how it would feel, not to be able to see his own grandchild.

“Heard she helped a bit with the search,” Frank said, puffing his cigar.

“She did . . . at first.” Perry cast the lure far into the water, then reeled it in slowly, twitching the rod just a bit every now and then.

“Yeah? But now not so much?”

“I mean, she’s handy with her dogs, don’t get me wrong. But I wish she’d stick to that.”

“Kate’s always had to have everything go her way,” Frank said.

“Yeah, you can say that again. And she pulled in that loser Roy Hoover. I’m sure she thinks it’s for the best, but she doesn’t understand how things work here.”

“Maybe she’s a bit too close to the case,” Frank said.

“That’s definitely part of it.”

“And Kate can be obstinate and opinionated,” Frank said. “If she thinks something should be a certain way, she won’t let up.”

“I didn’t want to say, because, you know, she’s your daughter and all.”

“Well, you don’t have to cut her slack on my account, you know that. If you’re feeling like she’s interfering, you can put your foot down.”

“Yeah, of course,” Perry said. “Wouldn’t do it any other way. We have to act like professionals.”

“Most important thing is for Alice to come back safe, right?”

“Right. Right!”

Frank gave his head a tiny shake. “Ruth spoiled Kate rotten when she lived at her place. All my efforts raising the girl right gone to waste. It’s a shame. But Alice and her parents shouldn’t pay the price.”

Perry exhaled. “They really shouldn’t, Frank. I’m glad you understand. You’re a better man than most.”

It really was time for Perry to put his foot down. Kate Marino didn’t belong on this case. And neither did Roy Hoover.
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Kate had had a difficult time falling asleep the night before. The last two days had been such a roller coaster of emotions that she couldn’t quite process them. Her thoughts had whirred in her mind, impossible to silence. She wished that Ivy were younger, that she’d suddenly appear in her room, telling her that she’d had a bad dream, and then curl up in Kate’s bed. But Ivy never came to Kate’s bedroom anymore. And Kate was left alone with nothing to cuddle but her regrets and worries, falling asleep long after midnight. When she woke up after sleeping in, her thoughts seemed to move sluggishly in her mind, random bits of data, not really connecting.

So naturally, she drank four cups of coffee.

Now things were clicking again, ideas crackling in her mind. She had so much that she could still be doing. Riley’s autopsy report was probably ready, and she wanted to know the caliber of the bullet that had killed her. She was wondering about boot prints in the forest in that area—had they found additional prints that matched the original? And she had some ideas about Aden. Sure, he had a supposedly solid alibi for the day of Alice’s disappearance, but she could still get a warrant for his home, sniff around with Nero, see what they could find. And what about the guy who’d loaned him the car? He might know something. She had endless leads. The only problem was that Lopez and Fisher weren’t answering her calls.

So she got in the car, drove to the police station. She could get the information she needed there. She could talk to Agent Caldwell, see if he thought Aden fit the profile. And she should talk to Roy; he could help her with Aden’s friend. She wished she hadn’t slept in. There was so much to do and—

“Excuse me, miss?” the young man at the reception area called out, stopping her, just as she was about to march past him to the task force room.

“Yeah, sorry, I’m Officer Marino.” She fished her badge from her pocket. “I’m working with the task force on—”

“I know who you are, Officer,” the man said apologetically. “Chief Gibson told me to ask you to wait for him here if you showed up.”

“Okay,” Kate said, impatient. “I’ll meet him in the room assigned to the task force. There are some things I need to follow up on.”

“The chief was very insistent that you wait here,” the man said. The apologetic tone was gone.

Kate pursed her lips. “I’ll wait.”

As the man called Gibson, Kate tried Lopez again, then Fisher. She hoped that they were inside, that they could step out, usher her in. She hated being dependent on their cooperation, a sort of patronage that infuriated her. The calls went unanswered.

“Kate,” Gibson said, walking to the front desk. “I’m glad you’re here. How are Noelle and Harry?”

“Scared,” she said. “And worried.”

“Of course.” Gibson nodded. “It’s very difficult. For you as well, I imagine.”

“I’m fine,” Kate said through gritted teeth. “But I have a lot to follow up on today, so—”

“Follow up on the case?” Gibson frowned.

There was something going on. Gibson was giving a clunky theatrical performance, and she suspected that she was the audience. “Yes, of course.”

“Well, at the moment, the case doesn’t demand a K-9 officer.”

“I know, but there are other things I can do.”

Gibson shook his head. “It is my job to ensure the seamless cooperation between the different law enforcement agencies on this complex case, and I need you to stay within the defined boundaries of—”

“Is this about your son?” Kate asked sharply.

Gibson took a deep breath. “No, of course not. This is about proper police procedure. You are a close relative of Alice Vega. This makes your work on the case very problematic. So I agreed with the state detectives—”

“Lopez and Fisher are in on this bullshit?”

“I agreed with the state detectives that we will limit the work you do to the K-9 area. At least until we get alternative K-9 handlers assigned to the case. And, of course, I assume you’ll help your family through the difficult process of . . .”

Kate turned around and marched out of the station, shaking with rage. She took out her phone and typed a message to Lopez. It was long, and full of spelling mistakes, and she had to rewrite it several times because the autocorrect kept changing the words she was typing to ducking.

Back when Nero was not much more than a puppy, Kate had trained him to track scents. He was unusually good at it; she could already see that he’d be a phenomenal police dog. But he had difficulty adjusting his pace to hers. He’d pick up a scent and race ahead, barking with excitement. And then, reaching the end of his lead, he would be yanked back. Often he would stumble to a stop and look around him, confused, as if he couldn’t fathom what had just happened. At the time, Kate had thought his expression of bewilderment was somewhat hilarious.

Now, she knew how he felt.

For the past week she’d been following a scent. Searching for any trace of Alice, finding her phone, finding the bodies, following the evidence, encountering Riley, arresting Aden . . . Always hunting, knowing that the killer, Alice’s kidnapper, was just a few steps ahead, that she was catching up to him . . .

And now she had been yanked back, forced to stop.

It wasn’t hilarious. It was maddening.

Her phone rang. Lopez.

She answered. “Were you screening my calls?”

“Kate, listen—”

“Gibson just told me that you agreed to pull me off the case.”

“That’s not exactly what we said.”

“You asshole! You know it’s a bad call. I’m important to this task force, I made the majority of the breakthroughs. Are you willing to risk Alice’s life to—”

“Marino.” Lopez raised his voice. “Calm down. You know that I wouldn’t risk Alice Vega’s life, or anyone’s life for that matter, just because a higher-up told me to. But frankly, Gibson is right in a lot of what he told us. Your work on the case is legally problematic. If it was just your K-9 expertise, we could have made it work, but it’s much more than that.”

“Bullshit. This is about Gibson’s son.”

“Aden Gibson is a good example,” Lopez said. “I tried to get a search warrant for his house this morning, and the judge refused to grant it, because the officer involved with the initial search is a family member of one of the supposed victims. He said it impairs the objectivity of the officers involved.”

Kate was stunned into silence.

“You and I both know it’s possible that the judge knows the Gibson family,” Lopez continued. “But you left us vulnerable, because of your connection to Alice. It sucks, I know it does, but there’s a reason for making sure that officers are as impartial as possible when investigating a case.”

“I can help unofficially,” Kate blurted. “I’ll just work through you. No one needs to even know that I’m involved.”

“Kate,” Lopez said softly.

She took a deep breath. She thought of Noelle, printing leaflets, making calls, knowing that Kate was doing whatever she could to help. She thought of Alice, trapped somewhere, perhaps hurt.

“Yeah,” she finally said.

“I’ll keep you in the loop as much as I can.”

“Okay.”

“We’re working hard on this case. We have a lot of leads. We’ll find Alice.”

“Right.”

“I’m about to interrogate someone, so I need to go.”

“Who?”

A second of silence. “A person who might be linked to the case.”

Kate exhaled. “Yeah, okay.”

“I’ll talk to you soon.” The line went dead.

Kate stared at her phone. She didn’t know what she should be doing. She stepped into her car, switched on the engine, and drove slowly out of the parking lot.
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Chapter 45

Kate was in Ruth’s living room, watching Ivy as she sat on the rug with Jamie, playing Monopoly. Kate wasn’t sure if Ivy was letting him win, which was great, or if she was just really bad at Monopoly. Either way, Jamie had a stash of bills that he kept sorting according to colors, while Ivy kept borrowing from the bank. Right now she had seven dollars.

Ivy glanced at Kate. “What?”

“We never bought you those shoes that you need,” Kate said numbly.

“Okay. We can buy them once we go back home.”

“You really need new shoes. I should have made the time.”

“My shoes are fine, Mom, it’s not a national emergency.” Ivy rolled the dice. “Six. One, two, three, four . . . Oh shit, again? How much do I owe you?”

“Six hundred twenty-five dollars.” Jamie giggled.

“That can’t be right. Show me that . . . I can’t believe this. What if I give you an IOU?”

“No.”

“I’m good for it.”

“Six hundred twenty-five dollars. Pay up.”

Kate only half heard their conversation. Her mind felt like a dam that was about to burst.

She really did have to buy Ivy shoes. Oh no, the car insurance. What date was it? When did she have to renew it? The leak in the bathroom . . . she’d never handled it . . .

And she’d never told Ivy’s teacher that she was missing school she’d seen the unread messages but she’d just ignored them and Barb was probably furious that she never wrote her back regarding the party and she still hadn’t figured out what to do with Ivy’s bullying issue on Instagram and she needed to talk to her sergeant regarding shift she didn’t even dare take a look at her bank statement had they shut off all the lights when they left she really hoped so or the electricity bill would be a—

“Kate.”

Startled, she blinked at Ruth. “What?”

“I asked if you want some tea,” Ruth said. “I’m making me a cup.”

“Uh . . . yeah. Sure.”

Ruth went to the kitchen. Kate swallowed and took a deep breath. For the past week, she’d put her life on hold. Like with her dogs, when she was on the hunt, nothing else mattered. But she had been yanked away. And the truth of it was, her life as a single working mother couldn’t really be put on hold. When they returned home, she would have to pick up the pieces.

But compared to Noelle’s situation, this was a bed of roses. Electricity bill? Bathroom leak? Noelle’s daughter was still missing. In the hands of a sadistic killer. Kate didn’t know how to tell her that she’d been pulled off the case.

She got up and went to the kitchen. Aunt Ruth stood facing the counter, gazing out the window.

“Do you need any help?” Kate asked.

Ruth sniffed, wiping her eyes, and turned to look at her. She’d been crying.

“Help making tea? I think I got it covered.” She smiled weakly.

Kate went over to her and gave her a quick hug. She pulled away, and Ruth ran the backs of her fingers over Kate’s cheek.

“You’re a good girl,” Ruth said. “And you did such a great job with Ivy.”

“I was lucky. She was always an easy daughter to parent.”

Ruth shrugged. “I don’t think being a mother is ever easy.” She turned around and opened the cupboard. “Frank asked me if maybe Ivy and Jamie want to go fishing with him tomorrow morning.”

Kate tensed, saying nothing.

“I told him I’m not so sure it’s a good idea,” Ruth said, retrieving the mugs.

“Oh. Okay.”

“I, um . . . I never told you how sorry I am, Katey.” Ruth’s voice trembled.

Kate frowned. “Sorry? What for?”

“For Frank. For what he did, when you were growing up. For not stepping in.”

“You didn’t know—”

“Of course I knew.”

Kate’s lips snapped shut.

“You think I don’t know my brother? You think I don’t have eyes?” Ruth fished a couple of tea bags from a large box and placed them in the mugs. “He hit you.”

“Well . . .” Kate cleared her throat. “You didn’t know how bad it was.”

“Maybe not. But I had a hunch.” Ruth finished making the tea and slid a mug across the counter for Kate. “You know that story Frank keeps telling? About the time he saved me from that boy?”

“Wacko Bill? I must have heard it a million times.” Kate picked up her mug and tried to sip from it. Too hot.

“That’s the one.” Ruth cradled her own mug. “Wacko Bill. He really was scary. Frank often exaggerates, but that boy’s head wasn’t screwed on right. The way he’d look at me . . . And I never told anyone, but he put notes in my bag. The things he wrote to me, and crude drawings . . . well, they weren’t normal love letters. I really was terrified.”

“I get it,” Kate said. “Frank was your big brother, and he protected you. I don’t blame you for loving him.”

“Yes. He protected me. And I was grateful. Still am. But here’s the part that he doesn’t mention. He fought Bill, just as he likes to tell it, and he took him down. And then kept kicking him. But he wasn’t kicking him because he wanted to protect me anymore. No. I saw Frank’s face as he was doing it. Saw his smile. He was kicking him because he was enjoying it.”

Kate swallowed. “But he stopped, right? Because Bill promised not to come anywhere near you.”

Ruth frowned. “Not exactly. He stopped because a teacher pulled him off. Bill was in no state to talk. He had a broken arm, his face was a mess, and I think there was something wrong with his jaw. He didn’t return to school for several weeks. And when he returned, Frank would sometimes push him around. The rest is true; Bill never came near me again. And it became the story of how Frank had saved me from the big bad boy. But it’s also the story about the first time I saw the violent streak in my brother. I never imagined he would ever turn it on his own daughter. It took me so long to understand. Too long. I should have known.”

“But you did act,” Kate said. “I moved in with you when I was fifteen, stayed here for almost a whole year.”

“Well, yeah, when Hoover intervened, I took you in. But I should have done it much sooner, and I should never have—”

“Hang on, what?” Kate put down her mug. “What do you mean, when Hoover intervened?”

“Well, Deputy Hoover threatened to call child services. That’s why Frank agreed to let us take you in.” Ruth frowned. “You don’t remember?”

“I . . . I didn’t know.” Kate stared at her. “Roy Hoover? I didn’t even realize that he knew me.”

“Of course he knew you, Katey. He kept asking about you after you left town. If you were doing all right and all that.”

“Oh God.” Kate thought about the night she’d yelled at Roy about how useless they’d been. And how guilty he’d looked. And she’d been satisfied, because he should be ashamed for being part of a rotten system that hadn’t helped her. “I’m such a moron.”

“Well, I can’t blame you for not remembering. You had a difficult childhood.”

“That’s no excuse.”

“I don’t agree,” Ruth said. “It really is a good excuse, sweetie.”

Kate took a sip from her tea, not really tasting it, her mind in a turmoil.

“After you left, I didn’t talk to Frank for three years,” Ruth said.

“I didn’t know that.”

“I was furious with him. But I was even angrier at myself. I shouldn’t have let you go back to that house.”

“It was my decision,” Kate said. “He made me feel like he’d changed.”

