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      For Rox.

      There aren’t enough words to describe how much we miss you.
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      Some things weren’t meant for daylight, and the Shadow Shack was one of them. It was a place meant for the darkness—for drinking, and hooking up, and any number of things parents wouldn’t approve of. The old abandoned house was far enough from town, and tucked deep enough in the woods, that parties could rage in the surrounding clearing without fear of being detected.

      Juliette had been there a few times. Underclassmen weren’t generally invited, but that didn’t seem to apply to girls. Especially ones like Juliette and her friends, Mandy and Willa, who didn’t look their age. The parties had always been fun—bonfires raging, car stereos blaring through open windows—but Juliette never truly felt comfortable. It was the house that made her uneasy. It seemed to hover in the background, an ever-present, menacing shadow with blank, broken eyes that were always watching.

      No one knew long it had been there, or when someone last lived in it. Few people had ever been inside, and rumor was it was haunted. Juliette figured any ghost trapped in a monstrosity like that wouldn’t be friendly, so she was happy to keep her distance.

      But then summer had come, with its long, unbroken days of heat and boredom. Mandy had been the one to suggest they check out the Shadow Shack, and Willa had instantly agreed. They both wanted to see what the fuss was all about, and they figured actually going inside the house would give them something to brag about at the next party.

      Juliette could have pushed back against her two best friends, but that would have caused trouble. It would have led to a fight, maybe even tears. Juliette didn’t have the energy for that. Which was how she found herself standing alone in a second-floor bedroom of a crumbling old house that had definitely seen much better days. She wrinkled her nose at a sagging couch in the corner, its upholstery covered in stains, and wondered how many people had been half-clothed on those cushions without realizing how filthy disgusting it was.

      That was the beauty of darkness, Juliette thought. It tended to hide the stains, the cracks in the plaster, the warped floorboards, and the uneven stairs. The daylight was what turned everything ugly. That was when you could see the truth of things

      “Hey, come check it out,” her friend Mandy called from somewhere deeper in the house. “It looks like a bird got trapped in the attic. Something big. It didn’t end well.”

      Juliette frowned. “Gross. I don’t want to see that,” she shouted.

      “Yes you do,” Mandy called back. “Get your ass up here.”

      Juliette rolled her eyes. She could just leave. She probably should. She hadn’t even wanted to come here in the first place. She kicked at a hunk of plaster, sending it careening toward a crumbling wall. She was tired of her friends, tired of the relentless summer heat, tired of the boredom, and tired of her life.

      She thought of Beau, the guy she’d been talking to online. The guy she was in love with. The guy who was in love with her. The guy she’d told no one about, not even her two best friends. They would be meeting in person today for the first time. As soon as his parents left town and he was able to get away, he planned to text her a place to meet up. Her cheeks flushed with anticipation. She’d been on edge, alternating between panic and irritability at not having heard from him yet.

      Her friends yelled for her again, and she fisted her hands in frustration.

      “Coming!” She stomped her way across the room, the old floorboards creaking and shifting under her weight. She reached the second-floor landing, careful to keep close to the wall to avoid the section of broken railing, the remains of which lay in a heap on the foyer floor more than a dozen feet below.

      She followed the sound of her friends’ voices to the back of the house where a narrow door led to an even narrower staircase that disappeared into a dusty darkness. Several of the treads were missing and even more looked like they’d crumble to dust at the slightest touch. She started up the stairs, testing each step with a press of her toe before giving it her full weight. Paint flecked under her fingers as she dragged her hand against the wall for balance.

      Mandy appeared at the top, tapping a toe impatiently. “Took you long enough.”

      Before Juliette could come up with a snarky response, she felt a buzz in her pocket. Her pulse kicked into overdrive, and she nearly dropped her phone in her effort to yank it from her pocket. The screen lit up with an alert that she had a new message. It was from him. Her body flooded with adrenaline as she clicked on it. There were no words, just a series of numbers and she frowned in confusion until she realized it was a link.

      Her finger shook slightly as she clicked on it. Her maps app opened, a pin dropping on a set of coordinates. She stared at it. This was it, the place they were going to meet. The place she would see him in person for the first time. The place she’d be able to touch him, hold him, hopefully kiss him, and hear his voice.

      Her head swam at the thought of it all.

      It was finally happening. Her life was about to change. Everything would be better once she had Beau by her side.

      She looked up to find Mandy considering her. There must have been an old window up there because a dim light glowed off to her side, throwing her face in shadow, but Juliette could see that her eyes were narrowed.

      Juliette held up her phone. “Gotta go. Sorry.”

      She spun on her heel, anxious to leave, then pulled up short. Willa hovered at the bottom of the stairs, her mane of frizzy blond hair filling the narrow doorway.

      “Everything okay?” she asked as she started to climb.

      Juliette shook her head. “Yep, all good. My mom texted to remind me to pick up her prescription so I gotta run.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Mandy called behind her.

      It took a minute for Juliette to actually realize what her friend had just said. Once she did, she sucked in an outraged breath and turned to face her. “Are you serious right now?”

      Mandy nodded and crossed her arms, defiant. “I am. You’ve been acting weird all summer. Something’s going on that you’re not telling us about.”

      It was true, of course. She’d never told them about Beau because he’d asked her not to, but that didn’t give her best friend the right to call her a liar.

      “Whatever,” she grumbled, turning on her heel to leave.

      But Willa was there, on the step below her, blocking any exit. The staircase was too narrow to push past her. Juliette would have to shove her friend down the stairs and into the hallway if she wanted to escape.

      “No secrets, remember?” Willa said in her soft, lilting voice.

      Juliette clenched her jaw tight. She knew what would happen if she told them about Beau; they’d tell her she was being an idiot. They’d ask if she’d ever talked to him on the phone or seen him via video, and when she told them he wasn’t allowed to take his phone to school and lived out on a farm with crap reception, they’d use it as proof that he wasn’t who he said he was.

      They’d claim he was some forty-year-old pervert luring her into a sex trafficking ring, or a serial killer, or old Mr. Cooper from school who was skinny and bald and rumored to have a thing for young girls.

      They wouldn’t understand that she and Beau had been talking for months. He’d sent photos, and she’d been smart enough to reverse image search them to make sure they weren’t fake. He’d even sent an audio recording of him singing a song he wrote for her. No pervert or serial killer would waste that much time on someone like her.

      She wasn’t worth it.

      There were easier targets out there. That was how Juliette knew Beau was real.

      When Juliette didn’t immediately answer her friends, Willa placed a hand on her arm. Her palm was soft and cool, despite the stifling heat of the house. “We’re worried about you, Juliette.”

      Her concern felt real, but Juliette didn’t care. She didn’t care about either of them anymore. Not when she had Beau.

      Juliette forced a smile. “I’m fine,” she told them. “I promise. I just have to go.”

      Her two friends exchanged a glance. Once upon a time, Juliette would have been able to understand their silent conversation. Now she didn’t even bother to try.

      “Cool,” Mandy eventually said. “We’ll go with you.”

      Juliette’s cheeks burned hot, her insides boiling. She wanted to tell them no. She didn’t want them there when she met Beau. They weren’t part of the fantasy she’d built up of the moment in her mind. But she also knew better than anyone how stubborn Mandy could be, and telling her no was a surefire way to guarantee her continued presence.

      She forced herself to take a deep breath and relax her shoulders. Let them come, she told herself. Once she met Beau, everything would change. Juliette would finally be free, no matter what the cost.
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      Rehab is a bitch, but so am I.

      For months, I’ve been working on a badly screwed-up leg and hip, and today, finally, I get a full-fledged grin out of my physical therapist, who offers her hand to slap as I finish my last leg press. “That was perfect,” she says. “How’s it feel?”

      “Great,” I lie. I want to throw up. “Fabulous.”

      “Well, you’ve made wonderful progress. I think you can move to at-home exercise from now on; you don’t need me coaching you anymore. Congratulations, Gwen. You’ve worked hard, and it shows.”

      After the nausea passes, I manage a smile back. “Thanks,” I say. “Couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “I know you well enough to know that’s not true,” she says as she helps me up. There’s a twinge, but it settles quickly. My muscles are strong; my bones have knitted. One surgery, which was a bit of a miracle considering how badly I’d fucked myself up, but then ... there hadn’t been a whole lot of choice.

      It had been either jump several stories to a concrete floor or stay on a metal stairwell and get electrocuted. Sometimes, you make a split-second call. Maybe it’s the right one. Maybe not. But you make the choice and you deal with the consequences.

      My consequences involved a shattered lower left leg, several snapped ribs, and a cracked pelvis. Still, it was better than frying to death. All in all, I’d been lucky. Though that didn’t mean I was completely healed. Maybe the bones had knitted back together, but some scars run deep and aren’t physical.

      If only psychotherapy were as straightforward as physical therapy. Then I might feel a little closer to who I was before a madman tried to destroy my life. Again.

      I dry the sweat from my face and neck and hand the towel back, and then I’m suddenly done. Finished. Walking out the double doors and into a bright Knoxville morning with a breath of fall chill coming around the corners.

      There’s a coffee shop two doors down, and I settle into the seat across from Sam Cade, who lowers the newspaper—an actual newspaper—to give me a questioning raise of eyebrows. The morning looks good on him. His hair’s grown out a little, rough around the edges and in need of a trim, the ghost of a beard he hasn’t shaved off yet. A clever face with the warmest eyes I’ve ever seen. He’s got glints of silver in his hair, here and there; I wonder if he’s noticed. Or cares.

      “Well?” He asks it when I don’t immediately tell him, and I smile.

      “Graduated,” I say. “I’m on my own.”

      Sam’s relief is genuine, and it warms me. “Thank God. How does it feel?”

      “Good as new,” I say. It isn’t even that much of a lie. “I’m going to get me one of those.”

      “A paper?”

      “Coffee, you dope. You want anything?”

      “I could split a scone. Blueberry.”

      That’s perfectly acceptable to me, and I go in and place the order, then come back with the bounty. He carefully divides the scone and takes half before pushing the plate toward me.

      I take a bite and nod toward the table. “What’s with the newspaper?”

      “I was reading up on the Juliette Larson case. You know, the girl down in Gardenia, North Carolina. Seems interesting.” He offers the paper.

      I take it and read while I sip my coffee, which glides down like dark sunlight. Sam has been trying to encourage me to get back into the swing of work, and this is another one of his forays.

      My boss, J.B., has been generous with my schedule, giving me paid leave after the accident and allowing me to take the time I’ve needed to recover. She’s been happy to send me as much or as little work as I can handle. The downside, however, is that because I haven’t been physically cleared by my doctor, I’ve been relegated to desk work. Mostly that means background checks, which can get a little mind-numbing after a while.

      I appreciate that Sam is so supportive of me taking on more complex cases like I used to handle, but I’m not sure I’m quite ready. I fold the paper and hand it back without reading the full article.

      “I’ve got a half a page of background checks to do,” I tell him. “Speaking of which, I should probably get back to it. Eat that scone, buddy. Time’s wasting. I could be missing a hedge fund manager who cheats on his mistress.”

      “God forbid,” he says, and crams the last of the scone into his mouth. I finish mine in two bites, wash it down with the dregs of my coffee, and Sam tosses our garbage on the way to the truck. His truck. My SUV has been commandeered by my daughter to take to school, which took a lot of getting used to.

      It hasn’t been easy giving Lanny more free rein. If I had my way, I’d keep her in my sight line 24/7, ready to jump to her aid at a second’s notice. But I know I can’t always be there and I’m not doing her any favors by wanting to keep her under lock and key. I just have to trust that I’ve taught her well.

      To her credit, Lanny’s been careful, and as far as I know, hasn’t made too many terrible decisions while I’ve been focused on my own problems. She’s seventeen now, headstrong as befits a kid of mine, and she has a very good heart. Her head is still growing into it, but I’m proud of her. Always.

      My son Connor is a little less stable, a little more volatile. Since hitting fifteen he’s turned into a different person, which ... really isn’t that surprising, but in his grumpy silences and occasional outbursts I still read the kid I remember. Like Lanny, he has a good heart. Unlike Lanny, he still struggles with his past and our shared dark history.

      His birth father. Melvin Royal, one of the most infamous serial killers of the past twenty or thirty years. A man I thought I knew, all those years I lived side by side with him. A man I’d feared on some level, but never for the reasons I should have. There are no words for the kind of betrayal that I suffered, that the kids suffered. No way to explain the horror and pain and terror that comes with it.

      Sam and I drive home, and while I’m not hypervigilant—something of a miracle—I am watchful. I look for cars trailing too closely. Habit more than instinct, at this point. If Sam notices, he doesn’t say anything; he accepts that constant awareness is part of who I am, which is a gift I don’t deserve.

      “When’s your next flight?” I ask him. Sam is a cargo pilot, making regular runs to various spots; he loves flying, it makes him happy, and even though it takes him away for days at a time, I love that he’s doing what he cherishes. It makes us both better.

      “Not until the end of the week. Short hop to Atlanta Friday, then on to Dallas, so I’ll be gone through the weekend,” he says. He glances my way. “You going to be okay?”

      He always asks, and I say what I always do. “Of course. You know me.”

      “I would never bet against you,” he says, and it makes me laugh because I know he means it. I steal a kiss at a stop light, and he makes that low humming noise in the back of his throat that lets me know how much he liked it. Which raises all sorts of possibilities.

      Unfortunately, all that goes out the window when we pull into our driveway and find Lanny sitting on the porch in my rocking chair, wrapped in a blanket and crying her eyes out.

      “Lanny?” I rush to her, heart in my throat; I don’t know what’s happened but nightmares open up before me, leading me to far too many dark places. “Baby, what’s wrong?”

      She wipes her tears and raises her head. She’s not injured, thank God, no cuts or bruises, but her eyes are swollen and her makeup has run like watercolors in the rain. She almost looks surrealistic, with her carefully dyed pink-and-purple hair and the mess of mascara and glitter eye shadow melting on her face. I resist the mom-urge to take out a tissue and clean her up.

      She catches her breath and says, “Connor and I had a fight.”

      Though I’m relieved it’s not something more serious, my heart sinks. This isn’t the first fight they’ve had recently. The two of them have always been close and incredibly protective of each other, but the last few months have been difficult for them in an unexpected way.

      They’ve been so used to running, so used to threats around every corner, that they’ve never actually experienced anything approaching normal. In the past, it’s always been us against the world. But with the world at bay, for now, the usual sorts of sibling squabbles have set in. They’ve started acting like typical teenagers, complete with hormone-fueled rivalries and petty grievances. There have even been tears in the past, but not quite like this.

      I pull her into a hug and catch Sam’s eyes over her head. He asks me silently if I’ve got this or if I want his help. This seems like the type of situation that would best be served one on one, so I give a small shake of my head to let him know I can handle it.

      He lifts his eyebrows. Am I sure?

      I nod. He always has my back.

      He gestures to the car. “I’m going to make a store run,” he says quietly.

      I keep an arm around Lanny as I lead her into the house and to the couch, where I grab a box of tissues and push them toward her before taking the seat next to her. “What happened?”

      “I said something stupid,” she mumbles. “I didn’t think it would set him off, but he’s so sensitive these days. He gets defensive over the stupidest little things.”

      “Is he here?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “He went to play video games at Kevin’s house.” She puts a weight on the name. Lanny does not like Connor’s friend Kevin. In truth, I don’t feel wholly great about him, either; the boy seems a little too closed in, and I have the strange feeling he’s always hiding a smirk.

      More than a few times I’ve caught him somewhere unexpected when he’s been over visiting. Once he found him slipping out of my office, and when I called him on it he apologized profusely and claimed to be looking for blank paper for a project he and Connor were working on. Another time I caught him in my bathroom rifling through my drawers, but he told me Connor had said that’s where he could find a Band-Aid.

      All reasonable excuses that I normally wouldn’t think twice about if something about the kid didn’t cause a gut-level uneasiness. In the past I might have listened to my gut in a situation like that, but after my instincts led me so wrong with Jonathan Watson, I’ve had trouble trusting myself.

      Plus, Connor likes him, and Connor’s never had an easy time making friends. At least not since the move from Stillhouse Lake. He doesn’t trust easily, though he’s come by that reluctance honestly. He hasn’t had an easy life the past couple of years. Another lasting legacy of being the son of an infamous serial killer.

      I worry that if I voice my concerns about Kevin to him it will just cause him to retreat, and that’s the last thing I want to happen. I remind myself of what my therapist likes to tell me: sometimes you have to give people space to make bad decisions. It’s the only way they’ll learn how to make good ones.

      But damn, it’s not easy.

      I put my arm around my daughter. “You want to talk about it?”

      She pulls at a tissue, tearing off small pieces before shaking her head. “Not really.”

      I resist the urge to press for more information and give her a side hug. “Fights happen. It’ll be okay.”

      Lanny gives me a smile and starts mopping at her face with the tissue, smearing the mess even worse. Her phone buzzes in her pocket, and she pulls it out, snorting at whatever she reads before starting to tap away.

      She settles deeper into the couch, pulling up her legs and bending over her phone. Apparently, both her conversation with me and the fight with Connor have been forgotten. I give her a pat on the knee which she distractedly acknowledges, and then I stand and make my way to my home office at the back of the house.

      Once I’m settled at my desk, I text Connor. When he doesn’t respond, I pull up the app that tracks his phone’s location and verify that he’s at Kevin’s. At least I know he’s safe. In the past his not responding would have raised my radar and had me instantly on edge, but lately he’s gotten slack about things like that. I know I need to talk to him about it, but I also know it will likely lead to another fight that I don’t have the energy for right now.

      His argument is that none of his other friends are treated like children who can’t be trusted, and my argument is that none of those kids have had active threats against their lives like he has.

      As a teenager, he will always believe he’s invincible, and as his mother, I will always worry.

      I debate calling Kevin’s mother and having her send him home, but I know that will only make matters worse. Instead, I set an alarm on my phone to text him again in half an hour and then try to distract myself with work.

      I run through the remaining background checks on my to-do list with boring and predictable results, except for one who turned out to have all the hallmarks of a sociopath, which I appropriately flag.

      I’m just finishing when my boss calls. “Hey, J.B.,” I say. “Sending the last of those backgrounds now.”

      “Good,” she says briskly, and I can tell she’s already moving on. “So, how’s your fitness?”

      “Great,” I say. Fake it ‘til you make it. “Got something more for me?”

      “It’s a missing persons case.” She pauses, and there’s a rare beat of silence between us before she adds, “The family asked for you specifically.”

      I’m not surprised. Somehow I’ve stumbled into a reputation for finding lost kids, the ones that look like they’ll be lost forever. The hopeless cases.

      The problem with the hopeless cases, however, is that oftentimes there’s not a happy ending. I’ve been lucky to find a few kids still alive: a couple of girls from Wolfhunter, TN, a young man who’d been kidnapped by a cult.

      Given the odds, I’m due for a failure, and I’m not looking forward to it.

      “Who’s missing?” I ask without committing to taking on the case.

      “A girl named Juliette Karin Larson from Gardenia, North Carolina.”

      The name’s familiar, and it takes me a second to place it. Of course. It was the same case Sam had been reading about in the paper earlier this morning. I shake my head. If I didn’t know better, I’d think my boss and my partner were conspiring to get me back into the field.

      I’m not sure I’m ready to take on that kind of case, though. It’s difficult to not get emotionally invested. Then J.B. adds another detail, and it hits me like a punch to the gut. “She’s fifteen.”

      My eyes flutter shut. Fifteen. The same age as Connor. A familiar horror opens up inside me at the thought of him going missing. But of course, I already know how that feels in agonizing, exquisite detail. He’d been kidnapped the year before. Armed men took him right in front of me, from out of our house in Stillhouse Lake. Sam had gone after him, trying to save him, and ended up being taken along with him.

      The two most important men in my life gone. Just like that. Held by a crazed cult leader.

      Thankfully, with the help of my closest friend Kez, her boyfriend Javier, and the FBI, we’d gotten them back. Still, I live with the horror of those few days and the terror it could happen again, especially given the trolls out there still obsessed with our family. It’s worse at night in my dreams, when worst-case scenarios run rampant through my brain and I’m helpless to stop them.

      I let out a breath, trying to keep it steady so J.B. won’t hear the tremble. “What happened?” I sound almost normal.

      “She went missing about two months ago. She spent the afternoon with her friends and according to them they hung out for a few hours; then she left to meet up with an unknown boy. No one heard from her again. She just vanished.”

      It’s not a ton of detail, but my mind is already churning. “No leads on the boy?”

      “None. The friends didn’t recognize him. They were able to describe his truck, but that was about it. Sheriff tried tracking the vehicle, but couldn’t find anything that matched.”

      “Are the friends credible?”

      “Their story is solid. Sheriff’s office was able to track down several witnesses who were able to verify most of what they said. There’s no indication they’re lying about it.”

      “Is it possible she might have run away?”

      “Her parents say absolutely not. According to them she’s a responsible kid who wouldn’t put them through something like this.”

      I click the tip of my pen against the desk, thinking. “Doesn’t seem like much to go on.”

      “You’ve gotten results with less information,” J.B. points out.

      I appreciate her confidence in my abilities, but I also don’t relish the idea of taking a grieving family’s money unless I think I can truly help them.

      “Is the family worried the cops missed something?” It’s possible. Small towns don’t tend to have the budgets and manpower for large missing persons cases.

      “The opposite, unfortunately,” J.B. says. “The FBI got involved early on, and from all appearances, worked the case pretty hard. They chased down what they could, but the case has gone cold and they’ve moved on. My honest assessment? The family’s just not ready to let go.”

      I can understand. Two months is a long time for a fifteen-year-old with no history of running away to be missing. The usual horror show of possibilities runs through my mind, and I think about the parents and the nightmare they’re shambling through with no end in sight.

      I know with absolute certainty that if something happened to either of my children, I would never stop until I found answers. But at the same time, I can’t be the one to give this family false hope.

      J.B. senses my hesitation, and her voice softens slightly, which is rare for her. She’s not much of a coddler. “Look, I understand if you’re not ready—”

      I cut her off. I’m tired of being treated like a fragile invalid. It reminds me too much of my old self — of Gina Royal. A woman with no agency or strength.

      “It’s not that. I just don’t want to take this family’s money if I can’t offer anything in return.”

      “Of course,” she says. For her it’s not even a question. It’s one of the things that I appreciate about working for J.B. She may skirt the legal line a little when it comes to some of the methodology she uses, but her moral compass rings true and aligns with mine. “They know the odds. They just want to know that someone out there is still looking.”

      Which is something I understand deep in my core. I’m pretty sure my therapist would be adamant that I not take the case. She’d argue I’m not emotionally ready and that I haven’t fully dealt with happened in Salah Point. She’d probably be right.

      But as much as I value therapy and the help it’s been in my recovery, I know that not taking the case will weigh on me just as heavily.

      The reality is the girl could still be alive. If so, the only way to find her is to keep looking.

      I pull up a map program on my computer and calculate the distance between Knoxville, TN and Gardenia, NC. It’s not a short drive by any stretch — definitely not commuting distance.

      “I’ll need to talk to Sam before I can commit. He’s flying out later this week, and I need to make sure I can be back by then to look after Lanny and Connor.” A lot of parents wouldn’t hesitate to leave a fifteen and seventeen year old home alone for a couple of days, especially kids as self-sufficient as mine. But most of those parents don’t deal with the kinds of threats we do. Just the thought of leaving them home alone practically gives me hives.

      J.B. doesn’t hesitate. “Sure thing. Let me know by end of day tomorrow?”

      “Will do,” I say. “Thank you, J.B.”

      We say our goodbyes, and I sit back with a sigh. Absently, I rub a hand against my hip, easing the ache in the muscles that are still tender from having been torn in the fall. I need to start dinner and get Connor back over here, and I have the feeling that tonight will be one of those tense family nights that I dread. Especially if Lanny and Connor are still harboring resentments from their earlier argument.

      Not quite ready to face that yet, I instead switch computers to my anonymized personal laptop, and brace myself for the onslaught of hate mail.

      It’s been a few days since I checked in on the Sicko Patrol. You’d think the trolls would get tired of harassing and threatening me and my family—and I suppose some do. But for every one of them who drops out and moves on with their life, another steps in … someone who’s just joined a conspiracy group, these days. There are so many it’s hard to keep the players straight, but the newest wave claims that Melvin Royal is still alive, and I’m somehow concealing and doing dirty work for him.

      Nothing could be further from the truth.

      I shot Melvin Royal. I saw him buried. I know where he lies and where he stays, not that the truth matters to people who build elaborate sandcastles of illogic around the flimsiest of theories. Why I would help my serial-killer-ex is a mystery to me, but not to them. I’m in thrall to him, apparently. Helplessly committed to doing his bidding. Because an adult woman can’t be a person in her own right, reinventing herself and finding a new path.

      Sure enough, there are several dozen new messages, most of them death threats and profane accusations. I’m mostly immune to the death threats by now, but it still gets to me when they target my kids. And Sam, who’s got nothing whatsoever to do with it. I set those aside to deal with later, put the rest in my drawer folder labeled SICKO PATROL, and look at what’s left.

      About ten messages. One of them is actually a nice note telling me they’re proud of me for having turned my life around; I read that one twice, slowly, letting an unfamiliar feeling of warmth soak in. I save it for later. There’ll be days when I need it.

      Nine are junk, but the last one is different. Instead of the usual vitriol and vile directed at me and my family, there’s simply a copy of a press release. My skin starts to crawl, hot and cold, as I begin to read it.

      

      
        
        The Truth About Gina Royal To Be Revealed

        

        The Lost Angels, an organization dedicated to preserving the memory of those brutally slain by the sadistic serial killer, Melvin Royal, is set to release the results of a months long investigation into the role of Gina Royal in her husband’s murders.

        

        “We’ve known from the beginning that Gina Royal helped her husband murder those poor innocent women,” said Leonard Varrus, father of Adelaide Varrus, Melvin and Gina Royal’s third known victim.

        

        Mr. Varrus, an early member of the Lost Angels, led the investigation, which was funded by anonymous donations.

        

        Though Mrs. Royal was acquitted of murder charges related to the deaths of a dozen women, as Mr. Varrus correctly noted, “Being acquitted means she was found not guilty. There’s a big difference between being not guilty and innocent. The former means they just weren’t able to prove it.”

        

        Mr. Varrus continued: “Isn’t it convenient that every time evidence comes to light proving her guilty, she somehow finds a way to slither out of being held responsible. Come on, at what point is enough enough? Those two girls murdered at Stillhouse Lake right in front of her house! The video of her helping her husband carry that helpless, unconscious young victim into their murder shed. And let’s not forget the death of Miranda Tidewell and the ridiculous coverup that ensued.”

        

        Mrs. Tidewell, whose daughter Leila was Melvin Royal’s second victim, was co-founder of the Lost Angels, along with Sam Cade, whose sister Callie was Melvin and Gina’s final victim. Mrs. Tidewell was murdered under suspicious circumstances in the presence of the aforementioned Sam Cade and FBI agent Mike Lustig. The FBI has yet to provide a true accounting of her death, but inside sources have shared that she was shot in the head execution style with a gun that had Mr. Cade’s prints on it.”

        

        “Gina Royal was complicit in her husband’s actions. Now we have proof. Irrefutable proof,” Mr. Varrus has announced. “Sign up for our newsletter below to be the first to read the truth for yourself. Melvin’s Little Helper has escaped the consequences of her actions so far. Now it’s time for her to face her punishment.”

        

      

      

      The last line sends a shudder through me. Most threats against us are just that: threats. It’s easy to type a bunch of hate filled posts, but it’s much more difficult to follow through on the promises of retribution.

      This one, though, sounds like something to take seriously. I have no idea what kind of information they think they have, but I know for sure it’s nothing that will prove my guilt. Because I’m not guilty.

      I knew nothing about my husband’s dark hobbies. He made sure of it. The first thing he did after kidnapping his women was slice their vocal cords so they couldn’t scream. That way he could torture them to his heart’s content while his family sat and watched TV just on the other side of the garage door.

      A sharp pang of regret squeezes my heart. It’s hard for me sometimes not to feel like I should have known. That if I hadn’t been so meek and mild and terrified of second-guessing Melvin, I could have figured it out.

      If I had, it would have resulted in my own death. Melvin made that perfectly clear when he came after me intending to torture and kill me in a macabre kind of pay-per-view show.

      And if I’d died, that would have left him in charge of my kids.

      The mere thought makes me nauseous. I run my hands over my arms, suddenly chilled.

      With a sigh, I forward the emails that threaten Sam and the kids off to Kezia, with a copy to my contact at the FBI, with a brief forward: more of the same directed toward me, but let me know if you can suggest anything to do with the ones threatening my family.

      I know what the response will be from the FBI: We know this is stressful, and we’ll look into it. Meanwhile, take all necessary security precautions to keep yourself and your family safe. Kezia’s will be warmer and kinder and more concerned, but I’m well aware that as a local Norton, Tennessee police detective, there’s a hard limit to what she can do to help. Still, it’s always good to have friends, and Kezia is one of the best. We’ve been through some shit. I owe her my life, the lives of my kids—more than I can really ever repay.

      I’m startled by a rap on the open door. It’s Sam, who leans against the doorjamb eying me. He knows immediately something is off. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing.” That’s a knee-jerk response from far too many years of hiding my feelings.

      He raises his eyebrows and waits. He knows I’m not being honest, but he also knows it isn’t malicious. It’s habit. One I’m trying to break.

      I blow out a breath. “I got a weird email. Nothing that big.”

      “For you to say it’s weird, it’s got to be epic.” He comes into the office, closing the door behind him and taking his seat at the desk across from me. I slide a printout of the press release over to him and watch as he reads it.

      I know the moment he gets to the part about the Lost Angels and his role in their formation because his lips tighten. It’s a sore subject for both of us. After Sam learned Melvin had murdered his sister, he was overwhelmed with grief and the only way he knew to deal with it was to turn it into anger. Unfortunately, he then directed that anger at me and my family.

      I don’t blame him. He’d just lost his sister in the most horrific, brutal way possible. Instead, I blame Melvin. Another example of how his victims weren’t just the women he strung up in his garage torture chamber. Their loved ones suffered too.

      When he finishes, he sets the page on the desk and sighs. It hurts him that something he created continues to cause such grief and threat for our family.

      “Do you know this Leonard Varrus guy?” I finally ask. “Should we be worried about him?”

      “Not well. He wasn’t very active on the message boards. At least not the ones focused on you and your family. It never seemed like revenge was his thing. I always got the impression he joined the Lost Angels because he was looking for people who understood what he was going through and could empathize.”

      “Then why the sudden shift to me?”

      He taps his fingers against the printout, thinking. “Not sure. You want me to look into him? See what I can find?”

      “May as well,” I tell him. “I’ll do the same on my end. See if anything comes up running him through J.B.’s software. But, Sam,” I reach across the desk to take his hand in mine. “No risk taking. It’s not worth getting hurt over this.”

      His eyes meet mine, serious and sincere. “I’ll take any risk I have to to protect our family.”  He then stands, pulling me to my feet as well. He steps closer and cups my cheek with his palm. “You and the kids are everything to me.”

      He kisses me, and it’s sweet and full of love at first, but then grows heated. I think about asking him to lock the door so we can take things further, but my phone buzzes on the desk, interrupting us.

      I’d created different buzz patterns for each of my kids, so I know right away that it’s Lanny. Sam knows I can’t ignore her. He pulls back, letting me reach for my phone. I groan when I read the text.

      
        
        Lanny: what’s for dinner?

        

      

      Sam reads over my shoulder and chuckles. “Whatever happened to the good old days when you’d just shout down the hall?”

      I just shake my head. Sam presses his lips against my temple then murmurs in my ear, “We’ll finish this later.” It’s a promise that sends a warmth of anticipation through me.

      “Was Connor back yet when you came home from the store?”

      “Not that I saw,” he says.

      I frown, frustrated, and glance at my phone. He hasn’t responded to my earlier text either. He’s always been such good kid — a rule follower. Lately, however, he’s been pushing the envelope. I know it’s normal for a kid his age to want to exert some measure of independence and I’ve been trying to give him space, but we’re not like other families. The threats against us are all too real.

      “I’ll text him again.” My agitation is clear in my voice.

      Sam already has his phone out. “Let me. Sometimes he gets back to me faster,” he says.

      That stings a little, but yeah, he’s right; Connor’s gravitated more and more to Sam since Sam adopted both the kids, and I try not to let myself feel hurt by that. It’s good. Connor needs a father figure, and Sam’s the best there could be—a good man, through and through, with a core of strength that awes me because it’s usually so invisible. I watch Sam text, and sure enough, half a minute later he gets a response. “Okay, he’s coming home.”

      “Not walking.” It’s not far, but I don’t like the idea of him alone after dark.

      “Kevin’s mom is bringing him. He wants to know what’s for dinner.”

      “You decide,” I say, and rub my forehead, as I think about the printout still sitting on the desk and the threat it represents. Even though we have a game plan on how to address it, it still feels unresolved. A bomb waiting to explode. A part of me wants to sit down, start researching, and find answers. Eliminate the risk. But if I gave into that impulse every time, I would spend my life in front of the computer.

      The reality is that there’s no way to fully eliminate the risk. There will always be trolls out there on some sort of misguided quest to exact revenge on me and my family. We have to find a way to live our lives despite that.

      Sam understands without me having to say a word. He extends a hand. “Come on. Burritos aren’t going to make themselves.”

      “Burritos? Adventurous.”

      “I have range.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Connor arrives home, my fears are confirmed. He’s quietly surly, tension cabling his shoulders and back into a stiff, unyielding frame. It says, louder than words, leave me alone. He’s waiting for me to bring up him not responding to my earlier text, and it’s pretty clear he’s ready for it to turn into a fight.

      Sometimes I wonder if Connor’s deteriorating attitude has anything to do with Kevin’s influence. He always seems to be a bit more surly after hanging out with the other boy, but that could just as easily be chalked up to typical teenage hormones. Being fifteen isn’t easy, especially when you add in everything else this family has been through over the past few years.

      I let Sam take the lead. “Hey, kid. How were the video games?”

      “Fine.” Connor’s answer is clipped. His head stays down. He’s thrown himself on the couch in the kind of loose-limbed sprawl only teenagers can do without spinal damage. He’s already got his phone out and is scrolling, reading something. I have the impulse to ask what it is, but I know it’ll just make him feel like I’m prying. I bite my tongue and brown the ground beef with onions instead.

      Sam goes and sits down next to him. “I heard you and Lanny got into it today. Want to talk about it?”

      Connor almost says yes. I see the impulse. Then I see it slammed behind a steel door, and he says, “No.”

      One-word answers. It’s going to be a long night.

      Lanny wanders down the hall, yawns, and says, “Smells good, Mom.”

      “Good. Then you can chop tomatoes.” I nod toward the cutting board, where the veggies are ready. Lanny makes a little sound of frustration.

      “I did this yesterday,” she says. “Isn’t it Connor’s turn?”

      “Liar,” he immediately spits back. “I did it yesterday. You’re just too air-headed to remember.”

      “Air-head?” Lanny slams the knife down on the counter. Luckily, not point-first. “Liar?”

      I note which is the greater offense to her, but I don’t comment.

      Connor’s head snaps up, and his eyes—for a split second I go still, because his eyes have never looked so much like his father’s. It’s the fury I see, and it’s scary.

      But then he blinks, and it goes away, and he’s my son again. Mine and Sam’s, not Melvin Royal’s. I let the moment pass without lingering on it, already second-guessing what I thought I’d seen.

      “Just stop whining about everything,” he tells his sister. “It’s not like chopping some veg is going to break your fingers.”

      “Mom, are we or are we not supposed to be splitting chores?” Lanny just has to drag me into it. “Connor didn’t take out the trash yesterday, either. I did. He’s become such a lazy ass—”

      I hold up my hand. “Everybody does an equal amount,” I say. “By the way, Sam chopped the onions because you weren’t out here to help. You want to rephrase?”

      She silently starts chopping tomatoes again, muttering, “He’s becoming such a little prince, and you can’t even see it.”

      That worries me. Is she right? Is Connor becoming the kind of arrogant, entitled teen boy I’ve always dreaded?

      “Hey, let’s just get through dinner,” Sam says, and as always, he manages to strike just the right tone, calm and fair and logical. “I know everybody’s hungry. This is going to look a lot better on a full stomach.”

      Connor snorts disdainfully, and resumes scrolling his phone. Lanny turns to me and mouths, “See?”

      I don’t acknowledge it. Instead I remind myself that if the worst things I have to deal with these days are bickering teens, I should be grateful. I’ll take squabbling siblings over murderous madmen any day of the week. I finish the ground beef and set it aside to prep the rice. One of us has to keep our eye on the ball.

      Dinner comes together remarkably well, really. The burritos are delicious, the sauce spicy enough to make my mouth tingle in all the right ways, and Sam’s good humor manages to coax smiles and chat out of Lanny, and toward the end of the dinner, out of my son.

      Lanny talks about the college visit to Reyne University she has planned at the end of the week. She’s been excited about it for months — she’s been paired with an existing freshman and will attend classes with her and stay overnight in her dorm. It will be the full college experience, and I have to constantly check my urge to tell her she can’t go.

      My insides twitch at the thought of her being so far away from me and on her own. On several occasions I’ve considered booking a hotel room in the nearby town so I can be there if something happens. I have to remind myself that she’s almost an adult. She needs to learn to navigate the world without me.

      If I can’t handle her going to college for a weekend visit, there’s no way I’ll be able to handle it if she decides to actually go away to school after graduation. But I also can’t let my fear hold her back in life. It’s not fair to her.

      She’s smart and tough. I have to rely on the hope that I’ve taught her well and trained her even better.

      When it comes time for Connor to share about his day, he actually responds with more than his usual “it was fine.”

      Instead he says, “Today we learned about bullshit climate change crap.”

      I nearly choke on my iced tea. “Excuse me?”

      “We started a new unit on the environment, and the teacher went off about climate change and how horrible the world is blah blah blah. But the thing is, they’re totally faking the numbers about that stuff. The situation isn’t dire at all. They’re just making it up as a way to control people.”

      I’m momentarily speechless.

      Lanny rolls her eyes, which of course makes him defensive. “No, really, I can show you the websites that prove it. Kevin showed me.”

      I set down my glass, trying to figure out the best way to respond without setting him off. What I want to say is that Kevin is clearly full of shit and doesn’t know what he’s talking about, but that’s a guaranteed way to turn Connor defensive, which won’t help matters.

      “Honey,” I say instead, “Whatever Kevin showed you, there are massive amounts of data you can look at. Don’t just dive into one site and believe everything it says. You know better than that. If you had done that with Melvin—”

      That hits home to him. He knows how many wildly inaccurate “factual” websites there are out there that deal with our whole family. According to one of them, Connor is actually a clone. According to another, he doesn’t really exist, and an actor plays him for the cameras.

      People do love their fake reality.

      He leans forward. “It’s not the same thing. It’s not just one site. There are plenty—”

      “Do me a favor,” Sam says. “Check out who runs the site. Find out what they’ve studied and published. Find out who they are and why they’re saying what they’re saying. Don’t believe everybody who claims to know the secret truth. In fact, don’t trust any of them.”

      Connor crosses his arms defensively, but at least he seems to be listening.

      “Unless you want to be giving a bunch of money to con artists for the rest of your life, you have to develop a really good bullshit detector. It can be tough to figure out which sources you can trust online and which you can’t. I can sit down with you and show you how people manipulate you, but ultimately, it’s really simple. They do it through fear, and if not fear, then making you feel superior and part of the secret. In fact,” he says, turning to include Lanny. “This is something that would benefit both of you. Maybe after you two finish the dishes, we can sit down together and talk more about it.”

      Just like that, Sam seems to have defused the situation. For now.

      Dinner concludes more friendly than I’d hoped, and Lanny and Connor even do the dishes without bickering. But I don’t altogether trust the peace.

      It feels like a real storm is coming.
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      As always, the first thing I do when I get home from school is head straight to the mailbox. Most days it’s all boring adult crap, but today there’s something else: a large brown envelope buried amid a pile of junk mail. My heart rate jumps, my mouth going dry as I tug it free.

      The return address is one I recognize: a remailing service Mom set up when we went on the run after she was acquitted and the crazies started threatening us. She didn’t want anyone being able to track us down, and so she opened accounts at several remailing companies to route letters through enough mailboxes that they became untraceable.

      But really, there’s only one person she was using this for: my father, Melvin Royal.

      Even though Dad died years ago, his letters kept coming. He’d planned for his death, writing dozens of letters ahead of time and giving them to friends to mail down the road. I remember standing in the kitchen one evening earlier this year, pouring myself a glass of water when Mom told us she’d shredded his final letter without reading it. At the time I’d told her I was okay with that because I knew that’s what she wanted to hear.

      Mom was done with Dad. She’d made that much very clear to us. She’d happily carve all traces of him out of our lives. Lanny would, too, for that matter.

      But the same wasn’t true for me. I couldn’t carve Dad out of my existence without carving away a piece of myself as well. So when I found another letter from him in the mailbox a few weeks later, I’d taken and hidden it before Mom could destroy it.

      Since then, I’ve made it a priority to sneak to the mailbox every afternoon as soon as we get home from school so that I can intercept any letters from him before Mom or Lanny can find them and shred them. They’re my last ties to my dad — my last chance to try to understand him in his own words.

      I glance over my shoulder to make sure Lanny’s already inside and quickly stuff the envelope in the waist of my pants against my back, letting my shirt fall over it to conceal it. My hands are shaking, my senses on edge as I return to the house. Lanny pounces the moment I’m through the door. Before I can even rearm the alarm, she’s making some snide comment about how I’d forgotten to put the laundry in the dryer and my clothes were going to smell like mildew, which was probably why I didn’t have a ton of friends.

      Normally I’d let it go, but Dad’s letters always leave me in a strange mood. Anticipation and fear and giddiness and indignation and above everything else: anger. I turn it on her, lashing out. She’s surprised by the vehemence of my response, her eyes already glistening with tears.

      That doesn’t stop her shouting at me.

      I don’t have the time or patience for her bullshit. I throw up a hand, rolling my eyes. “I’m going to Kevin’s,” I tell her, not even bothering to let her finish before I stalk back through the door, slamming it behind me.

      As I walk the several blocks to my friend’s, I can feel the envelope chafing against the skin of my lower back. I’m itchy with the desire to pull it out and rip it open, but I force myself to wait until I get to Kevin’s. He’ll want to know what it says as much as I do.

      I’m lucky to have a friend like him who understands. I’m used to my father being a liability — a reason kids have always ostracized and bullied me. But Kevin isn’t like that. He doesn’t judge me for who my father was.

      Kevin isn’t like the other kids in my class. He reads as much as I do, and he likes to think about things. He doesn’t just take what teachers and adults tell us at face value — he questions everything. He does his own research for fun, and he can spend hours debating almost any topic. He’s who taught me to question the climate change alarmists.

      He’s also the one who told me I should question my assumptions about Dad. He’d pointed out that everything I knew about Melvin was filtered through my mom or the media — people with their own biases and slants. He pointed out that maybe the reason Mom put parental controls on our phones and computers to block us from looking up Dad online was because there was information out there she didn’t want us to find. Information that might not fit the narrative she’d always told us.