“It wasn’t your decision, Katey. You weren’t old enough to make such a decision. I should have stopped it, and I didn’t. And maybe I should have kept him out of my life for good. But he’s my brother, and after three years, I couldn’t keep him away anymore.”

“I never wanted you to cut ties with Frank, Ruth,” Kate said softly. “Like you said, he’s your brother.”

Ruth had nodded, seemingly about to say something else, when the front door banged open. Startled, Kate turned to see Noelle as she breathlessly stumbled into the kitchen, her eyes full of tears.

“I just got a message from Alice,” she said, her voice trembling. “She’s alive. And she sounds good. She’s all right, Mom.”

“A message?” Ruth whispered. “What do you mean? She called?”

Noelle shook her head. “I got it by email. But it’s her. Listen.”

She retrieved her phone and tapped on its screen. And a second later, the message started playing.

“Hi, Mommy, it’s me. I really miss you . . . I wanted to tell you that I’m fine and that I’m really being taken care of. I’m getting a lot better. I hope to see you and Dad and little Jooja really soon.”

The message stopped.

“It’s really her,” Noelle said, a tear trickling down her cheek. “She even used her private nickname for Jamie. It’s really her.”

“That’s such a relief,” Ruth sobbed.

“Yeah,” Kate whispered, a dark pit of dread opening in her gut. “It’s a huge relief.”
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Chapter 46

Paula still hadn’t awakened. He knew her name was Paula, because it said so on her driver’s license. She had told him that her name was Crystal, which he found unimaginative, as hooker names went. But it didn’t matter. They were going to leave that fake name behind.

It was a big day for him, the day he started to make a real change.

In his profession, he kept seeing young women discarding their God-given potential, ruining their lives. And no one did anything. It drove him insane. People preferred looking the other way, instead of making an effort. But he was better. He was willing to make an effort. All it took was a bit of teaching and guidance. These women wanted someone to show them the way. He could imagine, years from now, the dozens of women who would owe their lives to him, who would tell others what he’d done for them. Maybe he would inspire others to follow in his path.

He peered through the door at her. Her skirt had ridden up as she slept, exposing her. He swallowed, suddenly recalling the softness of her flesh as he carried her to the cabin. An image flashed in his mind . . .

He was crouching in the woods, peering at her as she slept, unaware of him.

A twig snapped, and she woke, startled, and scrambled, began to run.

He went after her as thorns tore at her clothes, soon leaving her with nothing, and he was upon her, and she screamed in fear . . .

Panting, he looked away. Those clothes, a hooker’s clothes. They made him think these thoughts. He was furious at her for dressing like that, for planting those thoughts in his mind. He was a good man. He forced himself to remember what he was doing here, and how everyone would see him in the future. A good man. An incredible man, who cared. It wasn’t his fault those thoughts forced themselves into his mind. It was her fault.

He would buy her new clothes. These clothes belonged to Crystal, not to Paula.

She groaned as she began to wake up. He went over to the coffee machine, poured two cups. He stepped into the room where she lay on the cot, blinking in confusion.

“Good morning,” he said.

“What . . . where . . . ?” She looked around her.

“This is my cabin,” he said. “I’m afraid you drank too much last night. I wasn’t sure where to take you, so I brought you here.”

He had actually roofied her, a fact he was uncomfortable with. But it was for her own good. She would hardly have agreed to come here and do this of her own volition. He handed her a cup of coffee.

“Thanks.” She glanced around, her gaze hollow. “Where’s my bag? I need to call Jake.”

Jake was her dealer, her pimp. It was infuriating to see how fast she wanted to go back to the man who kept her down. “There’s no reception here,” he told her. “I already talked to him, don’t worry.”

If anything, that seemed to alarm her. Her eyes widened, her motions becoming jumpy, erratic. She put the cup down and got off her cot. “Thanks for taking care of me, but I really have to get back.”

“Sit down,” he said, his voice becoming harder. Women like Paula needed authority in their lives. “We should talk.”

She sat back down, hugging herself.

“Look at you,” he said. “Already thinking about your next fix. For the first time in a long while, you’re in a safe place, and all you can do is try to escape back to the empty, filthy routine of your life.”

“You can’t talk to me like that.” Her voice cracked. “Jake will—”

“Jake isn’t here. And even if he was, he wouldn’t do a goddamn thing. Now listen to me, Paula. Believe it or not, I’m here to help you. I’m going to take care of you. And in time, you’ll get better.”

Her eyes skittered as he said her name. “That’s very nice of you, but I really just want to go home.”

“You’ll stay here for a while,” he said. “We’ll get the drugs out of your system. I’ll teach you how to live a healthier life. And when I take you back to your parents, I’ll even give you some money, to start over. And I can guarantee that Jake won’t ever bother you again.”

She licked her lips. “I never took care of you,” she said, her tone suddenly husky. “How about we do it right now? You keep looking at my tits. Want to see what they feel like?” She undid a button of her blouse.

He stood up abruptly, the stool clattering behind him. She flinched, shrinking back.

“That’s not what we’re here for,” he grunted, his heart pounding.

Damn this stupid bitch, didn’t she get it? He was giving her an opportunity! At the sight of the exposed flesh, his mind was flooded with visceral images, imagined sensations. How fast would she run? Would she try to hide? Climb a tree to get away?

He stumbled out of the room, his head spinning. He hurried to the bathroom and slammed the door behind him. Shutting his eyes, breathing deeply, he counted up to a hundred. Feeling calmer, he stepped out—

She was gone. The door of the cabin swung slowly on its hinges, ajar.

Three steps got him to the door. He scanned the surroundings, his heart thudding in his ears. Nothing.

He eyed the ground, saw the footprints where the ground was still a bit damp from the last rain. There. She was running down the path. Of course she was. She had no idea where she was, but she knew they had gotten here by car. So she was running toward the road.

As he dashed after her, he only half noticed that he was grinning. She wouldn’t get far. More than two miles until this path hit the road. She was a junkie, running in high heels.

And he was a predator who had imagined this moment every single day, for years.

He could have caught up to her much faster with his car, but he ran past it, not even slowing down. Up ahead, he spotted her discarded shoes—she’d realized she’d be faster barefoot. It was like many of his fantasies, the shedding of her clothes as she ran. Would she be in her underwear when he caught up to her? Or wearing nothing at all?

He now heard something, in the distance. Ragged sobbing, crunching gravel. He rounded a bend in the path, and there she was, stumbling, her left foot bleeding. She was about ten yards away. If he had had his crossbow, he could have shot her down right there. A pang of regret. Never mind. He’d bring her down with his bare hands.

She glanced over her shoulder and let out a terrified scream. He bared his teeth as he increased his pace.

She stopped, turned to him, raised her hands. “Okay, listen—”

He smashed into her, knocked her to the ground. One hand on her throat, one tearing her shirt off. Her eyes bulged as her hands scrabbled at his fingers, trying to pry them away.

Later, he sat by her body, shaking, his breath ragged. Her vacant eyes stared up at the sky. Dark bruises circled her throat. He pulled up his pants, buckled his belt.

Damn it. How had this happened? He’d just wanted to help her. This was supposed to be the first day of the rest of her life. But Crystal couldn’t stomach the idea of going off the drugs. And she had tried to seduce him, as if he was some kind of loser who paid whores for sex.

It had all been a terrible accident.

But it wasn’t his fault. It was Crystal’s fault.

He should buy a padlock. Stop something like this from happening next time.
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Chapter 47

Kate lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, trying to think. The window in her bedroom faced west, and the setting sun’s golden light shone on her face. She recalled it being the same, back when she’d stayed here as a teen.

Hi, Mommy, it’s me.

She’d hardly eaten during dinner. Ruth had been more cheerful than she’d been since Alice disappeared. Kate’s gut had twisted in knots as she thought of what she knew, of the other girls who’d sent reassuring messages to their loved ones.

I really miss you . . .

Outside, a car drove down the street. People were going home to sleep. Downstairs, she could hear the sounds of cutlery. Aunt Ruth, in the kitchen.

I wanted to tell you that I’m fine and that I’m really being taken care of.

What had Caldwell called these messages? A progression of the killer’s fantasy. It was an indication that the killer was mentally preparing to kill the victim. A final countdown.

I’m getting a lot better.

Up until hearing that message, Kate had had a hope buried in the back of her mind. That for the killer, Alice was different. The rest of his victims were prostitutes. And Caldwell suspected that the killer had stalked Alice before picking her up. That he had known her. So Kate had thought that maybe Alice wasn’t intended as a victim.

I hope to see you and Dad and little Jooja really soon.

But now she knew that Alice would end up the same. Soon, the killer would take her to the forest and hunt her.

Hi, Mommy, it’s me.

Kate had called Roy immediately after hearing the recording. He already knew. The police and the sheriff’s department were deploying men near the grave site, and the area where the killer had been seen the last time—where he had hunted Riley. But Kate knew that the killer was too careful. He wouldn’t go back to the same location. In fact, he might go somewhere else entirely. New Hampshire did not lack for large, wild woods.

I really miss you . . .

Kate had asked how she could help, and Roy told her to stay put. The state police were sending their own dog handlers. Kate wouldn’t help Alice by antagonizing Gibson. And Lopez and Fisher didn’t need to be distracted with interdepartmental arguments.

I wanted to tell you that I’m fine and that I’m really being taken care of.

But Kate needed to do something.

I’m getting—

She pushed herself out of bed, went over to the desk that sat by the window. This room used to be Uncle Paul’s office. Ruth had never removed his desk. It had a printer and an actual fax machine on it. Kate placed her own laptop on it and turned it on. She went through her documents. Both Colette and Caldwell had been organized, had sent summaries of their reports to the entire task force. She checked the printer; thankfully, although it was at least ten years old, it had a Wi-Fi connection. It took Kate a few Google searches to figure out how to connect her laptop to it, but she managed it. She printed out everything she had.

She found a yellow marker in one of the drawers and began going through the reports, marking things that seemed important. She still didn’t know what she was looking for. She marked the boot print measurements. The tire track analysis. A comparison that Caldwell had made between this killer and Robert Hansen, a serial killer who had been active in Alaska. A quick Google search led her to a long article about Hansen, and she read through it, the details making her nauseated.

She printed out maps of the relevant areas in the woods—Tom’s Creek, and the area in which Riley had died. The printer ran out of toner, the maps turning pink halfway through. Kate found a bunch of spare toner cartridges in the desk drawers and blessed Paul for having been so organized. She wished she’d seen him more before he died.

With a red marker, she marked the maps—the locations of the grave, Alice’s phone, the clearing where Riley died, and the area from which she suspected the killer had taken the shot. She spread the maps and the photos from the crime scenes on the desk, trying to assemble order out of the chaos.

She redrew the timeline from the task force room and added Riley’s death to it, as well as Alice’s message. Would Alice’s death be this timeline’s next notation?
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A noise woke her up. She’d fallen asleep on the desk. How late had she been working? Three in the morning? Four? It was daylight outside by now. She checked the time. Damn it. Eight thirty in the morning. She should have set an alarm clock. Too much time wasted.

A scratch on the door. That was the noise that had woken her up. Kate got up and opened it, and Bella padded into the room. Kate shut the door again. Bella wagged her tail. Kate scratched her behind her ear and sat back down. Bella crawled underneath the desk and lay down, exhaling loudly through her nose.

Kate was grateful for her company. She reorganized the papers on the desk, occasionally rubbing Bella’s body with her bare foot. She hoped that the light of day would shed more information on this mess, but so far it remained the same. By now she knew it all by heart.

She was missing too many pieces of the puzzle.

It was still a bit early, but Kate suspected that Colette was the kind of person who got to work before everyone else. She picked up her phone, found Colette’s contact information, and dialed her.

It took Colette just a few seconds to answer. “Marino.” Kate could imagine the frown on the woman’s face. A call in the morning from a dog handler was not protocol. It was not how things were done. But Kate knew that Colette liked her, and she intended to use that goodwill now.

“Hey, Colette, sorry, I know it’s still early.”

“It’s fine, I’m already at work. Traffic wasn’t so bad this morning. And I found a good parking spot. Third row in the parking lot. Usually I park in the fifth row.”

“Glad to hear it. Listen, I don’t have the latest forensic reports.”

A pause. “Right. Lopez told me that you didn’t need them.”

“Well, still, I’d rather keep on top of things, in case they need my help again.” Kate tightened her grip on the phone. She hated doing this—she felt as if she was manipulating Colette, who rarely understood the intricate politics of police work.

“I can send you the reports,” Colette said. “And I’ll also forward the recent analysis by Caldwell. Would that be enough?”

“That would be amazing, thank you so much.”

“Okay. Next time you can just send me a message. There’s no need for you to call.”

“Right.”

“It’s more efficient that way.”

“Totally, I get it.”

“I hope you have a nice day,” Colette said, her tone slightly mechanical, as if she was reciting a sentence from memory. Kate had a hunch that someone, a therapist or a coach, had taught Colette to end phone calls this way.

“Thank you, Colette. You too.”

She put down her phone and refreshed her inbox. The emails from Colette showed up five minutes later. A bunch of attached PDFs. Kate opened them all, skimmed through just to check that they were what she needed, then printed them. She stared as the pages emerged from the printer’s maw, mesmerized by the repetitive motion.

A knock on the door startled her. She accidentally kicked Bella, who scuttled to her feet.

“Sorry,” Kate said, caressing Bella’s head.

Another gentle knock on the door. Kate got up and opened it. Ivy stood in the doorway.

“Hi, Mom, did I wake you up?”

“No, no.” Kate rubbed her face. “I’ve been awake for a while.”

“Is Bella here? I want to take the dogs for a walk.” Ivy peered through the door.

Kate shuffled to block Ivy’s way, not wanting her to see the crime scene printouts. “Yeah, she’s here.”

“Bella, come here, girl,” Ivy called out.

Bella walked over to the door and half wagged her tail.

“Do you want to go for a walk?” Ivy asked, grinning at the Labrador.

Bella turned around and walked back under the desk.

“Well.” Ivy folded her arms. “I’m not offended at all.”

“She’s keeping me company,” Kate explained. “I’ll take her for a walk later.”

“It’s really good news about Alice, right?” Ivy said.

“Yeah,” Kate said, trying to fake a smile. “Good news.”

Ivy nodded and left. Kate shut the door. A few seconds later, she heard Ivy call Nero. Then the front door opened and closed.

Kate went down to the kitchen, relieved that Ruth wasn’t there. She didn’t have it in her to fake more excitement about the message from Alice. The coffeepot was half full, and still warm, and Kate filled a mug, then went back to her room. The printer was done. Kate sat down, took a sip, and picked up the recent reports that Colette had sent her.