      He challenged me to do my own research and make up my own mind. Then he’d introduced me to the dark web: an entire sea of information unregulated and uncensored by governments or corporations. I’d heard about it before, but I’d never really understood it.

      The dark web opened up a new trove of information about my father. I thought I’d known what my father had done, but it turned out I had no idea. The earlier internet articles I’d read had only scratched the surface.

      It was on the dark web that I found the unredacted transcripts from my father’s trials, and copies of the original police reports complete with crime scene photographs. At first it was impossible to connect these images with the father I knew. I couldn’t comprehend how the man who did such gruesome things to those girls could also be the man who read me bedtime stories as a kid and tucked me in at night.

      I became obsessed with a need to understand. That’s what led me to search Mom’s office one afternoon when she was at physical therapy with Sam and Lanny was out running. It took me a while to find where she’d hidden the files, but eventually, I discovered a USB key taped to the back of her desk drawer. On it were scans of all the letters Dad had sent her over the years — everything we’d thought she’d destroyed. Apparently, she’d hung on to copies just in case.

      But his letters only left me more confused. So many of them showed the dark, violent side of Dad with in-depth descriptions of his crimes that went way beyond what I’d read in the police files. They made me nauseous. They made me hate him.

      Other letters, though, were filled with memories and love and promises of a better future when we were all reunited as a family. They reminded me of all the ways my father had been a dad to me. How I’d looked up to him and felt loved and safe in his arms.

      I couldn’t figure out which was real. I still can’t.

      When I arrive at Kevin’s, I don’t bother knocking. His dad is on the couch, some sports highlight show blaring from the TV. He waves hello and asks if I want to join him. I politely decline.

      Sometimes, when I’m at Kevin’s house, I can’t help watching his dad. He seems like a normal guy — your typical dad. Hair going a little grey, stomach gone soft several years back, laugh lines around his eyes. He likes to watch football on Sundays and tries to get Kevin to watch with him, but Kevin’s not really into sports and always rolls his eyes before begging off with some snide remark.

      I wonder sometimes, if that drunk driver hadn’t crashed into our garage and my dad’s secret life hadn’t been exposed, would we have watched football together on Sunday afternoons? Would we have created our own rituals: buttered popcorn or chips and salsa, game-day t-shirts, maybe even superstitions when our favorite team was on a winning streak?

      I remember nights watching movies as a family together on the couch, me curled up against my dad’s solid warmth. Sure, he could be stern at times, and he had certain expectations he expected us to meet with consequences if we didn’t. But he also cared about us.

      He made family dinners a priority and rarely missed an event at school.

      My father loved me.

      My father was a monster.

      It doesn’t feel like both of those things can be true at the same time. But I also can’t figure out which is the lie.

      By the time I reach Kevin’s room, I already have the brown envelope out and am ripping it open. The minute he sees what I’m holding he pauses his video game and spins in his gaming chair to face me.

      I settle in his desk chair and read the letter out loud.

      

      
        
        Dear Gina,

        

        Do you remember those nights after Brady was born when he would cry and cry and nothing would settle him except walking in circles around the house? You probably don’t. You were so overwhelmed then, always so exhausted and spending what little energy you had on Lily, leaving me to deal with newborn Brady.

        

        I didn’t mind. If anything, I cherished that time with him. It only cemented our bond. We spent hours together walking laps. Through the kitchen, around the table, back into the living room, around the chair, to the kitchen again. I talked to Brady, then. I made him promises. One of those promises was that I would always take care of him. I would raise him to be a real man, someone to be admired and respected.

        

        I swore to him that I would never abandon him. And I haven’t. You’re the one keeping us from each other.

        

        I know you’re poisoning them against me, Gina. I can only imagine the lies you tell them about me. What kind of a mother does that to her child? To her son? What kind of a mother makes her children believe their father doesn’t care about them? How can you be so cruel?

        

        It was never supposed to be this way. You were never supposed to raise my kids on your own. I was always supposed to be there. I’m their father. It’s my job to shape them — to make Brady into the man he’s supposed to become.

        

        You’re too soft, Gina. You’ll make our kids soft too. I shudder to think what will happen to Brady under your care. Is he already weak like you? Is he already pathetic? Does he let you control him? Does he blindly obey you? Do you even allow him to be his own man?

        

        Who will teach him to be a real man, Gina? Who will teach him to take what he’s owed? When I come for you Gina, I want you to understand why: you deserve to be punished for what you’re doing to my boy. For keeping him from me and making him believe the worst of me. When he is mine again, I’ll raise him to be the man I know he can become.

        

        That boy is worth everything to me. He is my legacy. I won’t let you take that from me. I will fight for Brady with everything I have left.

        

        I’m coming for you, Gina. And I’m coming for my son too.

        

      

      

      Once I’m finished, I keep my eyes on Dad’s signature, trying to force the burning in my throat to go away. The last thing I want to do is cry in front of Kevin.

      It’s not the first time Dad’s accused Mom of turning us against him, but it’s still hard to read those words without tiny seeds of doubt starting to sprout in my thoughts.

      Because it’s true, isn’t it? Mom has always maintained the worst about Dad. Of course, she has good reason to — it’s not like I’m blind and ignorant to the horrible things he did. But that’s not all he is. That’s what Mom and Lanny refuse to see.

      I remember watching a video once where someone was talking about justice and said that we shouldn’t be defined by the worst thing we’ve done in life. Isn’t that true for all of us? Even someone like my dad?

      We sit in silence for several beats before Kevin asks, “Do you ever wonder what it was like for him that first time he killed someone?”

      The question surprises me. It’s not something I’ve ever really considered. “How so?”

      Kevin fiddles with the game controller in his hands, turning it over again and again. “He had to have been thinking about it, right? Killing girls — maiming them. Fantasizing about it for a while.”

      I shift, a little uncomfortable with thinking this way about my dad. But it’s important that I face the truth about him — both the good and the bad. “I guess.”

      “What do you think made him pull the trigger? What made him finally decide to act?”

      “Who knows, he was a psychopath.” It’s the answer my mom or sister would have given. The easy answer. But not necessarily the right one.

      “I don’t know, though.” Kevin argues. “If he was a psychopath, why didn’t he start killing earlier? He spent years of his life not kidnapping women, not torturing them, not killing them. And then bam — one day he decides to go for it. Why? What changed?”

      I shrug. There’s something about the direction of this conversation that feels dangerous. I’m not sure I want to know the answers to these questions.

      He leans forward in his gaming chair. “How old were you when he killed his first victim?”

      He already knows the answer. I’ve shared everything I know about my father. He’s as familiar with Melvin Royal’s “career” as I am. Still he wants me to say it because Kevin can be a jerk sometimes. “What does it matter?”

      “Makes you wonder if he reached a point in life where he wondered if this was all there was, and it wasn’t enough for him.”

      The way he says it makes it sound like it’s somehow our fault — Lanny and Mom’s and mine. That somehow we weren’t enough for him and that caused him to start killing. My skin itches with defensiveness at the implication. My therapist’s voice echoes in my head, reminding me that Melvin Royal’s actions belonged to him alone, and we don’t bear responsibility for them.

      “Maybe he was an egotistical asshole who didn’t think the rules applied to him and he finally decided to act on that,” I counter.

      “You ever had impulses like that?”

      “To kill someone?” The question shouldn’t surprise me. I know everyone eventually wonders that about me — if I’m like my dad. The truth is, I’ve wondered it myself. I’ve tried to put myself in Dad’s shoes so I could understand him, and while the idea of killing someone horrifies me to the point of nausea, there’s still a small amount of morbid curiosity.

      How could my father skin these women alive one minute, and then set down his tools and come into the house, wash his hands, and sit down to family dinner as if a human being wasn’t dying in agony only yards away?

      “No,” I finally tell him.

      “Really?” He doesn’t believe me.

      I shake my head. He looks at me a moment longer then shrugs. “You wanna take a turn?” he asks, holding out the game controller. He’s in the middle of a pitched battle against several of our friends online. That kind of game doesn’t really hold much appeal to me.

      I motion to his computer. “Mind if I use your internet instead?”

      “Sure thing.” He’s already resumed his game, cursing under his breath as another one of the players immediately ambushes him, causing him to lose half his hit points. “Jesus fucking Christ, that fucking prick!” He mashes at the controller as he growls, “I’m coming to get you, motherfucker.”

      I ignore him and bring his computer to life, navigating my way to the dark web and the Melvin Royal message board I found when I started researching my dad a few months back. My inbox glows with several unread messages. I smile. I started off on the board as a lurker, and only began commenting when people posted misinformation about my dad.

      Currently I’m one of the most popular accounts on the board and the go-to expert on all things Melvin Royal. People continually defer to me and turn to me to answer questions and settle debates. Of course, there’s been speculation about who I am and how I can know so much, but I’m very careful not to say anything that can identify who I really am. Some conspiracy theorists even speculate I’m Melvin Royal himself, and that news of his death was a ruse. Sometimes I like to lean into that idea just to throw people off my real identity.

      The message board is one of the few places where I can openly talk about my dad without anyone judging or shaming me.

      I’m in the middle of answering questions about Melvin and teasing the existence of new information about his life when I get a text from Mom telling me to come home. Dad’s words from his letter echo through the back of my head: Does he let you control him? Does he blindly obey you? Do you even allow him to be his own man?

      I ignore Mom’s text and go back to posting.
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      The next morning Sam drives the kids to school on his way to the airport for work. For some reason, the house feels oddly empty with him gone. I have this nagging gut sense that something is out of place, and I wander from room to room, checking that the windows are locked and making sure the alarm is engaged.

      Usually that puts me at ease, but this morning it doesn’t. I know what it is: the press release from the Lost Angels. The knowledge that they haven’t given up — that the quiet we’ve enjoyed for the past few months was a short reprieve and not a full cessation.

      With a sigh I retreat to my office and turn on my computer. The first thing I do is run a search on Leonard Varrus. There are plenty of hits. Unsurprising given his daughter was one of Melvin’s early victims. The articles I skim are as I expect: painful recollections of a vibrant young woman full of promise and dreams whose life was tragically and brutally cut short.

      It’s hard to read these things, knowing that she was tortured and killed in my own garage, likely while the kids and I were only yards away. It’s even more difficult to read about this man’s pain at losing his only child. It’s a terror no parent wants to contemplate, and even reading someone else’s ordeal makes my chest burn with anxiety.

      Just to reassure myself, I grab my phone and pull up the app that tracks my kids’ locations. Both are tucked safely at school. Knowing where they are brings me a measure of comfort and fortifies me to continue my search.

      I run Leonard’s name through several of J.B.’s quasi-legal search programs. While those run, I switch over to a background report I’ve been typing up for J.B. I’m almost finished when my phone dings with an alert. I check it and feel a wave of cold cascade through me and freeze along my spine.

      

      
        
        This is an urgent message from Crescent View High School. There have been reports of an active shooter on campus. Authorities have been called in and the school is in lockdown. We will share more information as it becomes available.

        

      

      

      Horror overwhelms me. That’s Connor and Lanny’s school.

      I grab my keys and run.
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        * * *

      

      I can’t get near the school. There are already barriers blocking the roads leading to the entrance and police swarm — so many I can’t count the cars. There are ambulances too, sitting silent but with their lights flashing. Waiting for the injured to be brought out.

      The thought makes me gag with dread. I need to know what’s going on. I need to know that my babies are okay.

      A young police officer approaches the car, and I roll down my window.

      “What’s happening?” My voice is higher pitched than normal, on the edge of panic. I swallow, trying to get myself under better control.

      “Ma’am, do you have a student here?”

      “My son and daughter.” I’m shaking all over. I’ve been this afraid before, when my children were missing, in danger, and it’s a horrible, helpless feeling. I clutch the wheel so tightly that my knuckles burn white. “I got the message about shots fired. What’s going on?”

      “Yes ma’am. The school is in lockdown,” she says. She’s trying to be soothing and calm, but I’m full of live electricity and on the verge of screaming. I want to bolt from the car and rush to the school. I want to do something. Anything. There are sirens ripping the air — ambulances, the second wave. They’re parking on the periphery, and I remember that even if there’s an active shooter in the school, even if my kids are lying wounded and helpless, they won’t get help immediately. Not until the police find the threat.

      “Is the shooter still at large?” I can’t believe I’m asking this question. That I’m saying these words about my kids’ school. How is it possible that these things can keep happening? Why haven’t we figured out a way to put a stop to them?

      “We’re trying to determine the exact situation.” It’s all she can offer me. “Right now we’re asking parents to head to the community center to wait. As students are evacuated, that’s where they’ll be taken.” She pulls the barricade aside and gestures toward a large brick building down the block. The parking lot is already crowded with SUVs and news trucks.

      I go where instructed and pull into an empty space. I look around at the other parents making their way toward the entrance. Everyone has the same expression: shock. Terror. Panic. Reporters swarm around the edges, respecting the parents’ space for now. It won’t last long. I’ve learned that from experience.

      I grab my phone, pulling up the location app. My kids’ icons are in the same place as before: Crescent View High School. That doesn’t mean they’re necessarily still there, though. During lockdown drills they’re taught to silence their phones or jettison them if it could give away their location. My kids could have escaped and left their phones behind.

      If I could charge the school and find a way to rescue them I would. If I thought I could get anywhere near the campus grounds before getting tackled by police, I’d already have tried it. Instead, all I can do is sit here and wait. I hate how helpless it makes me feel. I’m used to taking action. I’m used to confronting threats. And yet, right now, all I can do is close my eyes and whisper, “Please be okay,” to myself over and over again. “Please please please please.”

      Just then, my phone buzzes with a text. Lanny. My heart tilts in my chest.

      

      
        
        Locked down in my classroom. Someone with a gun. Am okay. I love you, Mom.

        

      

      

      I stare at the words, feeling a terrible blend of relief and terror. She’s okay, thank God. But she’s still at risk. And still, there’s nothing I can do. I hate this helplessness.

      I start to respond, but then I realize it may not be safe if she’s forgotten to turn her alerts off. I want to text Connor, to make sure he’s also okay, but I don’t for the same reason. I can’t afford to give his location away if he’s hiding.

      The thought of my baby boy hiding from a gunman releases a fresh wave of nausea. I swallow it down and call Sam. I need him. I need his voice.

      He answers, and I can hear from the relaxed way he says my name that he doesn’t know about the shooting. I realize I haven’t updated the school’s alert system to text him too.

      “I’m at the community center across the street from the kids’ school,” I tell him, and I’m surprised how clear I am, how calm I sound. “There may be a shooter. The kids are locked down. I got a message from Lanny but not Connor.” Those are just words. Facts. Meaningless. I am a storm inside, and I want to cry but I can’t. Something stops me, keeps me sounding brisk and in control. I am not in control. At all.

      There’s a brief, heavy pause, and then Sam says, “I’ll be there as fast as I can.” He doesn’t waste breath on platitudes; he says what I need to hear and then he’s gone.

      Other parents are arriving now, pooling toward the community center. I get out of the car and join them. A young woman near the entrance asks me, tears in her eyes, what’s going on. I can’t tell her. I don’t know. I just, on impulse, hold her hand, and feel the same trembles of sheer terror jumping through her flesh. She squeezes and cries.

      Several police officers are stationed just inside, taking down our names and the names of our kids as we enter. A big, blustery man tries to demand more information from them that nobody has. Everyone is tense, angry, terrified. Once my name is taken, I’m ushered into a large meeting room where chairs are being set up.

      On instinct I scan my surroundings, checking exits and vulnerabilities. Mentally planning the fastest escape route. That’s when I notice there are no windows. They don’t want us to see, I think. In case they bring out bodies to the ambulances parked across the street.

      I help set up chairs, appreciating that it at least makes me feel like I’m doing something useful. Other parents file in. No matter what their backgrounds — rich, poor, any race — they all look the same in this moment: shell-shocked, horrified, absolutely stiff with fear. Some are crying. Some are shaking their heads, demanding of nobody to know how this could happen.

      As if it doesn’t happen to other people, other families, other children. As if they don’t already know this.

      The room’s filling up when Sam arrives, and I launch myself toward him. He rushes to me and puts his arms around me and for a second I feel the storm lessen, not stop. He’s shaking, too. He takes a deep breath and says, “Anything from Connor?”

      I shake my head. I’ve been staring at my phone, willing him to text. My fingers ache to try to reach him, but even the buzz of a silenced phone could give him away if he’s in danger. I have to endure. We have to endure.

      I notice that others in the room are also staring at their phones. Some, like me, are probably hoping to hear from their kids. Others are scrolling through news reports. A father nearby is watching a livestream of a local news outlet filming the front of the school. It’s surreal to see the familiar building surrounded by so many police officers.

      The sight makes me so ill that I’m forced to look away. Sam doesn’t talk. He just holds my hand and waits, tense and strong and solid, and I have never been so grateful for his steadiness. I don’t know if that comes from his military background, or some steely foundation of his character. I’ve always thought of myself — since Melvin — as strong, but this anxious, tense, emotional waiting is breaking me. I ache all over. I’m sweating, though the temperature is pleasant. I wish the woman behind me would stop crying and moaning because I can’t let myself do that, I can’t let myself believe that my children may be hurt. May even be —

      My spiraling thoughts freeze as a cop steps to the front of the room. He’s wearing a uniform but he looks like a senior officer. We all fall silent as he clears his throat.

      “Folks,” he says, as if he’s quieting us, but we’re already deathly silent. “My name is Lieutenant Okoye, and I’m going to keep you up to date on what we know, when we know it. Right now, we’ve confirmed that a student brought a handgun to school today and shots were fired.”

      Even though most of us already knew this, hearing it confirmed causes gasps to rip through the tent, gut-punches of sound. Someone moans.

      “We do not presently have any information about possible casualties, but the SWAT team is currently moving through the school in search of the shooter, and we should have a report very soon. When the threat is cleared, we’re going to send in EMT crews to see to any injuries.”

      “You don’t know how many are shot?” That came from a man down front, a hard and rough tone that was a stark contrast to the businesslike tones of the policeman. “What the hell are you people doing? Get in there and get our kids out!”

      There’s a rush of agreement, heads nodding, growls of approval. Lieutenant Okoye holds up both hands to quell it. It doesn’t work. More questions start coming, but they’re a confusing tangle of sound.

      He raises his voice. “People! Please! Right now, we’re inside the building finding out what’s going on. But I need y’all to stay calm. I’m going to get information to you as quickly as possible. Now, we’re bringing in some water, and we should have some food here soon for you —”

      “How do you think we can eat?” a woman bursts out, voice shaking.

      “Ma’am, it could be a long day, and we’re going to make you as comfortable as we can. There are priests from various local churches available in the smaller conference room next door if anyone would like to seek their comfort and in addition —”

      I tune him out when the man sitting next to me jolts, sucking in a breath. I look at the phone clutched in his hands. The livestream shows a set of side doors to the school flung open and kids streaming out, hands over their head.

      “They’re out,” the man shouts. “They’re coming out!”

      At the same time, another officer steps up to the man in front and whispers into his ear. He nods and steps away.

      “Wait!” A woman calls after him. “Where are you going? What’s happening?” The room starts to dissolve into chaos.

      “There’s a kid live-streaming on Facebook from inside the school,” someone else calls out. He shares the kid’s name and everyone fumbles for their phones, me included. I find the livestream and watch as a line of students scramble down a hallway, cops waving them forward. Everything is a blur of movement, making it difficult to identify specific kids.

      With her purple and pink hair, Lanny would be easy to spot. But I struggle to remember what Connor wore to school that morning. How can I not know something so basic? With a start I realize that I don’t even remember if I said good-bye to him before he left.

      What if I never get the chance to do so again?

      I clutch my phone, staring at the livestream, hoping that I’ll see something familiar that will tell me my kids are okay. Around me I hear parents cry out in relief when they catch sight of their own kids fleeing to safety. The rest of us wait, dread nearly choking us.

      Finally, after another half hour of torture, the lieutenant comes back. When he steps to the front of the room, everyone stops what they’re doing and stares.

      He says, “We’ve got the students out. We’ll be bringing them in to match them up with you, and then you folks can head home.”

      “How many?” someone asks. It’s a quiet voice. A frightened one.

      “Ma’am, we need to focus on the kids who are going home right now, which is almost all of them. I can tell you that we have three students wounded that have been taken to the hospital, but we have no fatalities.”

      There’s a rush of breath. I contribute to it. They’re alive. Tears break loose and run warm down my cheeks, and I wipe them away.

      The students are escorted in in groups of five, and each time, parents lunge out of their chairs and embrace their kids and hurry them off to safety.

      Lanny’s in the third group, and I claim her with all the love and terror I’m feeling. I kiss her and hold her and finally say, “Did you see Connor?”

      She shakes her head. “No, but they were holding us in different places.”

      I’m surprised to find an officer at my elbow when I pull back — a stone-faced Black woman who says, “Ms. Proctor? Mr. Cade? Would you come with me, please?”

      I look at her, at the sympathy in her eyes she’s unable to hold in check. “No.” I can only breathe the word. The strength goes out of my legs, and Sam braces me against him, holding my weight so I don’t collapse.

      “No,” I say again. It can’t be. I refuse to believe it. I won’t. My son can’t be one of the victims.

      But why else would this officer be singling me out?

      The officer places a hand on my arm. “Your son is alive. He isn’t injured.”

      The relief I feel is so pure and sweet that I find myself nearly weeping. But I still don’t understand. “Where is he?”

      “He’s a witness to the shooting. Our detectives would like to interview him, but we think it would be best if he had a parent with him.”

      Oddly, it isn’t the first time one of my children has been interviewed by the police. It isn’t even the second or third. One would think I might be used to it, but I’m not. Sam and I meet eyes, and it isn’t even a question. We both know Sam is better at this sort of thing. Connor isn’t guilty of anything, but I tend to overreact when it comes to his safety.

      “I want to see him,” I tell the officer.

      “Me too,” Lanny adds.

      “We’ll all go,” Sam says. “Then you can take Lanny home, and I’ll bring Connor when they’re finished.”

      I feel the eyes of other parents in the room on us as the officer escorts us to the door. I know they’re all wondering who we are and why we’re being led away. Clearly we’ve been singled out for a reason. Either our child was injured or killed or, almost worse, the shooter.

      The very possibility of that last thought makes me almost want to laugh, though I know it would come out more hysterical than anything else. The last thing I need to do is call that kind of attention to myself. Already there’s whispering. Perhaps some of the other parents recognized me. I don’t want to think about what they must be saying — what awful rumors will come of this. The Proctor family, unable to escape their gruesome past once again.

      Lanny’s arm tightens around my waist, and I realize she’s noticed the same thing. She’s tense as she huddles against my side, and I pull her closer to me. “We’re going to be okay, sweetheart,” I murmur into her hair. She nods but that doesn’t stop the tears glistening in her eyes.

      Outside the day is offensively beautiful. The sun is bright, not a single cloud in the sky, and the thick humid heat of the past few days has given way to a softer breeze. Reporters notice the officer walking with us and cameras shift our way, zooming in.

      A familiar panic wells at the sight of so many empty lenses. I can’t face a TV camera without remembering what it was like to be trapped in that decrepit plantation house in the swamps of Louisiana, waiting for my ex-husband to livestream my torture and murder.

      Sam knows this. He was there too, at the end. He saw the gruesome scene waiting for me. He understands the PTSD I suffer from that ordeal. Without saying anything, he shifts slightly, walking a step ahead and effectively blocking the cameras from my view.

      The officer leads us across the street, past another police cordon, and toward an ambulance idling at the end of the school parking lot. There’s a cot near the back with a small figure sitting cross-legged on it.

      Connor.

      I run. No one tries to stop me, recognizing it would be futile. He notices me just in time to slide off before I reach him, grabbing him against me in a fierce hug.

      “Mom.” The word comes out choked, and it breaks my heart. He sounds like a little boy again, scared from a nightmare.

      I pull back long enough to assess him for myself. His arms and shirt are covered in blood, some of it still damp and sticky in spots. “Are you hurt?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. He keeps his lips pressed together, and there are tears in his eyes. Tracks of them cut through blood smeared across his cheek. He looks scared and confused and lost, and I want to fix it, but I don’t know how.

      He buries himself against my chest, and I wrap my arms around him, wishing I could hold him like this forever and protect him from the world. Already I notice a man and a woman hovering nearby. Both wear plain clothes, but it’s obvious they’re detectives, likely here to talk to Connor.

      “I’m sorry,” Connor mumbles into my shoulder.

      “It’s okay,” I tell him, even though there’s no way I can know that for sure. I just have to believe it. “You have nothing to apologize for.”

      He lifts his head then, and something flashes in his eyes. He glances away, toward Lanny and then to the ground. “It was Kevin.”

      I stand frozen as the impact of his words hit me. What strikes me the most is how unsurprised I am by the news. My gut had been warning me about Kevin for weeks but I’d ignored it.

      Beside me, Lanny gasps. Connor winces. His face flushes, and it’s a familiar tell. He often blushes when he feels guilty.

      Now that he’s spoken, he can’t seem to stop. “I don’t understand how he could have …” he takes a deep breath, or tries to but it catches in his throat. “How he could …” he shakes his head, teeth clenched. “He just stood there and shot them and how —? How could he do that to our friends like they weren’t real people, and it wasn’t a real gun with real bullets and the blood and … he just shot them. How could he do that? Why would he …”

      He’s trembling now and I pull him against me, smothering his words against my shoulder and holding him tight. “Shhh, it’s okay. You’re safe. I’ve got you.”

      “I don’t understand,” he says, his voice muffled against me. “He was my friend.” He chokes back a sob.

      I search for something to say, some words that might soothe my son, but there’s nothing. I know the confusion and betrayal of someone close to you doing the unthinkable. I know that some things are unexplainable. Some people are just rotten inside. Knowing that doesn’t stop the pain.

      Someone clears their throat nearby, and I look up to find the detectives waiting. Connor must hear it too because he straightens.

      “Ms. Proctor?” the female detective asks. I nod. “Do we have your permission to ask your son a few questions?”

      I glance toward Sam, trying to gauge if it’s a good idea to let Connor talk to the police without calling a lawyer first. As sure as I am that Connor had nothing to do with the shooting, I also remember how quick the cops were to suspect him of being a potential school shooter earlier in the year when someone hacked into a message board and posted false threats under his screenname.

      Connor, though, shows no hesitation. “I want to talk,” he tells me.

      I’m still uncertain. “Are you sure?”

      He nods and takes a step away from me, folding his arms across his middle, hunching his shoulders. I’ve never seen my son quite so unsettled. He looks younger, more tentative than when he left this morning.

      He takes a shuddering breath. “He had all these guns,” he explains, not even waiting for the detectives to ask. “Well, his parents did, in a safe—but he knew the combination, and he’d get them out and play with them. Sometimes we’d do target practice in the woods.” He looks at me then down at the ground. “I’m sorry.”

      I don’t know what to say. I could have sworn on every holy book there is that my son knew how to be safe, knew how to correctly handle a gun, knew that playing with them was wrong and dangerous. I’ve drilled into both of my children time and time again that guns aren’t toys. That they should be respected.

      That Connor disregarded all of that stuns me. I want to blame Kevin for his bad influence, to make excuses for my son’s behavior, but Connor isn’t blameless. He allowed himself to be influenced.

      For the first time it truly hits me how much I don’t know about my son.

      Now isn’t the time to raise any of this with Connor, however. Berating him for playing with guns would be useless. Clearly, he knows. So I just nod. I can’t think of anything else.

      “He had a fight yesterday with a couple of guys,” Connor says. “Not in real life. On the game. But they said all kinds of stuff. He told them he’d get them. I thought he was just kidding, I really did. I figured he’d ambush them in the game or something and really screw them up. But—I saw him down the hall. He walked right up to Mike and just…,” here he hesitates, his face going pale and he swallows several times before he can continue. “He just shot him. Mike’s friend Junior was right there, and he shot him too. Then he just … walked off. I tried to save them, Mom. I tried but there was so much blood—”

      Connor’s shaking like a leaf, and I embrace him again. “You’re okay,” I tell him. “You’re alive, not hurt. Let’s start there. I’m so glad you’re okay, honey.” I look at my daughter. “I’m so glad you’re both okay.”

      She joins the embrace, with Sam wrapping his arms around us all. For a moment we huddle together, the family protecting itself from the world and all its dangers.

      Eventually, I have to let go. I have to let the detectives escort Connor away, Sam walking beside him with his arm draped over his shoulders. I have to walk with Lanny back across the street to our car waiting in the parking lot. I ignore the cameras and the questions being thrown at us from the swarming media.

      I don’t even want to imagine the kind of frenzy it will ignite when they realize that Melvin Royal’s son was friends with the shooter and a witness to the crime.

      It’s ironic. All this time I’ve been looking to Melvin Royal as the biggest threat to my son’s life. Today was a reminder that threats exist in the world outside of our past.
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      Kez calls the moment we return home. As soon as I answer the phone, I hear the urgency in her voice. “I just saw the news about the shooting. Tell me the kids are okay.”

      “They’re okay,” I assure her.

      She lets out a hiss of relief. “Jesus, Gwen. What the hell happened?”

      From down the hallway I hear the water turn on — Lanny taking a shower. Knowing she won’t be able to hear me allows me to let down my guard. There are few people I trust in this world, but Kezia Claremont is one of them. She also loves my kids almost as much as I do, so I can only imagine what it was like for her to hear the news.

      I sink onto the couch, limp with exhaustion from the day’s emotional roller coaster. “Some kid brought a gun to school. Apparently over a stupid grudge about a video game. Two students were shot and are in critical condition.”

      Kez curses. “How does this keep happening?”

      “Connor saw it happen. He was a witness.”

      “No,” she gasps, horrified.

      “The shooter was one of his close friends,” I add. It’s a strange thing to say. It still doesn’t feel real. I know Kevin — he’s sat at my kitchen table for family dinners. He’s spent the night. I may not have liked him all that much, but I never thought him capable of something like this.

      Then again, it never occurred to me that Melvin could have been capable of the violence he committed. Maybe I’m just bad at reading people.

      She’s silent as she takes this in. “How’s he doing?”

      “He’s still at the school. The police are talking to him.”

      She draws a breath, but I already know what she’s going to say. “Don’t worry, Sam’s with him,” I assure her. “I suggested we call a lawyer, but Connor wanted to talk.”

      “Do you need me? I can be there in a couple of hours.”

      I feel incredibly grateful to have such loyal and dedicated friends. There was a time in my life when I thought I’d never be able to trust anyone again. “Thank you, but I think we’ll be okay.”

      “You’ll let me know if that changes, right?”

      I smile. “Of course I won’t.”

      “Gwen Proctor,” she says with fake admonishment.

      “I’m not asking a woman who’s nearly twenty weeks pregnant to jump in her car and come put herself in potential danger. Again.”

      “You know I’m a police detective, right? Danger isn’t really a thing I shy away from.”

      “I know. Though I wish you would. And of course I’ll call if I need you.”

      “You’d better.”

      “How is the little bean?” Given the horror of today, it’s nice to remember that there are good things in the world as well.

      Her voice softens and I can hear her smile. “He’s good.”

      “He?” The last time I’d spoken with Kez, she and her partner Javier hadn’t learned the sex of their baby.

      “Or she. I go back and forth. I went in for an ultrasound earlier this week but the tech couldn’t get a good look.” She laughs. “Apparently he — or she — is shy.”

      “You had an ultrasound? I thought the big 20-week anatomy scan wasn’t for another couple of weeks?”

      “It’s not. I had some cramping and spotting while at work, and Javi freaked out and drove me to the hospital. Don’t worry. They checked everything out, and the baby and I are fine.” She says it nonchalantly as though it’s no big deal, but still, I’m worried.

      “You’re not working too hard, are you?”

      “Here I thought with Prester no longer around I wouldn’t have anyone to nag me about my work habits.”

      “I’m sure, between your father and Javi, you’re getting more than enough encouragement to take it easy.”

      She laughs. “You have no idea. Between the two of them, I’ve never eaten better.”

      It’s easy to picture the two men doting over Kez. They both adore her, and rightfully so. I feel a ping of sadness that I’m not there with her. Being pregnant with your first kid can be scary, and I know how useful it can be to have another woman around who’s been through it before.

      It’s an old wound, one that still aches. We’d made Stillhouse Lake a home only to be driven out by a local crime family unhappy with the amount of attention my ex-husband brought to the area. Sometimes I still hold out hope that the Belldenes will be taken down, but so far they’ve managed to evade every authority’s attempt to bring them to justice.

      “You been by the house lately?” I ask. When we first moved to Knoxville last year we tried to sell the house at Stillhouse Lake with no luck. Eventually we settled on renting it out and we’ve been modestly successful. Mostly those who rent it are looking for a quiet vacation by the lake. Every now and again we get someone renting it because of the notoriety of belonging to Melvin Royal’s ex-wife. That’s when it’s useful to have a best friend who’s a cop.

      Kez’s father Easy lives nearby, and so she drops by from time to time to check on things and make sure nothing untoward is going on.

      “Just a few days ago. Everything looked fine.”

      “Thanks. There’s a new renter coming in this weekend, so if you see lights, that’s why.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out.” She pauses. “Seriously, Gwen, you okay?”

      The concern in her voice is genuine and makes my throat tighten. Kez was in the lighthouse with me several months ago when Jonathan Watson tried to kill me. She endured her own trauma, handcuffed in the control room watching as Jonathan led me through his twisted games. She was the one who warned me that he was about to electrocute the metal stairs I was climbing. That saved my life, even as it put hers — and her unborn child’s — in grave danger.

      She’d put everything on the line for me.

      This morning I would have told her that things were great. It’s terrifying how quickly that can change. But I know that better than anyone. I’ve been through it before.

      “I will be,” I tell her.

      “I don’t know how you do it, Gwen. You must be the strongest woman I know.”

      I don’t tell her that I don’t have a choice. “You’ll see as soon as you hold that precious baby in your arms. There’s nothing you won’t do for them.”

      “You’re a good mom,” she says.

      I smile. “You’re a good friend. Now give that baby belly a rub for me and tell Easy and Javi I said hello and I’ll see them in a couple of weeks at your baby shower.”
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        * * *

      

      It feels like an eternity before I hear Sam’s truck turn into our driveway. I’m already at the door when it opens and I pull Connor against me, hugging him fiercely.

      He allows it for a moment before starting to squirm. “Okay, Mom,” he says, voice muffled by my shoulder.

      I don’t care, I keep hold of him for a while longer before finally releasing him.

      “How did it go?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Fine.” The typical non-answer. I try not to let it frustrate me, especially after everything he’s been through.

      “How are you feeling?” I press.

      He grimaces. “Do we have to talk about this now?”

      I want to tell him that absolutely we do. I’ve spent most of the day in emotional turmoil over him. First terrified that something happened to him, and then, once I knew he was safe, horrified by what he’d gone through.

      But I also recognize that what I need right now may not be what he needs. I take in his overlarge tee-shirt, one with the school’s name on it that they must have given him to change into because his own shirt was covered in blood. There are streaks on his arms where he tried to wash the blood away, but wasn’t able to get rid of it all. His nails are still caked with it.

      My heart breaks at the sight of him, at the knowledge of what he witnessed. I want to pull him against me and make it all okay, but I worry that might do more harm than good.

      I glance toward Sam, meeting his eyes and looking for guidance. He’s spent the last several hours with Connor. He knows better than I do what kind of emotional state he’s in. Sam knows exactly what I’m asking and he nods slightly, letting me know it’s okay to let him go.

      “Okay,” I reluctantly tell my son. “You go clean up.”

      He looks visibly relieved.

      “I called your therapist,” I add. “You have your regular appointment scheduled for Monday, but he said he can fit you in before then if you’d like. And of course I’m here if you need anything. We all are.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” he mumbles as he steps around me on his way to his room. I watch him go, my chest aching at the slump to his shoulders.

      The minute his door closes I turn back to Sam. “How is he?”

      He lets out a long breath, and I notice the tension cording his shoulders. Today hasn’t been easy for him either. “I think he’s doing okay, all things considered. It’s been a lot for him to process. I think he’s overwhelmed by it all right now and is a little shut down.”

      “Did he talk about what happened?” I ask.

      “He didn’t know much. He said he was at Kevin’s last night when Kevin got into a fight with two friends online after they ambushed him in a video game. He said he didn’t think much of it — it wasn’t the first time. But he also said Kevin hated to lose, especially in front of other people. He thinks Kevin might have been trying to save face.”

      I press my fingers against my temples, remembering the evening before when I’d considered calling Kevin’s mom and telling her to send Connor home. If I’d actually done so, could that have changed things? Could it have kept Connor from being involved in all of this?

      “So this really was about some stupid video game?” I ask, disgusted.

      “Looks that way.” Sam sounds so much calmer than I feel, but I can see the storm in his eyes. This has affected him just as deeply as it has me, he’s just had to spend the last several hours keeping that turmoil buried so he could stay strong for Connor. “Kevin was shot when the cops arrived,” he continues. “They think it may have been self-inflicted. He’s in critical care along with the other two victims. They’ll know more when — if — they wake up.”

      I shake my head. “What a waste. Those poor parents.”

      I think of what it was like sitting in that room earlier today, all of us eyeing one another, wondering which of us were going home with our kids and which weren’t. I wouldn’t wish that torture on anyone.

      “They tested Connor for gunpowder residue,” he adds.

      This surprises me. “Why?”

      “I assume they’re just covering their bases. This is the kind of incident that tends to get a lot of media attention.”

      “I know it’s just… he didn’t have anything to do with this.” I realize after the words leave my mouth that there’s a hint of a question in my voice.

      “Of course he didn’t.” There’s no hesitation in Sam’s response, no doubt. He pulls me into a hug.

      I let myself lean against him. For years I never thought I’d find this kind of safety again. This kind of comfort where I can let down my guard and allow someone else to be strong in my stead.

      “He’s going to be okay, Gwen,” he says, lips pressed against my forehead. “He’s been through a lot in life. He can handle it.”

      “I know,” I tell him. I just wish I were as confident about that as Sam is. Everyone reaches their breaking point where it becomes too much to bear.

      I should know.

      Sam pulls back and cups my cheek in his palm. “I know you want to fix it for him.”

      I manage a hint of a smile at how easily he can read me. “Of course I do.”

      “I think this time he might need a little space to try working through this on his own first.”

      “He’s only fifteen! He’s practically still a kid,” I protest.

      “That’s not how he sees it. And I’m worried that the more we push, the more he’s going to retreat and the less likely he is to reach out to us when he needs us.”

      Though it isn’t easy to hear, what Sam’s saying makes sense. I try to figure out what my gut is telling me to do, but everything inside me is a mess. I can’t separate my own emotional needs from what’s best for Connor. This kind of uncertainty is uncharted territory, and I don’t like it.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I finally tell him.

      “Just for a few days,” Sam says. “I think he just needs some time to figure out for himself how he’s feeling before he’ll be able to explain it to us or anyone else.”

      I remember those moments after I fell in the lighthouse, when I thought I’d reached my end. I was overwhelmed with fear — not for my own death, but for what would happen to my kids if I wasn’t there. I knew Sam would take care of them, and that was a comforting thought. But I couldn’t help wondering if I’d prepared them enough for the world.

      In that moment I realized the true limitations in my ability to protect them. Because I wouldn’t always be there. Eventually, they would have to learn to stand on their own.

      It’s why I’ve been forcing myself to give them more space and freedom over the past few months, even when it’s run contrary to my most basic instincts. It’s why I agreed Lanny could go to prospective students weekend, why I didn’t intervene in Connor’s friendship with Kevin.

      Maybe it’s all been a mistake. Maybe they’re not ready. But how else are they going to learn?

      I don’t know what the right answer is. I’m not even sure there is a right answer. My instincts, which I’ve always relied on in the past, are totally failing me. So I decide to rely on Sam’s instincts instead. “If you think giving him space is the right thing to do…”

      “I do.” He folds me back into a hug. “We’re going to get through this. We’re going to be okay. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      The first reporter calls the home phone shortly after ten o clock that night. I’d been sitting on the couch, unable to go to bed, still shaken by the day’s events. Some part of me felt the need to stand guard, but against what I didn’t know. It just feels like there’s a threat out there lurking, and I need to be prepared.

      I find out soon enough when there’s a knock at the door. I don’t take any chances, going first for my gun in the safe under the couch. I hold it by my side as I move stealthily to the window and glance outside. A news van sits idling on the street.

      The reporter must have seen the curtain flicker because she starts shouting questions through the door. “Mrs. Proctor, we know your son Connor was the main witness at the Crescent View High shooting today. Does he have any comment about what happened? Sources say he was close friends with the gunman. Did he know what he was planning? Was he involved?”

      There’s a noise behind me, and I tense, turning quickly. Connor stands at the edge of the hallway. He’s wearing jeans and a tee-shirt, and his hair isn’t mussed, which means he hadn’t yet gone to bed. It’s obvious from the color draining from his face that he’s heard the reporter’s questions.

      His attention falls to the gun at my side. He begins to tremble, and his eyes flash with panic.

      My instinctual need to protect roars inside me. I immediately return the gun to the safe under the sofa and go to my son, pulling him into my arms. He doesn’t resist. “Shhh, baby,” I tell him, holding him closer. “It’s okay. You’re safe.”

      There’s another knock at the door, this one louder. More questions being shouted through the thick wood. Connor’s already shaking his head. “I don’t want to talk to them. Please.”

      I’m flushed with rage at the reporter. How dare she come to our house and disrupt our sanctuary? But I know my real anger is at myself. I should have seen this coming. The police had promised to keep Connor’s role as a witness out of the press, but with so many people involved in the investigation and the aftermath, it was too much to ask for. The story alone is sensational enough, but add to it our family history and you have entertainment gold.

      I also know it will only get worse.

      “Mom?” Lanny stands in the doorway to her room looking entirely too vulnerable in her threadbare Ramones shirt and well-worn shorts. Her feet are bare, and her purple and pink hair drifts around her head like a rainbow.

      Sam stands behind her. From the set of his jaw, it’s obvious he’s in full protection mode. “I’ve already called the cops and reported the trespassing. They’re sending someone.”

      I won’t hold my breath. I’m pretty sure ridding us of reporters won’t be very high on their to-do list. “It won’t matter. The press will just camp out on the street, waiting.”

      Just then another voice joins the chorus outside, but this one is higher pitched and younger. I recognize it instantly. “Get out of my fucking way. And get the fuck out of here while you’re at it. Stop turning tragedy into entertainment, you useless assholes!”

      A key turns in the lock, and the door opens only wide enough for Vera Crockett to slip inside before she slams it behind her. “Jesus fucking Christ,” she murmurs under her breath, throwing the deadbolt and resetting the alarm before turning to face us.

      She looks more put together than usual — a billowy shirt tucked into high waisted jeans, muted makeup, and damp hair tucked behind her ears. The only thing out of place are the large yeti slippers on her feet.

      “I came as soon as I heard about the shooting. Y’all okay?” She asks that last question of Connor and Lanny specifically. Connor nods. Lanny responds by rushing forward and letting Vera pull her into a hug.

      Theirs has been a relationship that has tipped back and forth between friends and something more. I have no idea where the needle stands right now, and don’t particularly care so long as Lanny has someone else to lean on. Vee brings her comfort, and Lanny needs that right now.

      It’s obvious no one is going to be sleeping anytime soon, so I retreat to the kitchen where I pour a glass of wine for Sam and myself and make hot chocolate for the kids. The kids follow, taking their seats at the table. Lanny pulls her feet onto the edge of the chair, tucking her knees under her chin.