It turned out that the cops had found three old-fashioned wolf traps in the area where Riley had been shot. The medical examiner estimated that a similar wolf trap could have caused the fracture in Jasmine Robbins’s ankle. So just as they’d thought, the killer had hidden traps in his hunting ground. Had he intended to chase Riley toward one of those traps? Maybe.

No fingerprints on the traps. No fingerprints anywhere else. No boot prints that didn’t belong to the responders, Kate, or Riley. No one had seen the killer drive off. No tire tracks that didn’t match the vehicles of the police. It was as if the killer had flown away. Or he knew the area so well that he’d managed to cover his tracks.

The tire expert had found an absolute match between Aden’s tires and the car tracks at the grave site. So those tracks really belonged to Aden, who had admitted to going to Tom’s Creek a few days before. So, again, they had no tracks for the killer, except for those two sets of boot prints. His only carelessness.

Riley’s autopsy report didn’t teach Kate anything useful. The bullet had pierced Riley’s left lung, collapsing it. It was found lodged in the anterior chest wall. Surrounding tissue exhibited severe damage and hemorrhage. The cartridge was a .357 Magnum. Kate searched for the ballistics report but couldn’t find it—probably hadn’t been done yet.

More photos of Riley on the autopsy table. A photo of the scene of the shooting, the rock Kate took shelter behind, a large blood smear on the ground.

Colette had also attached the initial report of Riley Martin’s shooting. Kate read the transcript of her own report. It was strange, seeing the words printed on a clean page, so detached and bloodless. For a second, she could almost taste Riley’s blood on her own lips as she’d tried to resuscitate her.

Kate pushed her chair away from the table, feeling dizzy. She needed a break.

She drank some coffee. Bella got up and stretched, then went over to Kate and put her muzzle in Kate’s lap. Kate smiled sadly at her.

“You’re a good dog.” She scratched Bella’s head.

Bella gave a single tail wag. Kate could almost imagine the old dog trying to tell her that it would be all right.

“What am I missing?” Kate asked Bella in a low voice. “This asshole is like a ghost. Doesn’t leave a trace. No fingerprints, no tire tracks, no scent for Nero to follow. It’s like he wasn’t even there. Well . . . except for the boot prints.”

She went back to the table and picked up the report about the boot prints. She reread it. Aside from the prints belonging to the police and forensic team, they’d found only one set of prints near the grave site. And it matched the one found near the place where she’d found Alice’s phone. Additional boot prints were found near the phone location, matched to her shoes, to David Grant’s and Violet Spencer’s—the English teacher, and Alice’s friend.

Something in that report. David? Was he what was bothering her? She checked his shoe size—much smaller than that of the boot prints they had found.

Still, there was something there, an annoying itch that she couldn’t quite scratch.

She gritted her teeth in annoyance. Riley had said that Alice thought she could help them. And here she was, completely stumped by the . . .

Kate paused, yellow marker frozen above the report. An idea there, as fleeting as a silvery fish in the river. She didn’t dare even blink, in case it faded away. She focused on that single idea.

That wasn’t what Riley had said, was it? Kate shifted the papers and read the words she’d said to Lopez as she recounted what had happened.

Then the victim told me that Alice said it was safe to ask me for help.

She remembered it. Riley, a trickle of blood on her lips, gasping. “She said it’s safe to . . . ask you for help.”

Safe from who? Why would they need Kate to keep them safe, if they could already reach out to her, once they were free?

Her mind skipped to Aden. The obnoxious young man, pretending to be innocent, complaining that the police were constantly following him . . . He kept saying that. That the police were following him. Except that didn’t seem likely—Gibson had made it clear that his son was off limits. He’d literally stopped a sexual assault investigation linked to Aden. So was Aden lying about the police on his back? Was he paranoid?

Or had he actually seen a cop following him?

Kate shuffled through the pages on the desk, found Agent Caldwell’s profile of the killer. She picked up the marker, skimmed the page until she found what she was looking for—It is likely that the unsub already knew Alice Vega, and possibly stalked her for a while before the abduction. She circled the sentence.

What if Aden wasn’t paranoid? What if he did actually see the police following him . . . when he was with Alice?

Suppose Riley and Alice knew they couldn’t contact the police if they escaped. But it was safe to contact Kate, who was Alice’s aunt. A cop who was part of Alice’s family, who could be trusted.

Kate returned to the report about the boot prints, knowing what had snagged her attention. After discounting the footprints belonging to the police and forensic team on the scene . . . She circled it.

Next—the report about the tire tracks. Here. After discounting the tire tracks belonging to the law enforcement vehicles on scene . . . She circled it.

And in the report of the scene of Riley’s murder—After discounting . . . She circled it again.

The day that Riley died, Nero had followed the scent trails, searching, leading Kate repeatedly to other cops, to the medical team. Because those were the only scents he found.

Maybe the killer wasn’t a ghost. Maybe he’d left his tracks everywhere. Maybe he was a cop.

A cop would be aware of every step they took, would know if they were getting closer. He would have the contact details of pimps all over the state—people he could talk to in order to organize a date with one of their girls. He would know they had his boot prints and make sure not to use them again. A cop wouldn’t need to flee after killing Riley. All he would have to do was go back to his vehicle, and act as if he’d just responded to the call for backup.

Who was the first police officer on the scene? She recalled Gomez getting to her and Riley first, but was he really the first one to respond?

She looked through the printouts, going over the log of the radio transcripts, until she found the first one who reported that he’d arrived on the scene. It wasn’t Gomez. She suddenly recalled something. The man had asked her who the other woman was who had been shot. But on the radio they’d reported only a dead civilian. He had known.

Then she had a sudden idea. She studied the initial logs of Alice’s disappearance and found the name of the cop who had talked to the phone company and given them a location that was just far enough away to muddy the waters and buy him some time. Same guy.

Jaxon Hill.
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Chapter 48

Kate was pretty sure that Jaxon Hill had grown up in Cooperton. She had a fuzzy memory of that name from her past. But up till now, she hadn’t given it much thought. Most of her childhood memories could only be glimpsed through a misty haze, the faces indistinct, the days blending together. The ones that stood out were memories of her dad, some good, and many bad. And some of Ruth and Paul, and Noelle.

But she didn’t remember Roy at all. She didn’t remember the kids who’d been in her class. The few friends she’d had were vague and blurry, like photos left exposed in the sun. Kaylee, who always smelled of bubble gum. Megan, with whom Kate had smoked a cigarette when they were eleven. By the time she was fourteen, she’d become withdrawn and angry. She’d had no friends except for Noelle.

Jaxon looked about her age, maybe a bit younger. He would have gone to her school. But she couldn’t remember him at all. Still . . . his name rang a distant bell.

One of her father’s friends was named Dylan Hill. She had some memories of those men who’d fished and played cards with Frank. She remembered Dylan, because Frank had a hunting story about Dylan, one he loved telling. Something about a buck that they both shot at the same time from five hundred yards? Each man claimed his bullet was the one that hit the mark. Dylan was a redhead. Was he Jaxon’s father?

Thinking about those days was like wading in a thick, muddy bog of memories. Dylan would sometimes give them a large slab of meat from a deer he’d caught. Was there a redheaded boy with him one of those times? Kate could almost picture it, but she didn’t know if it was a real memory or imagined.

Every now and then Frank and Dylan would leave on a hunting trip for a few days. Kate would sleep at Ruth’s. She’d loved those hunting trips.

Frank had told her that he’d slept in a cabin that belonged to Dylan.

A cabin, deep in the woods.

It was time to talk to Frank again.

[image: ]

She slammed the car door shut and took a deep breath. She now regretted not bringing Nero with her.

She’d thought about it, but given her last encounter with Frank, she suspected he wouldn’t let her in if she had one of the dogs with her. She wasn’t sure if he’d let her in either way.

Frank’s car was here. Good. She wished she could just step inside, ask him about Dylan and Jaxon Hill, tell him that she suspected that Jaxon was holding Alice. Except she was almost sure that Frank would wave it away, tell her she was imagining things. He would clam up, or worse, suggest that he call Gibson and discuss this with him. No, she needed to be smart about this.

He opened the front door before she had time to knock.

“Saw you parking across the street.” He grunted. “Come to apologize?”

For a second, she felt as if her breath had been knocked out of her. “Yes,” she said, surprising herself. “Can I come in?”

“No wolf to maul me this time?” He made a show of peering outside. “Well, sure, come in.”

She followed him inside. A mild scent of vomit intermingled with cigarette smoke and beer. Frank definitely seemed more hungover than on previous days. He sank into his couch.

“Well?” he rasped.

Kate looked at him, knowing what he wanted to hear. The familiar fury rose within her, intermingled with fear, and underneath it all . . . something softer. A memory of a better father.

All these years, she had tried to cut Frank off from her life, from her mind. She’d cultivated the anger and hurt from her childhood. But she hadn’t realized that these dark emotions were strong adhesives as well. Perhaps they had replaced other feelings she had for her father, but they kept her bond to him as strong as ever. He was still her father.

It was time to let go.

Frank wasn’t a complex person. She’d met dozens of Franks in her job. She knew what made him tick. She would set aside her anger and get what she needed from him.

“Despite our . . . complex relationship,” she said. “Ivy deserves to know her grandfather.”

He relaxed. Even smiled a bit. It was so easy.

Her anger drifted away, and with it, any remnants of love she had for this man. A mean drunk, nothing more. Why had she let him dominate her adult life, keep her away from Ruth, and Noelle, people she loved?

Leaning against the wall, she sighed. “Once Alice is back, we’ll come here more. Things will change.”

“Glad to hear it,” he said. “Too bad something so horrible had to happen for you to come to your senses.”

So easy. So predictable. What a disappointing person he’d turned out to be.

She nodded. “Right now, I want to do everything I can to help with the case. But they pulled me off. I was hoping you could put in a good word for me. You know the people at the station. Gibson, and, uh . . . what’s his name . . . the guy whose father was your hunting friend . . .” She frowned, snapping her fingers a few times.

“Jaxon,” Frank said. “Dylan’s son.”

She was right. “That’s the one. You could tell them that I can still help, right?”

A flicker in his eyes. He looked away. Ah, he knew. In fact, he might have even had something to do with it. Kate expected fresh anger to rise, but there was nothing there but irritation.

“Sure, I can talk to Gibson,” he finally said. “He might not listen. He’s a stubborn bastard.”

“You can make him listen,” Kate said, not caring one bit. “He always ate up everything you said. I remember him listening to that story about you and Dylan. The one with the buck?”

“Ha! That’s right,” Frank chuckled. “That was a crazy day. That buck was six hundred yards away. An impossible shot.”

Six hundred. Well, the distance had grown even farther with time.

“The buck spotted us and turned to run,” Frank said. “Both Dylan and I took the shot at the same second, but only my shot hit. Buck went down. And Dylan had the nerve to say that it was his shot that hit.”

“Well, how do you know whose shot hit it?”

“Because I saw. My shot hit right where I aimed. Dylan couldn’t hit a shot like that.” Frank shook his head, outrage at his past renewed.

“Was that during one of your long hunting trips?”

“Yeah. I think it was in ninety-two . . . no, ninety-three, must have been ninety-three.”

“I always wondered how the both of you fit into your tent. It was such a small tent.”

“Tent? No, Dylan had a cabin, in the northern part of the woods.”

“What?” Kate’s voice rose with fake incredulity. “No way. I know those woods like the palm of my hand. There was no cabin.”

“You think you know every inch of those woods?” Frank snorted. “No, Dylan definitely had a cabin.”

“Where?” Kate asked, looking at him skeptically.

“I don’t know. You go up 118 and turn right, just after the old paper factory. It was somewhere there. Probably long gone by now. It was in a bad state even back then.”

“Weird.” Kate pushed herself off the wall. “I never saw it. So you’ll talk to Gibson about me, right? I really want to help find Alice.”

“Sure, sure. She’ll be back soon, I’m sure. Did Ruthie tell you? Noelle got a message from her. Alice said she was fine. Girl probably just decided to run off with some guy.”

“Uh-huh. Thanks. I’ll see you later.” Kate turned toward the front door.

“Hey, Kate,” Frank called after her.

“Yeah?”

“Tell Ruthie I’ll be over today. I’d like to see my granddaughter too.”

“Will do,” Kate said, and stepped out the front door, shutting it behind her.

He’d see his granddaughter. And Kate would be sure to tell Ivy about her own childhood. If Ivy was old enough to know that Alice had been abducted by an evil man, she was also old enough to know that her grandfather was a mean, violent asshole.
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Chapter 49

There was no right turn after the paper factory. It was a testament to how desperate Kate was that she was willing to trust the word of her drunken father about hunting trips from three decades ago. She drove on, hoping that maybe the right turn was farther north. She dialed Roy as she peered at the tree line. His phone was unavailable. Not unusual—he was on duty, and the entire police force and sheriff’s department were busy, a result of the message from Alice. They knew, just as Kate did, that they had very little time left. She could get ahold of Roy via the radio, but Jaxon would be listening on the radio as well. She tried Fisher and Lopez, too, and they didn’t answer her calls, same as her last calls for the past twenty minutes.

She made a U-turn and drove back, gripping the wheel hard as she scanned the forest. She was driving alongside a marshy area, the ground of the forest mostly giving way to mucky water. How could there even be a road here? Frank had gotten it wrong.

Her only consolation was that Jaxon had probably been deployed to supposedly search for the killer. He couldn’t just take the day off during an emergency. She still had some time to come up with a plan.

There was the paper factory. She groaned as she pulled up to its gate. Nero moved back and forth in his compartment and yawned loudly.

“We’ll do another round, okay, buddy? And then we’ll drive back home.”

Nero breathed through his nose, sounding exasperated.

She took it more slowly this time, driving at a snail’s pace. Sure, Frank was a drunkard, but he treasured those hunting-days memories. And he had a solid sense of direction, prided himself on never getting lost. If he said that the right turn was after the paper factory, that was—

There!

She had almost missed it. The only reason she even noticed it was a faint tire track on the dusty shoulder of the road. A ridiculously narrow dirt path, just wide enough for her car, its center overgrown with grass and weeds, a murky creek to its left. She turned right and drove up the path, the car bumping and creaking. Nero scuttled to his feet, displeased with the uneven motion.

“I know, buddy, I don’t love this either,” Kate muttered.

The road forked. No clear tracks. Damn it. She turned right. It became even bumpier. Now there was another fork . . . Or was this just how the terrain was? Kate wasn’t even sure she was on the path anymore. She considered going back, but turning around here would be tricky. She took what she thought was the wider path . . . and ended up at a dead end. She shifted into reverse and drove back until she found an area wide enough to turn in. As she did so, the wheel burrowed into the muddy ground. Was she stuck? The car lurched forward.