      Connor slouches, picking at a loose thread on the hem of his shirt. He’s trying hard to pretend everything’s fine, but the redness around his eyes from crying betrays him. Seeing them both like this hurts. This is what I’ve tried to protect them from — the horrors of the world. They shouldn’t have to grow up this fast, but they haven’t ever been given the choice.

      Melvin made sure of that.

      Vee rummages through the cabinets until she finds a package of cookies. She grabs a few, then takes a seat, tossing the box in the center of the table. “So, what are we going to do about those assholes outside?”

      I’m not surprised at Vee’s loyalty. She’s not officially a member of the family, but we quasi-adopted her after helping her get out of trouble in Wolfhunter, TN. Although she’s technically an emancipated minor, we still help her out financially. We’re the closest thing to family she has.

      Neither Lanny nor Connor says anything. Sam meets my eyes and nods. He already knows what I’m thinking — we’d discussed it earlier. If anything, it’s an obvious solution. School has been cancelled for the rest of the week, if not longer, while they investigate the shooting and patch the bullet holes. The last thing I want to do to my kids is keep them cooped up in the house with reporters circling outside. I need to get them away from here — far from all of the scrutiny and reminders of what happened.

      “How about we get out of town for a bit?” I suggest.

      Connor pauses cramming several cookies into his mouth. “Am I allowed to?”

      “No one has said you can’t. Plus, the police know how to reach us if they have any more questions.”

      “Where to, then?” he asks. “Stillhouse Lake?” There’s a small glimmer of hope in his eyes, a reminder of his connection to our old home.

      “It’s rented, unfortunately,” I say, hating to disappoint him. “But there’s a missing person case in North Carolina that J.B. wants me to take a look at. We can all go — Sam’s already taken the time off.”

      Connor considers this a moment. “Will we get to help you with the case?”

      They’ve helped with research in the past, but I worry Connor isn’t in the best emotional frame of mind to take something like that on now. At the same time, maybe it would be good to have something to focus on. “Maybe,” I tell him.

      He shrugs. “I’m in then. Anything would be better than this shithole city right now.”

      I wince at his attitude, but refrain from saying anything.

      “What about my college visit this weekend?” Lanny asks.

      My stomach sinks. I’d forgotten that was coming up so soon. “I’m sorry, honey, I know you’ve been looking forward to it, but I’m not sure now is the best time. We can reschedule when things calm down a bit.”

      She forces a smile. “It’s fine. It was probably stupid of me to think about going to school out of state anyway. It’ll be easier for everyone if I’m closer to home.”

      The resignation in her voice breaks me. My kids have sacrificed too much in their lives because of their father’s sins. I won’t allow it to continue.

      “No, you should still go. Maybe Sam can take you?”

      Sam nods at the suggestion. “I’d love to.”

      Lanny’s forehead crinkles in confusion. “But…” She glances at Connor, and I can see everything written on her face. She wants to know who will take care of Connor if she isn’t there. But she reconsiders and says instead, “I’m not sure now’s the best time for Connor to be on his own.”

      I wait for Connor to protest that he’ll be fine on his own, and that he doesn’t need a babysitter, but he remains quiet. That more than anything tells me how much today has affected him.

      “I’ll go with Connor and Ms. P,” Vee says. Everyone turns looks to her, surprised. She shrugs. “I’ve got vacation time and nothing to do with it. Might as well road trip.”

      When she turns to me, Lanny’s expression makes it clear how desperate she is for me to agree. Still, I hesitate. Even though I don’t want her to miss her college visit, I don’t like the idea of splitting the family up, especially now with so much attention and focus on us.

      I’m not ready to let Lanny go out into the world on her own. But I know I’m going to have to let go eventually. At least this way she’ll have Sam there to look after her. I know he’ll guard her with his life.

      I just hope he doesn’t have to.
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        * * *

      

      My kids are pros at packing, which means we’re ready to leave early the next morning. Over coffee I grill Lanny about preparedness, giving her various scenarios and asking how she’d handle them. She rolls her eyes, but humors me. It gives me some measure of comfort that I’ve trained her well how to handle herself.

      It gives me even more comfort that Sam’s going with her. “You sure about this?” He asks as we stand in the doorway to the garage while Lanny tosses her bag in the back of his truck. Connor and Vee have already packed up the SUV and are jostling to see who gets the front seat.

      “No,” I answer him truthfully. I’m already itchy at the thought of her being so far away.

      “I’ll send constant updates,” he says.

      “With pictures?”

      He grins. “And video.”

      “Make sure you both have your GPS turned on at all times.”

      “I’ll take good care of her,” Sam promises.

      “I know.”

      He pulls me in for a kiss, and I linger, not wanting to let go.

      Then it’s Lanny’s turn to say goodbye. She bounces over and gives me a quick hug. I hold her extra tight until she starts to squirm. “It’s only a few days,” she reminds me.

      That still feels like too long.

      “Be aware of your surroundings at all times,” I tell her. “And don’t accept a drink from anyone. Trust your instincts. If something doesn’t feel right, get out.”

      She shoots me a withering glare that only a seventeen year old girl can pull off. “You know, most moms just say ‘bye, I love you, have fun.’”

      “I’m not most moms.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Tell me about it.”

      I keep my hands on her shoulders. “You call me anytime. For any reason.”

      “I love you too, Mom.”

      Then she’s slipping out from under my grasp and skirting around the truck and slipping into the front seat. Sam is already behind the wheel, and he starts the engine. With a sigh I climb into the SUV. Apparently Vee won the right to the front seat; Connor is already sprawled out in back.

      Sam presses the remote control to open the garage door, and we pull out one after the other, turning in different directions. Our hope is that the unexpected double departure will surprise the news crews enough that they won’t follow. Even so, we both know how to lose a tail, and neither one of us is too worried about reporters learning where we’re going.

      The drive to Gardenia is easy if a bit tedious at times when I get stuck behind oversized trucks on some of the two-lane mountain roads. I’d planned to arrive in town early enough to drop Vee and Connor off at the motel before freshening up and going to meet the missing girl’s parents. But the closer we get, the more reluctant I am to leave the two of them alone, especially without any mode of transportation. So I decide to bring them with me. Besides, all Connor would do at the motel is read, and Vee would sleep, something they can both do just as well in the car.

      I find the house easily and park on the street in front of it. I turn so that I’m looking at both Vee in the front seat and Connor in the back. “You two going to be okay out here for a bit?”

      Connor rolls his eyes. “I think we can manage to sit in a car for a while without getting into too much trouble.”

      Vee shrugs. “I dunno. If Ms. P leaves the keys, I’m sure we can figure out something. Drag racing maybe?”

      The problem with Vee is that I’m ninety-nine percent sure she’s joking, but there’s still that slight possibility she’s not. “No drag racing,” I tell her as I slip out of the car, leaving the keys in the ignition. “You’ll lose anyway with this car.”

      “You’re no fun,” Vee pouts.

      “How about you promise no drag racing, and I promise hamburgers and ice cream after?” I offer.

      “I regret to inform you that I just became a vegan,” she says.

      “Salad for you then.” I glance toward Connor. Ice cream is one of his weaknesses. “You in?”

      He shrugs, but he can’t totally hide the gleam of anticipation in his eyes. “I guess.”

      As far as victories go, it’s a small one, but I’ll take it.

      I turn and start up the walk toward the house, taking it in as I approach. It’s a lovely home, something that looks like an early twentieth century Craftsman that’s been added onto several times without losing any of its charm. It’s been well maintained, the paint fresh and the gardens out front tended. I wonder if the gardens are the work of Mr. or Mrs. Larson or if it’s something they’ve hired out. Given the size and appearance of the other houses and yards on the street, I’m assuming the latter. It’s probably easier that way — the world outside continuing automatically while they slowly fall apart inside over the disappearance of their daughter.

      At the door I knock, and within a minute, it’s opened by two people. They both look utterly broken, and I know without question these are Juliette’s parents. It’s obvious in the slump of their shoulders, the exhaustion in their eyes, the worry lines radiating from their mouths. Their pain is so clearly etched into every facet of their being that it steals my breath.

      I introduce myself, offering my ID card and shaking their hands. They invite me inside, and as I step through the door I glance back at Connor and Vee. A shiver passes through me, accompanied by an ache deep in my gut at the thought of one of them disappearing.

      It’s impossible to work a missing person case without some of the fear and paranoia bleeding into your own life. I clench my teeth against it. They’re safe, I remind myself. We’re safe. And I aim to keep it that way.
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      I’ve heard it said that like knows like. Well, the opposite is true as well. You know right away when someone don’t even exist in the same universe as you. That’s exactly the feeling I get when I set eyes on the girl walking toward us. The way she strolls up to the car casual as can be and leans herself against it. It’s near ninety degrees outside, and I know for a fact that the metal around the doorjamb has to be burning hot but this girl doesn’t even wince. I wonder if she likes it — the pain.

      I also wonder if maybe she’s trying to show off, as though this will impress me. And then I wonder if it works. I’m not sure yet. But I’m pretty sure I’m out of my depth with this girl. I come from trash, there’s no denying it.

      This girl, though. She comes from money and polish. I can tell by the smooth shine to her dark hair and long legs that don’t show scratches or bruises. There’s not a day goes by in my life I ain’t got some sort of bruise or cut somewhere on my body. You just can’t make it through real life without a bit of brawling with the world.

      I don’t trust girls with perfect manicures and makeup that hasn’t sweated off by midday.  Which means I don’t trust the girl leaning in the driver side window.

      “Help you?” I ask. It comes out gruff, and that’s how I intended it. This girl intimidates me, and I don’t want her knowing it. She’s the type that’ll pounce on weakness the way a tomcat pounces on a mouse.

      She answers with her own question. “Y’all here visiting the Larsons?”

      “What’s it to you?”

      The girl flinches at my tone, but stands firm. “She’s missing, you know. The girl who lives there. Juliette. She’s my best friend.” I notice everything is in the present tense, and I almost feel sorry for this girl having hope. I’m about to tell her that when Connor leans over from the backseat, not so subtly jabbing his elbow into my arm in the process.

      “We know,” he says, voice full of sympathy. “My mom’s a private investigator. She’s here to look for Juliette.

      The girl glances toward house. “The Larsons hired a private investigator? That’s new.” She returns her focus to Connor. “She any good?”

      “My mom’s the best. I’m Connor, by the way. And this is Vee,” he adds, jerking a thumb my way. “Don’t mind her, she’s not as prickly as she looks. Or sounds. Or acts.”

      I glare at him and mumble “jerk” under my breath, but that just makes him smile wider.

      “My name’s Mandy,” the girl tells us.

      Connor must recognize the name, ’cause he says, “You were with Juliette the day she disappeared.”

      Her eyes narrow slightly. “How did you know?”

      He shrugs. “I read up on the case during the drive down here.”

      I keep myself from rolling my eyes. Of course he did. Such a goodie two shoes through and through.

      “Yeah, well…” She crosses her arms and shivers slightly. “It’s not a day I like to think too much about.”

      “Yeah, I can understand.” It’s clear to me Connor doesn’t plan on prying, but I’m way too nosey to keep quiet.

      I lean around where Connor’s half blocking my view of Mandy and ask, “So what did happen that day?”

      Connor rounds on me. “She just said she doesn’t want to talk about it,” he hisses under his breath.

      That’s never stopped me before. “So?”

      “You don’t have to answer her,” Connor tells the girl.

      I pinch the back of his arm hard enough I know it hurts. “You’re the one who said you wanted to play detective. So start detecting.”

      His cheeks flush a little. “I didn’t say that,” he says to Mandy.

      She lifts a shoulder. “It’s okay, I get it. I’m used to being the girl whose friend disappeared. It’s always the first thing people ask about when they find out.”

      Beside me, Connor stiffens. It’s a feeling he knows all too well. He’s always been the serial killer’s kid, and I know he’s tired of it. And since this whole trip is supposed to be a break from the crap going on back home, I make a proposal: “Then let’s not,” I say. “Let’s make a pact here and now that we won’t talk about the shitty stuff that’s happened in our lives.”

      Mandy laughs. “So what should we talk about instead?”

      “How about what there is to do for fun around here? This town looks boring as hell so far.”

      Mandy’s eyes trace over me in a way that makes me want to sit up straighter and run a hand through my hair. I slouch instead, fixing her with a glower.

      That only makes her smile. “Y’all gonna be here for a while?”

      “Here as in sittin in front of this house? Doubt it. Here as in this shithole of a town? Who knows.” I don’t tell her that how long we stay has less to do with solving the case of Juliette’s disappearance and more with letting the heat die down about the school shooting.

      Mandy grins. “Well, maybe I’ll see you around then.” With that she turns and strolls up the front walk to the Larsons’ house. I notice a swing to her hips and I wonder if that’s just her normal walk or if she’s putting on a show. If she is, which one of us is it for?

      There’s still a hint of fruitiness in the air that I think is from Mandy’s shampoo. I kinda like it. I also liked the way her nose crinkled when she grinned. “You think Mandy’s pretty?” I ask Connor.

      He opens his mouth and then closes it, caught off guard by the change of topic. He shrugs. “Sure.” But his cheeks flush a little, and that’s a clearer answer to my question. “Don’t you?”

      She’s pretty in that way of untouchable things. Like when my mamma would take me to the nice shops in the city and threaten to tan my hide if I didn’t keep my hands in my pockets at all times. More than Mandy’s looks, though, I’m curious about the mismatched parts of her. The perfectly polished nails and sleek shiny hair paired with beat up old sandals and a dingy grey shirt.

      They don’t fit together, and I want to know why.

      “What’s her deal?” I ask him instead of answering his question.

      “How so?”

      “With the missing girl and this case. How does Mandy play into it?”

      “Oh, so now you’re interested?” he says, all haughty.

      I lift a shoulder. “Curious is all.”

      His grin is sly and knowing. “Odd you got curious after meeting Mandy. You got a crush, Vee?”

      I stare him down instead of responding. What I feel about who is no business of anyone but my own, and he should know better than to pry. I arch an eyebrow. “You want to talk about the case, or would you rather talk about what happened at school yesterday?”

      He winces, and the teasing glint disappears from his eyes. It’s like watching a light burn out, and I feel like shit for being the cause of it. He’s dealt with a lot of crap in his life, but somehow he hasn’t let it break him and turn him hard and cynical. Not like it has me.

      I’m not used to caring too much about other people, but I like Connor and he’s always been nice to me. Plus, I know what it’s like to live through hard shit.

      He starts to retreat into the backseat, and I stop him with a hand on his arm. I think about what I wish someone would have done for me back then, and so I say, “I’m serious, Connor. You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” The most bullshit of all bullshit answers.

      “Fine people don’t scream in their sleep,” I point out.

      He scowls, clearly unhappy that I heard him the night before. “Just a bad dream.”

      I snort at the understatement. That just makes him glower even harder.

      There’s a lot I recognize in him in that moment. The way he’s holding himself hard and tight against the world, waiting for the next attack. I’ve lived most of my teen years that way and I know the toll it takes.

      I don’t want that for him. I force myself to let my defenses slide just a bit and I say, “Connor.” Just his name. I’m calling him on his shit, and he knows it.

      It takes a second, but he lifts his eyes to meet mine. It’s a hard moment, seeing all the pain and confusion in him and not backing away or trying to shut it down.

      “It was just … I saw Kevin do it,” he says. “And I know him. We were — are—” he swallows back the word and shakes his head. “We were friends.”

      I nod. I was the one to find my momma’s body after she’d been killed with a shotgun. We didn’t have the best relationship by that time, but she was still my mom. I could still remember the way she’d hold me when I was young and tell me everything would be okay.

      I know I can’t fix it for him; no one can. But I can sit here with him and let him know he’s not alone. I reach over the seat and rub his shoulder without looking at him. He doesn’t acknowledge it, but he lets it go on for about thirty seconds before he shrugs my hand off. I watch as he collects himself. “So you wanted to know about the case?” He’s clearly ready to change the subject, and I’m fine with that.

      “Hit me with it.”

      He nods and pulls out his tablet, flipping to a picture and then turning it so I can see the screen. “This is Juliette Larson, the missing girl.”

      I study the photo. Juliette’s a particular kind of pretty girl, the kind that gets born into a small town, studies social media for makeup tips like it’s a job, sets her sights on the popular boys and probably gets them. Guns for whatever small-town beauty queen pageant this place has, trains hard, makes it into the sash by her junior year and is a lock for her senior unless she does something socially disastrous. Every school has tropes for a reason; they’re templates. They let you become somebody, somebody who seems like someone who can lift you up out of the vast unknown. Me? Hard-core party girl for a while, though I reined myself in a little bit. There’s no shame in being a trope.

      There’s shame in thinking that’s all there can ever be. I don’t know from that single glance at Juliette what she might grow into—something glossy, confident, balanced, successful. Not perfect because nobody is. But somebody human, the way I am, the way Connor is. We’re not done growing, either.

      “Okay, so what happened?” I ask.

      Connor walks me through the case, summarizing Mandy and her friend Willa’s accounts of the day Juliette went missing. Sounds like most of the day was pretty boring — just hanging out, trolling around town for something to do. Even though they were on their own most of the time, they were often glimpsed by people in the distance, people driving by, people in windows — enough to corroborate most of their story.

      “Eventually they decided to go into the woods in the late afternoon. Apparently there’s some sort of old abandoned house back in there that the local kids refer to as the Shadow Shack.” He says the last bit with air quotes around the words. “They hung out there for a bit and then found their way back to the main road and started walking toward town. That’s when a boy in a truck saw them and pulled over. He and Juliette seemed to know each other, and she decided to go off with him. That was the last anyone saw of her.”

      “And what does the boy say?”

      “No one’s been able to find him. Cops tracked down every similar truck they could—color and model—but the problem is it could have been some non-local kid on his way to or from somewhere else, in which case they may never find him.”

      “Willa and Mandy didn’t recognize the boy?”

      Connor shakes his head. “Nope.”

      I frown. Girls keep secrets all the time — lord knows I have plenty — but there’s always a reason why. I keep secrets because I don’t like people knowing my business and trying to tell me what to do. What reason did Juliette have to keep this boy a secret from her two best friends? Unless he was the kind of guy she’d get in trouble for hanging out with.

      “So she and this dude could have run off somewhere together in some kind of stupid star crossed romance kind of shit,” I point out.

      He shrugs. “Possible, but seems unlikely. According to her parents, she snuck out once but left a note behind so they wouldn’t worry if they came into her room and saw she was gone. Doubtful she would run away without giving them some indication she was okay.”

      I prop my feet against the dashboard and drum my fingers on my knee, thinking it through. “What happened in the Shadow Shack?”

      “Nothing. Apparently they looked around. Hung out. Then left.”

      I snort. “No one goes looking for a broke-down cabin in the woods just to hang out and leave. They’re hiding something for sure.”

      “You think so?”

      “Trust me, I know trouble just as sure as I know sneaking into the woods. There’s definitely more to that story.”

      He doesn’t seem to believe me.

      I twist in my seat, looking at him. “Didn’t y’all have shit like that in the woods near where you grew up?”

      “We grew up in Wichita. There weren’t really any woods around our house. Also, I was seven when Dad was found out.”

      I roll my eyes. “But after that. When you were bouncing around or at Stillhouse Lake. You can’t tell me those woods up behind y’all’s house weren’t full of that kind of shit. Didn’t you go exploring?”

      “And give Mom a heart attack when she couldn’t find us?”

      He has a point. Gwen keeps a pretty tight leash on her kids. Not that she doesn’t have reason to. It’s totally understandable. But I can see why it might have made them hesitant to go galivanting off on their own. Which is a shame. Some of my best memories growing up were of being lost in the woods around our house, making up stories to entertain myself.

      I decide to move on. “So the two girls — Mandy and Willa — they just walked home?”

      “Yup.”

      “Anyone see them?”

      He frowns at that and clicks through the files on his laptop. “Not that I remember. But there are a ton of interviews, and I skimmed a lot of them.”

      “Did either of them text or call Juliette afterward?”

      He has to fact-check that one as well. “Yeah. Looks like they both did.”

      “And there are no leads.”

      “None at all,” he confirms.

      I nod. I think about the picture of the girl, Juliette, staring confidently with that practiced, ambiguous smile at the camera. I’m not dumb; she’s probably dead and gone. I’m sure that’s what most people think, at least.

      But I can’t forget the two girls we found trapped in the basement of that old lawyer’s house in Wolfhunter. They’d been missing for long enough that folks had given up looking. What if that’s Juliette? What if she’s being held somewhere in a basement, chained up until she’s boring and someone else takes her place?

      She needs to be found.
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      Juliette’s father’s name is Cliff and her mother is Patty. I study them as I follow them into the house. The man’s in his late forties, paunchy, with big arms and callused hands that make me think he works outdoors a lot, contracting perhaps. Even so, he seems pale and tired.

      His wife, on the other hand, doesn’t make much of an impression on me; she has her eyes cast down, and there’s nothing really noteworthy about her. She’s medium everything, no distinguishing features at all. Even her hair is a dusty brown. Given the designer yoga pants she’s wearing she may have once been much more chic, but they now sag off her hips as though what she looks like is the farthest thing from her mind. I can understand.

      They lead me through a living room tastefully decorated in that generic way that looks like it was copied straight out of a magazine. There’s nothing personal or unique to the room except for the far wall which is essentially a shrine to their daughter.

      A large portrait of her hangs above the fireplace, with the entire mantel shelf below covered with a forest of pictures of their daughter. She’s gorgeous, glossy, as put-together as a Teen Vogue cover model, and I have no idea what alchemy of genetics produced such a perfectly proportioned face. She glows, even in the relatively dim light.

      Neither Cliff nor Patty glance toward the wall as they pass quickly through the living room and dining room to the kitchen. From here, none of the portraits or pictures are visible. Maybe they don’t want to have her watching them, or me.

      I glance around, taking in the room. It’s bright and modern with light grey cabinets, gleaming granite countertops, and stainless steel appliances. Every surface is immaculate, not a fingerprint or smudge in sight. I sit and take a deep breath. Nobody is cooking in this house; there’s no odor of food at all. I guess neighbors are bringing them mercy casseroles, or they’re ordering in when they feel up to it. Which, given the sharpness of Patty’s cheeks, isn’t that often.

      They gesture toward a circular wooden table in a dining nook to the side of the kitchen and we sit. There’s a stack of files in the center of the table, along with a slender laptop and a phone. Cliff pushes it all toward me. “We tried to think of anything that might help. There are copies of her journal, some other papers we found in her room — notes and whatnot. We also cloned her laptop and downloaded the most recent phone backup onto a new phone. We set the passcode at 123456 just to make it easy.”

      He picks up the phone to show me and the lock screen lights up with a photo of Juliette with two other girls her age. He winces and returns the phone to the table facedown.

      I doubt there’s anything here that I don’t already have access to. Once I agreed to take the case, J.B. sent me everything, including extractions of her laptop and phone. Still, I appreciate the thoughtfulness. I set the stack off to the side. I’ll go through it all later just in case there’s something I missed in my initial review.

      “Thank you,” I tell them. “This is helpful. Though I do want to start out by saying that I’ve read all the files we’re able to access, which is most, and I have to be up front with you, Mr. and Mrs. Larson, I don’t feel like the police, FBI, or North Carolina State Bureau of Investigation missed much, if anything. They seemed to have been very thorough. I can follow up on every single thing, try to find angles they might have overlooked, but I want to prepare you emotionally that this may be an unsuccessful effort. .”

      They both nod. The mom hasn’t said a single word. That doesn’t change, because the dad says, “Yes, we understand that, but we have to try. You found that young man taken by that cult when everybody else just gave up on him. You have to find our girl too.”

      It’s not at all the same thing, but I can’t say that. In the other case, nobody even investigated the young man’s disappearance, and I’d gotten lucky that he’d survived the experience until we found him. In this case Juliette has had the benefit of a full-court press from local, state, and federal agencies.

      Both parents have been pretty self-contained—numb—but now, the mother looks up at me after a long pause, and I’m struck by what I see in her pale brown eyes. It’s pure suffering and a plea for someone, anyone to make it stop.

      I don’t think. I reach out and take her hand, and she draws in a deep, wet breath. She still doesn’t speak. I don’t think she can articulate this place where she is. It’s hell, and there’s no exit but the hand I’ve just extended.

      Finally, she speaks. “Do you have children, Ms. Proctor?”

      “I do,” I tell her. “My daughter’s seventeen and my son is fifteen.”

      The corner of her mouth crooks up slightly. Not in a smile, but at the notion that I have a child the same age as hers.

      She stares down at where our hands are still connected. “You know, before Juliette was born, it was the strangest thing to think about the fact I had another heart beating inside me. I swore I could feel it, though doctors told me I was imagining things. But I knew that’s what it was — her tiny heart fluttering away. And I knew that if it ever stopped, before she was born or after, I’d feel that too. The world would just suddenly go silent.”

      She meets my eyes again. “Do you think you’d know if something happened to one of your kids? If one of them…” She trails off, unable to give voice to the word as if that would conjure death itself.

      I don’t answer her. I don’t need to.

      “I can still hear her heart, Ms. Proctor.” Her voice is hoarse from all the hours she’s spent crying. “My little girl is still out there. I know she is.”

      Objectively, I know there’s no way Patty can actually know that her daughter is still alive, but objectivity doesn’t matter when you’re talking about your own child. I understand the bond she’s describing. I’ve felt it myself.

      And just like that, Juliette’s disappearance becomes personal. My need to find her goes beyond a paycheck and a job; it’s an obligation from one mother to another.

      I can’t walk away from this woman. I’m her last hope, and I can’t take that away from her. I say, “I will do absolutely everything I can to find her,” and it has the weight of a sacred promise.

      I know it’s stupid when I do it. All the odds are against me. I don’t like having the burden of being the Hail Mary on which everything depends. I already have the sinking feeling that this is going to be emotionally messy, and I’m not going to be able to keep myself clean in all this whatever happens. But neither can I look away.

      For a bone-chilling second, despite counseling, I have a flashback to sitting in a locked room, watching a woman with that same overwhelming, human torture in her eyes. Holding her in my arms as she bled out in agonizing pain. Someone has to be a witness. I feel a wave of heat flash through me, then a cold surge of nausea. No. That’s the past. This is different. Stay here.

      Patty squeezes my hand, bringing me back to the present. “Thank you,” she whispers. She then slips her fingers from mine, wiping under her eyes before taking a breath and forcing a polite smile. “Now, can I get y’all some iced tea?” It’s a jarring transition, but apparently a necessary one, as if falling back into mundane southern comfort is the only way to stop from sliding into the abyss of her pain.

      She so clearly needs a moment to herself to regroup, and so I nod. “That would be lovely, thank you.”

      While Patty gathers glasses and a pitcher from the fridge, I pull out my folders and a notepad. I hold up my phone. “Are you okay with me recording this? I find it’s easier for me when I don’t have to take notes and can focus on you and what you’re saying.” What I don’t add is that it also allows me to focus on them and how they tell the story. I can watch for any tells or tics of nervousness or obfuscation.

      Cliff nods as Patty places glasses in front of us. I take a polite sip before getting started. “Okay,” I ask them both. “Tell me, in your own words, what happened.”

      I know they’ve repeated this story a thousand times, and never stop reliving it. At this point I wonder how much emotional attachment still exists between the words and the event itself. Or if at this point it has become mere recitation.

      “It was a pretty normal morning,” Patty begins. “Maybe Juliette was up a little earlier than usual for summer, but nothing that really stood out. She got ready to go meet up with her friends — she did that most days.”

      “What’s her routine? Does she shower in the morning? Put on makeup? Pick out outfits?”

      Patty’s lips twitch in something that might be the long-vanished ghost of a smile. “Lord, yes. Forty-five minutes in the shower, another thirty on her hair. She coordinates all those little things, you know? Hair ties and sunglasses and shoes and jewelry. Always looks like Vogue magazine is going to take her picture that day.”

      I’ve seen the pictures, of course—thousands of selfies, alone and in groups. Juliette adores Instagram and WhatsApp and TikTok. There’s a whole box of files from the FBI of her social media postings. I’ve skimmed through it, but I plan on assigning both Vee and Connor to that job too. Connor will have one perspective, Vee a very different one.

      “Did she have breakfast?”

      “Just orange juice,” Patty says.

      “Did she get calls or texts that morning?”

      Patty rolls her eyes. “Texts, lord, all the time,” The sound she makes is a memory of a laugh. “Probably dozens before she left the house.”

      “Who left first?”

      Patty halts briefly, this is an unexpected question. “Well, Cliff did, for work. But Juliette left right after, probably five minutes or so later.”

      “On foot? Bike? Did she have someone drive her?”

      “Oh, on foot. She was just headed to the end of the street to meet up with her two friends.”

      So far, none of this seems different from what I’d read in the file. A recording, playing on without glitches.

      Then she says, “I was drying up the dishes. I walked over to the screen door. She was walking down the street, and she met up with Mandy and Willa. Don’t know why I went to look. I just did.”

      “Did anything look wrong to you?”  I ask her. “Were they looking at something? Was someone acting off?”

      She shakes her head. “No. Just like every other day. They ran off around the corner. Everybody came home but Juliette.”

      She’s misty-eyed for a moment, and I know she’s imagining that girl turning the corner at the end of the block, smiling, bouncing back into her life like she never left it. It’s the fantasy that keeps her going.

      And I have to break it. “What time did you start to worry? What made you think you should check on her?”

      “I sent her a text around four because I needed her to pick up my medications,” Patty says. “But she shoulda been home by seven at the latest, and she wasn’t, so I started calling her friends. Mandy and Willa both said the same thing — she’d ditched them and gone off with some guy she knew around 5:30. That’s the last they’d seen her.”

      Just then, a tentative knock sounds on the front door, and I wince, worried it might be Connor or Vee. Cliff gets up to answer it and returns to the kitchen with a girl trailing behind him. She’s about fifteen or sixteen, white, with long, glossy black hair that hangs as flat as if she’d ironed it. The kind of hair I’d always envied growing up. She pulls her fingers anxiously through it as she takes in my presence. “Oh,” she says. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know y’all had company—”

      “This is Ms. Proctor,” Patty says, and takes the girl’s hand to pull her to a seat at the table. “She’s here to help us find Juliette. Ms. Proctor, this is Mandy Strickland, one of Juliette’s best friends.”

      I’ve read her interviews, of course, and I’d been planning on talking to her as soon as I could. It’s serendipitous that she’s arrived here now, exactly when we’d been talking about her. “Hello, Mandy. How are you doing?”

      She shrugs, which only emphasizes how slumped her shoulders are. Whatever her personality was before, she seems faded now, even to her clothing — old grey shirt, worn cut-offs, scuffed leather sandals. No jewelry on her hands or wrists. There’s a single gold chain around her neck, but whatever it holds is hidden by the t-shirt’s neckline.

      The only thing that stands out is the polish on her fingers and toes, a shimmering green that appears freshly applied. It makes me take a closer look, and I notice then the subtle shading of makeup around her eyes. Whatever look she’s going for, it’s clearly intentional.

      Cliff offers the girl a glass of iced tea without asking, and she gulps it thirstily, both hands gripping the glass. “Mandy drops by now and again to check on us.” Patty nods. She rubs a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Mandy, we were just talking about the day Juliette went missing. Do you mind going through it? What happened?”

      Mandy’s finished her convulsive gulping, the ice rattles in the glass as she sets it down quickly and interlaces her fingers. “Well, Juliette met us at the corner just like normal, and we went on down to the skate park for a little while—”

      “You, Juliette, and Willa?” I interject.

      She nods.

      “Do you all skate?” I ask. The skate park’s come up, but I hadn’t seen any references to boards.

      “No, none of us do,” she says. “We just like to watch the boys. Mostly boys do it out here. Couple of girls who don’t mind getting bruises and cuts. You know. Sports types.”

      “How long did you stay?”

      “About an hour.” She methodically walks me through the route, minute by minute. The stop at the coffee shop for drinks. Flirting with more boys out at the rusty old basketball court. Then wandering down toward the riverbank as the afternoon waned. “That’s when Juliette wanted to take us to see the Shadow Shack. I mean, we knew where it was. We just … hadn’t ever gone in there.”

      “That’s the old Milam house,” Cliff says. “Been empty for about twenty years or more. Keep talking to the county about getting it condemned, you know what goes on up there, drinking and sex and drugs and parties. Nearly burned it down myself a couple of dozen times these last couple of months. Only reason I don’t is I figure maybe, just maybe, there’s still something there to find. That one little thing.”

      “And there may be,” I say. “That’s a good thought. Hold on to it.”

      He nods. I see the tension in the back of his neck. I turn back to Mandy. “So you went to the Shadow Shack. Were you planning to meet someone?”

      “No. We just … went. Walked around outside, then went on in.” Mandy shudders. “It was gross. Some old mattresses, beer bottles everywhere. I saw a dead bird in the attic. Juliette thought it was funny. She jumped out of a closet and scared us, and Willa tripped on a beer bottle and fell. She cut her hand. I helped her clean it up, and then Juliette said she needed to run to the store for her mom. So we left.”

      I let that sit because there was something about the tempo and the tension in her voice that tells me she isn’t completely honest. Not the time to press, but definitely some points to check and push later on.

      I pretend to accept that version and give her an encouraging smile. “So then what path did you take out of the woods down there?”

      She seems to relax just a touch. “Old footpath goes down by the garbage spot by the river where people dump refrigerators, freezers, big machinery. Big old rustbucket down there.”

      I’ve seen the pictures, and of course the whole area’s been thoroughly swept a dozen times over. It’s a typical rural dump site, tetanus waiting to happen.

      From the dump site, Mandy continues the story from the path back to the main county road. It’s nearly five-thirty in the narrative by then, and in the rural woods, night tends to steal in faster down at road level. “We were walking back towards town when a truck pulled off the road in front of us.”

      “Can you describe what it looked like?”

      She already has more than a dozen times, but always in vague terms. I’m hoping maybe time has caused something to jog loose in her memory. “Old. Kinda beat up. Lighter colored.” She blushes a little and glances down at the table. “I know it’s not that helpful. I wasn’t paying that much attention to the truck, to be honest. I was more focused on the guy inside.”

      “Tell me about him.”

      Her blush deepens. “He was… uh… pretty good looking. White guy around our age, maybe a year or two older. His hair was buzzed short so it was hard to tell what color it was. He was also pretty tan, looked like he spent a lot of time outside. What really stood out were his eyes — they were this super deep blue.”

      I shouldn’t be surprised that Mandy would have focused in on a good looking guy to the exclusion of all else, but it’s still a little disappointing that she can’t remember anything else about the truck that could be useful. Old beat up trucks are a dime a dozen in the rural south.

      “Had you seen him before?”

      She shakes her head. “Never. I’d have remembered.”

      “Did he say anything?”

      There’s a flash of something in her eyes. “Not to Willa or me. He only had eyes for Juliette.”

      “So they knew each other?”

      “Yes ma’am. He called her by her name. And she smiled real wide at that.”

      “Did she use his name?”

      She shakes her head again. “She just told us she was going to take off with him. We asked if she could get him to give us a ride back into town in his truck, but I guess they had plans or something cause he said no.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “They drove off together. Headed out of town.” Her eyes get misty and her voice cracks. “That was the last I saw her.”

      I notice that Patty’s eyes are also shiny with tears. She reaches out a hand to the younger girl and pulls her in for a hug.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Larson,” Mandy says into the woman’s shoulder. “I shouldn’t have let her go with him alone like that, but I thought they were friends and that it would be okay.”

      “It’s okay, baby,” Patty croons, running her hand up and down Mandy’s back to comfort her. “We know you loved Juliette and wouldn’t have let her get hurt.”

      I give them a moment to gather themselves before asking, “Did Juliette have a boyfriend?” There wasn’t mention of one in the file.

      Cliff’s the one to answer that one. “She’s not allowed to date until she’s eighteen.”

      I shouldn’t be surprised. There are a lot of parents, especially in the South, who get pretty strict about the idea of their daughters hanging out with the opposite sex. Of course, not being allowed doesn’t mean she wasn’t doing it anyway.

      “What about you, Mandy? Did Juliette ever mention a boyfriend or anything like that?”

      Mandy cuts her eyes to Patty and then back to me. “No ma’am.”

      “Would she have told you if there was someone she was interested in?”

      “Oh yeah, absolutely.” She nods her head, eyes wide and earnest. “We’re best friends — she, Willa, and me. We tell each other everything.”

      Sometimes my own cynicism surprises me because my first thought is that everyone has secrets, even from their best friends. But there’s no need for me to tell Mandy that. She’ll discover that on her own eventually.

      She squirms then, untangling herself from Patty’s arms and swiping a hand under her eye. “Anything else I can help with?”

      I shake my head. “No, thank you. I may reach out if I have more questions if that’s okay.”

      “Yeah, sure. Of course. You got my cell number?” When I tell her it’s in the file, she says, “Just text if you need me.” She then turns to Patty. “Can I go sit in her room?”

      Patty gives her a fond, sad nod and runs a thumb lightly down her tear-stained cheek. “Of course you can, honey. You can play her music if you want.”

      I watch as Mandy makes her way down to the hall to a set of stairs she climbs slowly. I’m guessing Juliette’s bedroom is somewhere upstairs. I’ll search that room myself, later, but not now. Once Mandy’s out of earshot I ask, “Does she come over a lot?”

      “Oh yes,” Patty says. “Nearly every day. Especially this week with fall break. It makes her feel closer to Juliette. Sometimes she just comes and sits. Sometimes she listens to music or reads Juliette’s books, and we talk about her. Honestly, Mandy’s been a real blessing to us. Sometimes…” She pauses, staring down at her hands “Sometimes when I hear her up there, I think it’s my Juliette back home again.” Tears spill from her eyes, and she doesn’t try to stop them. They trail down her cheeks, dripping onto the table.

      I can’t imagine how torturous that must be: having that hope that your daughter has returned, only to be reminded all over again that she’s gone. I wonder if Mandy has any idea what her presence is doing to Patty — the cycle of hope and despair she’s perpetuating even now, months after Juliette’s disappearance.
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      Once I’m done interviewing Juliette’s parents I return to the car to find Connor and Vee both in the backseat, huddled over his tablet. They barely look up when I open the car door, which is disconcerting because I’ve trained both of them to have better situational awareness.

      “If I’d been an attacker, you two would have been screwed,” I tell them pointedly.

      “I knew it was you,” Connor says without looking up. “I saw you leave the house.”

      “How was it?” Vee asks, leaning forward.

      The Larsons’ desperation still hangs on me like a weighted blanket. “Not that fun,” I tell her. “Come on. Let’s find the motel and check in. Then we can grab dinner.”

      Vee slips out of the back and resumes her place in the front seat, propping her feet against the dash. I’m just pulling away from the Larsons’ house when she asks, “So, that Mandy chick is kind of a trip, isn’t she?”

      I slam on the brakes and twist to look at her. “You talked to her?”

      “She stopped by the car on her way into the house,” Connor says. “She wanted to know if we were lost. I told her we were there with you and that you were looking for Juliette.”

      I frown slightly. When I met Mandy she seemed surprised to see me, as if she hadn’t expected me to be there. “What did she say?”

      Vee shrugs. “She said she might see us around if we’re in town long enough.”

      I shoot her down immediately. “Absolutely not.”

      “What if we could learn something that would help you find the girl?”

      “Her name’s Juliette,” I tell her. “And the answer is still no.”

      “But you said we could help with the case,” Connor says.

      “Yes, with research. Not by hanging out with one of the two biggest witnesses.”

      “But we could talk to her about what happened,” he argues.

      “I already have.”

      Vee crosses her arms. “Twenty bucks says Mandy didn’t tell you everything about what happened that day.”

      She’s almost certainly correct and she knows it. She presses her argument. “She’s not gonna be straight with you. Not the way she would be with kids her own age. Let us talk to her and Willa. Let us find out if they’re hiding something. I mean, you want this girl found, right?”

      “I’m not willing to find Juliette at the risk to you two.”

      “What risk? You saw Mandy. She’s as gentle as a kitten.”

      I look at her pointedly. “The answer is no. You can help with the case, but background research only. In fact, I was hoping you two could help look into their social media accounts. See if anything stands out to you. Given your age, you might have a different perspective than the rest of us.”

      “So the lame boring shit,” Vee grumbles.

      “Sometimes it’s the lame boring shit that solves the case,” I tell her.
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        * * *

      

      I booked two adjoining rooms at the only motel in town, figuring Vee could decide whether she wanted to sleep in the extra bed in my room or Connor’s. She chooses Connor’s, saying, “No offense, Ms. P, but you’re old and stuff. I don’t want to have to go to bed at like eight.”

      I don’t bother pointing out that I’m usually the last one in bed at home. They retreat to their room to watch TV and I settle onto the bed in my room with my computer. I listen to the recording of my interview from earlier and type up notes. I’ll double-check everything against the file and earlier interviews, but I don’t expect there to be any discrepancies. In reality, the best hope we have is that approaching everything with a fresh pair of eyes might make some overlooked details stand out. It’s a long shot, but if it means finding Juliette it’s one worth pursuing.

      My phone buzzes with an incoming text from Lanny. I leap for it. I’ve texted her a few times today but have only gotten brief answers back letting me know she’d made it to campus and had checked in at the admissions office. This time she’s texted a photo of her with her arm thrown around the shoulders of another girl. Lanny’s dressed in her usual black clothing, although she’d toned it down a bit for this trip. The other girl is the opposite, decked out head to toe in florals and pastels.

      She’s the kind of girl Lanny would usually roll her eyes at, but the smile on my daughter’s face looks genuine.

      Below the picture she texts: “My ‘roommate’ Heather. She’s awesome. Psych and Chem double major. Totally brilliant. There’s a party tonight at one of the row houses. I plan to accept drinks from strangers and drink myself into oblivion. Ta!”

      I bolt upright, my heart going into overdrive and am about call her when another text arrives. “Obvs just kidding! Duh. Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. Love you!”

      My fingers itch to respond, telling her she absolutely can’t go to that party, but I know I can’t do that. She’s nearly eighteen, almost a legal adult. I need to learn to give her space to be her own person.

      Even though all I want to do is wrap her in bubble wrap and protect her from the world. I want to do that with both my kids.

      I force myself to respond with a chipper, “Have fun, honey! And be safe!”

      Then I close the connecting door to Connor and Vee’s room to dampen the sound of their TV and call Sam. I need someone to talk me down. He answers on the second ring. “Why do kids have to grow up so fast and want to go to parties and not just stay home where it’s comfortable and safe?”

      He chuckles. “You heard from Lanny, I take it?”

      “She’s on the way to what sounds like a frat party.”

      “Do you want me to tail her and make sure she’s okay?” He says it half jokingly, but I also know that if I said yes, he’d do it. I want so, so badly to say yes.

      Instead, I sigh and grudgingly say, “No.”

      “She’s a good kid,” Sam reminds me. “You raised her well. She knows to be careful.”

      “I know. I’m just worried that I spent so much time protecting her from the horror of her father that I didn’t hammer in just how dangerous the world can be.”

      “She knows, Gwen. Trust me,” he assures me. “We talked about it on the ride up here.”

      “What did she say?”