She drove back for a couple of minutes, then stopped the car.

She had her GPS, she knew where she was, and where the road was. So she wasn’t lost. But she wouldn’t find Dylan’s cabin, if it even still existed, in her car. The path was a confusing mess, crisscrossed with animal trails and forest clearings.

She tried Roy, Lopez, and Fisher one more time. Nothing. Sighing, she wrote them a message. She didn’t name Jaxon—she was worried about who might randomly see the message. Instead she explained she was following a very promising lead and asked them to please call her back as soon as possible.

Then she stepped out of the car and opened the door for Nero.

Time to look for a scent trail.

[image: ]

The blue dot on the screen hadn’t moved for over ten minutes.

He took a long, shuddering breath, his heart racing. This was it. She was coming for him. As he had felt she would. He’d known, back on the day Riley died, that Kate would find him.

Perhaps he’d always known. Ever since he first saw her when he was with his father, in the forest. Was it fate? Usually he scoffed at such notions. As if there was some all-knowing force that controlled events, a greater plan. People would believe anything to assuage their fear.

Still, there was an undeniable thread that had bound him and Kate together since they were children. Leading to this moment.

The blue dot still didn’t move. He’d planted the GPS tracking unit the day after Riley died. He’d had no intention of letting Kate sneak up on him again.

Her car was still quite far from the cabin. She’d either gotten stuck, or had parked it, and was now walking, with her dog. She thought she was hunting him.

Jaxon got up and unlocked the rifle cabinet. He grabbed two rifles. One for her, one for the dog.

It was time for Kate and him to reunite.
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Chapter 50

Jaxon still felt the vacuum that Mabel had left behind. He was sorry that it had ended that way—hell, if he could turn back time, he would have done things differently. It was entirely her fault, but if he’d known . . . well, no use crying over spilled milk and all that. Besides, it wasn’t like Mabel’s life would have turned out any differently without him. By now she would have been dead, a needle in her arm anyway. Jaxon had seen it happen often enough. And even if she had still been alive, she’d have been giving blow jobs for twenty dollars, which was probably even worse. At least she’d died clean. And both Riley and he would remember her that way. All things considered, it was a good thing, his time with Mabel. Not what he’d planned, but still.

With Riley it would be different. She had so much potential. And he could see that she really wanted to get better. Especially since what had happened to Mabel. It was a sobering thing, to see how bad decisions could end up. A costly lesson, but if it would change Riley’s life, it was worth it.

He already wanted to get back to her, talk to her, see how she was doing. He had a few more hours in his shift, and then maybe he’d drive there. Sure, it’d be the middle of the night when he got to the cabin; she’d be asleep. But sometimes he liked just standing there, watching them sleep. Sleep stripped them of the mistakes they’d made in their lives, their faces and bodies becoming innocent, and pure. And she’d be happy to see that he was there in the morning. She was now happy to see him every time he was there. She told him so.

He reached the end of Main Street and turned right, Gomez’s patrol car just ahead of him. Gibson wanted them to raid the Candy Shacks. Apparently the mayor had received too many phone calls about the parties there, so he shit on Gibson’s head, and then Gibson shit on their heads, and now they would shit on the heads of those worthless little assholes in the Shacks. Jaxon didn’t entirely hate the idea. The assholes deserved a bit of ass kicking.

Besides, he liked it when they ran.

The music from the Shacks was so loud, he could hear it all the way from Maple Street. Most of the time, the few squatters and petty drug dealers in the Shacks kept it quiet. But every once in a while they’d throw a really loud party that also brought all the useless shit stains from the surrounding farms, and from Pittsburg, and even some tourists from lodges in the area. And Cooperton’s two dealers would make a killing, selling expired LSD stamps and bad weed.

Jaxon planned to creep up on them, no sirens, no flashing lights. Make sure they had all exits covered. Then they could charge in and make their arrests. He grinned as they approached, already imagining the chaos. There was Aden Gibson’s car, parked at the street corner. Usually, officers in Cooperton knew that Aden was off limits. But surely, in the darkness and mayhem, Jaxon couldn’t be blamed if he knocked Aden around a bit? It would be quite wonderful to slap the boss’s spoiled brat around.

But then Gomez turned on his damned flashing lights and actually bleeped his siren, warning them. And within two seconds, people burst out of the doors, making a run for it. Jaxon cursed, pulling his car to a stop, blocking the way, and leaped out.

He rushed at a gaggle of young men who were pushing each other, trying to flee. He knocked one down, kicked him in the stomach for good measure, then looked around, his heart pounding in his ears. Screams and shouts filled the air, a stampede of bodies trying to get away from him. If only Dad could see him now. All these kids terrified of him as he meted out justice.

He noticed Aden dashing toward his vehicle and ran after him. Aden slipped into the SUV and started it. A girl ran toward Aden’s car.

“Aden, wait for me!” she shrieked.

The SUV’s wheels squealed as it reversed, nearly hitting two boys. Then it drove off, leaving the girl behind. She slowed down, still shouting after Aden. Then she glanced behind her. Saw Jaxon.

And dashed away.

He was after her like a bolt of lightning, Aden forgotten, his teeth clenched in a wild grin. It wasn’t much of a contest. She was in high heels and was either drunk or stoned. He caught up to her in ten seconds, hardly enough of a challenge, though his crotch tightened. He grabbed her arm, yanked her back, turning her around to face him . . . and his jaw dropped in shock.

It was like staring directly into the past.

Those twin dark eyes—he felt as if he was a child again, looking at a girl as she ran through the forest. Frank’s girl. Kate.

Kate had left Cooperton long ago. Jaxon hadn’t seen her for over a decade. Still, he’d seen her often enough, in his dreams and fantasies, and this girl . . . Well, she was damn near identical.

“Let go!” she shrieked.

He didn’t. For a few seconds he held tight, half expecting her to dissipate into thin air, a figment of his imagination. In his mind, he’d always imagined her running from him, and he’d catch her, hold her from behind, force her. But, of course, that was just a nasty fantasy. He wasn’t about to act on it, even though he felt an almost unbearable need to do so.

“What’s the matter with you?” She struggled, trying to pull her arm away. “You’re hurting me.”

“What are you doing here?” he asked, his voice cracking. “This isn’t a place for a girl like you.”

“I just came here with a friend. I was about to leave anyway.” Her lips trembled.

Around them, the street was emptying. He heard Gomez shouting at someone, his voice muted, faraway. Just the two of them here, him and this girl from the past.

“What’s your name?”

A slight pause. “Tina.”

“Tina.” He pursed his lips. “I’m going to check your purse now, Tina. And if I find a driver’s license or a student ID with a different name, I won’t be happy. So let’s try this again. What’s your name?”

“A . . . Alice.”

“Alice Simmons?”

“What?” Her eyes flashed with something. Recognition. “No. Alice Vega.”

Ah. Alice Vega. She must be Noelle Vega’s daughter. That explained it all. This was Kate’s cousin’s daughter. Did her mother know she was hanging around in a place like this? With someone like Aden Gibson? She probably didn’t care. Another girl whose parents let her throw her life away.

Well, he wouldn’t let that happen. He would watch out for this girl. For Kate’s sake.

“I don’t want to see you here again,” he said. “Or anywhere near Aden Gibson.”

“O . . . okay.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

He let her go. For a second she stared at him in disbelief. Then she bolted away.

Maybe this was all it took. She would stay away from the Candy Shacks, and from bad influences. After all, she’d promised.

But it wouldn’t hurt to watch her and make sure. And if she broke her promise . . .

Well, there was a spare cot in his cabin. Riley would love some company.
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Chapter 51

Nero paused, his entire body suddenly alert. Kate watched him, gripping his leash.

They’d been walking for over an hour, crisscrossing the terrain using a route that Kate had planned with the topographical map in her app. The wind was blowing almost directly from the east, so Kate chose a route that first went north, then south, then north again. They were far from methodical. After all, if Jaxon truly had a cabin here, she was sure his scent trails would be everywhere. She could afford to be faster, cover more ground.

And now, it might have paid off.

Nero moved intently forward, his head slightly low, close to the ground. Kate had instructed him to look for people, any people. She didn’t have a scent article for Jaxon.

The wind was getting stronger, and it was getting warmer. Not ideal—the heat would make the scent rise, and the wind would sweep it away. Kate hoped the trail was fresh enough that it wouldn’t matter. Nero now veered from the animal trail they were following, taking them lower into the adjacent valley.

Ten minutes later, Kate’s heart leaped as she spotted it. A few boot prints, trailing across the muddy ground. She’d examined the evidence photos enough times to recognize the soles—same as the ones found at the grave site. Not the boots that Jaxon wore when he was in uniform. These were the boots he probably used on occasion when hiking. And burying victims.

They descended to the bottom of the valley, then moved along the hill from which they had come. The underbrush became tangled and thorny. Why had Jaxon walked this way? Hunting? It didn’t make much sense to Kate; the going was slow, and any wild animal would hear him coming. But Nero’s posture left no room for doubt. The trail was strong. Someone had walked here, and recently.

She forced Nero to slow down, feeling wary. Jaxon used wolf traps when hunting. This was exactly the kind of terrain that would hide such a trap well. If Nero stepped in one . . . She scanned the ground intently, searching for a metal glint, or for suspicious stacks of leaves and branches.

Her ankles were scratched from the thorny brush. They stopped three times when Nero began limping, a bramble in his paw. She hoped they would get back on an animal trail soon. Jaxon with his high boots wouldn’t mind this area too much, but it was difficult for Nero and for her . . .

Perhaps intentionally so.

The hill to their right had become steep, and it suddenly occurred to Kate that it faced west, upwind. Suppose that Jaxon knew he was being followed. He could run down this brush, leaving a trail, then climb up farther on, double back, and wait, upwind.

She’d been worried about a wolf trap, but this entire route could be a trap.

“Nero, stop,” she said.

He paused and glanced back at her, panting. He cocked his head, looking confused. The trail of scent was right there.

She looked up at the steep hill. Large rocks above them, plenty of spots to lie in wait. And she and Nero were exposed, nowhere near to—

A flash of light.

“Nero, get down!” she shouted, and flattened herself on the thorns.

A single blast echoed in the valley.

“Nero, come here,” Kate called. “With me.”

No movement in the brush. The lead remained still. Kate couldn’t see Nero from where she lay, but she knew he was near. He’d have heard her, even if she whispered. Something was very wrong. And she was still exposed.

Looking around frantically, she spotted a nearby tree, a few yards up the hill. The ground was steep, but she could still climb it. No point in crawling—she was in full view. She got up and ran crouched, slipping on the rocky hill, pebbles tumbling under her feet. She reached the tree and flattened herself against it. She drew her gun, and then she peered down.

Nero lay on the ground, inert.

She stifled the sob in her throat. No time. Nero was hurt, maybe dead, but she had to make sure she wasn’t next. Jaxon could have shot her down many times over as she tried to get to cover, but he hadn’t. She listened intently, glancing around her. Where was he? The tree didn’t cover her well. She set her eyes on a large group of boulders, not too far from her position. She could take cover there . . .

A sudden sting in her side. She screamed in pain and surprise and looked down.

A dart, buried in her hip.

She gasped. A dart gun didn’t have a very long range. She glanced in the direction from which it must have come. Saw the two large rocks—perfect cover. And a furtive movement behind them.

She fired three shots toward the rocks, then bolted toward the boulders she’d glimpsed earlier, turning around to fire two more shots in the direction of the rocks. Her foot slipped, and she nearly tumbled down but managed to steady herself and reached cover, taking two more shots as she hid behind the rocks.

Panting hard, she leaned against one of the rocks, holding the gun in both hands.

There was only one reason for Jaxon to shoot her with a dart—he wanted her alive. She didn’t share the sentiment. If he got anywhere near her, she would shoot to kill.

She carefully peered over the edge of the boulder. Nothing. No movement. She glanced over at Nero. He lay there, just as before. She couldn’t stop the tears any longer. She sniffled and wiped her eyes quickly.

The gun was getting heavy, the ground tilting. The tranquilizer was starting to take effect. How long did she have? Jaxon was waiting for her to drop. If she just lay low, he would wait it out. Could she afford to rush him? He wanted her alive.

Then again, if she posed a real risk, he would more than likely shoot her down.

Either way, staying there wasn’t an option.
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Chapter 52

Jaxon watched the boulders that Kate hid behind, his rifle in his hands. He estimated that he had five more minutes until Kate would be deeply unconscious. He glanced at the body of her dog at the bottom of the hill. That had been a good shot.

His plan had worked beautifully up to the last second. He’d watched them as they strode down the path he’d gone along earlier, waiting. He could have killed them both a hundred times, but he needed them to get close enough so that he could shoot Kate with the tranquilizer gun. He could easily hit from forty yards, maybe fifty, but with the wind, he couldn’t risk anything more. Just as they were getting in range, Kate stopped. She seemed tense, her eyes widening with the realization that prey get when they sense a predator is nearby. He had a shot lined up on the dog’s head when Kate shouted at him to get down.

Jaxon was surprised by the speed with which the hound reacted, diving. He followed with his barrel and took the shot and saw the satisfying spray of blood as it hit. Not the head, as he intended, but the neck. The dog was incapacitated. While Kate got her bearings, Jaxon crept forward along the rocks. By the time she got to the tree, it was easy to hit her with the dart.

He considered taking another shot at the dog, verifying the kill, when movement drew his focus.

Kate was stumbling toward him, her gun aimed forward. He took cover just as she fired, the bullet hitting the rock. Was she insane? He lifted his head, then ducked as another shot fired.

Damn it. He gripped his rifle. She was forcing his hand. Maybe he could take a shot at her legs.

He rose, rifle aimed at her, then hesitated.

She was zigzagging, tripping as she moved across the steep terrain. She wasn’t even looking his way anymore, her gun held loose in one hand. She dropped to her knees, then collapsed onto her back.

Jaxon took a deep breath. Thank God. She didn’t know how close she’d been to dying. He watched her for ten seconds, twenty. No movement.

He got up, rifle still aimed at her. Nothing. He made his way, making sure to avoid the loose rocks that dotted the ground. The last thing he needed was to twist his ankle right now. As he got closer, he shouldered the rifle, already trying to figure out the best way to carry her up the—

She raised her gun and fired.

She was clearly woozy from the tranquilizer. Her movement was slow, her aim off. And yet he felt the sudden force that hit his shoulder, then the burning pain. He screamed, stumbling back.

She fired again and again, but now the shots were way off, the bullets zooming harmlessly in the air. Then her gun hand slumped.

He rushed forward and kicked her hand, and the gun skittered away. Roaring with fury, he kicked her head, then her stomach. He kicked again, and again.