      “That she’s excited about going somewhere where she can be more anonymous. Meeting new people who don’t know her backstory or who her father was. You know, being a normal teen.”

      Hearing those words causes my heart to ache. I hate Melvin for doing this to my kids.

      “Or at least as long as it takes for someone to google her,” I point out. It’s the sad reality of our hyperconnected world. It makes it nearly impossible to keep secrets.

      “About that…” Sam hesitates, choosing his words. “She registered for the weekend as Lanta Cade, using my last name.”

      “Oh.” I don’t know how I feel about that. I love that she feels close enough to Sam to borrow his last name, and I appreciate that she anticipated people figuring out who she was otherwise. It was pretty smart of her, actually. It makes her less of a target, but it makes me feel like she’s slipping away somehow.

      I know it shouldn’t matter what name she chose. After all, we’ve had several different names over the years while we were on the run.

      Of course, Sam knows me well so he anticipates what I’m thinking. “You don’t need to read any hidden meaning into it. She just didn’t want to spend all weekend answering questions about Melvin.”

      “I know,” I grumble.

      “She’s going to be okay. And don’t worry, after I dropped her off, I parked and walked around to check out the dorm she’s staying in and drove past the row house that’s hosting the party tonight. The dorm requires a swipe card to enter, and while I was watching, no one held the door for anyone they didn’t recognize. Plus, the college has a robust and visible campus security, and there are blue light phones all over the place.”

      I appreciate that when it comes to our kids, he’s as paranoid about their safety as I am. He’s truly embraced his role as their dad.

      As if to prove the point, he asks, “How’s Connor doing?”

      “Hard to know,” I tell him truthfully. “Given the way he’s been acting, you’d never know anything happened. But at least we have a respite from the press for a bit. He doesn’t have to worry about reporters banging on the door and bombarding him with questions.”

      “Has he said anything more about the shooting?”

      “Not a word. I can’t decide if I should press the issue with him and make him talk about it or give him space and let him come to us when he’s ready.” I hate how lost I feel with my own son these days, like he’s becoming a stranger before my very eyes.

      Sam thinks about this for a moment. “What’s your gut telling you?”

      I let out a snort. “I wish I knew. My gut and I don’t seem to be on the best speaking terms lately, or else I would have known to put my foot down about Connor hanging out with Kevin.”

      “You can’t blame yourself about Kevin,” he tells me. “None of us saw that coming.”

      “I know.” I don’t sound convincing. The reality is that the signs were there: Connor’s change in attitude, his surliness. I just chalked it up to typical teenage growing pains. But there were other signs I missed, and that’s what truly eats at me. If he and Kevin had gone out shooting, he would have come home smelling like gunpowder. I should have noticed. If I had, I would have known immediately something was seriously wrong.

      I should have been more vigilant. In the past, I would have been.

      “If there’s one thing I remember from being a teen, it’s that if there’s something they really want, they’re going to find a way to get it. Connor’s a teen boy. He’s trying to figure out who he is and his place is in the world. If you’d put your foot down, it might have pushed him farther away.”

      “It would have protected him.”

      “You can’t protect them forever, Gwen. At some point they have to learn to protect themselves.”

      “This from the man who just offered to tail his own daughter to a party.”

      He laughs. “I didn’t say it was easy to let them go or that I was any good at it.”

      That he feels the same primal instinct to protect our kids as I do makes me love him even more.

      I let out a long sigh. “I don’t want them to grow up and have to face the world. At least, not the one that’s waiting for them. The one that’s already painted a target on their backs because of who their father was.”

      “I know,” he says, voice soft and serious. “But it’s better than not growing up at all.”

      It’s hard to tell whether he’s thinking about his sister Callie or Juliette or maybe even both. Sometimes I wonder if part of why I’m drawn to missing persons cases is out of atonement for Melvin’s crimes. He stole the futures of so many young girls, and every case I solve feels like I’ve earned back a little of the futures he took. Maybe not for the girls he killed, but for someone, somewhere, that has no one else to fight for them.

      “He’s a strong kid, Gwen. He’ll get through this.”

      He’s right. I just wonder if this is something that he should be able to get over so easily. It’s a reminder of how traumatic his life has already been.

      “So what are your plans for the evening?” I ask him, shifting topics.

      He sighs, and I hear something in the sound of it that puts me on edge. Something’s bothering him, I can tell.

      “I dug into Leonard Varrus a bit,” he says. “The guy in the Lost Angels press release.”

      The muscles along my shoulders tense. “And?”

      “I got ahold of the so-called evidence he has proving you were helping Melvin. I’m forwarding it now.”

      Just then my computer dings with an email from Sam. I click it open to find a screenshot of a thread on a message board. I skim it quickly.

      
        
        SlyceNDyce: Dude, how do you know so much about Melvin Royal?

        

        Melvin’s Little Helper: Let’s just say I have access to inside information

        

        SlyceNDyce: You’re full of shit

        

        Melvin’s Little Helper: Everything I’ve posted so far checks out, doesn’t it?

        

        Melvin’s Little Helper: I take your silence as agreement.

        

        HathFury: Isn’t it obvious from the handle? Melvin’s Little Helper knows so much about the murders because she was involved in them. Hello, Gina Royal. Glad to have you on the boards. We have questions for you.

        

      

      Melvin’s Little Helper’s IP address is circled in red, and I recognize it immediately. It’s mine. There are other screenshots attached as well. I read them all with a sick sense of dread. They recount in detail aspects of Melvin’s murders — how he picked his victims, how he incapacitated them, which tools he used, and what sort of reaction they elicited. The posts go into horrible, disturbing detail.

      Whoever Melvin’s Little Helper is, they have an intimate understanding of Melvin and his crimes. The other posters are right; there are things he talks about that even I didn’t know. Information that never came out at trial.

      Information that only Melvin could know.

      I close my eyes and picture the photo hanging on my office wall of a graveyard with an anonymous marker marking the spot where Marvin was buried several years ago. I know he’s dead. I shot him myself. I saw his body. I watched as they put him into his coffin and again when they buried him.

      Melvin Royal is dead.

      Then who is Melvin’s Little Helper, and how do they know so much?

      And why is my IP address attached to his messages?

      The answer is obvious: Because someone’s setting me up to look like I’m Melvin’s Little Helper.

      I jump from the bed and start to pace. “This is bullshit.”

      “I know,” Sam says. How he can sound so calm is beyond me, but at least one of us is able to do so. My blood is boiling with outrage.

      “It’s like those fake videos all over again. They’re falsifying the IP address to make it look like I posted this shit and people are going to believe it, just like they believed those videos.”

      “Do you want me to put Mike on it?” he asks. “He can run it through the FBI systems, and they can prove the IP address is spoofed.”

      “Might as well,” I say, feeling defeated. “It won’t matter, though.” I let out a long breath and sink back onto the bed. “They’re never going to leave us alone, are they? They’re just going to keep making up stories and faking evidence with no repercussions.”

      I ran from this stuff for as long as I could, until I realized that running was causing my kids more harm than good. It wasn’t fair to them — they could never settle down, make friends, establish themselves in school. They were always aware that any moment we could be uprooted, disappear in the night with new names and new identities in a new town.

      Eventually I had enough, and I decided to stand my ground. I accepted that there was no outrunning the threats because they were never going to stop. I decided the best course of action was to accept that there would always be people out there painting targets on me and my family. The best I could hope was to weed out the truly dangerous from the trolls.

      Now, I’m tired of it. I’m tired of firing up my computer only to be met with the same tide of hate filling my inbox. I hate that people send me photos of crime scenes with my kids’ faces superimposed on the dead victims’ corpses. I hate the endless descriptions of how these people want me to pay by torturing my children.

      And I’m really fucking tired of the Lost Angels. It was their documentary that got locals in Stillhouse Lake so fired up that they forced us to move.

      I’m tired of my kids not being able to lead normal lives. This is having a toll on them just as much as constantly being on the run always did.

      I’m done just accepting this shit. The problem is, there’s not much I can do to stop it. I keep logs of the threats, the email addresses, the IP addresses, and send them to local law enforcement and the FBI, but it’s not like our case is high priority for them. Even with Sam’s friend working for the Bureau, there are too many cyber threats and not enough agents to handle them.

      It’s time to stop relying on others to put an end to it. It’s time for us to take action ourselves. Most threats come from anonymous users online, but this time we have an organization. We have a name.

      We have a target.

      “You know what? I’m done with letting them get away with this shit. I’m tired of just taking it and not responding.” I take a breath and blow it out. “I think it’s time we go on the offensive.”

      He doesn’t argue or try to talk me out of it. “What do you propose?”

      “I want to sue,” I tell Sam. “Harassment. Defamation. Anything and everything. I’m tired of being passive. I want to put an end to this.”

      There’s a pause as he considers what I’ve said. “You sure?” He’s not saying this because he doesn’t support me; he just wants to make sure we’ve thought through the consequences of taking such a step.

      No, but I don’t know what else to do. “Absolutely.”

      “This could garner media attention. Put a spotlight on us.”

      I snort. What else is new. “We can’t keep running from this. I’m tired of always being on the defensive, always anxiously anticipating their next salvo. I know we can’t stop it all, but we can at least do something.”

      “Why don’t I try reaching out to Leonard directly, let him know what we’re planning and giving him the chance to retreat without turning it into a public spectacle.”

      “You think he’ll listen?”

      “The Leonard I used to know would have. He was a pragmatist. He has to realize that trying to turn all of this into a big national story won’t make him look good and will tarnish the memory of his daughter.”

      I used to be more like Sam. I used to believe in people. Look how long I blindly believed in Melvin. But all that came crashing down the day a drunk driver smashed into my garage, revealing the true horrors of humanity to the world.

      Once you realize how adept monsters can be at pretending to be real people, it’s hard to ever trust again.

      “You have more faith in people than I do.”

      “I just know what it’s like to be in his position and to be full of rage and grief and not know what to do with it all.”

      His statement is an uncomfortable reminder of our past. Of the years he hated me and stalked me, thinking that destroying me could somehow ease his pain. Thankfully, he learned that I’m not the monster he thought I was, and he realized that there was no magic bullet to avoiding the pain of his sister’s loss.

      “Thank you, Sam.”

      “You and the kids mean everything to me. Keeping you safe and protected is my number one priority.”

      “If only you weren’t so far away. This motel room is feeling awfully lonely.” I let a little bit of a teasing lilt enter my voice. With Sam traveling so much more than in the past, we’ve had to get a little more creative with our sex life. It’s added a new level of intimacy and excitement to our nightly phone calls.

      He hums, interested. “Oh really?”

      “Go figure the first night we have alone without the kids, and we’re not even in the same state,” I grumble.

      “You and I both know I don’t have to be there in person to make things interesting.”

      “Oh?” I ask, settling back into the pillows and letting the warmth of his voice fill me. “Tell me more.”

      And he does. In elaborate detail.
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      When I get off the phone with Gwen, I’m too keyed up to sleep. I hate being so far away from her right now with everything that’s been going on. I want to be able to wrap my arms around her and hold her and take the weight of her burdens for a while. She always carries so much responsibility — for her kids, for her ex-husband’s crimes, for her clients. It amazes me every day how strong she is.

      But everyone has their breaking point. She’d come pretty damn close to it out in Salah Point earlier this year. That she survived the ordeal physically is a miracle. Emotionally, however, I’m not sure she’s as recovered as she wants everyone to believe.

      She still has nightmares. Sometimes I see her staring off into space, rubbing the ache in her hip, and I know she’s lost in the memory of that madman’s slaughterhouse. She knows how to ask for help — she has regular therapy appointments and has taken it slowly when it comes to resuming a full workload.

      Still, I worry. There are a lot of circumstances I can’t control. I can’t change who her ex-husband is or the crimes he committed. I can’t stop the flood of rage directed her way from angry zealots online. But I can at least try to put a stop to one of them.

      I pull out my computer and log into an old email account. It’s one I created when I came home from Afghanistan — when I learned about my sister’s murder and decided to pour my energy into taking down Melvin and Gina Royal. It’s full of emails between me and Miranda Tidewell and others who became the initial members of the Lost Angels. The Sent folder bulges with nasty messages I sent to Gina, threatening her and her family.

      The entire account is a record of those dark years when I was filled with despair and rage. I’ve considered deleting it several times, but that feels too easy. I can’t simply wipe away this part of my past. I can’t hide from who I was and what I did. I have to own that shame.

      I run a quick search and easily turn up Leonard Varrus’s contact information. I take a deep breath and hold it a moment before blowing it out. Leo wasn’t like a lot of the other Lost Angels — he wasn’t interested in feeding off of everyone else’s pain. He just wanted to be a part of a community of people who understood what it was like to lose a loved one in such a horrific manner.

      Leo rarely got involved in discussions of retribution. He never beat the drum of revenge. Going after Gwen and her family never interested him before.

      Clearly, something changed. Still, I hope there’s something left of the reasonable man I once knew. When it comes between choosing an old friend or protecting my family, there’s no question. I will do anything to keep my family safe. If that means going after Leo, so be it.

      I click on Leo’s phone number and press send. He picks up after three rings. “Sam Cade. I was wondering when you’d get around to calling. How have you been?”

      “Cut the bullshit, Leonard. You know why I’m calling.”

      “Do I?”

      “You’re threatening my family. I want you to stop.”

      “I thought your only family was killed by that monster Melvin Royal.”

      He means my sister. It’s clear he’s trying to get under my skin. I can’t let him. “You know who I mean,” I grind out between clenched teeth.

      “Oh, are you referring to Melvin Royal’s lover? And his two spawn who carry his monstrous DNA?”

      “Fuck you, Leo.”

      He chuckles. He’s enjoying this. It makes me even angrier. “Tsk tsk tsk, that temper of yours, Sam. It’s going to get you in real trouble one day.”

      I shake my head. I’d known Leo for several years when I was involved in the Lost Angels. He was a nice man — kind and compassionate. Nothing like the man on the other end of the line now. “Why are you being such an asshole? You’ve never been like the others who spiraled into self-destruction.”

      “You knew me when Miranda Tidewell was still alive. Things have changed.”

      I’m surprised at the level of emotion in his voice. “Look, I’m sorry for your loss bu—”

      He cuts me off with a cackle. “Seriously? You’re going with that tired line? Give me a break. Your sympathy means nothing to me seeing as how you were the one who caused her death.”

      “I had nothing to do with her death.”

      “That’s not what the FBI report says. According to them, you had a front-row seat to her murder. Though if you ask me, you had a much more active role than that.”

      I know what he’s talking about. Ever since Miranda’s death there have been rumors that I killed her, and my friend Mike Lustig with the FBI covered it up. “I didn’t kill Miranda,” I tell him, although I know my denial is useless. He won’t hear it.

      “Admit you wanted her dead.”

      I sigh. I should hang up the phone and stop indulging him, except that I’ve been where Leo is. I know how the rage and the pain takes over until there’s nothing left. I feel sorry for him, that he’s still living a life filled with such darkness. If there’s any way I can reach him, any way I can pull him out of the hole, it’s worth trying. “I didn’t want her dead.”

      “But you wanted her out of your life.”

      “Of course I wanted her out of my life! Miranda Tidewell was poison. She infected everyone and everything she touched. Me. Apparently you as well. I mean, look at what she’s done to you, Leo. You used to be a decent person. Now you’re just bitter and spiteful.”

      “Miranda Tidewell was a good woman. Loving. Passionate. Kind.”

      I can’t help but bark a laugh. “She was a snake.”

      This makes him angry. “You have no right to talk about her that way. Not after everything she did for you. She took you in. She comforted you. That’s what she did; it’s who she was. If anything you should understand what I’m going through. I was nothing — an empty shell — before her. She made me start to feel again.” His voice breaks on that last part.

      Now I understand. “You were in love with her.”

      He says nothing, but he doesn’t have to. It’s obvious. This explains why his rage and despair have grown since her death. He’s lost another woman he cared about deeply to murder. I shake my head. It isn’t fair. No person should have to endure such loss.

      But that doesn’t give him the right to come after those I love.

      I shift tactics. “How many times have you thought about killing Gwen?” I ask softly.

      “You mean Gina Royal? Probably just as much as you have.”

      It’s a low blow, but he’s not wrong, and he knows it. I have imagined killing her, in great detail. When I thought she was responsible for my sister’s death, I would have done anything to inflict the same pain on her as she had on me. “You lie awake at night imagining it, don’t you?”

      “You would know. You’ve done the same.”

      “Then what’s stopping you?” I ask. “Because if you kill Gwen, you’re no different from Melvin Royal. You’d be a murderer. A monster, just like him.”

      There’s a long pause. “Who’s to say anything is stopping me? Who’s to say I don’t already have a plan I intend to put into action?” There’s a chill to his voice that sets off alarm bells.

      I’m tired of placating him, of trying to be reasonable in the face of his delusions. “Let me be clear, Leo, you touch Gwen or her kids, and so help me you’ll regret it.”

      He laughs — actually laughs. “Oh, Sam. You have so little imagination. Miranda always said that about you. Now I understand.”

      A cold shiver runs down my spine at the tone in his voice. There’s nothing left of the man I once knew. Only this bottomless pit of rage and despair. For the first time, I begin to worry that this man might become an actual threat. “I mean it, Leonard.”

      My threat seems to slide right off him. “Tell me how Miranda died. I’ll trade you Gwen’s life for the truth.”

      “You know the truth. I’m guessing you’ve read the FBI report.”

      “And you would swear on Gwen’s life that there’s nothing you left out of that report? Nothing fudged, even a little?”

      I know better than to hesitate. It’s all he would need to feel as though he’s won. “Nothing.”

      “You answered that question rather quickly. No need to think it over? To review the events in your mind just to make sure?”

      “I told the FBI everything.”

      “Then what about the fact they only killed her when you refused to tell them what they wanted to know?”

      The question hits like a punch to the gut, sending me completely off balance. How does he even know about that? There were only two of us who survived the encounter — me and Mike Lustig, a man I would trust with my life. Neither of us would have divulged that detail, especially knowing how it would undermine our entire story.

      “You’ve got bad information,” I finally tell him.

      He laughs. He’s enjoying this, the sick bastard. “You sure about that answer?”

      I have no choice but to say, “I am. Miranda’s death was tragic, but it wasn’t my fault.” Though that doesn’t stop me from feeling guilty about it. In her pursuit of me, she’d gotten pulled into something she had nothing to do with. She and my FBI friend Mike had been kidnapped and beaten. I’d tried to trade information for her release, but that had only gotten her executed.

      Since her death, I’ve thought of a hundred ways things could have ended differently. Still, I wasn’t the one to pull the trigger. Miranda’s single-minded pursuit of Gwen and our family put her in the wrong place at the wrong time. If she’d just been willing to let go, she’d still be alive.

      “I guess we’ll see about that. Miranda left me her estate, did you know that? And one of her requests in her will was that I continue the mission of the Lost Angels. She was invested in her documentary about Gina Royal — she called it a passion project. I intend to fulfill that dream of hers.”

      I’m almost shaking I’m filled with so much anger. Miranda Tidewell nearly ruined our lives with her witch hunt of Gwen. She sent investigators and videographers to Stillwater Lake, angering the local residents. That’s what caused the Belldenes to get up in arms and eventually threaten Gwen into leaving.

      Not only that, Miranda nearly destroyed my relationship with Gwen. I thought — hoped — that with her death that would be over. To know it was only postponed and will be starting up again soon exhausts me.

      I understand more where Gwen was coming from when she asked me to put an end to it. Like her, I’m tired of letting these people continually come after us for crimes we didn’t commit. We just want to live our lives in peace, but people like Leonard Varrus won’t let us.

      I blow out a breath, trying to calm myself. “One last time, Leo, I’m asking as a personal favor. Drop this vendetta. Find something that will bring you joy. Move on. I know it feels impossible. I’ve been there, remember? You can still find happiness. It’s out there, if you open your heart to it.”

      His voice is acid when he responds. “Well, not all of us can fuck the wife of the man who murdered their family member, so I guess the kind of happiness you’ve found isn’t available to me after all.”

      I’m done negotiating. It’s time to go on the full offensive. “We’re not going to keep taking the Lost Angels abuse lying down. We intend to fight back. Defamation, assault, intentional infliction of emotional distress. You keep this up, and we’ll come for you any way we can.”

      He smiles. I can hear it in his voice. He’s enjoying my anger. “Good luck with that. I appreciate your dedication, Sam. If only you’d had that same dedication with Callie and followed through with your promises to me, Miranda, and the other Lost Angels, we wouldn’t be in this situation.”

      “If I’d kept my promises, an innocent woman would be dead. I’m glad to not have that on my conscience.”

      “You already have the death of an innocent woman on your conscience, Sam. Or have you forgotten about Miranda so soon?”

      “I keep telling you: her death wasn’t my fault,” I grind out.

      “Sure, you keep telling yourself that, but we both know the truth. And soon the rest of the world will as well.”

      I shake my head at the poison dripping from his mouth. “Leo, we were friends once. You’re talking about destroying my life. Why?”

      “You’re a traitor, Sam.”

      There is nothing of the man I know left. I’m done trying to save him from himself. “You come for us, and I’ll come for you. My family means everything to me, and I will do whatever it takes to protect them. Whatever it takes.”

      “So noted. Oh, and one last question. How’s Lanny enjoying prospective students weekend? Never would have imagined her as a Reyne-U girl.”

      A bright spot of rage burns in my chest. “You motherfucker!” I shout. “You leave her out of this. I swear to fucking—”

      But he just laughs, and it’s the last thing I hear before he disconnects the call.

      I stand, staring at the phone in my hand. I have an urge to spike it into the ground and just barely stop myself before doing so. I need my phone; it’s my only link to Lanny.

      Lanny. Leo’s last comment was a direct threat. He knows where she is. Which makes her vulnerable. I pace the room, trying to think through my options. I could call her, pull the plug on the whole weekend, bundle her in the car and take off for home or to meet Gwen.

      But she’s been looking forward to this weekend for months. The joy I saw on her face when she stepped on campus was unmistakable. I can’t take that from her, not if Leo’s words were idle threats meant to disrupt our lives and nothing else.

      I think about calling Gwen, letting her know what Leo said and giving her a chance to weigh in, but I already know her response. She’d want Lanny out of there. No question.

      Lanny has had so much taken from her. If we take this from her, I worry the damage might be irreparable. I’m not sure she’d ever forgive me, especially if it was just out of caution and not due to any real threat.

      “Fuck,” I growl, balling my hands into fists.

      There’s someone else I can turn to for help. I grab my keeps and hit speed dial for my friend Mike Lustig as I race to my car. He answers after one ring.

      “I need a favor,” I tell him without preamble. “Actually, two favors.”

      He’s used to these sorts of calls. He says nothing, just waits for me to explain.

      “A member of the Lost Angels, Leonard Varrus, has been threatening Gwen and her kids. I just talked to him on the phone. He’s become unhinged. I’m worried he might be ready to take action. The last thing he said to me before hanging up was that he hopes Lanny enjoys her weekend at Reyne. She’s there for prospective student weekend. There’s no way he should know that, Mike.”

      “She there alone?” he asks, all business.

      “I’m here too. Well, I’ve been in a hotel nearby. I’m driving to campus now, so I can put eyes on her. Make sure she’s okay.”

      “You think an attack is imminent?”

      “I don’t know. That’s the problem.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      “Any chance you can trace his phone if I give you a number? Let me know where the call was coming from?”

      “You mean surveil a US citizen without any kind of warrant?”

      “I just need to know if he’s nearby. If he’s still out in California, I can assume he was just saying shit to put me on edge. But if he’s on the East Coast, then I know I’ll need to be worried.”

      He lets out a sigh. “What’s the number?”

      I’m stopped at a red light and take the opportunity to forward Mike Leo’s contact info.

      “You’re telling me this man threatened you and your family, and you feel that an attack or threat of bodily harm may be imminent?”

      He’s covering his ass. Imminent threat of bodily harm would allow him to trace the location of Leo’s phone without a warrant. I give him what he needs. It helps that it’s the truth. “That’s what I’m saying.”

      I wait, tense, while I hear keys clicking in the background.

      I glance at my phone again, tracing Lanny’s location. She’s only a few blocks away, at one of a half dozen large houses just off the edge of campus. I find a parking lot nearby and kill the lights.

      “Good news. He’s in California. Or at least his phone is.”

      I blow out a long breath and let my head fall back against the seat. “Thank God,” I breathe. The relief I feel is intense and overwhelming. “Thank you. You have no idea.”

      Mike lets a few beats of silence pass before asking, “Things okay for you, Sam?”

      I run a hand down my face, suddenly exhausted. “I don’t know. A few days ago I would have said yes but now…”

      “I heard about the shooting. The FBI’s already involved. My unit may be brought in to assist.”

      I frown. Mike heads up a task force that investigates dangerous Internet groups. “Why? What reason would you have to be involved?”

      “There’s thought that part of the shooter’s motivation may have stemmed from online activity. It’s becoming more and more of a problem, kids being targeted online and in video games. FBI wants to stay ahead of the issue, try to figure out how to stop this shit before it happens. Last thing we need is to be caught flat footed and look like we’re not doing everything we can.”

      I remember what Connor told the cops when they interviewed him. “Yeah, apparently the kid got in a fight with the victims over some video game the night before.”

      “And Connor was there? During the fight and again the next day during the shooting?” There’s an interest in his voice that sounds like more than curiosity. It sounds almost like an interrogation. It makes me put my guard up.

      “You asking as a friend or as an agent?”

      “I’m always your friend first, Sam.”

      He’s right. He’s put his badge on the line plenty of times to help me out. “Good.”

      “But that doesn’t mean I stop being an agent,” he adds.

      “Connor’s a good kid. He had nothing to do with this.”

      “That’s not going to stop them looking into him. Looking into all of you.”

      Fuck. Just what we need.

      “Connor’s a victim, Mike. He wasn’t shot, but he witnessed it. You and I both know what that does to a man.” We’d been in Afghanistan together. We’d seen the horror of what people could do to one another. We both bore the scars. “Don’t let them railroad him, Mike.”

      “I’ll do everything I can to protect him, you know that.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him sincerely. “Now, about that second favor.”

      He groans but listens as I explain to him about the message board posts and the metadata pointing to Gwen’s IP address. “He’s planning to release the information as proof Gwen was involved in Melvin’s murders. You remember how it was with those fake videos — how it still is. We need to get ahead of it this time. If I send you the info, can you prove the IP address information is fake?”

      There’s a slight pause and then Mike sighs. “You know I have to ask this, Sam. But are you sure Gwen isn’t the one writing those posts?”

      I clench my jaw to keep from saying something I shouldn’t. Mike has never completely trusted Gwen despite everything she’s been through. “She’s not involved in this,” I snap.

      After another moment of hesitation, he says, “Okay, send everything over. I’ll look into it and get back to you.”

      I thank him again and tell him to stay safe before ending the call and switching over to the location tracking app. Lanny’s phone is still showing she’s at the house party. I can see it through the windshield of the car — a large house spilling with people and light. I slide lower in my seat, getting comfortable.

      I don’t plan on taking my eye off Lanny the entire night. Even if Leo’s still in California, that doesn’t mean there aren’t other threats out there.
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      Mom taps on the connecting door between our motel rooms early the next morning. “Connor,” she says softly, “You awake?”

      I groan and shift under the covers, pretending I haven’t already been up for hours. Mom’s so clearly on edge about me that if she knew I wasn’t sleeping well she’d flip out. “What’s up?” I mumble, rubbing my eyes for good measure.

      “I’m headed out to talk to a few people about the case. I’ve left money on the dresser in my room if you and Vee want to grab breakfast at the diner next door. Otherwise, I don’t want you two going anywhere without letting me know, and definitely not alone. I should be back in time for lunch, but will text if that changes.”

      “Sure thing.” I don’t bother telling her that it’s unlikely Vee even wakes up before noon.

      She hesitates. “You going to be okay here on your own?”

      “We’ll be fine.”

      She pauses again. Mom has always been paranoid about leaving us on our own, but something more is bothering her. I’m pretty sure it’s because of what happened at school. I know she wants to talk about it, but I’m not ready. I’m afraid that if I even bring Kevin up I may start screaming and never stop. I’m so angry and confused and frustrated and fucking furious at him. Mom’s big into therapy, and I’m sure she wants me to process my feelings, but I don’t want to.

      I especially don’t want to face the fact that he was my best friend and that I’m scared for him and that he might die, even after everything he did. I know I should hate him just like I should hate my dad and I do, but I also don’t. It’s just not that easy for me.

      “Ok, then,” she finally says. “Don’t forget to lock up after me.”

      “I know.” I try to keep the irritation out of my voice but am not sure I succeed. I know she can’t help it — she has reason to worry about us. It just grates after a while.

      She lets out a sigh as she retreats to her room. I hear her moving around, gathering what she needs, before the motel room door opens and closes. I slide out of bed and pad into her room, rattling the chain loud enough for her to hear on the other side of the door before sliding it into place.

      A moment later her car engine starts then fades as she pulls out of the parking lot. I retreat to my bed, keeping the light off and staring up at the dark ceiling. I wish I could sleep but I know I’m not going to be able to. My thoughts have been too loud, memories too sharp.

      Even though I know I shouldn’t, I grab my phone, keeping the screen dim as I pull up the internet browser and search for my name. I already know what I’ll find, but I can’t stop myself. It’s like the hole in your gum left over after you pull a tooth — you can’t stop worrying at it even though it hurts and know you’re probably just making things worse.

      There are a dozen new articles since I last checked a couple of hours ago. A few are actual news reports from reputable sources, focusing mostly on the facts, but most are little more than sensationalized click bait that don’t seem to give a shit about privacy or the fact I’m a minor who should be protected.

      The headline for the top result is “Like Father Like Son,” and I click through it, a glutton for punishment. At the top of the page my school picture from last year sits beside Dad’s prison photo. I stare at it a moment, searching for the similarities and differences and wondering what other people will see when they look at it.

      The article itself is full of crap. It doesn’t matter that Kevin was the shooter, and I was just a witness, it’s more of a story if I — the son of a notorious serial killer — was somehow involved. There are interviews with several of my classmates, and my chest burns as I read them. They describe me as a loner, a weird kid with no friends. One guy brings up the time I beat up another kid so badly I sent him to the hospital. He fails to mention it was during an active shooter drill at school and my PTSD had kicked in, sending me into a blind panic.

      A girl named Emily from my biology class says she wouldn’t be surprised at all to learn I had something to do with the shooting. “He’s that kind of guy, you know? That squicks you out? There’s just something off about him. I never let myself be alone around him. None of my friends did either. We were all afraid of him. Turns out we were right.”

      My cheeks flame at her words. Emily and I had been lab partners a few weeks back, and I thought we’d gotten along. She’d acted normal around me, even friendly, and I thought that maybe my reputation as the weird kid had been wearing off.

      I close my eyes, running through all of our interactions and trying to view them objectively. Had I just seen what I’d wanted to?

      There are more quotes from other classmates along similar lines. I recognize all of their names. None of them had been friends, but they’d never seemed to have a problem with me, not like some other kids at the school. They seem to be coming out of the woodwork, these kids claiming to know me when in reality they know nothing about me.

      In an odd way, reading all of their shit makes me miss Kevin. He’d get a kick out of these article,s and he’d have plenty of choice words to say about Emily and all the other kids lining up for their fifteen minutes of fame.

      Thinking of Kevin makes me think about the moment I saw him in the hallway that day and how absurdly long it took me to actually understand what he was holding. It just didn’t make sense to me. Why would he have brought a gun to school? And why would he be holding it?

      Everything became so jumbled because I wanted to think it was a joke or a mistake or that he was showing off, but then there was a gunshot and it was so fucking loud because we were inside and there was no ear protection and the metal lockers and linoleum floor and tile ceilings did nothing but magnify and echo the sound so that it felt like an explosion in my head.

      I drop my phone and roll onto my stomach, groaning into my pillow as my stomach turns sour. I don’t want to remember. I don’t want to see it again.

      I should know how to make the endless cycle of memories stop. I’ve been to enough therapy for all the other trauma I’ve survived: Being kidnapped twice. Being involved in a gun battle between the FBI and a crazy cult. Laying on the ground while a man stood over me with a gun aimed at my head, ready to shoot. Watching as a woman stabbed a knife in his neck, killing him. Seeing the life leave him, the light go out of his eyes, and feeling his blood hot on my face as he collapsed on top of me.

      But I don’t know that I want to stop the memories of what happened at school. I don’t know if I deserve any peace. Because I was there and Kevin didn’t shoot me and I escaped when Mike and Junior didn’t.

      I’m furious at Kevin for doing something so awful. I’m even more angry at myself for not somehow seeing it coming. And I can’t stop wondering if the signs were there and I just somehow missed them.

      I’m also ashamed that there’s a part of me that’s sad because he was — is — my friend and he’s in the hospital and may not survive. And no one else seems to care. Actually, that’s not true — there are a lot of people who care what happens to him: they all want him to die. Either in the hospital or via the electric chair.

      They all see him as a monster, but that’s also all they know about him: that he took a gun to school and shot two friends. They know nothing else. They don’t want to know anything else. They don’t want to know how excited he got about learning new random fact or how much he loved a good debate over something important to him. They don’t want to know that his dad drove him crazy sometimes, but he still watched Monday night football with him because it made his dad happy.

      They don’t want to know that Kevin was a good friend to me. Before him, I was a social pariah, the weird kid with the serial killer father. The kid who freaked out during an active shooter drill and sent a classmate to the hospital. Everyone else kept their distance, but Kevin took an interest. I’ll never forget the day he sat down across from me at the lunch table in school and said, “What’s up?” in that casual, familiar way as if we’d already been friends for ages.

      And because Kevin had friends, I suddenly had friends too. That was the last time I sat alone at lunch.

      Of course he could be an asshole – an understatement given what happened. He was crazy competitive and yelled at the screen when he messed up playing video games. He was impatient with what he considered stupidity and thought anyone who didn’t see his side of things was a moron who wasn’t worthy of his time. He could be moody when he didn’t get his way, and he hated being told what to do.

      He was complicated, just like every other person in the world. But no one wants to hear that. They don’t want to learn anything that might challenge the conclusions they’ve already come to about him: he’s a monster who deserves to die.

      Just like my dad. People celebrated when he died. Reporters smiled when they announced the news. No one thought about the fact that Melvin Royal had a son who’d just lost his father. They didn’t know or care about the lazy weekend mornings at home when Dad would cook pancakes in funny shapes.

      No one wants to think about Melvin Royal being a loving father. Just like no one wants to think about Kevin being a good friend.

      And all of it makes me wonder: if I did something stupid, if I did something horrible, would they write me off just as easily?

      Apparently, the answer is yes, given the interviews my classmates have been giving to the media. I’m just glad I’m not home where I’d have to face it all in person. I’m not sure I could handle that. It’s one thing to read articles written by people assuming the worst about you, it’s another thing to see those people face to face.

      And it’s not just school that’s the issue. I know Mom would let me stay home; she’s done it before when things have gotten tense. But the shooting goes beyond the school — the entire community is on edge. My picture’s been running in all the local papers. I doubt there’s anywhere I could go in Knoxville where I wouldn’t be recognized. At least that’s what it feels like. If everyone back home thinks I’m a monster, I don’t know how I can ever go back there.

      After hours of these thoughts circling endlessly through my head, I’ve had enough. I need a distraction. I need out of this room that’s started to feel like a cage.

      Vee is still snoring away in the bed next to me, and I toss a pillow at her. She snorts, pushing it off her face and glares in my direction. “The hell?”

      “Let’s go get breakfast,” I tell her.

      She rolls onto her side, snuggling deeper under the covers. “No.”

      “Come on, Vee, I’m bored and hungry.”

      “I don’t care.”

      I know Vee well enough that no amount of persuasion is going to get her to change her mind. “Fine, I’ll go by myself.”

      Mom told me that Vee and I had to stick together, but I don’t care. The diner is a few dozen yards away — it’s not like I’m going on some sort of wild bender. I pull on jeans and shoes, then slip into Mom’s room to grab the cash she left on the dresser before stepping outside.

      I pull up short.

      There’s a girl sitting on the low wall blocking the motel room doors from the parking lot. It looks like she’s been waiting for me.
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      I arrive at the police station early the next morning. I don’t have an appointment but given what I’ve seen of Gardenia so far, I can’t imagine the chief’s schedule is overly packed. The police department is in an old brick building located in the center of the town, on a large square opposite the courthouse. The other two sides of the square are occupied by a Baptist church and a Methodist church, making it clear that separation of church and state only goes so far in some places.

      I park in a small lot and cross toward the two-story building. It looks well kept, the trim around the windows painted a bright white recently and flowerbeds in full bloom under the windows. A flagpole sits out front, proudly displaying both the US and NC flags.

      The double front doors are heavy enough that I have to push my shoulder against one to heave it open. It leaves me slightly off balance as I step into the main reception area. It’s larger than I’d been expecting, a full two stories tall with old marble floors, worn in places from generations of feet traveling the same path.

      I cross toward the reception desk where a middle aged woman with wavy blond hair and bright lipstick sits, waiting for me to approach. She smiles broadly as I near. “Good morning,” she says in a long drawl, way chippier than anyone really has a right to be this early in the day. “What can I do for you?”

      Everything about her appearance speaks of warm, southern hospitality, but there’s a shrewdness to her eyes that hints there’s much more steel to her personality than one would expect. I doubt she tolerates bullshitters, and she certainly isn’t the type to respond well to threats or heavy-handedness.

      This is definitely a catch more flies with honey than vinegar situation, though it’s been a while since I’ve had to turn on the honey-charm offensive.

      I’ve lived in Tennessee long enough that I know how to soften my voice so that my midwestern accent blurs enough to not mark me as a total outsider. “Hey, good morning to you as well,” I respond, making sure to smile wide. “My name’s Gwen Proctor, and I was hoping I might be able to steal a bit of the chief’s time this morning to ask him about a case.”

      “Do you have an appointment?” she asks. I’m guessing she already knows the answer. She seems the type to have the chief’s schedule memorized.

      “I’m afraid I don’t. I just drove into town yesterday afternoon, and unfortunately I didn’t have time to call ahead.”

      She presses her lips together slightly. “Hmmmm. Chief Parks is a very busy man, as I’m sure you can imagine. What’s the case you’re interested in?”

      “Juliette Larson.”

      Her expression tightens. “And may I ask what your interest is? Are you a reporter?”

      I reach for my wallet and ID card. “No, I’m a private investigator. The Larsons hired me to look into her disappearance.”

      She looks like she has something to say about that, but instead she says, “Mind if I make a copy of that?” She nods to my ID.

      I hand it over and she feeds it into a rather modern and slick scanner. We’re both silent — southern niceties abandoned for now — as she clicks her keyboard a few times, then places my ID back on the counter. “All right then, let me pop my head into his office and see if he can make time for you.”

      It’s bullshit, and we both know it. The reception area is as empty as the parking lot and when I’d scrolled through the local news website I hadn’t seen anything more pressing than reports of someone’s yard being toilet papered.

      I give her a forced smile of thanks, and she disappears through a door next to the reception desk. She’s gone longer than one would expect, but it’s all part of the act. She wants to make sure I know that her boss is important and that I’m not. It’s fine. I can be patient when I need to be.

      Plus, I’m guessing the chief is currently googling my name to see what he can find. Good luck with that, I think to myself with a smirk. It would take days to sift through the tens of thousands of hits he’ll get on me.

      While I wait, I pull out my phone. I’m itching to text Lanny and ask how things are going, but it’s still early and the last thing I want to do is wake her up. That’s a guaranteed way to get only one-word responses. Instead, I check her location and find her icon tucked into one of the freshman dorms at Reyne. Sam’s icon blinks at a motel on the edge of campus. It gives me comfort to know he’s so close by in case anything happened.

      The receptionist reappears with a tight smile. “It’s your lucky day,” she announces. “Chief’s got a few minutes free and would be happy to chat. Come on back.”

      I follow her through the door and down a brightly lit hallway. I’ve been in plenty of police stations in my life, and most have a worn down, antiseptic feel to them. Not this one. Instead of scuffed linoleum, the floors are wide planks of hearts of pine that have been lightly waxed to a soft luster. The ceilings are high, ringed with intricate crown molding that matches the chair rail and baseboards. We pass several closed doors, each of them with windows stenciled with various officer names. I don’t see any hint of a bullpen or any other open area.

      A door stands open at the end of the hallway and the receptionist pokes her head in first. “You ready, Chief?” she asks.

      I hear a murmured response, and she steps aside, gesturing for me to go in.

      The office is large and well appointed, more suited for a country estate house than a modern day police department. Several windows let in copious amounts of natural light, turning what might have been a dreary wood paneled room bright and airy. A large wooden desk sits in the center of the room, facing the door. Behind it is a wall crowded with photographs. Most are of the same man clasping hands with various people — few that I recognize. Likely local celebrities and bigwigs.

      The same man stands from behind the desk and comes around to greet me. “Mrs. Proctor,” he says, holding out his hand. “Good morning. I’m Chief Parks. Glad to meet you.”

      “It’s Ms,” I inform him.

      He seems slightly put off by the correction, but he covers by giving me an aw-shucks grin. “Sorry about that, ma’am. That’s what I get for assuming. Ms. Proctor, then. Pleased to meet you.”

      I take his hand, and his fingers dwarf my own. Chief Parks isn’t a small man, and it’s doubtful he ever was. He looks like that type who played linebacker in school, and over the years since, all that muscle slowly turned soft. His neck is still thick, and his wide face makes his round eyes look small. His upper lip is hidden behind a thick brown mustache a shade redder than his hair.

      He gestures toward one of the leather chairs in front of his desk. “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea?”

      Despite the differences between this police station and others I’ve visited, it’s likely one thing is the same and that’s the coffee. I’m guessing it’s strong, thick, and tastes like yesterday’s leftovers. I tell him no thanks as I settle into the chair.

      “Now, Mrs. Mayweather says you’re a private investigator.” I assume Mrs. Mayweather is the receptionist.

      “I am.” I start reaching for my ID.

      He waves a hand. “No need. And the Larsons hired you to look into their daughter’s disappearance?”

      I nod again. “They hired the company I work for, and I was assigned the case.”

      He blows out a breath, and presses his index fingers together under his nose as he considers. There are generally two ways this meeting can go. Parks can get defensive that the Larsons brought in an outsider, implicitly questioning the Police Department’s work, or he can welcome the additional help.

      I’m guessing it will be the former. I’ve found that few police officers like being second guessed.

      Ultimately, he clucks his tongue. “That case,” he says, shaking his head. “Still haunts me to this day. I’ve asked myself a hundred times what we could have done differently, and if it would have made a difference.”

      This surprises me. Rarely have I heard a cop, much less the chief of police, readily admit to possible mistakes. “Really?”

      “I thought for sure we’d find the truck she rode off in and the boy who’d been driving it, and that would answer all our questions.” He spreads his hands wide, and then lets them drop. “We never did. Either that truck’s at the bottom of some lake, in pieces in some junk yard, or so far away now we’d never be able to find it.”

      Even though he seems open to talking about his investigation, I still try to tread lightly so as not to offend him. “What did you do to look for it?”

      He smiles slightly. “I know what you’re thinking: small police department, few resources, how hard could we have really searched?”

      I don’t deny it.