After a while, he stopped. Blood was running down Kate’s face. He breathed fast through his nose. She’d tricked him. Nearly killed him, the bitch.

But, he saw, she was still alive. He was consumed by a strong desire to shoot her right there.

But no, he was a better man, no matter what she thought of him. And he would teach her that.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 53

Jaxon’s shoulder was burning, his head was pounding, he had trouble thinking straight. It took him three tries before he managed to get the padlock on the damn door unlocked.

Alice sat there on her cot. Her face, so similar to Kate’s, sent him into a new rage. He trudged into the room and dropped Kate’s inert body onto the floor.

“Your damn aunt!” he shouted at Alice. “Couldn’t let things alone. She was told to stop sticking her nose where it didn’t belong by the goddamn chief of police, but she didn’t listen, and now look what happened.”

Alice’s wide eyes filled with tears. “I . . . Is she all right?”

“She’s better than she should be!” he roared, kicking the table. It flipped over and slid across the room. “This is your fault! If you’d have done what I told you the first time we met, none of this would have happened.”

“I’m sorry,” Alice sobbed. She got off the bed and crouched by Kate. “She needs a hospital.”

Jaxon snorted. “Like hell. She’ll be fine.” He stepped out of the room and slammed the door.

Taking a deep breath, he tried to put his thoughts in order. Think, Jaxon, think.

He’d been listening to the radio. So far, no one was looking for Kate. But it was just a matter of time. And they would easily find her car. It was the vehicle she used for work, which meant it was probably tracked by the Manchester Police Department, just like he had tracked it, with a GPS. He needed to tow it as far away from here as possible. He had a good place in mind. Kate’s phone was in his pocket, turned off. He’d leave it in her vehicle before dumping it.

He also needed to establish an alibi. Supposedly, he was canvassing the woods, looking for . . . well, for him. For Alice’s abductor. They’d gotten it into their heads that he intended to kill Alice in the next couple of days. They still didn’t get it. He didn’t intend to kill anyone, and certainly not Alice. She was a good girl. She wasn’t like those stupid whores. Anyway, if Kate Marino could figure out that he might be involved, others might as well. Best to be seen in town soon.

But first, he needed to bandage his shoulder. He took off his shirt and checked the mirror. Kate’s bullet had scraped him deeply. So close. Just a few inches to the right, and it would have hit his throat. He opened his first aid kit and cleaned the scratch, wincing as the alcohol touched the exposed flesh. Then he carefully taped a wad of gauze onto it. The gauze almost instantly spotted with red. Damn it. People would notice this sooner or later, and he’d have to give a convincing explanation.

Still cursing, he went to the kitchen, rummaged in the cupboards, found a couple of granola bars. He unlocked the door again. Alice was still on the floor next to Kate. She was carefully cleaning the blood off the woman’s face with wet toilet paper. Clumps of sodden pink toilet paper lay around her.

“Stop that,” he said. He tossed the granola bars, the rest of the gauze, and the plastic bottle of alcohol on the floor. “Use this. I’ll be gone for a while. While I’m gone, explain to your bitch aunt how things work here.”

Alice nodded in fright. He grunted and left, locking the door behind him, already feeling better. She was a good girl. And Kate would see that he was just trying to help.

And it better happen fast. He knew he didn’t have much time left.
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Hurts.

Nero inhaled, the world taking shape around him. Blood, earth, feathers, carrion, plants. A breeze brought different scents. Water, different plants, machines, feces—

Hurts. Hurts!

Something was digging into him. His nose told him it was the mix of feathers, carrion, and dirt. He recognized it—a feathery-hoppity-snack. They never got close to him, because then he caught them and they stopped being hoppity, but now it was clawing and pecking and . . .

He yelped in pain as the beak dug even deeper. The hoppity-snack cawed and fluttered its wings. Nero open his eyes and lurched, snapping his jaws, but he was too slow, and the hoppity flew away, landed in a nearby tree.

Nero stumbled to his feet. It hurt to stand. Blood. He tried to lick it, but couldn’t quite reach it, and it only hurt to try.

Thirsty.

Where was big sister Kate? The scent was all around, but nothing near, the wind was mixing things up. He turned around, seeking motion, but there was just the hoppity in the tree—a few hoppities actually, there and there and there, so there were . . . many hoppity. Definitely more than one.

Was this another game? Big sister Kate was the best big sister for games. But she usually made the game sound first, like Nerofindthem. And Nerogetdown.

They were playing the Nerogetdown game right before . . . before he hurt.

So thirsty.

He could search for big sister Kate, she always gave him water, but he hurt, and it was hard to concentrate, the smells were confusing, they were confusing! But there was water in the wind. A lot of water. He panted, thinking of the water. He needed to drink. And then he would find big sister Kate, she was scared when they played Nerogetdown. Maybe she needed Nero.

He walked in the direction of the water. His neck hurt, the blood drip-dripping. He was leaving a clear trail of scent, which he did not like. A scent of blood was a scent of weakness. He tried to lick his neck again, but it was impossible. Maybe, if he found carrion, he could roll in it, mask his scent, that would be great. He vaguely recalled that big sister Kate didn’t like it when he did that, but it was still worth it. Maybe he could find a really ripe carrion that she’d like.

A sudden snag, and he yelped, the yank pulling his hurt neck in a bad way. It was the long ropey-toy. Usually big sister Kate held one side, and Nero carried the other, and it was fun, that was how they played many of their games. But now big sister Kate was gone, and the ropey-toy wasn’t fun anymore. It caught on a prickly bush. Nero pulled hard and it ripped free, carrying a few branches with it. Now he was lugging them too.

Really thirsty.

He walked, and walked, and walked. He got a bramble in his front left paw, and he limped, but that hurt his neck more, so he stopped limping. He tried to get the bramble out with his teeth, but they weren’t as good as big sister Kate’s fingers.

He felt miserable.

The ropey-toy snagged again and again, and each time he yanked it free he collected more branches and more leaves, and it was a huge tangle.

There! The water! So much water, gurgling and burbling, and—

The ropey-toy snagged again. He yanked it, but it didn’t get free. He yanked it harder, howling with pain and frustration, but it was stuck.

So thirsty. And hurt. And stuck.
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“Kate?”

The voice calling her name sounded far away, muffled, drowned out by the constant ringing in her ears. Kate was at the bottom of a dark well. Even the slightest movement, she knew, would bring a world of pain. Hell, even breathing was agony.

She could let herself float back into darkness. She felt it, a beaconing presence of nothingness.

“Kate? Are you okay?”

She was definitely not okay. The memories that threatened to intrude on her mind were not okay. Memories of visceral pain, and fear, and loss.

Nero. He was gone.

She let out a croaking sob. It was better to sink back into unconsciousness. Just for a little while. She hurt so much.

“Kate? Please answer me.”

Who was calling her? She wished they would stop doing that. They were making it hard to go back to sleep. And now something cool touched her forehead, waking her up even further, bringing the world into focus. No, no, no . . . with the focus came more pain, and nausea . . . Was she in a hospital? Definitely not. She was lying on something hard. The floor.

What floor? When she’d fallen, it was on a rocky slope.

Finally, her eyes flickered open. A vague blurry face above her. A girl. Kate’s mind played tricks on her, making her think it was Alice. She’d been looking for the girl nonstop, but Alice was gone. Kate had failed her, had stepped into Jaxon’s trap. And now Nero was dead, and Alice was dead, and Kate wished she was dead as well, because the pain was—

“Kate, thank God, you’re alive.” A whimper.

She looked at the girl.

“Alice?” she rasped.

“Yes. It’s me.” The girl sniffled. “He’s been holding me here, and now he caught you, I don’t know how, he said it’s my fault. There was a girl named Riley here, but I think she’s dead now, and he might come back at any moment, you have to do exactly what he says, okay? He gets angry if . . .”

Alice kept talking, the words becoming gibberish. Kate tried to take a deep breath. Oh shit, that was a mistake. Breathing hurt like hell. She suspected a rib was broken. Maybe two. And her ears were still ringing. A concussion?

“We have to get out of here,” she mumbled.

“We can’t. The door’s locked. And don’t tell him you want to leave when he comes back, he doesn’t like that.”

Kate tried to lift her head. That hurt as well. She saw a cot, just within reach. She forced herself to sit. The whole world tipped as she did so, pain so bad that her vision flashed with white. She dragged herself over to the cot, managed to get on top, then curled up. She just needed to rest a bit. Then she would figure out how they could leave.

Darkness enveloped her. It was a relief.
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Chapter 56

Ed’s knee was starting to hurt. It had been a long hike, eight miles according to the clever watch that Thomas, his grandson, had gotten him. Not long ago, he could have done twice that much and not even broken a sweat. Ed didn’t feel old, not really. But at eighty-two, he supposed he was no spring chicken either.

Darla was walking ahead of him. He’d been worried that this hike would be too difficult for her. But then she said, “You do know that I did five marathons, Ed Carter. The last one just three years ago.” He hadn’t known that, and when she said it, he felt that strange tingle in his heart that he’d thought he’d never feel again. Strange, that you could fall in love at the age of eighty-two. He was feeling guilty about it, because after Bertha had died, he’d been sure that was it for him.

Anyway, his knee hurt like it had a bunch of gravel inside it. But he’d be damned if he’d be the one who suggested they had to stop.

It was Darla that suddenly paused. “You hear that?” she asked.

He walked up to her and paused to listen. “What?”

“It’s like . . . yelping.”

“I don’t hear anything.” He was a bit hard of hearing. Thomas wanted him to try a hearing aid. That kid thought everything could be fixed with a digital doodad. If Ed told him his knee hurt, he’d probably suggest that Ed use an iKnee or something.

“It’s over there,” Darla said, striding away, into the woods.

“It’s getting dark,” Ed said. “We shouldn’t get far from the trail.”

“There’s still a bit of sunlight . . . Oh!” She stopped.

It was a large German shepherd. He was muddy and bedraggled, his leash tangled badly in a nearby tree. He wore a sort of harness. He turned toward Ed and Darla and yelped miserably.

Ed walked slowly over to the dog.

“Be careful,” Darla said.

Ed knew how to handle a canine. He had had a dog almost every day of his eighty-two years. The last one, Birdie, a sweet and loving beagle, had died last winter, and Ed was still mourning his loss. He was already talking softly to this German shepherd. “Hey there, buddy, you look like you need help. Can I help you get loose? Huh? Who’s a good boy? You’re a good boy . . .”

At the words good boy, the dog paused, alert. Now here was a dog who had been told he was a good boy many times over. Ed kept talking as he approached him, as slow as possible. The dog was bleeding, and trapped, and Ed knew that in his panic, he might attack. But he let Ed approach.

Up close, Ed could see a label on the harness that read Manchester Police K-9. He bent by the dog and detached the ridiculously long leash from the harness.

The dog instantly bolted away, half limping, toward the stream nearby. He bent and lapped at it thirstily.

“Goodness,” Darla said.

“He’s a police dog from Manchester,” Ed said.

“What’s he doing here?”

Ed had no idea. He walked over to the dog, who was still lapping, as if he was intent on emptying the stream. Ed examined him closely. He was bleeding from the neck, and Ed didn’t like the looks of the wound. It had muck on it, and flies crawling all over.

Ed unshouldered his backpack, rummaged in it, and retrieved his first aid pack. He ripped open an antiseptic wipe. “Hey buddy. You’re a good boy. Mind if I take a look at that? Yes, you’re a good boy.” With one hand he scratched the dog’s head. Then he dabbed the bloody wound with the wipe.

The dog yelped and snapped at him. Ed quickly pulled his hand away. The dog resumed drinking.

“He won’t let you do that,” Darla said.

“Yes, thank you, I noticed.”

“Don’t you use that tone on me, Ed Carter. Move aside.”

She muttered to herself as she knelt by them. She took out a bag and retrieved a sandwich. The dog stopped lapping at the water and looked at her with interest. Darla tore a piece of ham from the sandwich and offered it to the dog. The ham disappeared in a second. The dog licked his lips.

“Yes, you’re hungry, aren’t you.” She smiled at the dog.

Ed felt that tingly feeling in his heart again.

As she fed the dog pieces of ham, Ed managed to remove the harness and clean the wound bit by bit. It was actually two wounds—twin holes. Ed suspected that someone had shot the dog, and the bullet had gone in and out of the dog’s neck. What kind of bastard did that?

By the time he was done, Darla was petting the dog smoothly and whispering in his ear. The dog, who was apparently exhausted, slumped down sleepily.

It was getting dark. They would have to pitch their tent here. Ed unrolled the tent, sneaking glances at Darla and the dog. They’d take the dog to the police station in Cooperton tomorrow. But seeing Darla with the sleeping hound made Ed wonder if maybe she would like to get a dog, together.
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Chapter 57

It had been a long day, with no results. Roy’s head pounded as he trudged through the woods toward his vehicle.

He’d been assigned to stake out the area where Riley had been murdered. Agent Caldwell thought it was possible, though unlikely, that the killer might be compulsive enough to need to kill all his victims in the same location. So two deputies and two police officers were tasked with it. And Gibson, in a stint of typical vindictiveness, assigned Roy to the farthest position, on a rocky slope. Roy had no reception there, so beyond the occasional spatter of radio communication, he had no one to talk to but the surrounding insects.

No one from the stakeout team had seen any hint of the killer, or of Alice. Tomorrow they would try again. And Roy would be damned if he’d agree to go back to the same spot.

His neck and back ached from the long shift on the uncomfortable rocks. He entertained a fantasy involving a cold beer, possibly two, while reclining in his soft couch.

His phone blipped, and blipped again, the messages pouring in as he reached an area with reception. He ignored it, trudging to his car.

The phone kept blipping.

Frowning, he took it out. One message from his sister, and seven messages from Kate. He checked them. Strange messages, unclear, talking about a lead, not giving any additional information, repeatedly asking him to call her. He quickly dialed her.

The call went directly to voicemail. He tried again with the same result.

He called Lopez.

“Roy,” Lopez said. “Is this about Kate?” He was breathing hard, as if talking while walking.

“Yeah,” Roy said. “She left me a few messages, do you know—”

“She’s disappeared,” Lopez cut him off. “She left messages for me and Fisher too. We tried to get back to her, but she didn’t answer the phone. Her family didn’t know where she was either. So Fisher got her vehicle location from Manchester PD.”

“And?” Roy’s heart lurched in his chest.

“We found her car at the side of the road near a lake called . . . Mud Pond?”

“Mud Pond?” Roy blinked. “What’s she doing all the way out there?”

“Don’t know. Couldn’t find her. Vehicle’s empty. She took her bag and her dog’s gear, but we found her phone under her seat. It must have fallen out of her pocket, and she hadn’t noticed. It doesn’t look good.”

“It’s getting dark,” Roy said. “She’s still out there?”

“Looks like it. We’re searching out here right now. We’d appreciate the help.”

“Of course. I’ll drive there right now. I’ll be there in half an hour.”

All thoughts of a cold beer had evaporated from Roy’s mind, replaced by a deep feeling of dread.
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Nero’s eyes snapped open, his senses instantly alert.

Some sort of sound had woken him up. A screech, or a hoot, or a chirp. He smelled furry-jumpies, and feathery-hoppities, and the walkers who’d helped him earlier. No danger he could perceive.

The water still gurgled and burbled. He stood up and stretched, and lapped at the water, the chilly liquid sharpening his senses.

The walkers were asleep. They were nice, but they did not belong to his pack. It was time to go. There was a nearby furry-jumpy, and he could chase it. That sounded good.

But first he needed to find his pack. Big sister Kate should be somewhere close. He didn’t smell her, but he could smell his own tracks, and he could follow them back to where he was before.

He peed on a tree so the nice walkers would know that he’d left, and that this was part of his pack’s territory.

And then he padded back the way he’d come before, the wound in his neck bothering him, but not too much.

Big sister Kate needed him. She was scared when she left. She would be happy when he found her. She’d make a goodboy sound and maybe give him his goodboy chewy toy.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 59

Kate groaned. Her sleep had been a torrent of nightmares and pain. And waking up was no better. A high-pitched sound still rang in her ears, and spots danced in front of her eyes when she opened them. She sat up and leaned against the wall. Shit, every breath hurt like hell.

“Kate.” Alice sat up on her cot. “Wait there.”

The girl got up and opened a door in the corner of the room, exposing a rudimentary bathroom. She filled a plastic cup with water from a rusty faucet and went over to Kate.

Kate took the cup from Alice and sipped gently. She was definitely thirsty, but swallowing was difficult. She forced herself to take tiny sips until the cup was empty.

“Thanks,” she rasped.

“More?”

Kate shook her head. She looked around at the room. It was bare . . . but much better than what she’d assumed. Caldwell had said the girls were probably held in cages, like animals.

“Is he here?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

“No. He’s been gone since he brought you yesterday,” Alice said. “He sometimes leaves for days. Riley told me once he’d left her and Mabel alone for four days. Um . . . Riley and Mabel were girls that were here before.”

“I know who they were.”

“Oh. Are they . . . ?”

“They’re dead,” Kate said softly. She didn’t have the energy to figure out a better way to say it.

“Oh.” Alice’s eyes filled with tears.

“Are you all right? Did he do anything to you?” Did he rape Alice? Torture her? Kate didn’t want to spell it out.

“Um . . .” Alice sniffed and wiped her eyes. “Not really. He choked me once, when he was angry. But most of the time he acted like he cared about me. He even let me send a message to Mom.”

“He let you? He didn’t force you to do that?”

“Not really . . .” Alice hesitated. “He did tell me what to say. But he said he didn’t want Mom to worry. Do you know if she got the message?”

“She got it.”

“Oh. Good.”

Kate couldn’t figure it out. Jaxon acted like he cared. Made it sound like the message was for Alice and her parents. “What’s he playing at? Why does he act so nice?”

“Riley said her boyfriend was the same. Acted nice one moment, then a real asshole the next. When she . . . the day she died, he said they were going for a nice walk. He made us fish for dinner the night before. Everything seemed good. But he came back alone.”

A nice walk. Fish for dinner. It sounded like a story that he told the girls to reassure them. Or was it to reassure himself? She suddenly thought of Frank. Always saying that he merely spanked her to teach her. As if he was just doing his duty as a father. And he seemed as if he truly believed it.

The stories some men tell themselves. Portraying themselves as the heroes of their tales. Maybe Jaxon believed he was the hero as well. Created this twisted situation just so he could act out an obsessive sexual compulsion. He took Riley for “a nice walk” and then . . . what? Things got out of hand?

Kate didn’t really care what went on in his mind. He was a sick asshole. And even if he pretended to care, deep inside he intended to kill them both.

“How did he get you?” Kate asked.

Alice gazed at the wall. “It was so fast. I was seeing this guy . . . it was a secret. It seemed so important that Mom and Dad not find out.”

“Aden Gibson.”

“Right,” Alice said. “So they found out, huh? Anyway, I think he was about to dump me. I had a date with him at a place called Tom’s Creek, in the forest. But when I got there, I saw he wrote me that he was going to this thing at his parents’. I was so pissed off. He couldn’t have told me earlier?”

“He’s a piece of shit.”

“Yeah, well.” Alice shrugged. “Suddenly this cop . . . Officer Hill, he showed up. I’d met him once before. And he actually told me to stay away from Aden. I don’t know how he found out that I was seeing him.”

“He was following you around. Stalking you.”

“Oh.” Alice shivered. “He told me he’d give me a lift home, but I told him that I’d just walk. Then he got angry, because he said I was throwing my life away, or whatever. He got out of the car, and I made a run for it. He chased me. When I looked back at him . . . he had this really scary smile on his face.”

Kate nodded, not saying anything. Of course. Caldwell was right about that. Jaxon liked chasing girls. Hunting them.

“I tried to call my parents, but then he caught me and dragged me away to his car. And then . . . I don’t know. I think he injected me with something. I woke up here.”

“We found your phone,” Kate said softly.

“Mom and Dad are probably worried sick.”

“You have no idea.” Kate sighed and examined the door. “We need to get out of here. Is it locked?”

“Yeah. He locks it with a padlock from the outside. And the window is barred. We can’t get out.”

“We have to.”

“We can’t.” Alice’s voice cracked. “And even if we do, he’ll find us. That’s what he does. And it’s not like you can get very far like this. You can hardly stand.”

She wasn’t wrong. Kate tried to think. Could they afford to wait? The police would be looking for her by now. They could locate her car, and her phone . . .

And Jaxon knew that. He was part of the police force. In fact, he had probably anticipated it. Kate had underestimated him the day before, and she didn’t intend to do it again. He would have taken her car somewhere else. Her phone too. And now he was “helping” look for her.

So they probably had a few hours. But he would want to get back, see how she was. And he knew that his time was running out. When he came back, he would probably kill them. Take them for a “walk.”

“Alice,” she said. “You’ve been here for more than a week. Try to think. What can we do to get out?”

“I’m telling you, there’s no way! We tried to move the bars, and it took like . . . days, and when we finally managed it, it didn’t help at all, because they were fastened too tight. And it was risky; we almost couldn’t pull them back. We were lucky he didn’t notice. He would have been so angry.”

Kate looked at the bars on the window. She gritted her teeth and forced herself to stand up. “Show me.”
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Chapter 60

Roy knocked on the front door of Ruth Vega’s home with trepidation.

They’d done very little the night before. Sunlight was almost gone by the time he’d reached Kate’s vehicle. He and a few other people roamed the vicinity of the car, going farther along nearby trails, searching with flashlights, calling Kate’s and Nero’s names. They hoped that Nero’s hearing might make him lead Kate to the callers. But they found nothing. When Officer Jaxon Hill tripped and fell, hurting his shoulder badly in the process, they decided to stop for the night and resume the following day.

Roy had returned home, unable to sleep. He’d managed to get Kate’s GPS route from the Manchester PD, and had examined it thoroughly, cross-referencing it with the texts she’d sent him. After the first message, she’d gone to her father’s house. Then she’d sent him three more texts and then drove to somewhere in the northern part of Frederick R. State Park. She tried to call him several times, sent him a few more texts, all strangely vague. After a while in the state park, she turned around, headed back, and finally left her car near Mud Pond.

She didn’t call or leave a message between Frederick R. State Park and Mud Pond. That seemed strange. Lopez’s theory was that by that time, her phone had dropped under her seat, and she couldn’t find it. And if she’d wanted to reach any of them urgently, she could have done it by radio, which she didn’t.

Nothing about that felt right to Roy. Why had Kate been so vague in her messages? Why hadn’t she reached him by radio? If there was one thing he knew about Kate Marino, it was that she wasn’t shy. If she wanted to say something, she said it, and the hell with what people thought.

Ruth opened the door for him.

“Deputy Hoover,” she said.

“Just checking in before heading out,” he said. “We have a large search force out in Mud Pond.”

Including scuba divers, but he didn’t tell her that.

“Come in.”

He stepped inside and followed Ruth to the living room. Ivy was there, sitting on the couch by an older woman Roy didn’t recognize. Ivy was weeping silently. Bella sat by their feet, looking up at Ivy with worry.

“Deputy Hoover,” Ruth said. “This is Dorothy Marino.”

“Dolly,” the woman on the couch said. “I’m Ivy’s grandmother. I got here as soon as I heard.”

Roy nodded hesitantly. “Nice to meet you, ma’am. As I was just telling Ruth, we have a large group looking for Kate. We’re hoping to have news later today.”

Ivy raised her head from Dolly’s shoulder, her eyes puffy and red. The three women looked at him. Roy shifted uncomfortably. His ex had loved ancient mythologies and often talked about the three women that frequented these tales—the Furies, the Triple Goddess: mother, maiden, crone. The stares of these women in the living room, daughters, mothers, grandmothers . . . he felt as if he was being judged by them.

And found wanting.

“You’re Roy, right?” Dolly said.

“Uh . . . yes ma’am.”

“Kate mentioned you a few times this past week, when we talked. Do you mind if we have a word?” She got up and turned to Ivy. “Vivi, I’ll be just a moment.”

She strode to the kitchen, and Roy followed her sheepishly. When they were as far away as they could be, Dolly turned around and folded her arms.

“So,” she said. “You’ll find my Kate.”

“Like I said, ma’am, every effort is being made to—”

She shook her head impatiently. “Spare me. I don’t know if Kate told you, but I lost my son.”

Roy cleared his throat. “I know. I’m sorry.”

“Back when he became an officer, I met with some of his associates. And they always told me that I didn’t need to worry. That they were all looking out for each other. And then he died. I don’t need your assurances. I need you to find her.”

“I’m going right now, and I’ll be looking all day—”

“Like you did with little Alice?”

“Well . . .”

“If I’ve been following things, the only one who actually found hints of Alice is Kate.” Dolly sighed. “Listen, Deputy, I know you’re doing your best. But I need you to be doing better than that. Kate . . . spoke well of you. I don’t often hear her speaking well of people, and very rarely of men.”

“Um . . .”

“If there are a bunch of people bumbling around by that lake, then they probably don’t need you to bumble with them.” Dolly shrugged. “What can you do differently to find my Kate?”

“Bella can find her,” a whisper said behind Roy.

Roy turned around. Ivy stood in the entrance to the kitchen.

“Vivi, honey,” Dolly said unsteadily. “They probably have K-9 dogs looking as well. And I’m sure the deputy will do his best—”

“Bella can find Mom better than any dog. Better than Nero, even. Her harness is in Mom’s room.”

“I can check with the dog handlers about what they think,” Roy said weakly.

Ivy met his gaze with those same twin black eyes that ran in the family. “Take Bella with you. Find my mom.”
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“You see the grooves here?” Alice pointed at the windowsill. “We pushed the bars back and forth until we got them free. It took us days.”

“Yeah.” Kate gripped the bars.

“Don’t!” Alice blurted, grabbing her wrist. “It won’t help, trust me. And last time we could barely pull them back into place. We had to really struggle with all our strength . . . and I don’t think you’re in any shape to do it. And once he gets back, he’ll see the loose bar and he’ll be furious.” She touched her neck distractedly. Faint bruises were visible on her skin.

Kate nodded. She suspected that, with their full strength, maybe they could twist the bars enough. But what then? Without her map, she had no way of navigating this place. The trail leading away from the cabin was clear here, but Kate knew that once it got deeper into the woods, it would become that complex maze she’d gotten lost in before. The road was probably to the northwest, and she could try to navigate to it according to the sun. With enough time she could get them out. Except she was in bad shape; she would move slowly, and she suspected they didn’t have enough time. Jaxon was bound to show up soon.

“Do we have anything to eat?” she asked. Some of her weakness was probably due to hunger, though she wasn’t sure she could eat anything right now.

“Yeah, there’s a lot of deer jerky, and he left us some granola bars,” Alice said. “They’re not bad.”

She stepped away from the window to get them. Kate gripped the bars and pushed.

It was harder than she’d suspected. She had to lean on the bars to get them to move. They scraped noisily along the grooves, reached the end, and then gave a sudden lurch as they got free. Kate saw what Alice had meant—once the bars were free, they dropped a bit, making it impossible to pull them back in. They would have to lift them and pull, which would be difficult.

“I told you not to do that!” Alice shrieked. She rushed back to the window and tried to manhandle the bars back into place. “Help me!”

Kate shook her head. “No.”

“But . . . he’ll notice. He might kill us.”

“Alice, he’s going to kill us anyway.”

“Maybe he won’t notice,” Alice muttered, not really listening. She walked over to her cot, hugging herself, trembling. “I mean, if he doesn’t look too carefully, it kind of looks the same.”

Kate pushed herself away from the window and picked up one of the stools. Then, using all her strength, she hurled it at the window.

The dirty glass shuddered, large cracks forming where the stool had hit it.

“Now he’ll definitely notice,” Kate said.
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Chapter 62

Roy followed Bella through the trees, feeling out of his depth.

Griffin, the K-9 handler who had joined the search, said that using Bella would make no sense. Handlers had special relationships with their dogs, and he’d never worked with Bella before. His own dog would smell Kate just as well. Besides, Bella was old.

So Roy had decided to take Bella himself. But where? Dolly had been right—they didn’t need another deputy with an aging dog bumbling in Mud Pond.

Kate had gone to Frank’s house before leaving for the woods. Roy knew better than to think it was a family visit. So he called Frank and asked him what the visit had been about. Apparently nothing, was Frank’s version. She’d just wanted him to talk to some people on the force and convince them to let her back onto the task force. Which was utter bullshit—Roy didn’t believe a word of it. Then Frank went on a tangent about her arguing with him about a hunting trip years before, in the northern part of the woods—

Roy thanked the man and hung up. And then he took Bella to the area where Kate had driven to in the northern part of Frederick R. State Park.

But now he strongly suspected he was wasting his time. Bella showed no indication that she understood his command “Find Kate” and his more desperate “Find your mom.” She seemed happy enough to go for a walk in the woods. And she was leading the way, though he had no idea if she was going after any particular scent, or just enjoying the damn scenery.
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Jaxon was in a good mood as he drove up to the cabin. Everything had worked perfectly. His fellow cops were searching for Kate in Mud Pond. They’d been pleased to see him show up this morning despite the shoulder injury he’d supposedly gotten the night before while searching for Kate. But after a few hours of dutifully looking for the missing woman, his scratch bled through the bandage, staining his shirt. He was instructed by Gibson to take the next day off, two if needed.