      “It’s true. We’ve only got five officers in the department, and two are part time, but I know how to ask for help when I need it, and I knew the moment the Larsons called, I was gonna need it. I immediately contacted the SBI — that’s the North Carolina State Bureau of Investigation — and the NC center for Missing Persons. We put up roadblocks on all the routes in and out of town, sent out a BOLO across the state for Juliette and an APB on the truck, we had all the speed cameras on the highways and in the big cities monitoring for the car. When that didn’t turn anything up, we used drones to grid search a radius around Gardenia. We cast a wide net and had a lot of leads, but unfortunately, nothing panned out in the end.”

      It’s an impressive list, especially given the size of the department. I tell him that. “It sounds like you covered all the bases you could.”

      “It wasn’t enough.” There’s a bitterness to his voice. He takes this case, and his failure to resolve it, personally.

      I shift in my chair, thinking through what I’ve read in the file. “Is there any way the two witnesses — Willa and Mandy — could have been mistaken about the truck?”

      Chief Parks immediately stiffens, his expression darkening slightly. “I’ve known those two girls since they were in diapers. Been going to the same church as them their entire lives. They’re good girls.”

      I want to tell him that good girls can lie as easily as bad girls, but it wouldn’t go over well, and I figure it’s best not to piss him off unnecessarily when I still need his help. “Mind if I ask them about it anyway?”

      “So long as you get their parents’ permission, be my guest. And before you start thinking you found a hole in my investigation, I’ll have you know that I didn’t just take those two girls’ word for it. I checked their statements as thoroughly as I did anyone else’s. Most everything they said was corroborated by multiple other witnesses.”

      “Noted,” I tell him. “Anything else about the case stand out to you?”

      “Nothing I didn’t already investigate.”

      I nod. “What can you tell me about the Shadow Shack?”

      He gives me a quizzical look.

      “In Mandy and Willa’s statements, they talk about visiting the Shadow Shack out in the woods earlier in the afternoon Juliette disappeared.”

      He lets out a chuckle and shakes his head. “They’re talking about the old Milam House. There have been rumors about that place since I was a boy. My generation tended to stay away from it — we always thought it was haunted. You couldn’t even dare one of us to spend ten minutes alone that house. I’m guessing more recent generations are a little more jaded and don’t buy into those old superstitions.”

      “Is it common for kids to hang out there?”

      He shrugs.

      “What about the owners?”

      He lets out a whistle. “The Milam family’s got their own problems. That house used to be the crown jewel of their estate going back over a hundred years, probably. Buck Milam Senior — he died about twenty years ago — he had a few dalliances that made probating his estate a nightmare. Heirs coming out of the woodwork with that one. Cause of that, the house’s been tied up in court for generations. Lord knows how much money they’ve wasted yelling at each other in front of a judge.”

      The whole story is mind boggling. “And so in the meantime the house just sits out there empty?” I ask, incredulous.

      “Yep.” He chuckles. “By the time they get it all squared away, probably won’t be much of anything left for the winner to inherit.”

      I shake my head. “Isn’t it a liability to have kids partying on private property like that?”

      “Unfortunately, it’s out of our jurisdiction. Technically the house is on county land, and the sheriff seems to think there are more important things to worry about than some old abandoned house in the woods.” From his tone of voice, it’s clear he agrees.

      I frown. “So no one seems concerned that kids are going to an abandoned house in the woods to drink and do who knows what else?”

      “Look, I can understand your concern, certainly. But there’s also the reality of the matter. Kids are gonna find a place one way or another. When I was a teen, we partied in an old field we called the Island. We cordon off the Milam house, they’ll just go somewhere else.”

      To an extent I know he’s right, but it just seems wrong to turn a blind eye on something that could be so potentially dangerous. There’s no way that house can be structurally sound, and I doubt years of clandestine parties have done much to help matters. I can’t imagine knowing my kids were going to a place like that and turning a blind eye.

      “So the fact those three girls — Mandy, Willa, and Juliette — went there that day doesn’t raise any red flags?”

      “Again, I know how it must look to an outsider. But that’s just the way things are in places like this. When there ain’t much to do, you find your own trouble.”

      Arguing with him over this point isn’t going to get me anywhere or endear me to him, so I move on. “Did anyone go out to search the house? See if there were any relevant clues?”

      “Course we did.” He holds up a hand. “And before you ask, we searched the surrounding woods as well. Even brought out Old Beatty’s best hunt dog to try to track the missing girl’s scent.”

      I grind my teeth to keep from telling him that the missing girl has a name, and it’s Juliette. It’s important to me to use her name, to keep a constant reminder that we’re dealing with a real human being and not some abstract concept.

      “Is the case closed then?”

      “No ma’am. Not as long as she’s still missing, and I’m still sitting in this here chair.”

      “Would you be willing to let me take a look at your file? I’m not second guessing you, it’s just that—”

      He holds up a hand, cutting me off. “No need to explain, Ms. Proctor. Of course, I’d be grateful to have another pair of eyes on our investigation. If you can see something we missed, I want to know so we can make it right. Mrs. Mayweather is already copying everything over to a jump drive for you to take with you.”

      To say I’m surprised by my entire encounter with Chief Parks is an understatement. I’d come in today expecting to wage war against a giant ego. So far, however, he’s been completely accommodating.

      It makes me suspicious. I hate that I’m so quick to doubt the best intentions of others, but I’ve learned the hard way to never trust anyone. Everyone has an agenda, and it’s usually to cover their own ass.

      “That’s very generous of you,” I tell him. “Thank you.”

      “You’ll keep me updated with your investigation?” he asks.

      My only response is a smile. Let him interpret that how he wants.

      I stand, ready to leave and he stands as well. He holds out a hand, and I take it. “You’ve had luck in cases like this before.”

      Though I’m fairly certain I know what he’s asking, I look at him blankly.

      “Remy Landry. The Assembly of Saints. Those two girls in Wolfhunter. You have a reputation of finding what can’t be found.”

      As I’d expected, he’d spent the time while I’d been waiting for him googling me. He knows exactly who I am, who my ex-husband is, my background. I’m impressed he’s waited until now to bring it up.

      I nod. “I’ve been lucky.”

      He keeps his grip tight on mine for a little longer. It’s a dominance thing. He’s larger and stronger than I am, and he wants me to know he’s in charge. Then he smiles, broad and welcoming as he lets me go. “Well, I hope that luck holds, Ms. Proctor.”
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      After my meeting with Chief Parks, I explore downtown Gardenia, trying to get a feel for the area. The downtown isn’t large, but is well kept. Most of it is contained to one main street, with the city square of courthouse and police department anchoring one end and an old train station anchoring the other. Nestled between the two is a stretch of old brick buildings that form the core of the town.

      Unlike most small towns in the south, Gardenia seems to have somehow found a way to survive, which is surprising given how far it is from any major city. Most of the buildings are well maintained, their plate glass storefronts gleaming. They’re filled with boutiques and galleries and antique stores, the typical fare for folks with extra money to spend, which is odd given that there’s no real local industry, nor is there much of a draw for tourists that I can see.

      The only thing that mars the idyllic old-fashioned charm of the Main Street are the several racks of bright yellow bikes with “QuickBikes” emblazoned down the side crowding the sidewalks. They have the same bike rental service in Knoxville, and as far as I know, most of the bikes end up getting tossed in the river by kids with nothing better to do.

      I spot a cafe down a side street and wind my way toward it. The minute I step inside I’m greeted with the familiar smell of strong coffee and polished wood. I’d had to make do with motel room coffee this morning, which I choked down for the sake of getting necessary caffeine in my body.

      The woman working the counter is middle aged with smooth skin and short grey hair. She greets me with a wide smile that causes lines to crinkle around her eyes. I order my coffee without room for cream or sugar and a scone, which she let me know had come out of the oven less than an hour earlier.

      I take a sip of the coffee, nearly groaning with pleasure. This is a shop that knows its coffee, something I deeply, deeply appreciate. “This is amazing,” I tell her.

      Her grin widens. “Thanks. My family has a farm in Colombia where I grew up. My sister runs it now and what I don’t get from her, she sources locally. As you can tell, good beans make for good coffee.”

      “That’s for sure,” I tell her. “I may never want to leave,” I add with a laugh.

      “You wouldn’t be the first.” She leans her hip against the counter. “How long are you visiting for?”

      I lift a shoulder. “Not sure yet.”

      “You got family around here?”

      “I’m here for work, actually.” I hesitate only a moment before adding. “I’m a private investigator looking into the disappearance of Juliette Larson.” One thing I’ve learned since taking this job is that you never know where you might discover relevant information. Sometimes people don’t realize they have information about a case, and other times they know something but just aren’t sure who to tell.

      She nods slowly. “Sad story, that one.”

      There’s something about her choice of words that feels very deliberate. I take another sip of coffee, trying to sound casual when I ask, “Did you know her at all?”

      She shrugs. “She and her friends would sometimes come by in the afternoons. They were the typical sort, nice when they wanted to be and obnoxious when they didn’t get their way. Terrible tippers, and always left a mess. Pretty standard for that age, though.”

      I find this interesting given that everything else I’ve learned about the girls has been how polite they always are. But, as the woman said, typical teenage behavior. “You ever see them with any boys?”

      She thinks about that for a moment. “Not really. Most kids tend to hang out at the diner over on Rockmount. They have the best fries in town.”

      I tuck that piece of information away for dinner tonight. “Anything else stand out about them?”

      “Not that I can think of. They seemed pretty wrapped up in themselves.” She nods her chin toward the back. “Used to come in about once a week and sit in that corner over there, always talking real serious, but about what I have no idea. They clearly wanted their space, and I was happy to give it to them.”

      I give her a smile. “Thanks. If you think of anything else, feel free to reach out.” I take a card and place it on the counter. “I’m Gwen.”

      She takes the card and peers at the name. I wait a beat to see if she recognizes it. Doing so has become so second nature, I hardly realize I do it. When she doesn’t react, I let myself relax a little, but a part of me remains on edge. It always does.

      “Pleasure,” she says, reaching out a hand. “I’m Valeria. You need anything else, let me know.”

      I take my scone and head outside to find a table nestled near a well-tended garden. Most of it has been turned over, ready for winter planting, but a few fall flowers remain in bloom. The sky’s a crisp blue, the air fresh and soft with a soft breeze playing through the leaves.

      I give a glance at my surroundings, clocking any vulnerabilities. There are at least two exits — one through a gate in the fence surrounding the patio, and one out the back toward what looks like a tiny parking lot. The table I choose has a good view of the street running in both directions, which means I’d see any threat coming. Not that I’m anticipating any imminent threats, but that doesn’t mean I let down my guard.

      I settle in the chair, savoring the coffee for a few moments before taking out my phone and checking in with everyone. I pull up Connor’s location on the tracking app. He’s still at the motel. Knowing him, he went back to bed after I left and is still asleep. I decide it’s better not to disturb him and instead text Lanny to ask how everything’s going. I get back a thumbs up emoji in return. It’s the barest minimum necessary to let me know she’s okay, without any actual engagement whatsoever, and I find it infinitely frustrating.

      I decide to call Sam. At least he’ll want to talk. The minute I hear his warm voice I smile. “Good morning. How was your night?”

      “Long,” he says through a yawn.

      “Something happen?” I ask, suddenly concerned. “Is Lanny okay?”

      “She’s fine.”

      “You talk to her this morning?”

      “No, but I saw her last night. I may have gotten a little paranoid and followed her. I was discreet, though.”

      I laugh, the sound echoing around the empty patio. “You’re lucky no one saw you or you could have been arrested!”

      “No joke.”

      “Was there a reason for your paranoia?”

      There’s a pause. “I’m not sure.”

      “That sounds like a yes.”

      He sighs. “I talked to Leo Varrus.”

      My skin goes cold. “And?”

      “He’s not backing down.”

      That isn’t surprising given our history with the Lost Angels. “Do you think he’s a real threat?”

      “I don’t know. I asked Mike to look into him.”

      If he’s asked Mike to get involved, that means it’s more serious than he’s letting on. “What did Leo say to put you so on edge?”

      “He mentioned Lanny being at prospective students weekend.”

      I sit up straight, muscles coiling as my hand curls into a fist. “He threatened Lanny?” It comes out a growl. It’s one thing for these sickos to go after me, but the minute they bring my kids into it I go into full mama bear mode.

      “Don’t worry — I asked Mike to trace Leo’s call. It originated in California so he’s not a current threat. At least physically. He was just trying to get under my skin.”

      Though I’m glad to know Leo’s nowhere near Lanny, it still doesn’t put my mind at ease. “You were worried enough to trail our daughter,” I point out.

      “I thought it better to be safe than sorry.”

      I glance around the empty patio. I don’t like how vulnerable I suddenly feel. Lanny and Sam are too far away — if something happened and they needed me, it would take hours to reach them. “Maybe you two should drive down and meet us in North Carolina. We’d be safer if we’re all in the same place.”

      “Trust me, I’d much prefer if we were all together as well. But I don’t think that’s what’s best for Lanny right now.”

      “Being safe is what’s best for Lanny,” I bite out.

      He pauses before answering. “I don’t know if that’s enough anymore, Gwen. You should have seen her last night. She was smiling and laughing — completely at ease. I barely recognized her. She was so… happy. I don’t know that I realized how buttoned up she keeps herself at home. She’s always on edge, always waiting for the next shoe to drop. She needs this weekend. She needs to experience what life can be like. She needs to know there’s more to life than fear and running.”

      I close my eyes. His words hurt. I don’t like to think about Lanny being unhappy. But I’d rather her be unhappy than hurt or, even worse, dead.

      “I won’t let anything happen to her,” Sam adds.

      “I know.” And I also know he’s right. I can’t keep her protected forever. I can’t keep putting her life on hold because of our past. She has to find a way to live her life despite the threats in the world. Otherwise, they win. “You going to see her today?”

      His voice brightens. “There’s apparently a tea this afternoon in the college’s botanical garden for prospective parents and their kids. I’m guessing it’s so they can show off where all that tuition money goes.”

      I try to force the fear and paranoia from my voice. “Ooh, a tea, how fancy. I hope you packed the appropriate attire.”

      “I figured I’d show up in my ripped camo shorts, stained tee-shirt, and flip flops, really embrace the roll of embarrassing father figure.”

      “Still got her biological father beat by miles.”

      He chuckles. “Low bar.”

      I smile. “And you clear it admirably.”

      “Speaking of our kids, how’s Connor?”

      I groan, not really sure how to answer him. I’ve had a hard time reading my son recently. “When I asked him this morning he said he’s fine.”

      “You’re still worried.”

      “Of course I am. He just saw his best friend shoot two other friends at school. He shouldn’t be fine after that. No one should be.”

      “He’s been through a lot. He’s a strong kid.”

      I feel my throat tighten, a familiar rage and sorrow squeezing my heart. “He’s a kid. He shouldn’t have to be that strong. He shouldn’t just be able to take something like that in stride.”

      “I know. He’ll find a way through it.” He sounds so confident in our son. I let myself believe him, because I want to have that kind of faith in Connor as well.

      We chat a few more minutes before he has to go take a shower and find breakfast. Once we hang up, I continue sitting in the cafe garden, enjoying the coffee and taking the opportunity to scour through Juliette Larson’s social media profiles.

      Neither of my kids are allowed on social media — it’s too much of a risk and opens them up to too many online trolls — and while I know how important social media is to most kids, I’m still overwhelmed by the sheer volume of Juliette’s presence online. There’s not an outfit that isn’t photographed, a meal that isn’t detailed, an event that isn’t memorialized. There are thousands of posts.

      Scrolling through it all, I get a much better picture of Juliette than I had from any other source. Here she is in her own words and photos, documenting what’s important to her. Unsurprisingly, her two best friends, Willa and Mandy, show up in many of the posts. Selfies of them in the lunchroom at school, in bikinis at the lake the summer before, all made up and ready to go out to a school dance. In most of them they’re posing, very deliberate with the image they’re presenting to the world.

      Willa, with her frizz of yellow hair, often has a slightly surprised look on her face. And perhaps it would seem genuine if she didn’t sport the same expression in well over half the photos. Mandy cycles through a handful of expressions: sticking her tongue out, flashing a peace sign, quirking an eyebrow. Juliette is almost always smiling, though even that appears practiced.

      Rarely are there shots of genuine emotion, but that’s the point of social media. It isn’t about presenting the truth of yourself to the world, it’s about presenting an idealized portrait of who you wish you were.

      Scrolling through the endless stream, I begin to notice a kind of pattern and I realize their weeks tended to follow a similar rhythm. Photos of school, of homework, of hanging around lunch tables during the week, and then the shift to pictures of sleepovers at each other’s houses on the weekends. Often these were shots of painting nails or showing up some new makeup technique.

      And while there are photos of boys, there are none that stand out as regulars, especially in the more recent pictures. If Juliette had a boyfriend, he didn’t make an appearance in her social media. Which still leaves me with the mystery of who the boy in the truck was. Given how involved Mandy, Willa, and Juliette seemed in each other’s lives, it seems impossible Juliette was dating someone and didn’t share that information with her two best friends.

      Why wouldn’t she want them to know? I drum my fingers on the table, trying to come up with a reason Juliette would keep his identity secret. My first thought is that he’s someone she would have no business dating — someone much older, perhaps, or someone like a teacher, or even a married man.

      But the guy Willa and Mandy described as driving the truck that picked up Juliette was their age, maybe a year or two older. Which takes the possibility of him being an older man off the table. Ditto with him being a teacher or a friend’s father.

      I’m suddenly startled by the sound of church bells — two sets of them chiming at the same time but at different and very discordant pitches. Valeria’s clearing a table nearby and laughs when she notices me flinch. “You get used to it.”

      I pull a face. “What is that awful sound?”

      “Methodists and Baptists fighting. Back in the day, one of the founders of the town died, leaving his estate to the Methodist church. They used the money to construct a new building, including a massive tower with bells. Not to be outdone, the Baptists embarked on a major fundraising spree to construct their own church across the square. Of course, they had to put in their own bells as well. They worked out an arrangement that the Methodist church would chime the even hours and the Baptists took the odd. But then a few decades back, the new Baptist minister got on a tear about how odd numbers were of the devil, etc etc etc. So they declared they’d take the even hours, but the Methodists weren’t interested in making a change.” She raises her hands in a sign of surrender. “And that’s where we are today.”

      “It sounds like two cats eviscerating each other.”

      “You get used to it.”

      I shake my head as the clanging continues. “How has there not been some sort of town revolt to get it resolved?”

      “Half the town, including the mayor, are Methodist, and the other half, including the chief of police, is Baptist. Neither feels much like budging. The rest of us get to reap the rewards.”

      “Small town politics at its best.”

      She grins. “Exactly.” She heaves a bin of dirty mugs and saucers and makes her way back inside while the bells finally play out their last chime.

      I breathe a sigh of relief as the echo of the bells finally fades. Then something occurs to me. The chief of police mentioned going to church with Willa and Mandy’s family. I wonder which church Juliette Larson and her family attended. I do a quick online search and come up with the Gardenia United Methodist Church directory. Sure enough, it lists the Larson family as members. It’s the one difference I can find between Juliette and her friends, and while it isn’t necessarily promising, it’s a start.
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      When the girl outside sees me, she pushes herself up from the wall and comes to stand in front of me. “I’m Willa,” she says, sticking out her hand.

      I blink at her, startled by her presence. Her name sounds familiar. It takes a moment for my brain to catch up, and I’m finally able to place her. She’s the missing girl’s friend — the one who was with Mandy when Juliette disappeared.

      I’ve seen pictures of her in Mom’s file. None of them have done her justice, though. In photos she appears weird and awkward. Her hair is too frizzy, face too narrow, shoulders too slight. She seems out of proportion and out of place, almost as if she’s less physically substantial than those around her.

      In person, however, she’s remarkable. The features that seem wrong in photos become quirky in person. She looks like some sort of tree sprite come to life, with a mane of frizzy thick golden hair that tumbles down her back and a narrow nose that turns slightly up at the tip. Her jaw is pointed, her eyes the lightest blue I’ve ever seen, and her skin is pale and covered in a riot of soft freckles. She’s wearing a white dress with capped sleeves that bells out around her hips, landing mid-thigh. Long enough to be decent, but just barely.

      I’m already taken off guard at her sudden appearance, a feeling that’s only heightened by my complete inability to take my eyes off her.

      I clear my throat self-consciously. “I’m Connor,” I say, taking her hand. Her skin is soft and dry, her handshake firmer than I would expect.

      She grins. Her front two teeth are slightly crooked, but somehow even that enhances her charm. “I know.”

      I wait for her to say something else but she doesn’t. My mind spins, trying to figure out what she’s doing here. I have no idea what to say to her, which only makes my awkwardness worse.

      “Um, what are you doing here?” I worry that may come across as rude, so I add, “I mean, not that I mind. It’s just … it’s a weekday, shouldn’t you be in school?”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Shouldn’t you?”

      I feel my cheeks heat. That’s a topic I don’t want to touch with a ten foot pole.

      She laughs, a light high pitched musical sound. “We’re on fall break this week. Mandy told me she met y’all yesterday. I wanted to see for myself.”

      “Oh.” I wait for a beat, but she says nothing more. I learned from my mom that one of the most successful interrogation techniques is to say nothing — most people dislike silence and will do anything to fill it, even if it means incriminating themselves.

      For the first time, I understand why that technique is so successful. Willa’s silence is almost painful. I’m frantic to find a way to end it. “How long have you been waiting here?”

      She shrugs. “Not long.”

      She’s lying. Something in her features gives her away, but I can’t quite put my finger on what. I’m not sure I care, though. The thought of her waiting for me makes my cheeks warm.

      “How did you know where I was?”

      Another shrug. “Only one motel in town, so wasn’t hard to guess. Especially when I saw your mamma’s car parked out front.”

      I glance at the spot where Mom had parked her car the night before. She’d left early this morning, before eight, which meant Willa had her eye on the place for a while. I’m trying to decide whether to call her out on that when she asks, “You wanna go for a walk?”

      The question takes me by surprise, and I barely stop myself from blurting out “why?” Instead I glance back at the motel. Vee will be asleep for hours, and Mom won’t be back for a while. If I stay here there will be nothing for me to do, and with nothing to occupy my mind, I know I’ll just keep thinking about Kevin and what happened and all the articles saying so much awful crap about me.

      I’ll do anything to avoid facing that.

      I know I should ask Mom, or at least tell her where I’m going, but having to tell Willa I need to ask for permission makes me feel like a little kid. I’m fifteen years old. I know how to take care of myself. I should be allowed to go on a walk if I want to.

      My phone’s still plugged into the charger on my bedside table, and I consider taking a moment to grab it. But I’m afraid if I do so, Willa might change her mind and wander off without me. Besides, the last thing I need is for Mom to check the location app and see that I’m not at the motel and call me all frantic and treating me like a child. To have that happen in front of Willa would be mortifying.

      She holds out a hand. “Come on.”

      That makes up my mind right there. I surreptitiously wipe my palm against my pants, trying to dry it, before sliding my hand into hers. She gives me a huge grin. My stomach flips pleasantly in response.

      With a chime of laughter, she takes off across the parking lot, pulling me behind her.

      There’s something strange about this entire encounter, and I know I should have my guard up, but nothing about Willa even hints at the possibility of danger. In fact, just the opposite. She’s bright and cheery and genuine, and I feel my spirit lifting just being around her.

      Plus, she actually wants to spend time with me.

      It feels nice after the horror and emotional toll of the last few days.

      Instead of heading toward the entrance to the motel and out onto the main road, she leads me toward a copse of trees bordering the back of the parking lot. “Where are we going?”

      She glances my way. “The woods.” Her nose crinkles. “I hate cars and asphalt.” She pauses and tilts her head, a sudden expression of concern on her face. “That’s okay with you, isn’t it? You don’t mind the woods?”

      I think of the trees and mountains that surrounded our house in Stillhouse Lake. I’ve missed the quiet solitude of that since moving to Knoxville. “Just the opposite.”

      She brightens. “Oh good.”

      When we reach the end of the parking lot I notice a narrow path through the woods. It doesn’t appear heavily used, weeds having already started to reclaim it. Willa leads the way while I trail behind her. She has a bounce to her step when she walks, making it almost a skip. It causes the short little dress to rise even higher, and I try to keep from staring, but I can’t help it.

      She glances over her shoulder at me, and for a moment I worry she’s caught me staring, but she smiles. “You good?”

      I smile. “I’m good.” And I realize that for the first time in weeks, maybe even months, I mean it.

      The trail meanders for a bit, far enough that we soon leave the sounds of traffic behind. Now it’s just us, the sound of our breath mingling with the breeze through the trees and birds shuffling overhead. Soon the path dead-ends onto an old overgrown logging road that hasn’t seen cars for decades. She turns and waits for me to catch up before beginning to meander along it.

      Finally, we’re able to walk side by side and every now and again the backs of her fingers brush against the backs of mine. It causes my stomach to squeeze tight every single time. She glances my way and ducks her head, giving me a shy smile. “So, Connor, tell me about yourself.”

      It’s a broad question. “What do you want to know?”

      She shrugs. “Whatever you think is important.”

      I watch my feet for a moment, feeling like this is some sort of trick question. If it’s a test, I desperately want to pass it. “My name is Connor Proctor. I live in Knoxville, TN, though I spent most of my life in Wichita, Kansas. I’m fifteen. I have a sister named Lanny. No pets. My mom’s name is Gwen — she’s a private investigator, and my dad’s name is Sam — he’s a pilot.”

      In reciting these dry, boring details, I’m aware of all the things I could be telling her that I’m not. My name wasn’t always Connor. My father was a serial killer. I was once kidnapped by a cult who drowned its followers. I watched my closest friend shoot two of my classmates at point-blank range.

      Willa doesn’t seem impressed by what I’ve shared, and it causes a panicky flutter in my chest. I want her to like me. I want her to find me interesting and cool.

      “What about you?” I ask, desperate to deflect her attention from how lame I sound.

      She walks a few feet more and then stops. She stares off into the woods, then lets out a long breath. When she turns to face me, her eyes are wide and bright with tears. “I might be the reason my best friend Juliette disappeared.”

      She barely gets the words out before covering her face with her hands and starting to sob, her shoulders shaking.

      I have no idea what to do or how to handle the situation. All I know is that I have the urge to do anything to make her feel better. I think about what makes my sister feel better when she’s upset, and I put a tentative hand on Willa’s shoulder. Slowly, giving her every chance to pull away, I fold her into a hug.

      She leans against me, almost collapsing. Her arms immediately slip around my neck as she buries her face against my shoulder. “I’m sorry,” she cries.

      I tell her there’s no reason to apologize as I try to gently stroke her thick hair without getting my fingers tangled.

      After a minute she pulls away, giving an embarrassed laugh as she swipes at her eyes, leaving a few tears still clinging to her lashes. Remarkably, her face is clear, no red splotches or puffy red eyes. My sister always said there are pretty criers and ugly criers, and Willa is most definitely a beautiful crier.

      I miss the weight of her head against my shoulder and can still feel the remnants of her warmth in the palm of my hand. “You okay?” I ask.

      She nods. “Sorry, I just… it’s still so hard, you know? It’s been months and everyone says I should get over Juliette and move on. Accept that she’s gone. But I can’t.” She gives another self-deprecating laugh. “I’m sure you think I’m crazy for still holding out hope that we’ll find her.”

      “Not at all,” I say automatically, without thought. “I know exactly what you mean. Trust me. Sometimes you just need to keep believing something, even when everyone else thinks you’re crazy for doing so.” I think about Kevin and how I’m still holding on to how good a friend he was to me. And about Dad and my need to believe he still loved us. Both despite all the horrible things they did. “Especially then,” I add.

      Her eyes meet mine. She studies me for a moment, long enough that I start to feel awkward. “So you do understand,” she finally says. She sounds almost surprised.

      I nod. I’m afraid she’ll ask me more and that would mean talking about the shooting and my father, which would ruin everything. It always does. So instead I ask her, “Why do you say you’re the reason she disappeared?”

      She crosses her arms around herself which makes her look even smaller and more fragile. Her voice is barely a whisper when she says, “We got in a fight that afternoon.”

      I don’t remember reading anything about that in the file. “Really?”

      She nods and chews her bottom lip, suddenly anxious, as if she’s second-guessing having said anything. “You can’t tell your mom, though. You can’t tell anyone.”

      The request makes me feel uncomfortable. “But what if it would help them find her?”

      “It wouldn’t.”

      “But how can you be sure?”

      She cringes and looks down. Whatever happened clearly distresses her, and it’s obvious she wants to talk about it.

      I ask, “Have you told anyone? Does anyone else know?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m too embarrassed. It’s too terrible.”

      As much as I think it’s wrong to keep information from the police, I can’t resist the idea of sharing this secret with her. Other than Kevin, I’ve never had many close friends — it’s rare for anyone to confide in me. That she might consider me a confidant makes me feel important. Valued. Trusted.

      Sure, we just met, but sometimes I wonder if it’s easier to share personal things with strangers. There’s no history involved, no expectations either.

      “Ok, I promise I won’t tell my mom without your permission, how about that?” I hope it’s a promise I can keep, because I would absolutely betray Willa’s confidence if it meant saving Juliette’s life.

      She considers me a moment longer. Then she says, “On the day she disappeared, I told Juliette she was a bad friend.”

      I wait for her to say more and when she doesn’t I want to say, “That’s it?” But I’ve learned enough from having a sister and from being around other girls at school that the inner workings of female friendships can be a tumultuous thing.

      “What happened?”

      She sighs. “I found out that she’d been talking to some guy online and telling him things about me that were private. Secrets that I trusted her with absolutely. Even worse, she’d been spreading rumors about me. Telling him what a horrible person I was.” Her voice trembles at that last bit, and her eyes once again fill with tears. “She called me cruel.”

      Her revelation surprises me. I can’t imagine anyone describing Willa as cruel. I know I hardly know her, but everything about her seems so genuine and sweet.

      “Why?”

      She throws up her hands, clearly upset. “I don’t know. I can’t think of anything I ever did to her to cause that. She was my best friend — I was closer to her than I was with Mandy.”

      “How did you find out?”

      She squirms a little and averts her eyes. “I saw some of the texts between the two of them.” Again I can tell she’s holding something back, but I don’t press. I’m not surprised she wouldn’t want to confess to reading her friend’s private texts.

      I think about this new information and what it means to the investigation. This isn’t some small, trivial detail; this is big. This could make a difference. “I’m sorry, Willa, but I think you need to tell the cops about this.”

      Her expression turns horrified. She grabs at my hand, clutching it. “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? If they find out that she and I had a fight the day she disappeared, they might start to consider me a suspect.”

      I laugh at the thought of Willa as a suspect. “I doubt that.”

      She looks hurt by my response, and I realize she was being serious. She actually thinks she might be considered a suspect. And like an asshole, I completely dismissed her concern.

      “Would you be willing to take that risk if it were you? Would you admit to something that could incriminate you?”

      I immediately go cold as I remember the details of the shooting that I failed to share with the cops out of fear of how it would reflect on me. But our situations are different. Willa seems like the kind of girl who doesn’t have a violent bone in her body, while I’m the son of a serial killer. She’ll get the benefit of the doubt. I won’t.

      “It wouldn’t make you a suspect,” I assure her. “It would turn their sights on someone else — the guy she was texting would become a suspect.”

      “That’s why I told them about the car that pulled over when we were walking back into town. The guy inside — he has to be the guy she was texting with, right? So the cops already know about it. They’re already looking for him. Me saying anything about our fight that afternoon won’t help.”

      What she’s saying makes some sense, I guess. Still, it doesn’t sit right with me. “Do you know anything more about this guy? Anything that could help the cops find him?”

      She shakes her head sadly. “I wish I did. I thought me and Juliette were best friends, but you don’t keep those kinds of secrets from your best friend. Sometimes I think that maybe I didn’t lose her when she drove off in the car with that guy, but long before that when she started keeping secrets from me.”

      She sounds so sad that it makes my own chest ache. “I’m sorry,” I tell her.

      Her eyes are huge and her expression vulnerable as she looks up at me. She seems even more petite and defenseless in that moment, and I feel an urge to put my arms around her and protect her.

      “You don’t think I’m a terrible person, do you?” she asks.

      I want laugh at the absurdity of the question, but I don’t, fearful that she’ll take it the wrong way. Instead I tell her the truth. “Never.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      I struggle to find a way to explain without giving away too much of my own past. “I don’t think it’s fair to judge someone so completely based on only a subset of their actions.” Like my father, I want to add but don’t. He was a monster. But he was also my dad, and he loved me. Neither of those things can negate the other.

      She looks at me for a long moment before smiling. It’s like the sun breaking free of the clouds after a drenching storm. “I think I like you, Connor Proctor from Knoxville, TN with a sister named Lanny and a pilot for a father.”

      The declaration causes my head to spin with giddiness. “I think I like you too, Willa Devlin from Gardenia, NC who I know far too little about.”

      “Well,” She wraps her arm around mine, turning me to continue our walk in the woods. “Why don’t we rectify that then?”
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      I return to the motel more than two hours later after a long meandering stroll through the woods with Willa. We say good-bye in the parking lot, and there’s a moment where I wonder if I should try to kiss her. Before I can make a move, however, she leans close and brushes her lips against my cheek.

      The touch is soft and light and over before I barely even register it. She pulls away with a nervous giggle. Then she smiles and gives a wave and without saying a word spins and jogs toward the road, the hem of her dress floating dangerously high around the tops of her thighs.

      I want to call after her and ask when I’ll see her again. I don’t even have her cell phone number or have any way to get in contact with her. I realize as she darts out of the parking lot, that I may never see her again. It causes a jittery sort of panic to take root in my stomach.

      I almost run after her, but I worry that will be too much — be too aggressive. I have no idea what the right thing to do here is, or what she expects from me. Ultimately I stand frozen in place, watching her disappear.

      The only thing I know for sure is that I want to see her again, desperately so. There has to be a way I can make it happen.

      When I enter the motel room I find Vee sitting up in her unmade bed with her back against the headboard, remote control in her hand as she flicks through the TV. “Where you been?” she asks without looking my way.

      “Out.”

      Thankfully, she doesn’t press for details. I’m not sure I want to share about my morning with Willa.

      “Mandy came by,” she says.

      This gives me pause. “Did she? What did she want?”

      “Just to chat, I guess.”

      “And?”

      “She invited me to go to Juliette’s house with her and Willa later.” She says it so nonchalantly, when she knows it’s a big deal.

      My pulse picks up at the mention of Willa’s name. “Wait, what?”

      She shrugs, her attention still on the TV. “Apparently it’s a tradition of theirs. Was even before Juliette’s disappearance. They’d gather at her house on Saturday afternoons and hang out.”

      “Doing what?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know, girly shit.”

      “And they’re still doing it? Going to Juliette’s house even though she’s missing?”

      “I guess so, since I’m invited.”

      “And her parents are okay with that?” None of this makes any sense to me. It just seems creepy. Their daughter is missing, and it’s like they’re pretending it didn’t happen.

      “Must be since they allow it. Mandy said something about Juliette’s mom baking them cookies and stuff.”

      I move to stand in front of the TV, forcing her attention on me. “Vee, doesn’t this seem strange to you?”

      Eventually she drags her eyes to meet mine. She shrugs. “I don’t know. When I was their age I was sneaking out to drink in the woods with guys whose names I never knew. How the hell do I know what’s normal for hoity-toity-to-do upper middle class girls?”

      She has a point. It’s not like either one of us knows what it’s like to be a normal teen. Plus, if she goes, that means she’ll see Willa. Maybe she’ll say something about me or ask Vee for my contact info. “You gonna go?”

      She grins. “Hell yeah, I am.”

      “You gonna tell Mom?”

      She barks a laugh. “Hell no. You think she’d let me go if I did?”

      She absolutely wouldn’t, and we both know it. There’s a reason, though, and it’s not just because she’s paranoid. “You can’t just go do whatever you want whenever you want.”

      Vee stands and stretches. “Always have, always will.” She pushes past me on her way to the tiny bathroom, patting my head along the way as if I’m some sort of pet.

      I duck out of reach and follow her. “But what if you do something to screw with the investigation? Mom would be furious.”

      She turns in the doorway and raises an eyebrow. “Is that why you went off cavorting with Willa this morning?”

      I glare at her. So she did know where I was after all.

      “Did you learn anything interesting during your walk, or were you too busy being all mooney-eyed?” she teases.

      My cheeks burn hot, and I’m automatically defensive. “I’ll have you know I got some good intel, thank you very much.”

      “Really?” She sounds genuinely surprised and actually interested. “Tell me.”

      “Juliette had a secret online boyfriend.”

      As I’d expected, she’s impressed. “Whoa, that does seem like it would be important. That wasn’t in the files, was it?”

      “Nope. Hence the fact he was a secret boyfriend.”

      She purses her lips at me, and I have a moment of deja vu. It’s the exact expression Lanny would give me whenever I was being intentionally cheeky. For a moment I miss my sister fiercely. It’s weird to be here without her — it’s always been the two of us together, and I feel a little lost without her.

      “Then why did Willa tell you and not the cops?” Vee asks.

      I shrug. I already decided against telling Vee the rest — about the fight Willa had with Juliette the afternoon she disappeared. The more I’ve thought about it, the more I think Willa was right that it would just cast suspicion on her and muddy the waters. “She said she figured the secret boyfriend was the guy who picked Juliette up in the truck, so in a roundabout way, she did tell the cops about him.”

      Vee thinks about this for a second. “I guess. Still seems strange to me. So what’s the next step, Sherlock?”

      I can’t help but smile at her reference. Whenever Lanny and I worked together on one of Mom’s cases, she always claimed the title of Sherlock and made me her Watson. I like that I get to be the one in charge this time around. “I’ll see if I can track down this online boyfriend, and you see if there’s anything else Willa and Mandy know that they haven’t told the cops.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “You’re not going to tell your mom what you learned?”

      I know I probably should, but I also know exactly what she would say. She’d be upset that I talked to Willa about the case, and she’d tell me I couldn’t see her again. Once again, she’d take away something good in my life.

      “Not yet.”

      She smiles. “Looks like you got a little rebel in you after all. Good on ya.”
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      The Gardenia United Methodist Church sits on the same square as the police station, courthouse, and the Baptist church. It’s a massive structure made of white stone with a soaring square spire and is just as impressive inside as out. Stained glass windows run along both sides of the nave, culminating in a massive tableau of three windows behind the altar.

      A helpful sign just inside the entrance points out that the offices are to the left, and I follow the arrows into a nondescript hallway that leads to a large reception desk with a petite older woman hunched behind it. I explain who I am and that I’m hoping to speak with someone about Juliette Larson.

      She picks up the phone, murmuring briefly with someone on the other end, before smiling and showing me back toward a suite of offices. There’s a man waiting for me in one of the open doors and he introduces himself as the Reverend Timothy Walker. We shake hands and he gestures me toward a chair inside.

      As I sit, I take a closer look at the man and his office. He’s fairly nondescript: white with brown hair that’s thinning a bit around the edges, and muddy brown eyes. His cheeks are a little pale, indicating he doesn’t spend much time outside. There are no laugh lines evident around his eyes or mouth. Frankly, he looks rather dull.

      So does his office. His desk is immaculate, bare except for a well-worn bible sitting in the center. The rest of the room is equally sparse, except for a collection of crosses arranged on the wall behind him. There’s not even a computer in sight. I’d almost think he’d just moved in and hadn’t bothered settling in yet if I hadn’t read on the website that he’d been pastor of the church for the past two decades.

      He sits and folds his hands on the desk. His nails are clipped and polished, the skin of his fingers smooth and clear of visible flaws or scars. This is a man who hasn’t spent much time in his life performing hard labor. “What can I help you with today, Ms. Proctor?”

      I smile. “Thank you for taking the time to see me. The Larson family is a member of your congregation?”

      He nods, his face folding into an expression of concern. “They are. I pray for them and their daughter every morning and night.”

      Of that, I have no doubt. He seems a very devout human being. “How well did you know Juliette?”

      He takes his time thinking about the question. “I baptized her. Watched her grow and flourish as a member of our flock. She was an exemplary member of our youth community.”

      I shift in my chair. I wonder if he’d feel the same way if he’d seen some of the images on her social media feed. He seems like he’s one of those strict religious believers, the kind who would frown at makeup and talk of flirting and boys.

      “Did she have many friends here?”

      “I would assume so. She was quite involved in the church. Her devotion to the Lord was a joy to observe.” He says it so dryly that I almost wonder if he’s being facetious. But nothing about him points to the existence of any humor, dry or otherwise.

      “What kind of activities was she involved in?”

      “She was a member of the children’s choir for many years. An alto if memory serves. Unfortunately, she aged out. We used to have a choir for teens, but with homework and other obligations it became too troublesome to schedule practices.”

      “What about more recently? Such as the last year or so?”

      He frowns and reaches out to nudge the Bible on his desk, as if he’d just noticed it was out of place and felt the need to correct it. “I believe she may have been a member of the Church Youth Group as well.”

      There was no mention of this in the file I read. In fact, I hadn’t seen much of anything in her file or her online presence to indicate she’d been very involved in the church at all. “Can you tell me more about that?”

      He lets out a sigh, as though he finds my question tiresome. “What exactly would you like to know?”

      “How many kids were in the group, how often they met, what sorts of activities they did.”

      He returns his hands to their folded position on his desk. His expression remains genial, but there’s a tightness around his lips that wasn’t there before. “I’m afraid I’m not following how such information would be of use to you and your investigation?”

      There’s something about my line of questioning that’s bothering him, which sets off alarm bells for me. My pulse quickens a bit like it always does when I think I might be on to something. “Oh, I’m just trying to get as complete a picture of her as I can. You know, talking to her friends, that sort of thing.”

      “I can’t imagine anyone connected with Gardenia United Methodist had anything to do with her disappearance.”

      I find it interesting that he immediately jumps to that conclusion since I’d only been asking about Juliette generally and not specifically about her disappearance. I tilt my head to the side. “Is there a reason to believe there might be a connection?”

      “Absolutely not,” he snaps. His calm demeanor slips somewhat, and he draws a deep breath in through his nose in an apparent attempt to rein the show of emotion in.

      It’s too late. He’s already revealed there’s something there. I consider pressing him on it, but I’m pretty sure it would be useless. He seems the type who would protect his church to his dying breath.

      I give him my best disarming smile. If he thinks I suspect the church of wrongdoing, that will be the end of him giving me any information. “I’ll definitely keep that front of mind as I’m talking to folks. Speaking of, is there someone more involved with the youth group who would have known Juliette that I can talk to about her?”

      He hesitates only a moment before opening a drawer and pulling out a pad of paper. “Becky Eadies,” he says as he writes down a name and number. “She runs the group. Superb young woman. Very engaged. She should be able to answer any questions you have. If she can’t, come back, and I’ll find someone who can.” He pulls the sheet of paper free, folds it in half crisply, and passes it across the table to me.

      It’s clear he intends this to signal the end of our meeting. I stand, thank him for his time, and leave. Once outside I unfold the sheet of paper and give Becky Eadies a call. It turns out that she works at the church daycare and just happens to be on her lunch break at a nearby park if I want to meet up.

      “I’ll be the one wearing scrubs,” she informs me and sure enough, when I arrive at the park she’s hard to miss. Her scrubs are a shade of neon pink I didn’t know existed, and they clash horribly with her red hair that’s pulled up in a messy ponytail. When she notices me heading her way she jumps up and waves. “Oh hey! Ms. Proctor! Over here! It’s me, Becky!”