He needed the time to form a plan. He knew that in a few days, they’d figure out everything. By then, he, Kate, and Alice had to be gone from here. It would be complicated, but it could be done. Kate wouldn’t put up much of a struggle in her present state. And Alice would do as she was told. Maybe it was time to let Alice out of the room. They could try to form a concrete plan together. He could go for a walk with Alice in the forest, talk with her about it.

As he turned the corner and reached the cabin, his heart plunged.

The window of the room the girls were in was broken wide open. He parked the car and leaped outside, already noticing the bars, twisted out of position.

They’d escaped.

He barged into the cabin, his mind buzzing with fury. How? How had they done that? His hands shook as he unlocked the padlock. He opened the door to the room and looked around. It was a mess. The cots were upside down; the stools were scattered to the room’s corners. He strode across the room to the window and inspected the jagged edges of the broken glass, and the bars.

They’d somehow pushed the bars along the windowsill, scraping jagged ugly grooves in the wood. The way the bars were twisted, it would be difficult to get out, but they’d done it.

He frowned, grabbing the bars, pushing at them. They hardly budged. How had they—

A sound behind him. He turned, then felt a flash of blazing agony in his back.
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Kate drove the long shard of glass into Jaxon’s back as hard as she could. Although she’d wrapped the edge she held with a ripped-up blanket, the glass cut through, digging into her palm. Jaxon shrieked with pain and turned, the glass cracking, most of it still lodged in his back. His face was twisted with pain and panic, and he tried to grab her. She ducked, moving forward, and kneed him in his groin.

“Alice, now!” she shouted.

Alice emerged from her own hiding spot in the bathroom. She bolted across the room and through the open door.

They’d hid as soon as they heard the car engine—Alice in the bathroom, Kate in the corner of the room, concealed by the door as soon as it opened.

Jaxon grabbed Kate’s wrist. He was strong. So strong. And Kate was in a weakened condition. He looked up at her, snarling with fury.

She bit his nose.

He screeched as she clamped down as hard as she could, gnawing at it, the taste of mucus and blood making her gag. He let go of her hand. She spat and stepped back. He fell on the floor, blood running down his face. Kate backed out of the door. She needed a weapon. She peered around her. Some sort of kitchen. She opened the drawer, immediately found a large, sharp chef’s knife. She clutched it.

There had to be rifles in this place—after all, that was Jaxon’s whole thing.

The front door was open—Alice had gotten out as they’d agreed. Kate tried one of the other doors. Bathroom. She tried the second, found Jaxon’s bedroom. And here was the rifle cabinet. Locked. Damn, damn, damn.

She went back to the kitchen . . .

Jaxon was on his hands and knees in the doorway between the kitchen and the room she’d left him in. His face was a mess of blood, and the glass was still stuck in his back. He had a gun in his hand, and when he saw her, he raised it.

She dove through the front door just as he fired, the blast echoing behind her. She stumbled, fell, nearly stabbed herself with the knife. Got up.

Alice was waiting for her twenty yards down the path. Kate limped as fast as she could. She glanced through Jaxon’s car window, hoping that he’d left the key in the ignition. No luck.

He appeared in the doorway of the cabin and took aim.

“Alice get down!” Kate dropped behind the car, the shots zooming around her.

She looked back, saw that Alice was crouched low and seemed unhurt. How many shots had Jaxon fired? She thought he had a Glock 19 but had no way of knowing how many bullets were in the magazine.

She would have to make a run for it. He had a huge shard of glass in his back, and half his nose was gone. She doubted he could aim well right now. But what would stop him from driving after them?

Gripping the knife tightly, she stabbed the rear left tire. As it hissed, she stabbed the right one as well. There, asshole. Try following us now.

Two more shots. A grunt. He was moving toward her.

Staying crouched, she ran toward Alice. More shots followed her, small spatters of mud erupting to her right and left.

“Go, go, go!” she shouted at Alice, grabbing her hand.

She ran into the trees, Alice stumbling after her.
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Chapter 63

Bella padded on the leafy ground, taking in the scents. Muddy earth, dry earth, leaves, rot, water, and, of course, the rolling machines of the walkers. She’d come here in a rolling machine with this walker. There were crumbs on the floor of his rolling machine, and Bella had licked them all up.

The walker was not part of her pack, but big sister Ivy seemed to like him. That was fine. Bella liked most walkers. Especially if they scratched her behind her ear and gave her yummy snacks.

They were going for a walk, or maybe playing a game. Bella suspected the walker was confused about it. The walkers were often confused about what they were doing, except for big sister Kate, who was the best at knowing what she was doing. This one had made some noises that almost sounded like the beginning of a game, but not really. And anyway, Bella didn’t play games with just anyone. Unless they gave her yummy snacks.

Maybe it was time for a yummy snack right now? She stopped and glanced at him with her hungry look, which was also her usual look. He stopped too and looked excited and made noises.

No snacks were forthcoming. Disappointing.

The wind changed. New smells. Furry-jumpies, and ribbity-ploppies, and—

Little brother Nero.

Bella didn’t smell big sister Kate, but that was definitely her little brother, and there was blood too. He was hurt.

A sudden loud boom sound made her jump, and the big man made a startled noise too. More booms followed. Something was very wrong.

And now Bella was running. She moved so fast that she yanked the ropey-toy from the hand of the walker, and he was calling after her, probably wanted to continue their walk or their game, but Bella didn’t pay him any mind.

She had her pack to take care of. Little brother Nero needed her help.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 64

That bitch.

Jaxon clumsily pawed at his back, looking in the mirror, his shirt soggy with blood. Every movement was interlaced with agony, the glass cutting into him. Twice he managed to grab it, only to have the slippery shard slide free. His face throbbed, too, blood dripping on his lips and teeth as he grimaced.

He would make her suffer worse. And Alice too. He’d make one watch as he punished the other. They’d learn. Oh, they’d learn.

He grabbed the glass and howled in pain and fury as he yanked it out, feeling it tearing at his muscles, his skin. The bloody shard clinked as he dropped it into the sink.

Now he could finally take his shirt off. No time to bandage his back properly. He had to go after them. He found the roll of gauze in their room—the one he’d given them, out of kindness. He wrapped it around his body twice, then taped it, smearing blood on his stomach as well. He grabbed a new shirt and yanked it on. The pain was still there, but he forced himself to ignore it.

He took his gun and his rifle. As an afterthought he took his hunting knife as well, picturing the things he would do to Kate with it.

He stormed out of the house and beelined to his vehicle. Both rear tires were flat. He wouldn’t get far with that, not on this road.

Bitch!

He looked around. They would go down the dirt road, which went in a large half circle, and probably get lost in the woody labyrinth at the bottom of the hill. He clenched his teeth as he smiled. He could go down his hunting trail, which met with the road later on. It was much shorter. And to get to the main road, they had to go through an exposed area that he could watch from a good hiding spot. Waiting.

They thought they could escape.

But no one had gotten away from him yet.
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“Do you need to stop?” Alice asked.

Kate shook her head, unable to speak. She did need to stop. A treacherous part of her mind told her that she could afford to—Jaxon was in no condition to follow them.

But she did not intend to underestimate him again. He would come after them. He knew these woods better than anyone. If they stopped, they would both die. She took in a long breath, ignoring the stabbing pain in her ribs. “I’m fine.”

The path was better than she’d expected—easy to follow and not too steep. But as far as she could tell, it went the wrong way. It headed more or less south, while the road was to the northwest. She contemplated getting off it and cutting through the woods, but it was a steep descent down the hill, and she wasn’t sure she’d make it in her state.

Finally, to her relief, she saw the circular bend ahead of them. They were going the right way after all. The trees thickened around them, the canopy above nearly hiding the sun.

She stumbled, managed to grab a tree before she dropped to the ground. Spots danced in front of her eyes.

“Kate?” Alice asked. “Are you okay?”

“Not great,” Kate admitted. “Give me a second.”

She half considered telling the girl to run ahead, but she knew that the woods were about to get confusing. She wasn’t sure Alice would be able to find her way without her.

“I don’t think he’s following us,” Alice said, peering back.

“He is.” Kate panted. “That’s . . . what he does.”

She shut her eyes, willed the dancing spots away. Just a bit more. They had to get to the road.

“Let’s go.”
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Chapter 65

Kate scrutinized the two trails forking in front of her. Both seemed promising, but she could see no tire tracks leading down either of them. Had they missed yet another fork in the path at some point?

“This way,” she said hesitantly, taking them down the wider one.

They were moving slower now, a pace she could more or less sustain without fainting. Alice was now in front, glancing over her shoulder at Kate every few seconds, making sure she was keeping up. Was the trail getting too narrow for a car? Kate thought so. They had gotten off the main path at some point. Still, it was going north-ish, it was bound to lead them to . . .

Alice slowed to a halt. A slimy stream of tepid water stretched in front of them.

“Damn it,” Kate said. “We have to go back.”

“Maybe if we try to circle around it?” Alice said, her voice quivering.

Kate considered it, then shook her head. “Better to stay on the trail.”

They walked back, searching for the fork.

“Did we miss it?” Alice asked after a while.

“I . . . don’t think so.”

“I don’t think we went this way.”

She was right. Kate felt a surge of despair. She was about to turn back again when they heard the most beautiful sound of all.

A truck honking, somewhere, in the distance.

“It came from that direction!” Alice pointed.

They cut through the foliage, trudging past the underbrush. Kate’s heart quickened as the trees thinned around them . . . and they emerged into a sort of clearing.

Jaxon stood there, a rifle on his back, a handgun holstered at his side. He was drenched in blood, a deathlike grin stretched across his face. His eyes were wild, a manic glint in them. In his fist, he clenched a hunting knife.

“I just wanted to help you, Alice,” he hissed. “If you only listened.”

Alice whimpered. Kate judged the distance between them. Could she storm him, catch him by surprise?

Not even if she was unhurt. And he wouldn’t fall for that. And if they ran, he would shoot them both.

But that knife in his hand made it clear that he wasn’t thinking straight. He didn’t just want them dead. He was angry, he wanted to hurt them, to gut them. And if she used that anger, maybe she could still buy enough time for Alice to get away.

“You never wanted to help her,” she grunted. “You just wanted to hunt her and rape her.”

“Shut up. You have no idea. She was going down a bad path. I was turning her life around.”

“Like you did with Riley Martin? Or Mabel Sutton? Or Jasmine Robbins? Were you helping them as well?”

“What happened to them was their fault.”

“Did you see the profile Agent Caldwell made of you, Jaxon? Just another serial killer. Said you get off on chasing girls in the woods, hunting them like animals. That’s why you do this.”

“Kate, I’m warning you . . .”

“Does that sound familiar, Jaxon? Isn’t that what you fantasize about at night? Chasing them around, feeling like you’re a big, strong man? I bet you can’t get hard without it.”

He raised his knife, took a step forward.

“And you’re not even good at it! You let a woman half your size trick you. You pathetic—”

He roared as he rushed forward.

“Alice, go,” Kate blurted, crouching as she prepared to fight Jaxon off. She veered to the left, drawing him away from the girl. He was almost on top of her . . .

A rustle in the bushes. A familiar growl.

Nero barged out of the trees and leaped into the air, his jaw clenching on Jaxon’s wrist. Jaxon yelled, trying to yank his gun out of the holster with his left hand. Kate stumbled forward, raising her own knife, screaming wordlessly, a furious roar.

She crashed into Jaxon, and the three of them went down, the shock of the crash driving Kate to bite her tongue, her knife tumbling away. Somehow, Jaxon managed to yank his gun free from its holster. She grabbed his wrist and thrust it away just as he pulled the trigger. A shot exploded into the forest, Kate’s ears ringing. Another shot. She tried to bite his hand, and he kneed her in her stomach. She got a thumb into his eye. He yelled, let go of his gun, and grabbed her wrist, twisting it. A blaze of pain shot up her arm.

It was getting hard to hold on, strength draining from her body. The battering she had taken in the past day was taking its toll. Spots danced in her vision, the world blurring at the edges. Somewhere in the distance, Alice was screaming her name . . . Why didn’t the girl flee? Kate tried to answer, to tell her to run, but her mouth was heavy, couldn’t form the words.

Jaxon bucked, threw her off him, and she tumbled sideways, rolling in the dirt. Nero was still gripping the hand with the knife, blood spattering his fur. And Jaxon was scrambling for his gun. Kate tried to reach for it, but she was too slow, too weak.

A golden blur dashed across the clearing, barking furiously.

Bella?

The Labrador didn’t have Nero’s training; she didn’t know to go for the free arm. Instead, she went for his ankle and bit it hard. He cursed, trying to shake her off, distracted.

Kate tasted blood, the growling of the dogs and the murderous man filling her ears. She crawled on the ground toward the gun. He was trying to kick Bella off with his free leg, while with his left arm, he pried at Nero’s viselike maw.

Kate grabbed the gun, then stumbled to her feet. She aimed it at Jaxon and the dogs, but the world was spinning, and she didn’t dare take a shot. Instead, she aimed high and pulled the trigger.

The explosion was deafening, the kickback hurting her bruised arm. She aimed the gun at Jaxon again. The two dogs gnawed at his limbs, jerking them back and forth. Predators who had caught their prey.

“Bella,” she said. “Come here.”

Bella instantly let go of Jaxon’s ankle and ran to Kate’s side. Jaxon let go of Nero’s jaw and clawed for his knife. Kate fired another warning shot, this time aiming at the ground. The gun bucked in her hand, her wrist burning in pain.

“Nero,” Kate said. “Come here.”

Nero, growling fiercely, paid her no mind, shaking Jaxon’s wrist back and forth, the man’s blood spattering on the ground.

“Call him off!” Jaxon screeched.

“Nero!” Kate raised her voice. “Come here.”

Nero let go and took a few steps toward Kate, snarling, teeth exposed, his fur hackling.

“Get away from the knife,” Kate said in a low voice.

Jaxon hesitated, his eyes flickering to the blade that was still within his reach.

Nero let out a loud, furious bark. Bella growled, body tensed, poised to leap. Kate steadied her gun-wielding hand, aiming at Jaxon’s chest.

“Get away from the knife. Slowly.”

Jaxon glanced at the dogs, primal fear in his eyes. Then he shifted away from the blade and raised his trembling arms.