      As I draw closer, she gives me a wide grin that lights up her entire face. She seems the type that if there wasn’t a picnic table between us, she’d have pulled me into a hug the moment I was in range.

      “Hey, thanks for taking the time to meet with me,” I tell her.

      “No problem! You caught me just in time. I usually don’t get too long of a lunch break— I’m in the baby room, just two of us to take care of twelve kids. It’s great, and I love it, but sometimes you just need to get away for a second, you know? Thankfully, we’ve got some good nappers, and Ms. Louanne’s happy to cover for me a little longer cause then she can take a longer break later in the day. So it all works out.”

      Becky Eadies has clearly never met a stranger and could quite possibly talk to a wall. In my line of work, that makes for a great witness. “I won’t take up too much of your time. As I mentioned on the phone, I’m a private investigator looking into Juliette Larson’s disappearance.”

      The words are barely out of my mouth before she takes off. “Juliette, yeah, geez wow. I mean such a sad sad story. Has there been any more information about what happened? The local newspaper charges a subscription fee, and I know I should pay it and support their journalists and our community, but I just graduated from college and gosh, things are so expensive! You wouldn’t think in a town like this rent would be so high but yeah, it really is.”

      Her eyes are wide as she talks, and she comes across as incredibly innocent and naive. The mother in me wants to take her under my wing and explain to her about the world and its dangers, but I know that’s not my place.

      “I spoke to Father Walker, and he mentioned Juliette was a member of a youth group you’re involved with?”

      “Oh yeah. It meets Wednesdays. Pizza and Prayer I call it. It’s a good group of kids. About eight of them are regulars — you know, the ones I can really rely on to show up. With the rest, it’s a guessing game. Homework, other activities, there’s just a lot on their plates, you know? Makes it hard to figure out how much pizza to order. I always err on the side of getting too much. Means more leftovers for me, though don’t tell Pastor Walker I said that.” She ends on a slightly nervous giggle as if she actually might be concerned I would rat her out to her boss about taking home leftovers.

      “Was Juliette one of your regulars?” I ask.

      “I mean, maybe? Sometimes?”

      Her answer makes me wonder if she understands what it means to be a regular. “Was there anyone there she seemed to be particularly close to? Any friends or boyfriends?”

      She holds up her hands as if to stop me. “Oh goodness, I know what you’re thinking. It’s those movies that always seem to have these youth group retreats that are nothing but S-E-X.” She actually spells the word out like saying it aloud would be too dangerous. “But I can assure you, that’s not what goes on at all. That was one of the things Pastor Walker made very clear when he hired me. He wanted to make sure nothing got out of hand — no two kids of the opposite sex going off together where they might get in trouble. Which of course is when I reminded him that kids of the same sex are just as qualified to go off together and get in trouble, and I tell you, I thought I’d lost the job right then and there given how red his face turned, but come on. I mean, I know it’s the Methodist Church, and we have a reputation and all that, but inclusivity matters, you know? All God’s children are beautiful and blessed.”

      I’m starting to get dizzy with the pure number of words she’s able to throw at me without pausing for air. “So no boyfriends in the youth group for Juliette?”

      She shrugs. “I mean, not that I know of? But honestly, you’d probably be better off talking to the guy who ran it before me. When Juliette disappeared, I’d only had the job for like just over a month or so. I remember because I really struggled to figure out how to address her being missing with the group.”

      It takes me a moment to tease out the important piece of information buried in the deluge of words and when I do, I cut her off mid-ramble. “Wait, you’d only been working for the church for a month when Juliette disappeared?”

      She nods. “Yep. I started right after graduation. Didn’t even take time off to go to the beach with all my friends.”

      “So you didn’t really know her all that well,” I point out.

      She seems a little stung by the statement. “I mean, yeah, I didn’t know her super well. But she was nice enough, and we had several conversations.”

      “But in terms of whether she had any history with any of the other kids in the group…”

      “I mean, yeah, no, that I wouldn’t know too much about unless one of the other kids brought it up. Sorry,” she adds with a shrug.

      I find it odd that Walker would send me to Becky as the best person to ask about Juliette when she’d hardly known the girl.

      “You mentioned a guy who had the job before you. Do you have his contact information?”

      She squinches her face into a frown of regret. “Unfortunately, no. And don’t bother asking anyone at the church for it either. I tried that, and they were not interested in me reaching out to him. I told them I wanted to get his thoughts on the kids, know what sort of activities they’d been doing so I wasn’t repeating things, but Father Walker told me he thought it would be best if I went into the job without any preconceptions. Give every kid a clean plate to start with, as he put it. Which makes sense when you think about it.”

      It sounds like a bullshit excuse to me, but I’m not surprised Becky accepted it without question. She seems like someone who takes people at face value and isn’t likely to assume subterfuge.

      “Do you happen to know the last guy’s name?” I ask.

      She tilts her head to the side, thinking. “You know, now that you mention it, Father Walker never said. He always just referred to him as ‘the last gentleman who held your job’ or something like that. But I think his name was Josiah because early on I remember one of the boys in the group complaining that I wasn’t as fun as Josiah was, which really hurt my feelings at the time, you know? But it did make me try harder to win them over, and I think I’m doing a good job of it.”

      She’s cut off by the booming clang of a nearby bell. It’s quickly joined by others as both the Methodist and Baptist church bells duke it out in a discordant duel of sound. Becky jumps to her feet.  “Oh goodness, that’ll be the end of my break.” She has to shout to be heard over the horrible clatter. “I’d better get back before those babies start waking up. You let one get squalling too hard, and it’ll wake up the rest, and then it’s just diaper changes one after the other like dominoes. Did you have any other questions? We can always meet again if you need.”

      I smile. “You were incredibly helpful, Becky, thanks.”

      She gives me another wide grin and clasps her hands together over her heart. “Oh good! That makes me happy. I’m so glad I could help. I’ve gotta run but have a great day, Ms. Proctor!” She waves before starting back toward the church.

      Thankfully the bells have stopped their caterwauling, and I sit for a moment, enjoying the silence and letting my ears clear after the tsunami of sound they’d just endured. I make my way back toward United Methodist’s church offices and stop at the reception desk.

      “Back so soon?” she asks. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m hoping you might be able to give me the contact information for the person who ran the Youth Group before Becky Eadies took over. I think his name was Josiah?”

      Her smile tightens. “One moment please.”

      Before long, Father Walker appears. “Is there a problem?” he asks. “Was Miss Eadies not helpful?”

      “Oh, she was lovely, I was just hoping to speak with someone who knew Juliette a bit longer than she did.”

      He straightens slightly, clasping his hands together in front of himself. “I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

      My internal alarms are blaring that something is definitely amiss here. “Why’s that?”

      “When he quit, he declined to provide us with updated contact information.”

      “Why did he quit?”

      Walker’s smile tightens. “I’m sure you’re aware of the sensitivity of HR matters. I think it best I not discuss that.”

      Bullshit, but I let it slide. “What was his name? I’m sure I can track him down on my own. It’s what I do for a living after all.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t recall.” I have to give him credit for giving me such a baldfaced lie with such a straight face.

      I lift an eyebrow, dubious.

      He returns my stare placidly. After a moment he adds, “Anything else I can help you with, Ms. Proctor?”

      I have to remind myself that this is a small town, and I doubt the Larsons would be pleased to learn the PI they hired decked their pastor. Still, I want to launch myself at the minister and grab his lapels and scream at him that a teenage girl is missing. Whatever he’s trying to hide isn’t worth risking her life.

      Instead I console myself with the fact that whatever Father Walker is hiding, I’ll find. Whether it’s related to Juliette’s disappearance or not, I plan to wipe that smug sense of entitlement off the man’s face.

      I give him my own tight smile, saying “No, thank you,” before turning to leave. I pause at the door and glance back at him. “Oh, and when I track down Josiah’s current contact info, I’ll be sure to pass it along to you so that you can update your records.” I give him my sweetest smile, enjoying the twin spots of color that light up his cheeks before I continue my way outside.
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      When I return to the motel to check on Connor and Vee, I find them both in my room. Vee’s on one bed flipping through TV channels while Connor’s on the other bed, hunched over his laptop. Neither of them looks up when I arrive or acknowledges my existence in any meaningful way.

      I go to the TV and click it off.

      Vee frowns. “Hey, I was watching that.”

      I shoot her an expression letting her know how little I care. “Rule number one,” I say, “When you’re in the motel, that chain needs to be on the door.”

      “It was,” Vee said.

      “Then how was I able to get in here?”

      She gives an exaggerated groan. “Calm your tits. I just went to get something from the vending machine like two minutes ago. We’re both fine, aren’t we?”

      “You wouldn’t be if I were an ax murderer,” I point out.

      She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, but you’re not.”

      “Staying safe isn’t a joke, Vee,” I snap.

      “Fine.” She pushes from the bed and stomps through the connecting door into her bedroom. I hear the TV click on louder than it needs to be to make her displeasure about being displaced known.

      I turn to Connor. “And you should know better. You should have checked to make sure the chain was on the door when she came back.”

      He doesn’t look up from his computer, still absorbed in whatever he’s reading. “Sorry, Mom,” he says. It’s a perfunctory apology at best.

      I move to the bed and sit down next to him. “I know it gets old, honey, but you have to stay vigilant. One slip and—”

      He looks over at me. “Mom, I know.”

      And he’s right, he does know. He’s seen what can happen firsthand when you let your guard down, even for a second.

      “I was just distracted,” he continues. “Next time I’ll double check. Promise.”

      I nod. “Thank you.” Then I look down at his computer. “What are you working on?”

      “I think I might have found something in Juliette’s case.” He turns the screen so that I can more easily see the webpage he has pulled up. “It’s a dating app, and this is clearly Juliette’s photo.”

      He’s right, the photo of Juliette is one I’ve seen before on her other accounts. In it she’s on a beach, smiling widely while her hair blows around her head. I glance at the name of the app, but don’t recognize it. “I don’t remember this account being listed in her file.”

      “It’s not,” he confirms.

      I take the laptop and sit on the other bed, studying the profile. It’s got a fake name, fake hometown, and fake age. Nothing that would ever come up in a search for her. “How did you find this?”

      His eyes light up and he scoots forward so that he’s sitting on the edge of the bed, facing me. “I was thinking about that guy whose car she got into. It seemed obvious she knew him, and I started to wonder how she might know someone Willa and Mandy didn’t.”

      I’m impressed that his thoughts mirrored my own. “Smart.”

      He seems pleased by the compliment. “So I wondered if maybe she had other social media accounts that no one knows about. You know, Finstas and whatnot. It’s a pretty common thing — having multiple accounts and hiding them.”

      Something about the way he says it triggers an alarm in my head. I look at him sharply. “Do you have social media accounts I don’t know about?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Seriously, Mom? You think I don’t know better?”

      Normally I would accept that answer, but I notice he didn’t actually answer the question. Given what happened with Kevin and realizing how much in his life I haven’t been aware of, I press the issue. “You didn’t say yes or no.”

      His jaw tightens. “No, Mom. I don’t have any social media accounts. You happy?”

      I nod. “Good.”

      “Anyway,” he exaggerates the word before continuing. “I did a reverse image search looking to see if she was using her own photo as a profile pic somewhere we didn’t know about.” He gestures to the laptop. “I got a hit.”

      I take a closer look at the profile. She looks young, carefree. She looks like a target, and she wouldn’t be the first. A sour feeling fills my stomach. If she met someone online and he took her, she could be anywhere.

      “There’s more,” Connor says. “She met a guy named Beau and they seemed to hit it off. The app has an internal messaging system, and they used to talk all the time.” He takes the laptop back and clicks on a few links before passing it back over. This time the screen is filled with what looks like a chat window, except the only thing visible are timestamps. Any actual messages are missing.

      I frown. “Where are the texts?”

      He holds up his hands. “That’s the problem. I think someone deleted them all. But because of the way the system’s set up, you can still see the timestamps.”

      “So we know when they talked, but not what they actually talked about.”

      He nods. “Exactly.”

      My eyes skim down the page. "This is an amazing find, Connor. Great job.”

      He smiles. “Except for the bad news: Beau deleted his profile as well.”

      I’m about to remind him that when it comes to the internet, nothing is ever gone for good, which is why you have to be careful with what you post, when something occurs to me. “Wait, how did you get access to all of this?” I ask, gesturing at the chat window.

      He shrugs. “Figured out her password.”

      My jaw drops. “What? You broke into her account?”

      “It wasn’t hard. Most of her passwords were listed in the file you have. If you look at them closely enough, it’s obvious they’re all riffs off the same basic structure. It wasn’t too difficult to figure out what she used for this site. Only took three guesses.” He says it with pride and not a trace of compunction. It’s as if he has no idea that what he did was wrong.

      “There are rules, Connor. You can’t break into someone else’s account like that. You could have tainted the entire investigation. If you got this information breaking the law, it could be really bad.”

      “Fine,” he grumbles. “Whatever.”

      He starts to grab his laptop but I pull it out of reach. I find it astounding that he isn’t taking this seriously. Does he not understand that his actions can have consequences?

      “There’s something called the fruit of the poisonous tree—it means that any evidence you collect from an illegal search is tainted. It could undermine the entire case.”

      He rolls his eyes. “It’s not like we’re the cops, Mom. The same rules don’t apply to us.”

      “But there are still rules, Connor—”

      He crosses his arms. “And you’ve never broken them before?”

      Of course I have, but at least I’ve been aware when I’ve done it. I’ve always weighed the need to follow the rules versus the consequences of not. But Connor didn’t even consider that. He didn’t seem to be thinking at all. “We’re not discussing my actions.”

      He pushes to his feet, hovering over me. “Maybe we should.” His breathing is tight, his shoulders bunched. He’s way too agitated, and I wonder if I’ve asked too much of him too soon. He’s still recovering from what happened at school. Perhaps he needs more distance from tragedy.

      “Maybe you should take a break from this case.”

      His eyes go wide. “Seriously?” He flings his arms in the air, voice rising. “What the hell else am I supposed to do?”

      There’s an edge of anger and resentment to his voice that concerns me. It’s a tone I’ve heard more and more over the last few months. I don’t like it. I can’t help but wonder how much of it is attributable to Kevin’s influence and if so, what other influence Kevin might have had that I’m unaware of.

      Seeing how quickly his temper flares causes something to shift uneasily inside me. There’s a moment where I feel almost uncertain of my own son. My heart flutters as a familiar sensation floods my system: adrenaline — my body sensing danger and slipping into fight or flight mode.

      It sends me off balance. This is my own son, I remind myself. He’s a good kid. There’s nothing I need to be afraid of.

      Even so, that doesn’t mean I need to support his recent behavior. “I just think with everything else going on—”

      His expression turns stormy. “You mean Kevin. You can say his name, you know. You don’t have to tiptoe around as if I’ve somehow forgotten why we left town.”

      It’s the first time he’s brought up Kevin and the shooting. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      He snorts. “No. What I’d like is to get out of here.” He stalks to the door. “I’m going for a walk.”

      “You know you can’t do that, Connor. We’re in a strange town, and it’s too dangerous to wander around on your own.”

      He spins and throws up his hands. “Then what do you expect me to do all afternoon, huh?”

      Vee appears in the connecting doorway making it clear she’s been listening to the entire conversation. “I’ll go with him, Ms. P. Will that make you feel better?”

      I’m not sure that it does. Vee isn’t exactly a paragon of responsibility. But Connor’s right, it isn’t fair to keep him trapped in a motel room 24/7. I think about what Sam said after the shooting, about giving Connor time and space to figure out things for himself before pushing him to open up about it. I’m still not sure if that’s the right course of action, but I don’t think trying to force Connor to talk about things right now will get me anywhere.

      So I relent. “Keep your phones on you, both of you.”

      Connor’s already out the door and doesn’t acknowledge me. Vee pauses. “I’ll keep an eye on him, Ms. P. I promise.” She says it sincerely.

      I nod my thanks.

      I stand in the doorway, watching Connor and Vee stroll across the parking lot toward the main road. Already I’m second guessing letting them go alone and considering going after them. It’s a constant battle, one that never gets easier — the tension between wanting to keep my kids cocooned in bubble wrap and giving them the freedom they need to grow and thrive.

      That has been one of the most enduring legacies of what happened in Salah Point. I came so close to dying — too close. If Kez hadn’t risked her life to warn me that the madman Jonathan Bruce Watson was about to electrocute the metal staircase I was climbing, I would have fried to death. And if I’d been able to climb any higher before I’d been forced to jump, I wouldn’t have survived the fall.

      A few more stairs, a few seconds’ hesitation, and I’d be dead. I’d no longer be around to protect my kids.

      Sam is their adoptive father, and I know he loves them as his own — he would die for them. I know they are as safe with him as they are with me.

      But I still feel a deep, fluttering panic whenever I think about not being there for them.

      My therapist has pushed me to face this terror, to confront how close I came to dying and what that would mean for my children, but every time we get close to talking about it, I shut down. I just can’t.

      It’s easier to escape into work, deal with other people’s problems instead of my own. Speaking of… I go back to Connor’s computer and copy down the dating profile information and send it back to my office. Thankfully J.B. has several tech geniuses working for her, and it isn’t long before one of them pings me back with an IP address attached to Beau’s account and the physical address tied to that IP address.

      I text back my thanks and then copy and paste the address into my maps app. It’s in the middle of nowhere and that’s saying something given that Gardenia isn’t necessarily a bustling metropolis. I switch to satellite view and zoom in. The structure’s small and rectangular, looks to be a trailer or something similar, and sits at the end of a long gravel driveway. The closest neighbor is at least half a mile away.

      I switch apps to the one that tracks the family’s cell phone locations. Lanny’s icon shows her on the Reyne campus, and I smile when I notice that Sam’s icon is at a coffee shop only a few blocks away. Still keeping an eye on her, it seems. Connor and Vee’s icons are close to downtown Gardenia.

      I text them both, “I have to go check on something and will be gone for a couple of hours. You two doing okay?”

      Connor responds, “Haven’t gotten kidnapped, mugged, or mutilated yet but afternoon’s just getting started.”

      Vee quickly follows with, “We’re fine, Ms. P. We found a coffee shop and decided to hang here for a while. We’ll call if anything comes up.”

      It’s strange seeing Vee acting like a responsible adult, but stranger things have happened. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Vee, it’s that nothing should surprise me.
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      Connor owes me for keeping quiet about his little date with Willa this morning, so I figure it’s only fair that I make him cover for me while I go to Juliette’s this afternoon. Him storming out on Ms. P earlier provided the perfect excuse, and it takes very little convincing before he agrees to hang out at the coffee shop all afternoon while I go have a little fun.

      “You know Mom actually checks your cell phone location on her app, right? So you either have to leave your phone with me, or she’s going to totally bust you.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’ve never gotten into much trouble in your life, have you?”

      Twin spots of pink appear on his cheeks. “I’ve been in trouble,” he mumbles. “I just try not to. Mom kinda freaks out over things like that. You really don’t want to see her when she’s mad.”

      “I’m sure I’ve seen worse. Trust me.”

      He snorts. “I doubt it. Mom can get pretty fierce.”

      I know this kid has been through a lot in his life, but he still has no idea how sheltered he really is. He’s right that his mom can get feral — I’ve seen it happen and been on the receiving end of it — but it’s only ever directed at people coming after her family. When it comes to those in her family, she’s nothing but love and acceptance. Sure, she can be strict, but that ain’t the same thing as fierce.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got us covered.” I dig into my bag and pull out the burner phone I picked up at the gas station by the motel.

      He eyes the phone warily. “What’s that?”

      “It’s a phone.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I know that. How will that keep you from getting in trouble?”

      I grin, happy to explain. “Simple. I’ve set up my phone to forward all my texts and calls to this one. That way I can leave my phone with you, and Ms. P will think I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be. But if she or anyone else texts, I’ll still be able to get it and respond.”

      He looks impressed. “Pretty smart. How did you figure out to do that?”

      “Years of sneaking around,” I tell him. I don’t tell him the truth, that my momma could give a shit less where I was and never once bothered checking the location of my phone. But I still learned a few tricks from my friends along the way. Some of those tricks have proven to be quite useful.

      “I can do the same for you, if you want,” I offer. “Just grab a burner phone, and I’ll set it up.”

      His eyes go wide as if the very idea horrifies him. Like I said, pretty sheltered kid. “Mom would kill me if she found out.”

      “Your mom needs to learn how to relax.”

      He shakes his head. “Not after what she’s been through.”

      I grunt. “We’ve all been through shit.”

      “Not like her.”

      I shrug. I’m not the type to get in a debate on who’s led the shittier life. Everyone has crap to deal with.

      We walk for a moment without saying anything. The motel we’re staying in sits on the main road just outside of town, but despite that there’s not much traffic. I guess not a lot of people have urgent business in Gardenia, North Carolina. Go figure.

      I glance over at Connor. “You ever get tired of her paranoia? Of always having to worry that the boogeyman’s coming to get you?”

      He snorts. “I wish it were the boogeyman. That would be so much easier than the truth.” He kicks at a rock on the ground, watching as it skips into the road.

      We continue a little ways more before I ask, “You doing okay, Connor?”

      He seems surprised by the question. “Why do you ask?”

      I shrug again. “Someone’s got to.”

      I’ve spent enough time with Lanny to know how easy it is for her to pretend everything’s normal when underneath it all there’s nothing farther from the truth. More nights than I can count I’ve snuck into her room and held on to her as she’s cried about one thing or another, and in the morning she’s all smiles with no evidence there were ever any tears.

      Connor draws a sharp breath, and for a second I think he’s about to cry but then he swallows a few times and shakes his head. “I’m fine.”

      Saying “I’m fine” is the biggest non answer anyone can give. I should know. I’ve spent most of my life being “fine,” even though I never am.

      “No, you’re not,” I tell him because it’s true and any idiot can see it. I ain’t no idiot.

      “You’re right. I’m not.”

      “You want to talk about it?”

      He glances my way before returning his focus to the sidewalk, looking for another stone to kick into the road. “Not really.”

      I nod. I’m not gonna force him to talk about it if he doesn’t want to. We walk the rest of the way in silence. I drop Connor at the coffee shop in town and then hitch a ride out to Juliette’s house, where Mandy and Willa are waiting for me on the sidewalk. They stand as the truck pulls to a stop, and I climb out.

      “Who was that?” Mandy asks, watching the truck take off down the road.

      I shrug. “Some guy who offered me a ride so he could lecture me about the dangers of hitchhiking.”

      Willa’s eyes go wide. “You hitchhiked?” She sounds genuinely shocked.

      I glance toward Mandy who seems shocked as well, but also impressed. I like the gleam it gives her, like I’ve just made myself a little more interesting to her. It cuts the edge off the intimidation I feel about being around the two girls who are so obviously out of my league.

      “Gotta get around somehow,” I tell them.

      “But what if he’d been an ax murder or something?”

      “That’s what this is for.” I hold open my bag to show them a hard sided case sitting inside. When neither of them looks too impressed, I realize they have no idea what it is so I pull it out and flick it open so they can see my gun resting inside.

      If Ms. P knew I’d brought it on this trip and that I’ve been carrying it around, she’d kill me. But she’s also always the first to carry herself, so clearly she understands the importance of self-protection. Besides, I’ve been going to the range plenty of times. I’ve been practicing — I know how to be safe about things.

      Both girls gape at the sight of the gun. “You ever used it before?” Mandy asks.

      I shrug. “A few times.” I don’t elaborate that mostly it’s only been at the range, but there have been a few times I’ve had drunk guys banging on my door in the middle of the night, either lost or confused. Flashing my gun usually fixes the problem.

      They share a look and then Mandy smiles at me and holds out a hand, waiting for me to take it. It’s such a simple gesture, clearly one she’s done hundreds of times and doesn’t think twice about. But it’s not one I’m used to. Where I come from, we don’t just touch each other like that. We keep to ourselves.

      It feels strange to have this girl — practically a stranger — want to pull me along with her. Want to include me. I think I like it.

      “Come on,” she says. “Let’s go inside.”

      I drop the gun case back into my bag and slip my fingers into hers, letting myself be pulled into her world.

      Mrs. Larson has clearly been anticipating this afternoon because the house smells like a bakery, making my mouth instantly water. The two girls lead me into the kitchen, where Mrs. Larson stands in front of the stove, an honest to God apron — complete with ruffles — tied around her waist.

      Mandy introduces me as a new kid at school, which I’m grateful about because the last thing I need is Mrs. Larson telling Ms. P I was here. The woman folds me into a hug like I’m not a complete stranger. I’m not really the touchy-feely type, and I stiffen up when her arms go around me. She holds on to me for a while, and I let her because her own kid is missing and I guess this is how she deals with it.

      Finally, she releases me and fusses over Mandy and Willa, petting their hair and offering them cookies and looking at them both like she’s starving for something. She doesn’t find it strange they brought me to tag along; she just folds me into the group like I’ve always been there.

      When Mandy asks if we can go hang out in Juliette’s room, Mrs. Larson waves us on with a smile on her face.

      It’s weird. All of it.

      I trail after the two of them as they trample up the stairs, as comfortable as if the house was theirs. The door to Juliette’s room is closed, and they push it open without second thought. Willa goes straight to the bed and drops onto it, falling back against the pillows.

      Mandy goes for the closet and starts flipping through hangers.

      I just stand in the doorway because this is the room of a girl who’s definitely missing and possibly could be dead, and somehow going inside feels like trespassing. Not that I’ve ever been much to stand on ceremony, but I learned growing up to respect the dead if you want them to respect you.

      Mandy turns from the closet and eyes me. “What size are you?”

      I shrug. It’s been a while since I’ve bought any of my own clothes. Most of what I wear I’ve borrowed from Lanny or snuck from Gwen’s drawers. Mandy pulls out a hanger with a halter dress draped from it. “This’ll fit, don’t you think?” She then glances at Willow. “She looks the same size as Juliette, doesn’t she?”

      Willa joins Mandy in eyeing me up and down. It feels weird having them both stare at me like that. Finally Willa nods. “Shorter, but close enough.”

      “Here, let’s see.” She tosses the hanger my way. “Try it on.”

      I’m so surprised by the request that I fumble with the hanger, almost letting it drop. “Why?”

      “You certainly can’t wear that to the party tonight.” She looks pointedly at my old jean cutoffs and the Ramones shirt I’d nicked from Lanny before we left.

      “Party tonight?”

      “Yeah. Down at the Shadow Shack in the woods. You’re coming, aren’t you?” She says it like a challenge.

      I’ve never been one to turn away from a challenge. I shrug. “Sure. Doubt there’s anything else to do anyway.”

      Willa rolls to her side on the bed, propping her head in her hand. “You should bring Connor too. He’s cute.”

      I ignore that. I don’t think of Connor that way and don’t want to start.

      Mandy keeps flicking through the clothes in Juliette’s closet, and I remember that part of the reason I’m there is to find out more about the missing girl and what happened the day she disappeared. I fiddle with the hanger in my hands and step farther into the room, taking a better look around.

      The bed’s big and comfortable looking, piled with more pillows than any single human being has a need for. Willa hasn’t even noticed that she kicked a few to the ground as she’s made herself comfortable, and while I’m not one who gives a shit about tidiness, it feels a little disrespectful to make a mess. That doesn’t mean I bother picking any of them up, though.

      To my right there’s a bookcase stuffed full of all sorts of things. I pause in front of it, letting my eyes skim across the various items. The bottom shelf’s got a couple of textbooks with broken spines. They look like they’ve seen a lot of use, and I wonder if that came from Juliette or if, like me, she always went for the well-used books because they’re cheaper. Somehow, I doubt cost was a big concern, which means she was the kind of girl who studied a lot.

      “Was Juliette smart?” I ask.

      “She is smart,” Mandy says, emphasizing her use of the present tense.

      I let my fingers trail over various decorative boxes, opening a few to find the kind of crap that people save because it has some sort of meaning only to them. There are a couple of movie stubs, a polished stone, a silver dollar and two dollar bill. I wonder at having the kind of life where you’d keep a fortune from a cookie thinking it had any kind of chance of coming true.

      One of the shelves has half a dozen picture frames, and I study them. They’re all variations on the same thing: Willa, Mandy, and Juliette, posing, even when they’re pretending not to. I tap one of the photos. “Three friends, down to two. Those are some shitty odds.”

      Willa sucks in a breath. Clearly, she’s not used to people being blunt about so-called delicate topics.

      Mandy just eyes me over her shoulder for a long moment. Then she laughs. “You really don’t give a shit about much, do you?” she asks.

      She’s wrong, there’s a lot I give a shit about, but nothing I plan on sharing. I lift a shoulder.

      “It’s one of the things I like about you.” Her grin grows wider. “One of the many things.”

      I can’t help the effect her words have on me. I’ve had plenty of girls like me over the years, but none like Mandy. None so clearly out of my league in every way. I like the way it makes me feel.

      Mandy goes back to sorting through the closet, and Willa resumes scrolling through her phone. I continue my tour of her room, but I know the odds of me finding anything useful are low. Juliette’s room is like an alternate universe. It’s just so full of stuff. Growing up, we didn’t have extra cash to throw around on crap like this. My bedroom walls were bare, the curtains secondhand from Goodwill — my clothes as well.

      Maybe when I was a kid I wanted the kinds of things that crowd Juliette’s shelves, but I learned to stop wanting like that a long time ago.

      “So, about this party tonight. You said it was in the woods?” I ask.

      Willa makes a vague hum of agreement, saying. “At the Shadow Shack.”

      I pick up a notebook from Juliette’s desk and flip through it. It’s math, the equations and numbers written in perfect precise handwriting. “Didn’t y’all go there the day Juliette disappeared?”

      “We were bored,” Willa says, sounding equally bored now.

      “It was her idea,” Mandy adds. She pulls a hanger from the closet. On it hangs a scrap of a dress. “This one, I think,” she announces.

      Without a second thought, Mandy pulls her shirt up over her head and lets it drop onto the floor. Her shorts are next, sliding over her smooth hips to land at a puddle around her feet. She’s left wearing nothing but a white cotton bra and matching panties. There’s nothing special about them, nothing fancy, but there’s something about the simplicity of them that sets my heart racing.

      I seen plenty of girls — and guys for that matter — naked, and I have to say that Mandy’s one of the prettiest. I feel like maybe I should look away, give her some privacy, but I can’t. My cheeks start to heat when I drag my eyes up her body to her face and see her staring at me.

      I gesture behind me. “You want me to turn around or somethin?”

      She smiles real slow. There’s something knowing in her expression, like she knows how flustered she’s making me and she likes it. “S’okay,” she says. “We’re all friends here. Right, Willa?”

      Willa’s not even looking. She’s found a fashion magazine and is flipping through it idly on the bed. She hums a response that sounds like agreement.

      Mandy nods her chin at me and the dress in my hands. “Your turn,” she says.

      When I hesitate, I note a flash of a smirk in her eyes. Oh hell no. No way I’m letting this girl get one over on me. I toss the halter dress on the bed as I toe off my shoes and shimmy out of my shorts and t-shirt.

      I keep my chin raised and my expression defiant as I feel her look me over. My bra and underwear aren’t particularly nice, but at least they’re clean.

      Mandy moves to a dresser set against the far wall. “First things first,” she says, pulling open the top drawer. She pulls out two bright pink scraps of fabric and walks toward me. She holds up what turns out to be a bra, pressing the cups of the silky material against my chest to see if it will fit.

      I’m so startled I don’t even think about batting her away. Plus, the backs of her fingertips are warm against the sides of my ribs. The skin along my arms and torso erupts in a wave of chill bumps.

      “You cold?” Her voice is soft, and she’s close enough I can smell the sweetness of her shampoo. She’s still wearing next to nothing, and her skin looks soft and smooth. I want to rest my hands on her hips and maybe tug her toward me, but then I remember that I’m standing in a missing girl’s room.

      I take a step back. “I ain’t wearing no dead girls’ underwear.”

      Mandy’s eyes flash with a storm. “She’s not dead.”

      I shrug. “All’s the same.”

      Still, I like the game Mandy’s playing and I decide to up the ante. “Besides, dress like that don’t need a bra. The straps will show.”

      And just like that, I reach around back, unhook my bra, and let it slide down my arms. She holds my eyes a beat longer before dropping them to my chest. My tits aren’t the biggest in the world, but I still think they’re nice. I’ve certainly gotten enough compliments on them in my life.

      Mandy stares at me long enough that I’m thinking she might actually make a move after all. Then she returns her gaze to my face. “You got spunk, Vee. I like you.” She turns before I can respond and walks back to the closet. “Now, try on that dress. We still gotta work on makeup and hair.”

      Willa barely glances up from her magazine as I collect the dress from the bed and drag it over my head. The material is soft and stretchy and nicer than anything I own. The straps are supposed to tie behind my neck and I try it a few times but manage to get my hair caught in the knot every time. Then I hear Willa shift, and she’s on her knees on the bed behind me, her fingers cool and graceful against my spine as she expertly ties the straps into a perfect bow.

      Then it’s Mandy’s turn again. She drags me toward a desk under the window and pushes me into the chair. “Makeup time,” she announces. “Close your eyes.”

      I don’t bother protesting. I just do as I’m told and sit saying nothing as Mandy and Willa dig through drawers filled with bottles and tubes in a dizzying shade of colors. They take their time with it all, spritzing and spraying and spackling me. When it comes time for my eyes, Mandy leans close enough I feel each puff of breath against my cheek.

      It’s a struggle to keep my eyes closed knowing she’s so close. It makes me vulnerable. Hell, Willa could be standing behind me with a knife, getting ready to plunge it into my back, and I’d never know.

      I’m just about to tell them enough when Mandy lets out a long sigh and shifts away from me. “No peeking,” she tells me. There’s rustling and the sound of hangers being pushed along the closet rod. Then her hands are on mine, and she tugs me to my feet.

      She pushes me forward a few steps, then links her arm through mine. “Check it out,” she orders.

      I open my eyes. I don’t recognize the girl staring back at me. I’m not one for dressing up normally. My motto is “comfort over style” and “who cares what anyone says about it.” Hell, my favorite shoes are my yeti slippers, and I don’t think I’ve owned a dress since back when my mamma tried to get me to go to church.

      But damn, I look good. Real good. The dress is bright pink with orange flowers, and I’d have never given it a second look, even on the clearance rack. But it fits perfect, the stretchy material hugging around me, the halter top making my girls look perky and full.

      My face, though, that’s what I can’t stop staring at. Mandy is some sort of genius when it comes to makeup. I’ve never seen my eyes pop the way they do now, or my mouth look so perfectly pouty.

      Mandy clings to my arm, nearly vibrating with excitement. The dress she’s wearing leaves little to the imagination. “What do you think?” she asks in a near squeal.

      I don’t have an answer for her because I can’t find the words. She doesn’t seem to mind. “Let’s go show Mrs. Larson.” She tugs me toward the door, but I resist.

      “You sure that’s smart?” I ask. I’m wearing her missing daughter’s dress, after all. Even I have to admit that’s a little weird.

      Willa dismisses my concern. “We play dress-up over here all the time. Mrs. Larson loves it.”

      I’m still not so sure, but Mandy is insistent. Before I know it, she’s pulled me down the stairs and into the kitchen, Willa trailing behind us.

      “Check it out, Mrs. Larson,” Mandy says, nudging me forward hard enough that I stumble a few steps.

      Mrs. Larson is at the sink washing dishes and she turns, a dripping mug in her hands. Her eyes fall on me and she goes still. Her face goes pale, her eyes wide. The mug slips from her fingers, shattering against the floor. “Oh God,” she whispers. She clutches at the countertop, as if her legs can no longer support her. “You look just like…” Her voice trails off as her eyes fill with tears.

      There’s clearly something very off, and I have no idea what it is. I look to Mandy, willing her to say something or to at least explain what’s going on.

      Something snaps in Mrs. Larson, and she collapses to the floor, sobbing with her hands over her face. “My baby,” she wails.

      Mandy leaps to her side, crouching next to her and putting her arms around her. “Oh, Mrs. Larson, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “No, honey, I know.” She’s struggling and failing to pull herself together.

      It’s obvious that whatever’s going on, it’s because of me. I grab Willa’s arm and drag her into another room to get away from the incessant wailing. “What happened?” I ask.

      She says nothing, just points. I turn my head to find an entire wall covered in photographs. All of them with the same girl in them. Juliette. And in the center, on the mantel, larger than the rest, is a photo from what looks like some sort of school dance.

      It’s of the three friends, Juliette in the middle, flanked by Willa on one side and Mandy on the other. And Juliette is wearing the exact same dress that I am. Her hair is also styled the same way. So is her makeup.

      There’s a mirror above the mantel, and as I draw closer to the photo, I see myself reflected above it. It’s ridiculous how much I look like her.

      How much they’ve made me look like her.

      No wonder her mom lost her ever-loving shit when she saw me.

      I spin on my heel to confront Willa. “What the actual fuck?”

      She holds up her hands, palms out, as if fending off an attack. “It was an accident, I swear. Me and Mandy did Juliette’s makeup that night too, and we only really know how to do that one look.” A tear starts down her cheek, followed by another. “Please, don’t be mad at me. I didn’t mean it, honest. And I know Mandy didn’t either.”

      I cross my arms and continue to scowl at her. I’m trying to decide whether to believe her or not. Her excuse makes sense, but still, they made me look like an asshole. I don’t appreciate it.

      Willa takes a cautious step forward and lowers her voice. “Look, don’t tell her I said this, but I think Mandy likes you. That’s why she wanted you to come hang out with us. She wants you to come to the party tonight and thought you’d be more likely to go if you were all made up.”

      Something warms inside me at the thought of Mandy with her perfect hair and polished nails and smooth skin is interested in me. My anger recedes a bit.

      “You know I can’t go looking like this.” I point to the photo on the mantel. “I can’t go looking like her.”

      Willa nods. “I know. Here, why don’t I help you wash it off?” She leads me to a bathroom and grabs a washcloth, but I wave her off. It takes a while, but I manage to get all the makeup off, though I seriously mess up one of the Larsons’ towels in the process.

      When I’m almost done there’s a knock on the door and when I open it, Willa silently hands over my clothes. I change quickly, glad to be out of the missing girl’s dress.

      Freshly clean and scrubbed and back in my cutoffs and torn t-shirt, I emerge from the bathroom. Mandy’s waiting for me across the hall, leaning against the wall with one foot kicked up behind her.

      When she sees me she pushes forward and comes toward me. “Willa told me you were upset.”

      I cross my arms. “You pulled a dick move and made me look like an asshole.”

      She winces. “You know I’d never do that on purpose.” When I don’t relent, she reaches out, hooking her fingers through mine. “You believe me, don’t you?”

      She takes a step closer. I can feel the nearness of her. It makes it hard to concentrate, and it especially makes it hard to stay mad. “Please, tell me you’ll still come to the party tonight.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “Even dressed like this?” Earlier this afternoon she’s been horrified by the prospect.

      She smiles. Her eyes drop to my mouth and linger for a long moment. I start to grow hot and itchy under my skin. “You can dress however you want.”

      I’m about to take the bull by the horns and kiss this girl when my phone rings. I’d ignore it except that there’s a chance it’s Connor. Since he’s the lookout, I should answer. I pull my phone from my pocket. “This better be good,” I snap at him.

      “Get back here,” he says. “Mom’s coming to pick us up. She’ll be here in less than half an hour. She’ll lose her mind if she finds out you took off.”

      I curse under my breath. “I’m on my way.” I give Mandy an apologetic look. “Sorry, gotta run.”

      “Tonight?” she asks. “The party?”

      I press my lips to hers. The kiss is over before it even began. But I want to shock her and leave her off balance. “I’ll try.”

      And then I turn and go, without looking back.
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      The maps app estimates it will take half an hour to drive to the address my office found for Beau, but it doesn’t take into account the state of the old country roads. Between dodging potholes and getting stuck behind a tractor for several miles, it takes me closer to an hour. I reach the end of the gravel driveway and pull to the side of the road before shutting off the engine.

      State law forbids me from carrying my gun into the police station, so I kept it stored in the lockbox in my SUV instead. Now I unlock the case and pull out my Sig Sauer. I do a quick check to make sure there’s a round chambered before shrugging into my shoulder holster and sliding the gun into place under my arm. I always feel better when I’m armed, especially in a situation like this where I’m not sure what I’m getting into.

      Outside the air is warm and muggy, the last dregs of summer trying to cling to the earth before giving way to fall. Most of the land around here is open and flat, fallow fields stretching between clumps of kudzu clad trees.

      I start down a driveway that used to be gravel but is now mostly dirt, careful to pay attention to my surroundings. It’s quiet, not even the buzz of insects or call of birds to break up the solitude. The driveway doesn’t so much end as peter out into a large patch of dirt. In the middle of it sits an old trailer.

      Someone has made an effort to brighten up the place — a wreath of dried flowers on the door, a few straggly bushes under the windows, decorative edging around the base of the steps, but it’s a losing battle. The aluminum siding on the trailer is slowly giving way to the creep of rust, and the roof is one or two good hailstorms away from collapsing in on itself.

      I approach the trailer slowly, giving anyone inside a chance to see me coming. The screen door protests when I pry it open to knock on the main door. There’s no answer. I knock again. Still nothing.

      I cup my hands around my face and peer through the glass. I can see a small living area with a couch and a recliner arranged around a square coffee table. The furniture is threadbare on the arms, the worst patches covered with doilies, and the rug is worn through in places, but everything appears neat and tidy.

      I retreat down the front steps and start around back to get a better look around. There are several outbuildings behind the trailer, each in various states of disrepair. There are also piles of junk scattered around — old tires, scraps of metal, a rusted engine sitting on a stack of concrete blocks. Off to the side sits a row of cars that look as if they haven’t been driven in years, if not decades.

      A few are covered with old tarps, edges ragged from rain and wind, but one of them is covered by a new tarp which makes it stand out. I make my way over to it and lift a corner to see what’s underneath.

      I suck in a breath. It’s an old beater truck that closely matches the description of the one Willa and Mandy say Juliette was picked up in. I walk the length of it, careful not to touch it in case contains evidence. It looks to be in decent shape, much better than the other cars around it. The tires are balding, but none of them are flat, and the mud crusted under the wheel wells looks somewhat fresh.

      I move around to the back to get a look at the license plate. It’s a temporary tag that expired four years ago. I take a photo and send it to Officer Parks, letting him know where I am and that he might want to take a look. After I press send, I hear the sound of squealing breaks in the distance. I freeze, listening. I can just make out the hum of an engine idling before it revs noisily and starts off again. I draw my gun, keeping it low by my side as I work my way around the row of cars and back toward the trailer.

      In the distance a flash of familiar yellow catches my eye: a school bus. That’s when I notice the figure making his way down the driveway. He has his head down, a large backpack slung over one shoulder, oblivious to his surroundings. I call out before he gets too close. Having distance means he can’t attack me without enough warning for me to raise my weapon.

      He stumbles to a stop and looks up, head swiveling as he scans his surroundings. I get my first look at his face and realize he’s younger than I expected, only a year or two older than Connor. He’s white with shaggy brown hair, tan skin, and light eyes. He’s also tall, with a leanly muscular build. He looks like someone who spends a lot of time outside.