A man leaped into the clearing, gun in hand. Kate exhaled in relief. Roy Hoover. He aimed his gun at Jaxon, his expression morphing into shock as he realized who this was. Kate took two steps sideways toward the weeping Alice. She leaned on a tree, nearly collapsing in pain and exhaustion.
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Chapter 66

During the long days in which Alice was trapped in that small room, she’d kept looking outside, thinking how much she wanted to be out there, to be free. And now, for the past three days since she’d gotten out, she’d hardly left her own room. Every so often Mom, or Dad, or Jamie would come in, and she’d do her best to act happy, and normal. She’d joke around with them and talk about all the things she wanted to do during summer vacation, and how she was looking forward to going back to school. And deep inside, her heart would be thudding, encased in cold dark dread. During her escape with Kate, she’d twisted her ankle, and she used it as an excuse to avoid family dinners, and to stay away from school, claiming that it still really hurt.

Dad totally believed her. Mom, Alice suspected, not so much.

There were a bunch of reporters outside their house. Before all this, Alice had always thought she’d love to be the center of attention. These could be her fifteen minutes of fame. She could tell and retell the story of how she and Kate managed to escape. How Kate, like some sort of real-life Katniss Everdeen, had stabbed that psychopath with a piece of glass. Except now she didn’t want to talk about it, or think about it, ever. Which was also useless, because she kept reliving the past days over and over in her dreams and waking hours.

A knock on her door. Alice sat up on her bed and, trying to control her voice, said, “Yeah?”

The door opened. It wasn’t her parents or Jamie. It was Kate. Her face looked awful, a large bruise around her right eye, her nose still a bit swollen. She smiled and limped into the room. “Hey, Alice.”

“Hi!” Alice got off the bed and hugged Kate. “How are you? Mom told me you were at the hospital.”

“Oh, I was released yesterday morning. I’m all good.” Kate smiled and then winced in pain. “Well, nearly all good. Say, I was hoping you’d join me and help me walk my dogs? Frankly, it’s a bit difficult for me to hold both leashes in my state.”

“Um, I’d love to, but my ankle really hurts. I twisted it back on that day.”

Kate nodded slowly, locking eyes with Alice. Finally, after a few seconds, Alice glanced away.

“Just a short walk,” Kate said. “Down the street and back. We’ll be limping together.”

Alice was about to say no again. After all, she was healing, right? And it was not like Kate really needed her help. Ivy was staying at Grandma’s; she could help her mom with the dogs.

Except she couldn’t say no to Kate, not really. Not after what Kate did for her.

“Okay,” she said. She got up, made a show of limping across the room, then put her shoes on. They went downstairs, and Alice suddenly felt guilty, because Kate was clearly really limping, which made her own limp feel fake and gross. Both Bella and Nero were sitting downstairs by the door. They got up and wagged their tails as Kate walked over to them. She hooked a leash to each one and handed Bella’s leash to Alice.

“There are some reporters outside,” Alice said, her heart starting to race as Kate put her hand on the door handle.

“Nope.” Kate opened the door.

Alice saw that she was right. The reporters were gone. She exhaled in relief. “I guess they gave up.”

“Well . . .” Kate seemed to consider that. “I think part of it was that Nero had a word with them. Didn’t you, Nero? Didn’t you have a nice time talking to those pesky reporters?”

Nero wagged his tail, grinning and panting. Alice suddenly recalled that she’d heard loud barking earlier. She’d thought it had been the neighbor’s dog. Nero now looked harmless, with his tongue lolling sideways and his tail swishing merrily. But Alice remembered how menacing he’d been when he’d latched on to Jaxon’s arm. She had no doubt those reporters fled as fast as their legs allowed.

“Right,” she said, her voice trembling. She stepped outside, Bella leading the way.

Alice had never had a dog, but she remembered going on walks with Violet and her dog, Sunny. Violet’s dog always pulled at the leash, practically dragging Violet after her. They’d joke that they could hook Sunny to a sled, let her pull them both. But Bella didn’t pull against the leash at all. She kept walking just a bit ahead of Alice, the leash loose. And Nero acted the same, never getting too far from Kate. At one point, Nero paused, his ears alert, eyes on a black cat on a house’s porch. But Kate just said his name once, and he turned away, losing interest.

“They’re really well trained,” Alice said.

“Part of the job.” Kate smiled at her. “But don’t let them fool you. If I’m not looking, they get into all sorts of mischief. Never leave food unwatched around Bella, trust me.”

Alice didn’t know what else to say. It was weird, but beyond their joint near-death experience, she didn’t know Kate very well. And Kate didn’t seem bothered by the silence, so Alice decided not to be either. Her heartbeat was slowing down, her breathing steadying. It wasn’t so bad—

A man stepped out of the house to their right and slammed the door behind him. The loud noise made Alice jump, a gasp on her lips . . .

The noose tightening around her throat, Jaxon screaming at her, Riley begging him to stop, to let her go . . .

“Alice,” Kate said softly.

Alice realized she was kneeling on the sidewalk, her entire body curled. Her breathing was ragged, and she was trembling.

Bella turned to her, her brown eyes looking at her with concern.

“Sorry,” Alice blurted.

“Nothing to be sorry about.”

“That noise just . . . I overreacted.”

“You didn’t overreact. You had a very traumatic experience. It was bound to leave a mark.”

Bella leaned forward and put her head on Alice’s knee. Alice caressed the dog, taking deep breaths. After a bit of this, she felt better. She stood up.

“It’ll get better,” Kate said.

“Yeah?”

“I think so. As long as you look after yourself.”

“Did Mom talk to you?”

“She said you’re not leaving your room.”

“I mean . . . I twisted my ankle.”

“Uh-huh.”

Alice stood up. She gave Bella one last head scratch. “I bet Mom wants me to see someone.”

“Probably not a bad idea.”

Alice shrugged. “I don’t really want to talk about it.”

Kate grinned at her. “That’s fine. I’m not here to convince you to go to therapy. Or to discuss your trauma. I’m just here to walk my dogs with you.”

“Yeah, okay.”

They began walking again. They reached the end of the street and turned around.

“I’ve always wanted a dog, but my mom never let me have one,” Alice said, looking at Bella.

“Well, a dog’s a lot of work.”

“Yeah, but I could probably use one, right? As a support animal?”

Kate laughed out loud. “I’m staying out of that argument.”

“I’ve gone through terrible trauma! I have PTSD.”

“And a twisted ankle. Don’t forget your twisted ankle.”

“Right! I need a support goldendoodle.”

“Alice . . .”

“It’ll help me get out of the house, right? Because I’ll need to walk him.”

“Seriously, I’m not a part of this.”

“There’s really no other choice.” Alice shook her head sadly. “I just have to get a goldendoodle. I wish there was any other way. A puppy, probably.”

“You’re worse than my daughter.”

“So you’ll talk to Mom about it?”

“No!”

“But like . . . will you be there when I talk to her? And tell her what a great idea that is?”

Kate sighed. “Fine! I’ll be there. I’m not promising anything.”

Alice let a small smile show. She wasn’t all right. She knew that. But she could see a possible puppy in her future.

And any future with a dog was automatically so much better.
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Chapter 67

Kate folded her laundry and placed it in her suitcase. She was relieved to be returning home. When she’d packed for this stay, she had planned for four or five days. It had ended up being double that—meaning she’d had to recycle her clothing several times, not to mention the shirt and pants that had been torn during her struggles with Jaxon. She was looking forward to a wider selection, and her own bedsheets, and even the noise of traffic outside her bedroom window. She missed home.

She’d gone to her laptop, intending to turn it off, when she saw there was a new email from Colette. She had been stealthily forwarding Kate emails regarding the case as it continued to evolve. Kate opened the email and skimmed it.

They had found three more bodies, buried thirty yards away from Jaxon’s cabin. Jaxon admitted to killing all three, though he adamantly insisted that two murders were accidents, and the third was in self-defense. He claimed that he was only trying to help them. He became increasingly enraged when he was compared to other serial killers. Agent Caldwell theorized that Jaxon had improved his methodology, shifting his hunting grounds farther from where he lived, burying the more recent victims in a location that couldn’t be linked to him. Attached to the email were images of the bodies, as well as the remains of their clothes, which indicated—

Kate closed the email and turned off the laptop. She had had enough. Let Agent Caldwell analyze and obsess over Jaxon Hill’s deranged mind and horrific acts. As far as she was concerned, he was behind bars and would stay there for the rest of his life. That was enough for her.

She zipped the suitcase shut and took it downstairs, letting it bump stair after stair.

“Ivy!” she called out. “Are you ready?”

No answer. She sighed, about to go back up to Ivy’s room, when there was a knock at the door.

Ruth appeared in the hallway, an oven mitt on her hand. “Katey, can you see who that is? I’m just getting the apple pie.” She retreated to the kitchen without waiting for a reply.

Bella and Nero were already both at the door, tails wagging. The Vega family was all in the living room, and Kate suspected that maybe it was Frank, who’d come by to say goodbye. But when she opened the door, she was surprised and glad to see that it was Roy. Nero barked excitedly. He ran to the living room, then back to the front door, then to the kitchen, and then back again.

“Hey!” Kate smiled. “Nero, quiet. Everyone heard you.”

Nero sneezed and wagged his tail, grinning happily. Bella sniffed at Roy’s shoes.

“Hi.” Roy was holding a flower bouquet. “I was talking to Noelle earlier, to see how everyone was, and she told me you were leaving. So I figured I’d drop by. Um . . . here, these are for you.” He handed her the bouquet, looking embarrassed.

“Thanks. I think I’ll leave them here. If I take them with me, they’ll wilt on the drive.” Kate took the large bouquet. It was the second one she had gotten from Roy. He’d brought her the first one when he’d visited her in the hospital.

“Oh, right. I suppose that’s true.” He knelt and scratched both dogs on their heads.

“They’re very pretty. I’ll put them in some water. Do you want to come in?”

“No, I have to get going. I have a long shift ahead of me.”

“Oh.” She was surprised at the pang of disappointment in her chest. “Well, thanks for dropping by.”

“Sure, sure.” He looked down at his shoes, and then back at her. “You’re looking better.”

“I’m a horror show.”

“No, seriously. You’re almost as pretty as before. Uh . . . I meant that the bruises are fading, and you’re almost normal . . .”

“Almost normal, huh? Roy, you have a way with words.” She grinned at him.

“You know what I meant to say.” He gaped at her sheepishly.

“I’m not sure, but I’ll try to imagine the compliments and flattery that I wanted to hear.”

“Listen, Kate . . . can I call you, maybe later today?”

She hoped all the makeup she had applied was hiding her blush. “I’m pretty sure the technology is widely available.”

He groaned. “I mean to meet up. For dinner. Just the two of us?”

“I think I’d like that.” God, she was like a teenage girl with the blushing and shy smiles.

“Okay then.” He brightened up. “Have a nice drive home.” He seemed to hesitate.

Kate took a step forward and kissed him softly on the cheek, the stubbly skin tingling her lips. “Thanks.” She whispered.

Now Roy was the one to blush. He gave her a bashful smile, turned around, and went to his Ford Explorer. Kate watched as he started the car and drove away. Her mind was clouded by confusing emotions, and frankly, she didn’t feel like dealing with them right then. That was a problem for future Kate.

She turned around, nearly colliding with the two dogs who stood in her way. They scrambled back as she forced herself through and shut the door behind her. She went to the kitchen and put the flowers on the counter. They needed water. But if she had to be honest with herself, caring for flowers right now was a bit over the top. She had two dogs and a daughter to shepherd into the car, and across the state.

“Ivy!” she called.

Still nothing. She climbed the steps to the second floor and paused at the door of Ivy’s bedroom. There was a murmur beyond the door, then shrieking laughter. Kate knocked on the door, then opened it.

Alice and Ivy sat on the rug, their phones in hand. Kate just had time to glimpse the familiar screen of Instagram before Ivy put the phone face down on the rug. She had a delighted and mischievous smile on her face, and Kate took a mental picture of it, to enjoy later. Whatever Alice was doing with Ivy was making her daughter happy. Alice was probably a much better help with Ivy’s social media than Kate could ever be.

“Ivy, we’re leaving,” Kate said.

“What, now?” Ivy asked, startled.

Kate rolled her eyes. She had told Ivy they were about to leave an hour ago. And then half an hour ago. And then twenty minutes ago. So it was understandable that as far as Ivy was concerned, this was a complete and utter surprise, practically a bombshell of a revelation.

“Yes, now. Come on.”

“But I haven’t packed yet.”

“You haven’t . . . What have you been doing for the past hour?”

Ivy shrugged. Kate massaged the bridge of her nose. “Get your stuff. You have five minutes. I told Dolly we’d be home for dinner. We’re already late.”

“Okay, okay.” Eye roll, sigh, groan. Oh, the lovable staples of teenagers.

Kate went downstairs and stepped into the living room. Jamie sat on the floor, giggling as Nero licked his face. In the corner of the room, Bella chewed something with deep concentration. Ruth, Noelle, and Harry all sat around the table, eating pie, steaming mugs of tea by each one. There were three more plates waiting. Probably for her, Ivy, and Alice. She’d made it perfectly clear that they didn’t have time for afternoon tea.

“We have to get going,” Kate said.

“You have time for a slice of pie,” Ruth said, gesturing at a chair.

Kate sat down. “We really don’t.” She took a bite of the pie. Okay, fine, for this she had a minute or two.

Did Frank intend to drop by? He definitely might. She was glad to realize how much she didn’t care. He’d visited her at the hospital. She’d felt nothing when he appeared. It was as if a remote acquaintance had shown up—her banker or an insurance agent. She was polite and courteous, almost following a script. She didn’t owe Frank any emotions. She didn’t owe him anything. She could handle him; it wasn’t complicated.

And she would talk to Ivy about him too.

“I want this pie for my birthday,” Noelle said.

“What, instead of chocolate cake?” Ruth asked, looking scandalized.

“Yeah, Mom. I told you, I don’t even like chocolate cake.”

“It’s your favorite!”

“Uh . . . no. It hasn’t been since I was like . . . eight. Harry, back me up here.”

“Noelle doesn’t like chocolate cake,” Harry said obediently.

“I like chocolate cake,” Kate contributed.

“Then you can have it for your birthday, Katey,” Noelle said. “But it’s not your birthday party next weekend. Is it?”

“It isn’t,” Kate admitted.

“Oh, Kate, I was going to ask you, would you mind bringing drinks for the party?” Ruth said. “I was thinking of having it on Saturday.”

A slight pause as Ruth eyed Kate nonchalantly, as if this was an everyday thing, a routine event, for Kate and Ivy to come over on the weekend.

“Yeah, sure,” Kate said, her voice cracking just a little bit. “It’s no problem.”

Ruth nodded. “Good,” she said quietly. And she obviously wasn’t just talking about the aforementioned drinks.

But there was no need to spell things out. They all knew what she meant.

That was how it was with family.
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