      He fits the description Mandy gave of the guy who picked up Juliette. Which means I could be looking at the person Juliette drove off with that afternoon two months ago. My first thought is how young he looks; my second is how innocent. But I know better than most how deceiving appearances can be. No one would ever look at Melvin Royal and think “serial killer.”

      I keep my gun in my hand, but turn slightly so it’s out of sight. He’s basically a kid, and I don’t want to scare him, but I’m also not willing to let my guard down.

      I wave with my other hand. “Hey, just wanted to let you know I was here so I didn’t surprise you.”

      He’s slow to respond. “Uh, okay. Who are you?”

      “My name is Gwen Proctor, I’m a private investigator.”

      He thinks about this for a moment. “Okay.” He doesn’t ask why I’m there, which I find odd. If I came home to a stranger poking around my property, I’d definitely be demanding answers. But then again, maybe he already knows why I’m here.

      “What’s your name?” I ask him.

      “Trevor Martindale.”

      “Mind if I ask you a few questions, Trevor?”

      He shifts from one foot to the other. “I guess.”

      I gesture over my shoulder. “Is that your truck back there?”

      He frowns, not seeming to follow.

      “The one under the new blue tarp,” I add.

      His eyes light with understanding. “Oh, right. The Tacoma. Nah, that’s my uncle Ray’s. He got in trouble with the law and parked it here until he gets outta prison.”

      “Do you ever drive it?”

      He hesitates. “Well, I’m not supposed to.”

      That doesn’t mean he hasn’t. “I won’t tell your uncle if you won’t.”

      He laughs. “Ain’t my uncle I’m worried about.”

      I smile. “Sounds like you’ve maybe taken the truck for a turn or two then.”

      His cheeks color a little. “Maybe once or twice.”

      “You ever pick up girls and drive them around?”

      His cheeks blaze a brighter pink and he shrugs. He mumbles a maybe.

      “You know a girl named Juliette Larson?”

      He scratches at his head. “Who?”

      I repeat the name. He thinks about it for a moment. “I don’t think so. But my school’s pretty big.”

      I realize that he might know her under the fake name she used on her dating profile. I ask him about that one as well and study his expression, looking to see any hints of recognition, but I see none. He shakes his head. “Nuh-uh. But like I said, big school, and I ain’t too good with remembering things.”

      I can hear the police long before I see them, their sirens echoing across the empty countryside. Trevor hears them too because he tilts his head to the side and frowns. “Wonder what that’s all about?”

      It definitely sounds like more than one cop, and I realize that it would probably be best if I’m not standing near Trevor when they arrive. Especially since I’m holding a gun in my hand and I’m not willing to holster it until I’ve a good bit of distance between me and Trevor.

      “I should get going,” I tell him. “Thanks for taking the time to answer my questions.” I start making a wide berth around him as I circle toward the top of the driveway.

      “Was I helpful?” he asks. His expression is eager and hopeful, completely at odds with what I’d expect from someone who’d perhaps kidnapped a fifteen year old girl.

      I nod. “You were.”

      He grins, clearly pleased by my response. “Good. Have a nice day, ma’am.”

      There’s something about him that sets off my maternal instincts. I feel an intense need to protect him, but why that is, I have no idea. He continues down the driveway toward the trailer, but I stay where I am, half into the nearest field to keep my distance.

      I think about jogging after him, letting him know that the cops are coming for him and telling him to give himself up without a struggle. But what if my instinct is wrong? What if Trevor’s just good at manipulating people into believing he’s not a threat?

      After all, isn’t that what he did with Juliette? Catfishing her online, then convincing her to meet up?

      In the end, I’m still standing in the same spot when the first cruiser turns down the driveway. It’s followed by several others, all with sirens and lights blazing. Trevor hasn’t even made it inside the door yet, and he turns to face them.

      The cops are out of their cars, guns drawn, yelling at him to raise his hands and drop to his knees. He freezes in confusion, which only makes matters worse because he’s not obeying their orders. The shouting intensifies, the orders coming louder.

      Finally Trevor throws up his hands and cries. “Just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it. I’m sorry, just there are too many of you, and I don’t know what you want.”

      Two officers rush him. Each taking one arm and pushing him to the ground. He lands with a thud, but doesn’t resist as they rip off his backpack and cuff him. He’s crying now, deep hiccupping sobs, as they drag him to one of the police cars and push him inside.

      My stomach twists at the violence of it all. It seems so unnecessary. After all, we still don’t know if he’s the guy we’re looking for.

      One of the officers peels off from the rest and starts toward me. “You Gwen Proctor?” he asks as he nears. “You’re the one who called it in?”

      “I am. I’m also armed. I have a handgun in a shoulder holster — left side. I just want to let you know so there are no surprises.”

      He nods in acknowledgement. “Chief’s on his way in with a warrant and wants to talk to you. Asked that I make sure you don’t go anywhere.”

      “I’m parked on the road. I’ll go wait in my car.”

      He grimaces. “Unfortunately, he’s asked that I keep an eye on you, and I can’t do that if you’re all the way out there.”

      I cross my arms. “Then what’s your suggestion?”

      “Perhaps you’d be more comfortable waiting in one of the cruisers?”

      Hell no. I’ve spent enough time in cop cars. “I’ll sit on the steps.”

      It’s obvious he wants to protest, but I make it clear from my body language and expression that this is a battle he isn’t going to win. Eventually, he shrugs. “Fine by me,” he grumbles.

      I go back to the trailer, taking a seat on the front step and waiting. It takes about half an hour before Chief Parks arrives and even then he hardly spares me a glance before following one of his officers around the back of the trailer, presumably to see the truck.

      More time passes, enough that I start to get annoyed, before the same officer as before comes to get me. “Chief’s ready to talk now.”

      He doesn’t wait for me to answer before turning and starting around back. It’s a power move for the chief to make me come to him, one that gets my ire up, but not enough to make me push back.

      Out back, a crowd of cops are gathered around the line of old cars. They’ve already pulled the tarp completely off the truck and have both front doors thrown open. I look around for evidence of a forensics team but don’t see any. It puts a bad taste in my mouth. This case is too serious to risk losing evidence because of poor practice.

      Chief Parks notices me and starts over. He’s practically preening with importance, which shouldn’t surprise me. This is probably his biggest case, and he won’t want to miss the accolades if he’s finally found a solid lead. I’m sure there are already news vans headed this way to capture it all on camera.

      “Ms. Proctor,” he says in greeting. “Looks like you’ve had a productive day.” He’s smiling, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. It has to smart that he’s been working on this case for months, and I’ve been here less than a day and have potentially found the clue that eluded everyone else.

      “So you think this could be the truck that picked up Juliette?” I ask.

      “Matches the description the witnesses gave.”

      I don’t point out that their descriptions were so vague that almost any truck could be considered a match. Instead, I gesture at the officer leaning into the front seat. “What about forensics? You not worried about contaminating the potential crime scene?”

      He gives me a long, hard look. It’s very clear he doesn’t like me, but he knows he can’t be openly hostile since I’ve just handed him a potential win in a case that’s been dogging him for months. “My boys know what they’re doing. I trained them myself.”

      Pressing the issue won’t get me anywhere. If anything, it will just make him dig his heels in harder. He seems the type that doesn’t particularly like being told what to do, especially by a woman.

      “I’m going to need you to come into the station to give a statement. I’m sure you understand,” he says.

      I nod. “Of course.”

      His eyes narrow. “I hope I don’t learn that you did anything to mess with my investigation. I’ll be very troubled if I discover you did anything illegal that will compromise any evidence we find.”

      I’d love to tell him to shove the attitude and to show more gratitude, but I’m well aware of how much power small town police chiefs have. He seems the type to have me arrested and thrown in jail and come up with a reason why after the fact. I cross my arms instead of responding.

      “So, what led you all the way out here?” he asks. “Gotta admit, it’s a needle in a haystack.”

      I decide to leave Connor’s role out of it. He doesn’t need to be dragged into this, especially because breaking into someone else’s account can be a felony. “I found a fake profile Juliette posted on a dating site. She’d been talking often to someone named Beau. I had my office track the IP address, and it led here.” I lift a shoulder. “Pretty straightforward stuff, actually.” I can’t resist adding in that last dig, and it’s clear by the way his eyes narrow that Parks doesn’t appreciate it.

      “Well, I’ll need to take your statement tonight, while everything is still fresh. I want this case closed down tight by morning.”

      I think back to the confusion on Trevor’s face when the police cars came screaming down the driveway. Something about this still doesn’t sit right with me. “If the boy was involved,” I point out. “He might not have been.”

      He laughs. “You let me take care of the details. I’ll have a unit escort you back.” He turns on his heel and returns to the truck, saying something under his breath that causes the men around him to glance my way and chuckle.

      Annoyance simmers under my skin. How had I so completely misjudged the man when I first talked to him? I’d left that meeting impressed by how willing he’d been to involve me. How open he’d been with information. Of course, now I realized that he was desperate.

      If this lead pans out, he plans to take all the credit, that much is obvious. I know that shouldn’t matter. What matters is finding out what happened to Juliette. But still, I have an uneasy feeling in my gut about where this might be leading.

      I make my way back to my car, passing the parade of cop cars. In one of them I can just make out the shadowy outline of Trevor sitting along in the backseat, head bowed.

      I don’t stop, but continue on until I reach my SUV. Once inside I let out a breath and pull up my location tracking app. Connor and Vee’s icons are both at the coffee shop I visited this morning. Good choice, I think. I can’t really blame them for spending the afternoon there when I’d spent hours there this morning.

      I call Connor. He answers with a grunt. Still carrying a grudge it seems. Hopefully, my news will cheer him up some.

      “Got an update for you: we tracked the IP address used for that dating profile, and it led us to a potential suspect.”

      “Seriously?” The attitude disappears just like that. In its place is an eagerness I haven’t heard in too long. It reminds me of times past, when we used to spend more time together. When he wasn’t so surly and distant. It causes an ache in my heart.

      How had I not noticed how great the distance had grown between us? I know I’ve been MIA a lot recently with all the doctors’ appointments and physical therapy, but also just dealing with my own emotional trauma.

      I need to get my shit together. I need to be there for my kids. I need to be more present in their lives.

      And of course I have this realization when I have to spend a good chunk of the evening at the police station giving my statement. I have no doubt that if I decided to wait until tomorrow, Chief Parks wouldn’t hesitate to send a cruiser after me to politely insist upon my presence at the station. I also have no doubt that he plans to make me wait a very very long time until he’s able to talk to me.

      “We don’t know yet. The police are interviewing someone, but it could be a while before we know more.”

      “But if it was him, then I basically solved the case, right?”

      I chuckle. “I definitely think you will be owed credit for helping.”

      “See, aren’t you glad you brought me along and let me get involved after all?”

      “I am. But about the case — I’m afraid it might be a very late night for me, which means you two will be on your own. The police have some questions for me and want me to come to the station to give a statement. I’m heading that way now, and I thought I’d drop by the coffee shop to pick you and Vee up and drop you at the motel. It’s getting late, and I don’t want to risk you two getting stuck walking back when it’s dark.”

      “Oh, um…” he hesitates a minute, then asks, “How far away are you? I just ordered another coffee and want to see if I should cancel the order.”

      I glance at the maps app. “About half an hour? Maybe more?”

      “Cool. Yeah, that will work.” I think he’s about to hang up, but instead he pauses a beat before saying, “Wait… If you’ve basically solved the case, does that mean we’ll be leaving town soon?”

      “I don’t know,” I tell him. “It’s possible.” There’s a tone to his voice that I can’t quite figure out so I add, “Would that be okay?”

      There’s another stretch of silence. “Do you think… maybe we could stick around for a little while longer instead?”

      I’m surprised by his request and the hesitancy with which he asks it. “Any particular reason?”

      “No, it’s just…” he blows out a breath. “I don’t really want to go back just yet.”

      I take a stab at a possible reason. “Is this because of what happened at school?”

      He’s quiet for so long that I worry I might have pushed too hard. Finally he says, “They think I had something to do with it, Mom.”

      My protective instincts kick into overdrive. “Who does?” I demand, outraged.

      “All the kids at school. The news. Everyone.”

      Anger sears through my veins. “How could anyone think that?”

      “You know, like father like son. Killing’s in my DNA. That sort of thing.”

      Fucking Melvin Royal again. The damage he’s inflicted on our family seems to have no end. I close my eyes, hating that I’m so far away from my son right now. I want to wrap him in my arms and protect him. “Oh, honey, it’s going to be okay.”

      “It’s just, until Kevin wakes up and can tell them the truth…”

      I force myself to bite my cheek to keep from responding. Connor has much more faith in his friend than I do.

      “I know it was a long time ago,” he continues, “but I remember enough what it was like with Dad — the reporters and the hate mail and the constant scrutiny. I don’t want that again. It was already starting before we left, and I can tell by the stuff online it’s only gotten worse. I just want life to be normal for once.”

      There’s so much frustration and fear in my son’s voice that it breaks my heart. “I know,” I tell him. And if I could give that to him, I absolutely would. But I can’t. I can, however give him more time before being thrust back under the spotlight. “We don’t have to go home if you’re not ready.”

      I hear him release a pent-up breath. The relief he feels is obvious. “Thanks, Mom.”

      Now it’s my turn to hesitate a beat before I say, “You know if you want to talk about what happened…”

      There’s a stretch of silence. “I know.”

      I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t. Instead, he tells me he’ll see me soon and hangs up. I start the drive back into town gripping the steering wheel so tight my knuckles blaze white. If I could kill Melvin Royal all over again for doing this to our kids, I wouldn’t hesitate. If anything, I would make his death more painful.
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      I’ve just turned into my dad’s driveway after work when the emergency call comes over the radio. There’s been a reported incident near Stillhouse Lake, and I immediately recognize the address. It’s Gwen’s house, just down the road.

      “Shit,” I curse under my breath. It’s certainly not the first time the police have been called out to her house. Usually it’s just for reports of trespassing or destruction of property, but still, I told Gwen I’d keep an eye on the place and I feel a sense of responsibility for making sure all is okay.

      I pull out my phone and dial dispatch. I identify myself and ask, “I’m nearby, what do you have?”

      “Emergency call from a man who said he and his wife had rented the house for the weekend. When they arrived, they found the place covered in blood.”

      My eyes go wide. My first thought is of Gwen — that she or someone in her family might be injured. But I have to remind myself that I heard from her this morning, and they’re all out of town. Nowhere near Stillhouse Lake or their house that’s apparently filled with blood.

      I’ve already thrown my car in reverse and am starting back down the driveway to the road. “Any injuries? Active threats?”

      “We don’t have that information yet. Units are on the way to investigate.”

      I pull out onto the road and hit the gas. I don’t even bother with lights or siren. “I’ll be there in two minutes.”

      I actually make it to the house in less time than that. I tear into the driveway to find a man and woman huddled together by the mailbox. She’s visibly shaking, her eyes wet and cheeks streaked with mascara. He has his arm around her, trying to console her.

      I’m out of the car and have my sidearm unlocked and ready just in case. I approach the couple and gesture to the badge clipped to my suit pants. “Sir, Ma’am, I’m Detective Kezia Claremont with the Norton Police. Y’all the ones who called in a report?”

      The man nods. “We don’t live here, we only rented the place. There’s an electric lock on the door, and when we went to enter the code, it was already open. I thought maybe the cleaners were still here from the last renters or something, but when we stepped inside...” He hesitates. The woman buries her head in his chest.

      “What did you find inside?” I prompt.

      He swallows. “Blood. A lot of it.”

      “Did you see evidence of any victims?”

      His cheeks color slightly. “We…ah… I didn’t think to look. It was all such a shock. We didn’t know what to do.”

      “Any sign of anyone else in the house at all? Did you hear anything? Catch a glimpse of movement?”

      “No.” He glances at his wife, who also shakes her head.

      “Ok. You two stay here while I go take a look.” I pull my gun and hold it by my side as I jog up the driveway. In the distance I can hear the sirens of more police on their way. I could wait for backup, but if there’s someone injured inside, waiting could be deadly.

      When I reach the front door I find that it’s still ajar. I pause, taking a second to listen. I don’t hear movement or anyone calling for help. If there’s anyone in there, they’re either dead, unconscious, or waiting to ambush me.

      Adrenaline pours through my system, narrowing my focus and setting every sense on high alert. I let my training take over. I raise my gun, kicking the door open before making a sweep of the room.

      Empty.

      Details fight for attention in the periphery of my senses: the overwhelming scent of blood, the sight of it coating the walls, the heavy, anticipatory silence of the empty room. It all hits like a punch to the gut, but I push it aside as not immediately relevant and continue forward.

      I’ve been in this house dozens of times over the years, and I know it well. It takes little time for me to make my way down the hallway, clearing the rooms one by one until I’m sure there’s no one here.

      The last room I check is the panic room off the kitchen. Few people know about its existence, but still, it would make the perfect hiding place. I use my hip to push aside the cabinet hiding the entrance and reveal a thick metal door with a keypad set into the wall beside it. I punch in the code and hear the locks disengage.

      If anyone’s in there, they’ll know I’m about to come in. My heart races as I steel myself before shoving the door open. I let out a breath.

      Empty.

      Only once I’m sure the house is safe and secure do I allow myself to return my gun to the holster and take in my surroundings. The man at the end of the driveway wasn’t kidding when he said there was blood, and lots of it.

      Almost every inch of the living room is coated with it, thick arcs spraying up the wall and across the ceiling, massive puddles of it on the floor. Most of it is dried, though in some places the surface still glistens slightly.

      The stench of it is overwhelming, a bright coppery smell that sets my stomach rolling. I place a hand over my lower abdomen reflexively. I still don’t have much of a visible baby bump, though I have been forced to use a rubber band to keep my pants closed. I’ve tried hard to keep my pregnancy on the down-low. The last thing I want is for it to be used against me — another strike against me along with being petite, female, and Black.

      Even though I haven’t felt the baby move yet, it still feels good to hold my hand against the little bump. Just knowing he or she is in there and safe is enough to give me comfort. I don’t know whether it’s hormones or physiological changes to my brain from being pregnant, but the thought of violence has been a little more difficult for me to process. I can’t help but think about my own child and the horror of how it would feel if something happened to him or her.

      I hear a radio squawk outside, and I drop my hand to my side before turning to find two police officers standing in the entrance. The one in front’s eyes are huge as he takes in the scene.

      “Watch your step,” I tell him before he can enter. “Too many people inside could compromise evidence. We’ll need to call in forensics and get them down here ASAP.”

      He motions to the cop behind him, who peels off to start making calls.

      “You find anyone?” he asks me.

      I shake my head. “The place is empty.”

      He continues sweeping his eyes around the room. “You know this place belongs to that woman — the one who was married to the serial killer. Think that had anything to do with this?”

      “Her name is Gwen Proctor,” I tell him pointedly. “And no, I don’t.” It’s inevitable that Gwen’s former identity and her relationship to Melvin Royal will spawn rumors once word of this gets out, but I intend to do everything I can to limit it.

      “We don’t even know if this is human blood and we won’t until forensics arrives,” I add.

      “If it is, then we’ve got a dead body on our hands somewhere. No human could lose this much blood and survive.” He says out loud what I’ve been thinking.

      I’m already anticipating that the case will fall to me, especially given that there are only two detectives on the Norton PD and I’m already on the scene. Given who Gwen is and her history with Stillhouse Lake, it’s likely this case could garner publicity, and that means scrutiny.

      Not that I’m not used to scrutiny. As the only female detective in the department — and a Black woman at that — I’m used to being watched by those hoping I’ll screw up. I just make sure to never give them any ammunition to use against me.

      I move carefully through the living room toward the door, trying to avoid stepping on any of the blood spatter. It’s nearly impossible. Once outside, I pull a pair of gloves from my pocket and put them on before examining the door. Forensics will be able to tell for sure, but at a glance I don’t notice any blood on the knob or around the frame. Which is interesting because whatever happened in that house, I can’t imagine anyone involved was able to escape without a fair amount of blood on them, which would have likely transferred to anything they touched.

      I glance around the floor as well. I would expect to see drag marks or some other evidence of a body being moved but nothing stands out. There aren’t any footprints that I can see either, except for my own where stepping on the splatter was unavoidable.

      “What do you think happened?” the officer asks.

      I shake my head. “I have no idea.”

      I can tell he wants to speculate, but I have no interest in gossiping. “Far as we know, could be neighborhood kids throwing paint around.”

      “That didn’t smell like paint,” he points out.

      I don’t respond.

      Forensics doesn’t take long to arrive and I meet the van in the driveway. “Hey, Beto,” I call out as a middle-aged guy in a windbreaker steps out. I’ve worked with him plenty of times before — he’s good at his job and he’s not one to gossip about his scenes, two traits I admire in a co-worker.

      He heaves a bag and starts toward the house. “What do you have for me?”

      “This might be one of those times it’s better for you to see for yourself,” I tell him.

      He glances my way. “That bad, huh?”

      “I have no idea what to make of it. I’m hoping it’s just a prank.”

      We pause by the front door and don protective gear to ensure we don’t contaminate the scene any further. Once we step inside, Beto lets out a low whistle. “Looks like something happened in here. That’s for sure.”

      He unzips his bag and takes out a collection tube and long cotton swab. “House was empty when you got here?”

      I nod.

      He swipes the swab across a spot of blood and then dabs it onto a cassette. After several moments he grunts and holds it up for me to see. “It’s human.”

      My heart sinks. I was still hoping it was animal blood that had been splattered as some sort of sick practical joke. That it’s human blood makes this case a hell of a lot more serious.

      “Any way to tell if it’s from one person or not?” I ask.

      “We’ll take samples, run analysis to find out.”

      “Think one person could survive losing this much blood?” What I really want to know is whether we need to be looking for a dead body somewhere.

      He shrugs. “Hard to say.”

      In the doorway I see another forensic tech suiting up along with a photographer. “I’ll get out of your hair,” I tell Beto. “You should have everything you need on file to exclude me, but if not just let me know. Keep me updated with what you find.”

      I nod a greeting to the second tech and photographer as I step outside. Evening has given way to night, and with it the air’s turned colder. Gwen’s driveway is filled with emergency vehicles, one of which still has its lights running so that the world alternates between red and blue.

      A wave of dizziness hits and I pause, placing my hand against the forensics van to keep my balance. It’s not the first time I’ve felt faint this pregnancy. I try to remember the last time I ate something and draw a blank. Maybe breakfast?

      Javier would be furious if he knew. He knows my tendency to get caught up at work and forget to eat. Before he would roll his eyes at me, but now, with the baby, he’s become more protective. More than once he’s threatened to spend his lunch break at the police station making sure I’m eating enough.

      I glance at my watch. Javier’s working late at the range tonight, which is why I was headed to Easy’s for dinner. I’m sure my dad noticed the cop cars driving past earlier, and he knows I’m likely to be involved, which is why I’m late. He’ll be worried about me, but I’ve got a few more things I have to take care of before I can head his way.

      I send him a quick text to let him know that I’m okay, on a case, and to go ahead and eat and I’ll drop by later.

      Then I take a deep breath and place the call I’ve been dreading.

      Gwen answers on the second ring.

      “Hey, Kez, what’s up?” She sounds distracted. I know how involved she gets in her cases and I hate that I’m interrupting.

      There’s really only one way to approach this, and that’s to be direct. “Hey, Gwen. I’m at your house on Stillhouse Lake. I’m afraid there’s been an incident.”
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      The minute I hear the edge to Kez’s voice I pull to the side of the road and put the car in park. My heart thunders in my ears as I ask, “What happened?”

      “We got a call from your renters about a disturbance at the house. I was just down the road so was first on scene. When I got there, the front door was open, and when I stepped inside I found blood. A lot of it.”

      I suck in a breath. “Is everyone okay? Who was it? What happened?”

      She hesitates for the briefest second. “That’s the thing. There was no one there. Just the blood. No body, no victim.”

      I frown. “They’re probably at the hospital, right? If it was that bad?”

      “I checked. None of the hospitals or clinics in the area have any patients with injuries that match.”

      My stomach tightens with concern that someone might have been injured in our house and be stuck somewhere needing help. “What if they bled out trying to find help? Have you checked the routes to the hospital to see if maybe their car ran off the road or—”

      She cuts me off. “You don’t understand, Gwen. This isn’t normal. I’ve seen accident and assault cases — I’ve seen what happens when people beat the shit out of each other or go at each other with weapons. Those scenes are a mess — bloody footprints and handprints, smears along the walls, overturned furniture. There’s nothing like that at your house. It’s just the blood. There’s no other evidence of a struggle, nothing to indicate a body being dragged away.”

      I blink, trying to take in what she’s saying. A familiar sense of fear begins to throb deep inside me, and I try my best to smother it. “A prank, then. It wouldn’t be the first time someone’s trashed our house to make some sort of stupid point.”

      “It’s human blood. We tested it.”

      I grip the steering wheel to steady my trembling fingers. “How much blood?”

      “Enough that I don’t know how anyone could survive losing that much.”

      My entire body goes cold as I understand the implication of her words. “You think someone was killed in our house.”

      “I think it’s a possibility.” To anyone else, Kez would sound professional and controlled, but I can hear the slight tremor in her voice. She’s scared. And Kez doesn’t scare easy.

      I close my eyes. This can’t be happening. Not again. Memories of when I first moved to Stillhouse Lake flash through my mind. They’d found bodies in the lake shortly after I arrived — women murdered and their mutilated bodies disposed in the water. The same MO as Melvin.

      They’d been innocent pawns my ex-husband used to get back at me. They’d died because of me. I’ve been through enough therapy to know that I shouldn’t blame myself — an acolyte of Melvin’s named Lancel Graham had been the one to actually murder them — but if it hadn’t been for me, they’d still be alive.

      So who died this time? And who left their blood behind to make a point?

      “This isn’t a coincidence,” I say. “It can’t be.” I twist my hands on the steering wheel, gripping it tighter. “There’s no way someone chose my house at random. This is personal. Some kind of threat or warning.”

      Kez had been on the force back then, though more junior at the time. There’s no way she hasn’t already made the connection to those previous murders. “I agree that’s what it looks like. But officially we can’t make that determination until we have more information.” She knows what she’s saying is police policy bullshit.

      “Kez—”

      “I know,” she says cutting me off. “But you also know that when it comes to you and your family, we have to play it by the book. We’re not going to be able to keep this from the media for long, not in a town this small. The press means scrutiny, and scrutiny means we can’t cut corners.”

      “This is my family,” I growl, frustrated.

      “You don’t think I know that?” she fires back. “You don’t think my first thought when I saw all that blood was terror that it belonged to one of you? That I’d lost you or Sam or one of your kids?” Her voice is thick with emotion, and it shaves the edges off my anger. I hadn’t thought about what that moment must have been like for her, what she must have been thinking.

      I blow out a breath. “I’m sorry, Kez. I’m just scared about what this might mean. I’m used to the usual kinds of threats — emails and message boards and websites. But this is something new. This is…” I shake my head.

      “We don’t know what this is yet,” she reminds me. I appreciate her optimism, but we both know it’s misplaced.

      “We know it’s nothing good,” I tell her. “Not when it comes to my family and our history at Stillhouse Lake.”

      “I sent several samples of blood to the lab and called in every favor I have to put a rush on the results. Forensics is going through the scene now, but because it’s a rental we expect there to be a lot of fingerprints we need to exclude.” I can hear the exhaustion and frustration in her voice.

      I know she’s doing her best, but I don’t have time to wait for lab results and fingerprint exclusions. I need to know who did this now. I need to know what enemy I have to fight.

      The reality is that, as a cop, she faces constraints that don’t apply to me as a civilian. There are things I can do that she can’t. I need to get down there now. I need to see the scene for myself, so I can try to understand. “I’m on my way,” I tell her. “I’ll be there by morning.”

      We say our goodbyes, and the minute I hang up I call Sam. When he answers his voice is light and teasing. “Let me guess,” he says before I can utter a word. “Lanny hasn’t been texting you back, and you’re calling to check in. Don’t worry, she’s fine. I’m standing right next to her — you want to talk to her?”

      I blow out a relieved breath at how normal he sounds. Normal is good. Normal means he and Lanny are safe. At least for now.

      “Something’s happened,” I tell him. I can practically feel him go on high alert through the phone. He’s silent, waiting for me to say more, and I quickly explain everything Kez told me.

      His reaction is the same as mine was, and he peppers me with the same questions I shot at Kez. His frustration at my inability to give more information mirrors my own. “We don’t know anything yet, that’s the problem,” I tell him. “Except this is a threat. It has to be. I’m on my way to pick up Connor and Vee now. We’ll pack and hit the road — we should be in Stillhouse Lake by morning.”

      “Wait,” Sam says. “Let’s think about this first.”

      “There’s nothing to think about. Someone’s threatening our family. We have to fight.”

      “We have to be smart,” Sam counters. “What if this is a trap? What if the whole point is to lure you back to Stillhouse Lake?”

      “It’s not like I’m hard to find,” I grumble. “If someone wanted to come at me, they wouldn’t have to set a trap. Thanks to all the helpful internet trolls, our address is online for anyone who wants to find it.”

      “Except you’re not easy to find, Gwen,” Sam says. “Not right now. Who in the world would think to look for you in Gardenia, North Carolina? The minute you go to Stillhouse Lake you’re a target again.”

      I close my eyes, remembering my conversation with Connor earlier today. Him telling me he didn’t want to go home — didn’t want to go anywhere where he could be recognized. After our conversation I’d searched for his name online and had almost thrown up at the results. So much outrage and misinformation, all directed at a fifteen year old boy who’d done nothing wrong.

      But that’s the problem. No one wants to believe he’s done nothing wrong. It’s a better story if the son of a serial killer snapped. And once that narrative starts to spread, it’s only a matter of time before the same kind of trolls who targeted me begin to target him.

      My chest squeezes at the thought of the online outrage machine turning its force on my son. I clear my throat to keep the tremble from my voice when I ask, “What if what happened at Stillhouse Lake has something to do with Connor? With the school shooting?”

      Sam takes a moment to consider this. “I don’t think we can rule that out.” He sounds so reasonable and levelheaded.

      I don’t know how he does it. My mind is on fire, my entire body fighting to keep my rage from boiling over. I want to tear apart the world, find the people threatening my son, and rip them to shreds. It’s irrational, I know, but that doesn’t stop the fantasy from playing through my mind.

      “I know you, Gwen. You’ve never met a threat you haven’t wanted to face head on. But I’m not sure that’s the best move right now. At least not until we know more about what’s going on.”

      “You think we should just sit back and do nothing?”

      “No, I think I should go down there.” His suggestion pulls me up short because it’s so obvious, and yet it hadn’t occurred to me. “We’re a team, Gwen. And being a team means relying on each other.”

      He doesn’t have to bring up Salah Point for the words to still be sitting there between us. When Jonathan Watson threatened our family, I kept it to myself rather than tell Sam. I thought I was doing what was best. I thought I could take down Watson on my own, but I couldn’t. In the end I’d needed Kez and Sam’s help. If I hadn’t let them in, I’d be dead.

      I blow out a breath. Even though I trust Sam with my life — with my kids’ lives — it’s hard to let go of control. It’s hard not to want to do this for myself, even though I know that’s not what’s best.

      “What about Lanny?” I ask.

      “I can drop her at Kez and Javi’s. They’ll keep her safe until we know more.”

      I nod. It makes sense. But it also means leaving prospective students weekend early which won’t be easy for her. “Want me to be the one to tell her?”

      I think of all the times I’ve been the bearer of bad news. All the times I’ve pushed open the door to her room and told her she has fifteen minutes to pack up her entire life and bid everything she’d known goodbye. All the times I’ve have to tell her no when she’s asked for permission to do the same thing as other teens her age.

      Sam hesitates, then says, “I think it might be better in person.”

      I hate the relief I feel at his offer, but I don’t turn it down. “Tell her I’m sorry. And that I’ll find a way to make it up to her. Promise.”

      “She’ll understand,” Sam says, but he and I both know that’s not a guarantee. We also both know that at some point she’ll stop understanding. At some point, it will all become too much.

      We can’t let that happen.

      “You focus on keeping Connor and Vee safe and solving your case,” he continues. “I’ll take care of everything else.”

      “Hey, Sam? Thanks.”

      “I love you, Gwen. Everything the world throws at us we’ll get through together, as a family.”

      I let myself bask in that knowledge. It feels so good to have someone in my life I can love and rely on without question or hesitation. “I love you too.”

      “I’ll call as soon as we get there.”

      I smile. He knows I’ll be on edge until I hear from him again. “Drive safe.”
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      The year after my father was arrested and Mom was in jail and we lived with my grandmother, I started to get headaches. Bad ones. My grandmother isn’t one of those crunchy, alternative-medicine types, but she is the type to avoid the doctor’s office out of fear of what it might end up costing. At first she gave me over the counter medicine when I complained of my head, and then she tried other things: cold compresses, dark rooms, essential oils.

      Eventually it got so bad that I ended up in the emergency room, my entire body so racked with pain that I couldn’t stop throwing up. They ran tests and gave me an IV that knocked me out. When I woke up, the pain was gone. Like completely gone.

      It wasn’t until that moment that I realized how much pain had come to dominate my life. I really only paid attention to the headaches when they became debilitating. It wasn’t until the pain was gone that I understood how constant it had become.

      It took a barrage of tests, but eventually the doctors figured it was probably stress sending my hormones out of whack. They put me on birth control for a couple of years, and that was pretty much the end of the headaches.

      What I remember most, though, isn’t the headaches; it’s that moment in the ER when I woke up and realized how bad my life had gotten without me even realizing it.

      That’s how it feels at Reyne. Hanging out with my freshman host Heather and introducing myself to her friends as Lanta Cade and having no one bat an eye or look at me strangely — that’s when I realize just how shitty my life had become.

      I’d just become so used to being Lanny Proctor, daughter of infamous serial killer Melvin Royal, that I’d started to think it was normal.

      But normal people don’t have entire organizations dedicated to hunting them down and killing them. Normal people didn’t grow up changing their names and moving from town to town, starting over again and again to avoid their murderous father and his insane acolytes. Normal people don’t have their brothers get abducted by cults, or their dad almost drowned as a sacrifice. Normal people don’t have to deal with the fallout of a school shooting or have to flee town to avoid a media firestorm.

      To normal people, people being mean on the internet might be someone tweeting an insult, not sending them graphic photographs of raped and mutilated women with your face digitized onto them so it looks like you.

      Lanny Proctor is anything but normal. Lanta Cade, on the other hand, is totally normal. Exceptionally normal. Even somewhat boring. And I love it.

      I love hanging out with Heather and her friends, going to a row house party, dancing with other students and not being on constant panic-inducing alert.

      Mom would be furious that I didn’t clock every exit the moment I entered. Which, okay, I actually did because it’s habit, but I didn’t force myself to run mental drills on potential escape routes as well. That I close my eyes and let the music wash over me and just dance without concern would make Mom apoplectic.

      It’s probably one of the best nights of my life, and the wonderful feeling of freedom doesn’t end there either. The next day I accompany Heather to her classes, and I get to sit in massive lecture halls where no one stares at me. No one whispers when I walk by. No one gives a shit about me. It’s amazing!

      I keep meaning to text Mom and Connor and Vee and check in, but every time I have a moment of downtime and I pull out my phone I hesitate. I know I need to reach out, especially to Connor. I know he’s going through a lot after the shooting, and I need to be there for him. I know it isn’t easy for him.

      And I do text a few times. I let Mom know I’m okay. I send Vee a selfie dancing at the frat party. I ask Connor how he’s doing. He says he’s fine, and I should press for more but doing so feels like being dragged back into that other world — Lanny Proctor’s world.

      I don’t want to go back to that world. I don’t want to exist in it, even for the brief amount of time it takes to send a text. It’s Connor I feel the most guilty about going radio silent on, given what happened earlier this week. But he’s got Vee. While most people see her as nothing but sharp edges, she can be pretty solid when you need someone to lean against. She’ll take care of him. I know she will.

      That gives me the freedom to continue pretending I’m Lanta Cade, normal girl and prospective Reyne University student.

      My second evening at Reyne is the prospective parent tea in the botanical gardens, and I wear an actual dress. It’s still black, but it’s retro and Heather squeals when she sees me in it and lets me borrow a red leather belt that cinches in my waist and makes me look pretty damn good.

      Even Sam notices when I meet him at the entrance to the gardens. He beams when he sees me, and holds out his arm for me to take. He’s wearing khaki pants and a blue button down shirt with his name tag already fastened to the pocket. His hair is still damp, and he smells like cheap hotel soap, but as we walk into the party all I can think is that to everyone else we’re just Lanta Cade and her dad Sam — a normal, regular father and daughter.

      As we mingle with faculty and meet other prospective students, I realize just how badly I want this to be my life. It’s as if the last seven years never happened. Melvin Royal no longer exists in my life — as meaningless to me as most everyone else at this party.

      Sam glances down at me as I sip a lemonade, staring off toward a clump of trees shedding their brilliant fall colors. “You look different,” he says.

      “It’s the belt,” I tell him. “I never wear color. I’m surprised you recognized me.”

      He grins. “It’s a nice belt. But there’s something else.”

      I’m about to tell him that it’s because I’m happy — that for once I’m actually free from my past — but just then his phone buzzes and when he pulls it from his pocket and glances at the screen, he frowns. “It’s your mom. Hold on,” he says as he answers.

      Something is wrong. I realize it as soon as I see the shift in Sam’s expression. His eyes narrow, his mouth tightens in concentration. He glances my way, notices me paying attention, and then turns, walking a few feet away and lowering his voice so I can’t hear.

      I watch his back as he talks, my mind cycling through all the various things that could have gone wrong. Guilt overwhelms me. What if something happened to Connor? What if the fallout from the school shooting is worse than I thought? What if me not being there to support him caused whatever happened? What if it’s somehow all my fault because I was so selfish coming to prospective students weekend instead of going with him on Mom’s case?

      I wrap my arms around my middle, feeling physically ill. I can’t stand the not knowing, I can’t stand the panic clawing its way up through my body. I stalk over to stand in front of him, blatantly listening in.

      His eyes flick to mine and hold. He nods and says, “I’ll call as soon as we get there.” Then he hangs up.

      My chest feels all fluttery. My breath catches in my throat. I try to ask him what that was all about, but the words won’t come. The reality of my world comes crashing in. The constant threats always circling, the knowledge that we’re all at risk and anything could happen.

      The understanding that every phone call could be the one ripping my life to shreds and telling me someone I love is gone.

      “Is it Connor?” I finally manage to croak.

      “He’s fine. They all are.” He puts a hand on my shoulder which is a good thing because my knees go a little weak with relief.

      “Then what?” I ask.

      “That was your mom. Kez called. There’s been an accident at the house in Stillhouse Lake. Someone may have been… hurt.” He trips over that last word.

      “Who?”

      “We don’t know.”

      He’s not making sense. “Then how do you know someone might have been hurt?” He pauses, and I can see him trying to choose his words carefully. “Just tell me.”

      “There’s evidence. Blood, apparently. But no body or indication what happened. Kez called your mom — they need someone to come down as soon as possible to give a statement, help them sort through the scene.”

      Here, he hesitates, and his expression turns apologetic. It takes me a moment to understand why, and then I get it. Someone needs to go to Stillhouse Lake, and it’s going to be him.

      And if he goes, I’m going with him.

      Which means leaving prospective students weekend early. It means no concert with Heather, no row house party after, no staying up late listening to her gossip with her friends about people I don’t know, imagining this being my life.

      I shouldn’t be surprised. Just when I was starting to relax into the possibility that I might be able to have a life where I’m not defined by who my father was, where no one knows who I am, where I can just be myself — or the self I choose to be rather than the self everyone else expects me to be.

      A life where I didn’t have to always look over my shoulder, expecting some psycho to come out of the woodwork after me.

      Of course, the moment I start to believe all of this is possible it all gets snatched away. Isn’t that always the case? Hasn’t that been the story of my life since the day they discovered Sam’s sister’s body hanging in our garage?

      It’s not fair. But when has my life ever been fair?

      “I’ll just stay here. I’ll be fine.” Even as I say it, I know it’s a no-go. There’s no way in hell Sam would ever leave me in a strange town alone. Even if he might consider such a thing, Mom would go ballistic at the mere suggestion.

      To give him credit, he looks genuinely apologetic. “You know I can’t leave you on your own.”

      I know it’s pointless, but still I argue. “Why can’t Mom go?”

      “She’s working. She has obligations. Plus, she’s farther away.”

      I clench my hands into fists by my side. I’m very aware of the crowd surrounding us, that anyone could be listening in. I know I need to keep calm, and not cause a scene, and that makes this whole situation seem even more unfair.

      Other kids get to break the rules. Other kids get to go out and get drunk and dance with strangers and yell when they’re angry. But not me.

      Never me.

      “But prospective students weekend isn’t over. Heather’s taking me to a concert on campus with friends from her lab, and then we’re going to a bonfire after. She says it’s one of the most fun parties of the year.”

      “I’m sorry, Lanta.” He remembers to use the name I gave when I registered and that somehow makes it worse. Because I’m only Lanta Cade here and the moment I leave campus, that girl will no longer exist. Nor will the future I always imagined for her. My real life will always intrude, no matter where I go and who I try to pretend to be.

      To my horror, tears well in my eyes and one of them escapes, trailing down my cheek. I refuse to cry in public. I refuse to be that kind of vulnerable around strangers.

      “I hate you right now,” I hiss. I don’t mean it. Of course I don’t hate Sam. I’m sure deep down he understands that, but still the words make him wince. His entire face collapses, and for a moment I’m glad that he’s feeling the same kind of pain he’s causing me.

      I’ll regret saying it. I’m sure I’ll apologize for it later. But right now I spin on my heel and stalk out of the party. I don’t bother trying to find Heather and saying goodbye. I don’t know how to explain to her why I’m leaving without also explaining about Melvin Royal and our family being a constant target.

      Once I confess that, her image of me will shift irrevocably. I’ll never be Lanta Cade, I’ll be the serial killer’s daughter.

      I’ve known for a long time that life isn’t fair. Sometimes, though, it hits me harder than others. This is one of those times.
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      Once I reach town, I pull up in front of the coffee shop to find Connor and Vee already waiting for me outside. The minute Connor sees my face he knows something’s happened.

      The blood drains from his face. “What’s wrong? Is Lanny okay?”

      I give him my best reassuring smile, but it must not be convincing because it does nothing to ease his concern. “She’s fine,” I tell him. “Sam too.”

      “Then what?” he presses.

      I blow out a breath. “Something’s happened at the Stillhouse Lake house. They think there was an accident and that someone was hurt.”

      His forehead furrows. “Who? What happened?”

      Connor has dealt with enough bloodshed over the past few days that I don’t feel the need to go into too much detail. “That’s what they’re trying to figure out. Sam and Lanny are on their way down there right now. Hopefully, we’ll know more tomorrow.”

      Vee pushes forward from the backseat. “Lanny’s going? What about her fancy college weekend thing?”

      “She’s going to have to miss some of it.”

      Vee whistles. “She ain’t gonna be happy about that.”

      “Are we also going back there?” Connor asks. His knee bounces anxiously.

      I study him, trying to read his expression. I think about what Sam said, about giving the kids more space to make decisions. “Do you want to?”

      He chews his lip, then glances back at Vee. “Not really. Not if we don’t have to. I’d rather stay here.”

      I nod. “That okay with you, Vee?”

      “I’m cool, Ms. P.”

      As we drive back to the motel I try to ask about their afternoon, but Connor has shut back down, only answering with one word answers like “fine” and “nothing.” Vee spends the drive staring out the window, lost in her own thoughts.

      “It’s going to be a late night,” I tell them as I unlock the door to our rooms. Once we’re inside, I automatically slide the chain into place and check the connecting door. “I have to give a statement at the police station, and I have a feeling it will be a while.”

      “How late?” Connor asks.

      “If I get out of there before midnight, I’ll consider it a win.”

      The two exchange a glance. I don’t like that I’m leaving them on their own again. Right now, given what happened at Stillhouse Lake, I’d feel much better having them both where I can see them. “You know, why don’t you two come with me? We can pick up dinner along the way. They’ll be way less likely to drag things out if I have my kids with me.”

      Connor gives me the kind of exasperated look that only a teenager can muster. “You’re asking us to spend the entire night sitting at a police station? Seriously? I know that’s not weird for you, but for most kids, that’s not something they do.”

      I understand his point, but still. “I’d feel better if you two were with me.”

      He crosses his arms. “And I’d feel better not spending an entire night at a police station. I’ve had enough of police interrogations for the week, thanks.”

      I wince. His jibe hits home. “Fine. I’ll leave money and you two can order in so long as you have the delivery person leave the food by the door. Make sure they’re not nearby when you open it to grab the bags.”

      Vee whistles. “Dang Ms. P, do you sit around dreamin up ways to ambush people? Cause you’re pretty good at it.”

      Maybe she’s right. Maybe I’m a little too paranoid. But it’s kept me alive all these years. It’s kept us all alive. Hell, if I’d been more paranoid months before when tracking down Jonathan Watson, he wouldn’t have been able to get as close to destroying everything I hold dear.

      “Number one rule: no leaving the motel,” I tell them. “Okay?” I look them both in the eye to make sure they understand.

      Vee flops back on the bed. “Yeah, yeah.” She heaves a dramatic sigh. “I guess we’ll just have to cancel that big party in the woods we was planning to go to.”

      Connor swipes at her, all false outrage. “Vee! You weren’t supposed to say anything about that!”

      Vee rolls to her stomach, propping her chin in her hands. “But seriously, Ms. P, we’ll be fine. I’ll make sure Connor here doesn’t get into any trouble.” She reaches over to ruffle his hair and he ducks out of reach.

      I don’t point out that I’m more worried about her than I am about Connor. “I don’t want either of you getting into any trouble.”

      “We’ll be good little boys and girls, promise.”

      I blow out a breath. “I’m trusting you two, okay?” I lean in to give each a hug. Neither seems particularly thrilled about it. “Goodnight.”

      “Oh hey, Ms. P?” Vee asks when I’m halfway out the door. “Will you text when you leave the station on your way back? Doesn’t matter how late it is.”

      I narrow my eyes at the request. She’s never asked me to do so before, which instantly makes me suspicious.

      Before I can ask why, she shrugs self-consciously. “Small towns make me nervous. They remind me of home.”

      I think about the town she grew up in. Wolfhunter River looked nice on the surface, but was rotten to the core underneath. “I’ll be fine,” I reassure her.

      “I know, but like you always say, it’s good to have someone know where you are and where you’re going just in case you don’t make it — then someone knows to call for help.”

      I smile. I can’t help myself. At least something I’ve taught her has sunk in. “Of course,” I tell her.

      She gives me a relieved grin in return.

      “Lock the door behind me,” I add as I leave. Once I’m outside I pause and wait, listening for the sound of the chain sliding into place. Satisfied they’ve locked up, I get back into the car and head to the police station.
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      As I’d expected, Chief Parks makes me wait. Once I arrive I’m escorted to a small interrogation room and told he should be in momentarily, which I know is a lie. The room is similar to any other dozen interrogation rooms I’ve been in — bare walls, plain metal table, two uncomfortable chairs, camera in the corner, a door that locks from the outside.

      I make myself as comfortable as possible and play a guessing game of how long I’ll be here until someone checks on me. I figured it would be an hour on the outside, and it turns out I’m wrong. It’s two and a half hours before a young officer sticks his head in and asks if I need anything.

      “Yes, please, I’d like to give my statement so I can go,” I say with as pleasant a smile as possible. Which isn’t much given how late it is and how irritated I am from being stuck waiting. The officer at least has the decency to appear chagrined. “Sorry for the wait, ma’am. Chief Parks is trying to get to you as quick as possible. Can I bring you some coffee or water?”

      I ask for both, and it takes more than half an hour before he brings them. The coffee is tepid and tastes like yesterday’s grounds, but it’s still coffee. That’s all I care about. Another forty-five minutes passes and I’m pulling out my phone to once again check on my kids’ locations to reassure myself all is well when it buzzes with an incoming call.

      I frown at the name on the screen. It’s Mike Lustig, Sam’s FBI friend. I can’t think of a single good reason for him to be calling me, especially this late at night. My heart skips a beat as I answer. “Hey, Mike, everything okay?”

      “Gwen, sorry for the late call. I tried to reach Sam, but he wasn’t picking up.”

      “He’s in Stillhouse Lake. Something happened at the house, and he’s looking into it. Why do you need to reach him? What’s going on?”

      He hesitates, and my alarm spikes. “Look, Mike, I know you didn’t call me this late to shoot the shit. What’s happened?”

      He blows out a breath. “It’s about Connor. I promised Sam I’d keep an eye on the school shooting investigation. They’ve found something you need to know about.”
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      Vee and I stand on the side of the road, our rented QuickBikes lying off in the grass. She wanted to hitchhike, but I drew the line at flagging down a ride from a stranger. She complained the entire bike ride over, but I told her it was better and faster than walking. She flipped me off in response.

      A pair of ruts cut off the road and toward a wall of trees stretching out before us. It looks like an old overgrown logging road that hasn’t been used for decades, but it’s clear by the way the grass is flattened that some cars have been through recently. The sun has already set, and the last of twilight still hangs in the sky but is fading fast.

      “Stop overthinking things,” Vee says, digging her elbow into my side. “Come on. Let’s go while there’s still some light left.”

      My stomach hurts from being tied in so many knots. “You know Mom will kill us if she finds out.”

      Vee rolls her eyes. “She’s not gonna find out. Promise. You gotta trust me on this.”

      The idea of trusting Vee on pretty much anything makes me laugh. The thing is, she’s incredibly loyal and faithful, until she’s not. “I’ve never snuck out before.”

      “Oh really? I never would have known.” She tries to tug me forward, but I dig in my heels.

      “I’m serious.” My insides are warring between my instinct that this is a terrible idea, and my anticipation over seeing Willa again.

      “You know Lanny sneaks out all the time, right? It’s no big deal.”

      “Except for that time she nearly witnessed a murder and was almost killed for it.” It was also one of the reasons we’d been forced out of Stillhouse Lake. Vee convinced Lanny to go to a party by the lake and then ditched her once they got there. Lanny ended up stumbling upon a girl who’d had her head bashed in with a rock and realized it was one of the Belldene boys who’d done it to her. Not that the family liked us much before that, but that certainly didn’t help.

      “You worried about getting murdered tonight?” She’s teasing, but still, it’s hard to look at those woods and not think that terrible things have happened in those shadows.

      “Come on,” she says, I’ve been to plenty of parties in the woods. Trust me, they’re almost all lame.”

      “Then why are we going?” I ask her.

      She quirks an eyebrow. “You want to see Willa again or not?”

      My cheeks flush. She’s got me there, and she knows it. She starts for the trees, leaving me to follow or make my way back to the motel by myself. As much as Mom would kill me for sneaking out, she’d be even more pissed if she found out I left Vee to her own devices. “Fine,” I grumble, trailing after her.

      The trees swallow what’s left of the light pretty fast, and we both pull out our burner phones and flip on the flashlights. It makes me even more aware of the darkness pressing in around us. After a few minutes we catch glimpses of our destination ahead. Light cuts through the trees, along with the twang and bass of country music.

      Before long, we reach the clearing and behold the majesty of the Shadow Shack. And by majesty I mean it’s a dump. “I was expecting something more exciting,” I hiss to Vee.

      She pats my shoulder. “That pretty much sums up life in a nutshell.”

      Several trucks ring the clearing, all jacked to Jesus with extra floodlights along the grills and roofs turned on high to light up the area. Two of them have their doors flung open, both blasting music but set to different stations creating a war of country ballads. Groups of teens mill about, most gathered in clumps around coolers filled with ice and beer.

      Maybe once upon a time there’d been something worth looking at in the clearing, but those days are long gone. The Shadow Shack is a towering brick house shaped like a large box, a sagging porch with rotting columns shrugging along the front. A few shutters still cling to existence next to broken out windows, but most fell off long ago.

      There’s movement in some of the windows, the kids brave — or stupid — enough to venture inside. It’s all very underwhelming, and I’m disappointed until I feel a pair of cool hands slide across my eyes.

      A flutter of panic sears through me. My first instinct is to fall back on the self-defense training Mom has drilled into us. Elbow back into solar plexus, grab the wrists, twist fast bringing their hands down and my knee up, connecting with their nose. Go for the knee to incapacitate before turning and running.

      But then a soft mouth brushes my ear, and I hear a whispered, “Guess who?”

      I realize it’s Willa. Still, I can’t help the adrenaline that’s flooded my system, the memories of having been grabbed before.

      Once the memories start, they don’t stop. I barely register Willa laughing and taking my hand, pulling me past the trucks and toward the trees. I’m sweating now, cold drops of it snaking down my back. Now that my brain has opened the door on past traumas, it’s open season, and they all come roaring forward.

      In my head I see Kevin. I see the gun. I hear the sound of it firing.

      My therapist taught me a trick about what to do when I have flashbacks. I struggle to remember it against the onslaught of nightmares flooding my thoughts.

      Six things.

      That’s what it is.

      Name six things I can see.

      I try to focus. It’s dark. I can’t see much. But there’s Willa’s face. There’s her hair. There are her eyes and her mouth saying something I can’t hear. I focus harder.

      Six things I can hear.

      The roar of blood in my ears. The sound of Kevin’s gun. No, that doesn’t count. That’s not now, and it’s not here. The country music. The sound of kids shouting to be heard over each other. Laughter. The crunch of leaves underfoot. Willa’s voice.

      “… wasn’t sure you were going to make it. Hey, are you okay? You’re being more quiet than usual.”

      Six things I can feel. Willa’s fingers holding mine. The cool night air against my burning cheeks. The thud of my heart. The scratch of my jacket’s tag against my neck. Willa’s lips.

      I lean forward and kiss her. I don’t have time to feel awkward about it or second guess if I’m doing it right or wrong. I just do it because I need something to pull my mind away from the claws of those awful memories, and I can think of no better way to do that than losing myself in Willa.

      It feels glorious. It feels like a revelation. It feels like closing one door and opening another.

      She pulls me back until she’s pressed against a tree, and we’re still kissing, and we keep kissing. She takes my hand and slides it under her ridiculously short dress. My experience with girls is limited. I’ve never been this far with one, and I’m not sure what to do so I keep my palm against her hip. I slide it up a little farther, searching for the hem of her underwear, figuring that’s as far as I’m willing to go with this girl.

      But I don’t find it. My mind practically explodes. There’s no way this girl, with the dresses as short as she wears them, doesn’t have on underwear. It means that the slightest breeze would reveal… I can barely even finish the thought.

      She pulls her head back. We’re not far from the clearing and there’s enough light that I can see the flush in her cheeks. She’s breathing fast. “You want me?”

      “Yes.” There’s no question. No hesitation.

      She smiles. “Good.” She takes a step back and slowly, deliberately, smooths her hands down her dress, tugging the hem lower though it’s a futile effort — it still skims the top of her thighs. The expression on her face is downright devious. “We should get back to the party.”

      I start to protest but she cuts me off. “Don’t worry. I’m not through with you yet,” she says. “The anticipation is the best part.”

      She turns, spinning just fast enough that the short hem of her dress floats up and for the life of me I can’t keep my eyes off it. She starts back to the clearing, and I stay behind watching her because at this moment I’m not quite fit to be seen in public.

      I watch her as she moves through the various groups of people. I can’t not. She looks so delicate, so fae-like in her frilly white dress but all I can think is that she doesn’t seem to be wearing any underwear. The contradiction threatens to break my brain.

      I don’t care. All I know is that I want more.
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      Mike’s words about Connor echo through my head, my heart pounding loud enough I hear it in my ears. I glance around the interrogation room, my eyes landing on the video camera positioned in the corner. There’s no light blinking to indicate it’s recording, but that doesn’t mean anything. There could be other cameras and microphones that I can’t see. Whatever Mike has to tell me, I’m not sure I want it recorded.

      “Hold on,” I tell him. “Let me get somewhere I can talk.”

      I push from the table hard enough that it sends the chair scraping backward. The young cop hears and is already at the door when I pull it open. “Everything okay, Ms. Proctor?”

      I start past him. “I have to go.”

      He scrambles after me. “Chief Parks shouldn’t be too much longer if you’ll just—”

      I spin to face him. “Are you detaining me?” It’s the only way they can force me to stay. He pulls up short, mouth opening and closing as he tries to figure out how best to respond.

      I don’t wait for an answer. I continue toward reception and out into the night. The minute I’m in my car with the door closed I force myself to take a deep breath. Then I say, “Tell me.”

      “They seized the shooter’s computer to analyze his online activity. It turns out he was spending a lot of time on the dark web posting on a message board dedicated to Melvin Royal. He was a frequent contributor to the board. In fact, he was one of the most prolific and popular posters.”

      My mind reels. This doesn’t make sense. I don’t understand why Kevin would be posting about my ex-husband. Unless maybe he was one of those awful acolytes — one of those people who worshipped Melvin and wanted to follow in his footsteps. Maybe that’s why he’d befriended Connor — because of his connection to Melvin. And maybe that’s why he’d taken a gun to school.

      “He posted under the name Melvin’s Little Helper,” Mike adds.

      This stops me cold. It’s a familiar name — the nickname I’d been giving during my trial, the one in which I was acquitted of all charges. It’s also the handle associated with the posts Leo and the Lost Angels were threatening to release. The posts they attributed to me.

      “I know those posts,” I tell him. “Someone sent me screenshots of a few the other day. Except they were accusing me of being the one who wrote them. They thought I was Melvin’s Little Helper. They even claimed they had proof — that the IP address on those posts pointed to our house. But I know how easily that IP address stuff can be faked. It’s happened to us before —some kids at Connor’s school tried to attribute some awful threats posted on a school bulletin board to Connor, but we were able to prove the IP address had been spoofed.”

      “The address wasn’t spoofed, Gwen.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Sam already had me looking into the IP addresses for Melvin’s Little Helper. All of their posts have one of two IP addresses: either Kevin’s house or your house.”

      “Which makes sense, Kevin’s been to our house several times. He could have easily used Connor’s computer to make those posts. I usually have their laptops restricted on what websites they can access, but I’m pretty sure my kids know how to work around that.”

      “There’s more, Gwen.” There’s something about the tone in his voice that causes the hair on my arms to stand on end. Something awful is coming, I can feel it.

      “Kevin’s awake, and he’s been talking. He implicated Connor in the shooting—”

      A familiar rage bubbles in my chest and I cut him off. “It’s bullshit, Mike. You and I both know that. He’ll say anything to avoid taking the full blame.”

      It doesn’t surprise me at all that Kevin is lying to save his ass. I’m furious that he would throw my son under the bus, but I’m even more upset that he’s betrayed Connor’s trust. Connor believed in Kevin. He thought Kevin would wake up and tell the truth and exonerate him. He thought they were friends.

      My chest aches at what this will do to Connor when he finds out.

      “Even so—” Mark starts.

      “No,” I cut him off again. “Connor couldn’t do that. He wouldn’t do that.”

      “Even so,” he continues, “the FBI obtained a subpoena for Connor’s online cloud accounts.”

      The announcement drops like a bomb, exploding my life. “What the fuck, Mike! You got a fucking subpoena on my son? On Sam’s son! What are you thinking?”

      “I was thinking that he was implicated in a school shooting and should be investigated accordingly.”

      “Seriously?” My voice rises in pitch. “Seriously!”

      He shouts over me: “Gwen! You have to let me talk.”

      I force my mouth shut, clenching my jaw so tight I’m afraid I may crack my teeth. My entire body vibrates with rage and terror and confusion. I keep telling myself that it doesn’t matter, they wouldn’t have found anything. I know my son; he wasn’t involved in this shooting. He could never do something to hurt someone else like that.

      Not after what he’s been through. Not given what he’s seen in his life.

      “Go on.”

      “We didn’t find anything that indicates he was planning a school shooting.”

      Even though I knew this would be the case, I’m still flooded with relief. “Of course not.”

      “But we did find some things that are concerning that you should know about. He seems to be obsessed with his father — with Melvin.”

      “What?” I gasp the word.

      “He has folders — several of them — filled with information about Melvin. And not just the easily accessible information, though he has that too. He has things that were never released to the public. Police files, evidence photos, the unredacted trial transcript. He has accounts from the victims’ families, from officers who viewed the crime scenes. He even has scans from what appears to be a journal written in Melvin’s handwriting.”

      My mind spins, and I have trouble drawing a full breath. This is the last thing I would have expected from Connor. I thought he’d made peace with who his father was. I thought he’d let him go, buried him in the past.

      But apparently not. Apparently, he’s been obsessed with his father for a while.

      “How did he even find any of that?” I ask.

      “We’re tracking what we can. Looks like a lot of it came from the dark web.” He hesitates. “It’s not just Melvin, there’s information on other serial killers as well. Pirated books about their lives, their crimes, psychological profiles.”

      “Oh God,” I groan.

      “There’s more.” I recognize the tone in his voice. It’s the one they use when they’re about to give you horrible news. I close my eyes and brace myself.

      “There was a folder full of information on various weaponry. Guns mostly. Specs on ghost guns, ammunition, accessories, tactics.”

      It’s like being punched in the solar plexus. Everything inside me goes white. “He wasn’t involved in the shooting, Mike. He wasn’t. I know my son.”

      “I know you don’t want to believe it, Gwen, but it doesn’t look good. And you and I both know that what really happened doesn’t matter — what matters is the story that gets told about what happened.”

      He’s right. Look at all of the people who blame me for Melvin’s murders — who think I was involved, that I helped him. I was tried as an accomplice and acquitted, and that still isn’t enough to convince some people of my innocence.

      To some people I’ll always be Melvin’s Little Helper.

      At the familiar moniker I gasp, a piece of the puzzle falling into place. “Melvin’s Little Helper— it wasn’t Kevin posting… ” I don’t finish the statement, I can’t.

      “It was Connor. We were able to confirm with the information we found in his cloud account.”

      I shake my head, stunned. How have I become so disconnected from my son? How did I not see any of this? Why didn’t he tell me?

      Which leads to a larger, more difficult question: what else have I missed?

      Mike continues, “This evidence may not be enough to convict Connor in the courts, but if it gets out it would be enough to convict him in the eyes of the public. And if Kevin goes to trial, this information will become public; there’s no way around that.”

      A trial. Fuck. I can’t imagine putting Connor what I went through — being charged with a crime he didn’t commit. Facing the accusing stares of the victims and their families. Never being able to escape the legacy of that accusation.

      I can’t let it happen. I won’t.

      “I want to see the evidence, Mike.”

      “It’s all in his cloud account. Since he’s a minor, technically you’re allowed access to it.”

      “Not just the evidence on Connor, I want to see it all. Everything you have on Kevin as well.”

      He hesitates. “Gwen, you know that would be a massive breach of protocol. Doing that could get me fired.”

      “Mike, you and I have had our differences, especially when it comes to Melvin Royal. But Connor is Sam’s son too. I know Connor didn’t do this. I know he wasn’t involved in this shooting. Let me look through the evidence — I might find something you missed.”

      He still hesitates.

      “Please, Mike. Do this for Sam.”

      “If you get caught with this, it didn’t come from me.”

      “Of course not.”

      He lets out a long sigh. “There’s a secure server. Untraceable. I’ll send you the link. You’ll have fifteen minutes to get the files before I delete them.”

      “Done.”

      “Don’t make me regret this, Gwen. Don’t make me regret trusting you.”

      I laugh. “You’ve never really trusted me.”

      I can hear the grin in his voice. “Fair point.”

      He hangs up without saying goodbye, and I immediately start the car and begin the short drive back to the motel. Instinct has me watching for anything suspicious, my eyes bouncing between the mirrors and the road, but Gardenia’s a sleepy town and mine is the only car out this late at night.

      As I drive, my mind churns through everything I’ve just learned. How did I not see any of this? And how long has this been going on?

      If Connor had questions about his father, why didn’t he just come to me?

      Maybe he tried.

      I try to think of the last time Melvin Royal came up in conversation. It was right before the lighthouse. I’d gotten a letter from Melvin and shredded it. Lanny brought it up. I close my eyes and try to remember Connor’s reaction to that news that I’d destroyed Melvin’s letter without letting either of them read it.

      He’d been nonchalant about it. He said something about having already said goodbye — that he tried not to think about his dad at all.

      He’d called him Dad. That I remember. Because Lanny never calls him that.

      I’d taken him at his word, assumed he’d put his past behind him — put his father behind him. Clearly, he hadn’t. And I never followed-up — never checked in. Not even when I learned soon after that Connor had been posting about his father on a message board under the moniker Ripperkid.

      I realize now that I learned about those posts the day before I went after Jonathan Watson and ended up jumping from the lighthouse stairs. In the aftermath, I was so focused on the pain and my recovery that I let so much go. I lost my focus, my faith in myself and my gut instinct.

      I let my head fall back against the headrest. None of that is an excuse. The clues were all there. I should have known. I knew he’d been posting about his father online, and I let it go. I never asked questions.

      Maybe I just wanted to believe Connor was okay, and that’s why I never pressed the issue.

      If I’d been paying attention, I would have realized that Connor still had issues to resolve about his father. But of course he did. Every fifteen year old anywhere has issues with their parents. It’s a rite of passage, even for kids whose fathers aren’t notorious serial killers.

      I’d just missed it. I’d been focused on the madman coming after our family, and then there was the incident at the lighthouse and the recovery after.

      A deep ache opens up inside me, a feeling of loss and grief. Connor had needed me, and I wasn’t there. I didn’t see.

      I pull into the motel parking lot, quickly surveying my surroundings for anything out of place. There are only four other cars, none of them new guests. I’d already had someone at the office run their tags and they all checked out.

      I pull into the space in front of our rooms and sit, staring out the windshield toward the motel, knowing that Connor’s just on the other side of that door. In the past I would have asked him directly about what I’d learned — no subterfuge, no talking about the topic.

      We used to have those kinds of talks late at night, just the two of us, over cookies and hot cocoa in the kitchen. But when was the last time? I can’t remember. That’s how long it’s been.

      Then a familiar voice inside me whispers the question I’ve been trying to avoid. If I didn’t know about Connor’s obsession with Melvin, what else don’t I know? Do I really know my son as well as I think I do?

      Is it possible that Connor may have been more involved in the shooting after all?

      My entire body rebels against the thought. But still I have to face it. If he was involved, I do him no favors by blindly believing in him. If there’s one thing I learned when that drunk driver opened the worst of our family’s secrets to the world, it’s that you have to face the truth, no matter how ugly.
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      As promised, within a few minutes a text comes from an unknown number with a link to a secure server. I grab my laptop from the backseat and connect it to the motel’s internet. I navigate to the server and find only one file. I click to download it.

      It’s a weak signal and a massive file and I begin to grow worried I won’t be able to download it all before the connection cuts. But finally my computer dings, and the file appears on my desktop. I open it immediately.

      A list appears. Nothing is named, only numbered, and I scan for some sort of index but can’t find one. It’s going to be a very, very long night. My first instinct is to call Sam, and already my finger hovers over his number. I’m desperate to hear his voice and have him reassure me that everything is going to be okay.

      But I know he’s likely still in the car with Lanny, or he’s made it to Stillhouse Lake and is helping Kez with the scene. Either way it won’t be a good time for him to talk. With a sigh, I gather my things and get out of the car, surveying the parking lot once again for anything out of place.

      Once I’m satisfied it’s safe, I cross to the room and insert my key card into the door. I don’t expect it to open; I’d been very clear to Vee and Connor that they needed to keep the chain on at all times. I’d even waited until I heard them attach it before I left earlier in the evening.

      So I’m completely surprised when the door swings open, no chain pulling it up short. My heart kicks up, and I drop my bag, reaching for my gun in the same movement. Most people wouldn’t give much thought to an unlocked motel room door, but I’m not most people.

      I know the most likely scenario is that they just forgot to throw the chain after I left. I know I shouldn’t panic. But I’ve seen too much. I’ve experienced too much. The incident at Stillhouse Lake has me on edge, looking for threats and expecting the worst.

      I shift out of the doorway, knowing the light from the parking lot would turn my body into a perfect outline of a target. I use my elbow to flick on the overhead lights, sweeping the room in a fluid motion. I don’t see anyone, but that doesn’t mean they’re not there.

      I move along the wall, my steps muffled by the cheap carpet. The other side of the bed is clear, as is the bathroom and closet. I don’t bother looking underneath the beds, the frames are solid — no place to hide. I checked the moment we first arrived.

      I shift my focus to the connecting door. My paranoia is in high gear, my brain churning out one horrible scenario after another about what I might find on the other side. I force myself to ignore it. I can’t afford the distraction.

      Once I reach the door I try the knob. Unlocked. My pulse kicks up another notch. It’s easy to imagine Vee forgetting to check both doors, but not Connor. Connor knows better.

      I turn the knob slowly, easing the door open and slipping inside. Enough light spills through the connecting door for me to see that both beds are occupied. Vee’s hair a riot against the pillowcase, Connor’s sheets thrown off, exposing his back and shoulders. Both are fast asleep.

      I still don’t let my guard down. I keep the light off but check the bathroom and closet, then move to the door. At least they have the chain on theirs, though fat lot of good it would have done them if someone had tried to get to them through my room.

      I watch them both sleep for a moment, completely oblivious to the world around them. To the fact that a woman is standing in their room with a gun in her hand. Sure, I’m not a threat, but I could have been.

      I consider waking them up to explain once again the importance of personal safety. But I’m tired, and I doubt it would do any good.

      Besides, once Connor’s awake, we’re going to have to talk about what Mike told me, and I still haven’t wrapped my brain around it enough to confront him about it.

      I holster my firearm and retreat into my room. I leave the connecting door unlocked, but set the chain on my door. If something happens, I want to be able to get to my kids quickly and easily.

      Satisfied, I grab my bag from the floor and toss it on the bed, then move to put on coffee. I have a feeling it’s going to be a very, very long night.
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      I don’t even realize how much time has passed until my alarm goes off early the next morning. The sound startles me, jerking me out of the rabbit hole of research I’d dug myself into. On instinct my eyes immediately find the motel door, note the chain lock still engaged. I scan the room, searching for threats and finding none. Still, I slip from the bed and move silently toward the connecting door. I don’t breathe a sigh of relief until I peek through the crack and find Connor and Vee both still asleep.

      I take a moment to lean back against the wall, hand over my chest. I will my heart to slow its panicked gallop. I glance back at the laptop sitting in the middle of my bed. I can’t see the screen from where I am, and for that I’m grateful. I’ve been digging through the files from Connor’s cloud accounts and am neck deep in a particularly gruesome series of detailed reports about the torture Melvin inflicted on his victims.

      Just the memory of them makes my stomach roil and skin crawl. Without thinking I reach forward and nudge the laptop closed. I don’t need any more reminders of Melvin’s crimes right now. If anything, I need a shower. If only the scorching water could wash the images from those files from my brain.

      How could Connor do that to himself — voluntarily expose himself to so much vile crap? I’ve worked so hard to keep the worst of it from them. I thought I was doing the right thing — shielding them from the horrors of their father. But of course, that only served to push Connor to look for information on his own. Maybe if I’d been more open about Melvin’s crimes, Connor wouldn’t have been so intent on searching out information on the dark web.

      It’s not just the files on Melvin’s crimes that bother me; it’s the other evidence Mike sent as well. Screenshots from the Melvin Royal message board recording all of Connor’s posts as Melvin’s Little Helper. There must be hundreds of them. Connor posting theories, answering questions, almost reveling in his depth of knowledge. Unlike several of the other posters, Connor never excuses Melvin’s crimes or admires them, but his fascination with his father is still glaringly obvious.

      Blowing out a breath, I scrub my hands down my face. I’ve put off talking to Connor long enough.

      I hear a rustle and the sound of running water from next door, which indicates one of the two is awake. When I knock on the connecting door, I find Connor on his phone in bed and Vee wandering sleepily from the bathroom. I intercept her before she reaches her bed.

      “Vee, honey, why don’t you go sleep in my room? I need to talk to Connor for a minute.”

      She yawns, nods, and shuffles past me into my room. I close the door behind her. Connor peers over at me from his bed, the soft light of his phone causing his face to glow in the darkness. It makes him look unbelievably young and vulnerable but also so much older and unapproachable.

      I remember when he was a toddler and he was hurt, it was like my arms were something magical. I could swoop him up and hold him close, and I could make it all go away. I wish I could do that now. I wish I could make the school shooting and the FBI and Kevin and Melvin Royal and everything bad in his life disappear.

      But I can’t.

      “Hey there,” I say, coming into the room and flicking on the light. “You doing okay?”

      He shrugs. An answer even less helpful than “fine.”

      I pull up the covers on Vee’s bed and sit, facing my son. “You were very helpful yesterday with the case.” I tell him. “You really made a difference. Thank you.”

      He lifts a shoulder, but doesn’t ask any questions or even ask what happened. He’d been so invested in this case earlier, so gung ho about being involved. I don’t understand why he suddenly seems so uninterested.

      A familiar tension coils along my shoulders, causes a throb to begin in my temples. It seems like every interaction with Connor has been like this — pulling teeth to get anything other than one word responses. I kept telling myself it was just a phase, but maybe that’s just what I wanted to believe. The reality is that it became too much effort to push back against him, and I didn’t have the reserves to deal with it when I was recovering from what happened in the lighthouse.

      But months of letting his behavior slide — of ignoring it, has only made things worse.

      I draw a deep breath. “I know about your files on your father. I know you’re Melvin’s Little Helper.”

      It feels strange to actually say the words, like it somehow makes them real. I wish so badly they weren’t. That all of this is some sort of mistake, but I’ve seen the files for myself. There’s no denying any of it.

      He appears genuinely shocked. He forgets to school his expression, and I watch as the thoughts dance across his face. What surprises me most is the fear, as if he’s afraid of what I’ll say.

      That he could ever be afraid of me hurts. It makes me wonder if our relationship is more broken than I realized.

      He’s able to regain his composure quickly, and he looks away. “Whatever.”

      I want to curl my hands into frustrated fists, but instead I press them flat against my knees. “You know it’s okay to be interested in your father. It’s okay to have questions, and it’s okay to ask them.”

      He keeps his face averted. I give him space, letting the silence stretch.

      Finally, he shakes his head. “You say that, but you don’t mean it.”

      I start to protest but he cuts me off. “You know it’s true. You hate Dad. You and Lanny both. You think he’s a monster. You think—” He swallows. “You think he didn’t love us. But he did. I know he did.”

      He sounds like such a little boy right now, defensive and needy, that it makes my heart physically ache. He’s hurt, and I want to comfort him, but I don’t know if I can. Everything in me rebels at the idea that Melvin Royal loved anyone but himself.

      We weren’t his family. We were his front so that he could move through the world looking like a normal human being while doing monstrous things. We were objects to him, to be controlled and paraded about and used.

      “See, Mom? I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking how much you hate him. How I don’t know what I’m talking about. That I was too young, and I didn’t understand. Aren’t you?”

      It’s true, all of it. I don’t deny it.

      “You never let us make up our minds about him. You never let us talk to him after he was arrested. You shredded his letters before we could read them.”

      I shudder, remembering some of the things he wrote in those letters — unspeakable things. “I did, and I don’t regret it. Those letters weren’t for you, they were for me.”

      “Except they were for me! He wrote about us. Lanny and me. He wrote about how much he loved us. He shared memories of us as kids. He talked about how he used to walk laps around the house with me when I was a baby.”

      My heart stops. These are things Connor shouldn’t know. “How do you know what was in his letters?” I ask carefully.

      He rolls his eyes. “Because I’m not an idiot, Mom. I knew you had to have made copies before you shredded them. You keep copies of everything. I searched your office and found the jump drive.” He says it like it’s no big deal. But he’s wrong, it’s a very, very, big deal.

      So many emotions hit at once that I don’t know what to feel. Outraged that my son invaded my privacy like that. Furious at myself for not hiding the jump drive better or even keeping copies of Melvin’s letters at all. Horrified that Connor actually found them — worse than that, he read them.

      My stomach lurches. I feel sick at the thought of what he must have seen and learned. Things no one should ever be subjected to. “Why, Connor? Why would you do that to yourself?” I can’t keep the horror from my voice or my expression.

      He throws up his hands. “And you wonder why I never came to you about any of this? You wouldn’t have listened or even tried to understand.”

      I suck in a breath. The comment cuts unimaginably deep. I had no idea my son felt this way. I’ve always tried to be there for my kids — always. Apparently, I failed.

      “Why do you think I post on the Melvin Royal message board?” he continues. “Because they listen to me. They still care about Dad. To you Dad’s a monster, but not to me. Not to them. In the real world I’m a freak — the serial killer’s kid — but not on there. There I’m popular. I’m important. I’m somebody.”

      I don’t know how to respond. The very existence of a Melvin Royal message board makes me sick to my stomach. I’ve seen enough posts on similar message boards to know that they don’t simply care about Melvin Royal, they worship him. They’re obsessed with him.

      Thinking about my son being involved in that is one of my worst nightmares. I’ve been trying to protect my kids from the legacy of their father, but somehow I’ve ended up driving Connor directly toward it.

      I choose my words carefully. “I understand he was your father. I know you loved him. But you want to remember only the best of him, before we learned what kind of man he truly was.”

      “And you only want to remember the worst of him,” he cries. “Is that what you’d do to me if I did something wrong?”

      The bottom drops out of my world. I can’t think of anything more painful than the possibility my son might think I could ever stop loving him. He has no idea that not loving him would be impossible. It would mean removing my heart from my chest. And even then, my cells would remember him and continue loving him.

      I look him directly in the eyes, needing him to see and understand the truth of my words. “You could never do anything that would make me love you less, Connor. Never.”

      He folds his arms across his chest and sticks out his chin. It’s his go-to gesture when he’s feeling vulnerable. “You say that, but you promised to love Dad too and you stopped.”

      “That’s different.”

      “How?”

      I don’t know how to explain to him what happens when you become a parent — this shift that takes place within you. It’s a scientific fact that people’s brains change when they become parents. It’s primal, this love I feel toward my kids. It’s woven into every fiber of my being.

      “You’re a part of me in a way that Melvin never was or could be.”

      He cuts me off. “Dad was our parent too,” he says. “By your own logic, that means Dad loved us too.” He crosses his arms, daring me to contradict him.

      I know what he wants me to say: he wants me to agree with him. He wants to be able to hold onto this vision of his father because facing the truth is too difficult and painful. A part of me wants to let him. It’s easier that way. And what’s the harm, really?

      Except I can’t. Connor will come to understand the truth eventually, and it will be that much more devastating if it comes after years of holding on to this false belief.

      “Some people are broken, Connor. Your father was one of them.”

      “What if I’m broken too?” His voice is small and scared.

      I move to sit next to him and pull him against me, wrapping my arms tight around him. It was so much easier when he was a child and holding him was enough to keep the demons at bay. I hate Melvin Royal for making my son doubt himself — for leaving him this awful legacy. If I could kill him all over again for the things he’s done to our children, I would without hesitation.

      “You’re not broken, baby,” I say, kissing his temple.

      “How can you know?”

      “Well, for one, broken people don’t think they’re broken. They think they’re perfect. Even asking the question shows that you care what kind of person you are, that you care how you treat others. You’re loving and thoughtful and considerate.”

      He pulls away so he can meet my eyes. “Did you have any idea about Dad before…” He doesn’t have to finish the thought. We both know what happened to cut our lives into before and after.

      It’s a question I’ve been asked over and over again, and my answer is always a quick, emphatic no. The real answer is too complicated, too open to interpretation. But I owe Connor as close to the truth as I can get.

      “I had no idea what Melvin was doing to those girls. I never realized he could be capable of anything like that.” I take a deep breath and add, “But… there were moments in our relationship that did make me question his capability for violence.”

      The answer surprises him, which is understandable since I’ve never shared this with anyone but Sam and my therapist. “Like what?”

      I don’t particularly want to tell my fifteen year old son how Melvin liked to choke me during sex, to the point that I sometimes passed out. Or the darkness I saw in him when I spoke up about it. “Maybe one day I’ll explain it to you more, but not now.”

      His curiosity is evident, but he doesn’t press. Instead he asks, “Did you feel guilty when you found out what he’d been doing? Like you should have known and done something?”

      “I did.” For a long time I blamed myself for not figuring it out, not stopping him. I wondered if on some level I’d known what he was capable of but had simply ignored it so long as the kids and I weren’t in danger.

      “Do you feel that way about Kevin?” I ask quietly.

      He nods slowly. “He was always saying things, but I thought he was kidding. I never thought he’d actually do something so—” his voice cracks.

      My heart breaks hearing the pain in his words. I hate the burden he now carries, the guilt. I know how heavy those thoughts can be, how difficult to bear. “I’d tell you not to blame yourself — which is true, by the way. But it’s something you have to actually believe yourself.”

      He looks skeptical. “What if I could have stopped him?”

      I give him the answer I’ve given myself when I’ve wondered the same thing. “Even if you could have stopped him, you have to remember that Kevin was the one who made the decision to take the gun to school. He was the one who pulled the trigger. You can’t blame yourself for the actions that someone else takes of their own free will. Failing to stop them doesn’t make you responsible.”

      It’s difficult not to cringe as I tell him this. I can’t count the times I’ve blamed myself for things that were outside of my control. But I don’t want that for my kids. I don’t want them to carry the same kind of weight that I always do.

      I take a deep breath before pushing on. “Speaking of Kevin, there’s something you need to know.”

      His eyes cut to me, sharp and alert. “Did something happen to him? Is he okay?”

      “He woke up,” I tell him. I have no idea how he’ll take the news. If there’s any possibility Connor was involved in what happened, the news that Kevin is awake should concern him. It means Kevin could implicate him as an accomplice.

      But if anything, Connor appears relieved. Even glad. “He’s going to be okay?” His voice is full of hope and I have to remind myself that Kevin was Connor’s friend. It makes sense Connor would want him to recover.

      “The doctors think so.” He looks so happy that it’s that much harder to tell him that his friend turned on him. “He’s been speaking with the police. He admitted to the shooting.”

      Connor snorts. “Kind of hard not to, since there were witnesses. Other kids besides me saw him pull the gun.”

      “He’s blaming you. He says you put him up to it.”

      I watch his expression carefully, and his shock is genuine. “But that’s not true,” he says. There’s a panic in his eyes and a vulnerability that makes him look so young. “That’s not what happened. I didn’t even know about it. I had nothing to do with it.”

      It hurts to see him like this — scared and overwhelmed. Especially when I can’t do anything to fix it. “I know.” I reach over and place a hand on his knee. “You could never have had anything to do with something like this.”

      He seems relieved that I believe him. Still, though, there are some unanswered questions I need him to address. Questions I know others will want to ask and that he needs to be prepared to answer. “I heard from Sam’s friend at the FBI. They subpoenaed your cloud accounts.”

      He must already know where this is going because he slumps forward, his arms across his middle like he’s in physical pain.

      “They found the folders on Melvin Royal. That’s how I found out about the message board.” I wait a beat before adding. “They also found the folder with research on all those guns.”

      He looks up at me, his eyes red with unshed tears. “I know how it looks, but I didn’t have anything to do with the shooting, Mom. I swear.”

      “But why, Connor? Why the sudden interest in guns?” I’ve never known Connor to show any particular interest in guns before. If anything, he always shied away from them in the past, especially after an active shooter drill at school triggered his PTSD. Of course, I’ve taken him to the gun range before — it’s one of my requirements since we keep guns in the house. My kids need to know how to respect firearms and use them correctly. And maybe over the past few months he’s been a little more eager about going to the range together, but it’s always been a family activity so that never stood out.

      His stares at the foot of the bed, chewing his bottom lip before finally answering. “Because you love them. I thought if I loved them too, it could be something we had in common.”

      His words shatter something inside me. This is how broken things have become between us, that he was forcing himself to love guns just to have something in common with me. This despite the trauma guns have caused him in his life.

      How did we go so wrong? How did my son become such a stranger to me? And me to him?

      “Oh honey.” I don’t hesitate, I reach over and pull him into a hug. He falls against me, and I realize how long it’s been since I’ve held him like this. “I’m so sorry.”

      He lets himself go limp, and I’m reminded of his childhood when I could cradle his entire body in my lap. He’s so much larger now, gangly with growth spurts, but still his head fits that familiar spot against my shoulder so that I can smell his hair and kiss the back of his head.

      My love for him is so overwhelming that it sometimes becomes scary. It would shatter me if something happened to him. If something happened to any of my kids. I don’t know how I could continue living life without them.

      That’s why I hold on to them so fiercely. I need my kids to live.

      The alternative is a darkness I could never escape from.

      “I love you, Connor. I hope you know that.”

      “I love you too, Mom.” His voice is muffled against my arm.

      “We’ll get through this together. I promise. It’s going to be okay.” He nods.

      I just hope I can keep that promise.
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      The forensics techs spend most of the night at the house. I’m exhausted by the time they clear the scene and I make the drive out to Kez and Javi’s cabin where I’d dropped Lanny. When I arrive I find the porch light on and a pillow and blanket set out on the couch waiting for me. I barely take the time to remove my boots before falling into a bone-tired sleep.

      I’m woken the next morning by a Godawful clatter of pots and pans. I push myself upright and squint toward the racket to find Lanny standing in the middle of the kitchen, apron tied around her waist and blender whirring. It’s very obvious that the noise she’s making is intentional.

      She notices me glancing her way and raises an eyebrow, challenging me to say something about the noise. Clearly she’s still angry about having to leave Reyne early and wants a fight, but it’s way too early for anything like that. I stand, stretch, and shuffle into the kitchen to snag a mug of coffee. On the way I glance outside and notice Javi and Kez’s cars are both gone.

      “They already left. Kez has her anatomy scan this morning, remember?”

      I nod and take a burning sip of coffee. Kez is a cop and Javi a former Marine — they know how to make coffee that will get you up and going. “You doing okay?” I ask Lanny.

      She twists her mouth at my apparently stupid question. “How’s the house?” she asks instead of answering. “What happened? Kez didn’t say much when she came home last night.”

      Gwen and I try to be honest with the kids. We think it’s important they understand the world and the dangers we face. But it’s hard. Lanny’s nearly an adult, and I know we can’t keep her sheltered forever, but still I find myself holding back. “It’s pretty much what Kez described on the phone. There’s a lot of blood, but no indication of anything else. Clearly something happened, but what it was is impossible to know. Hopefully, forensics will know more today after running some tests.”

      She nods thoughtfully, taking the information in as she pulls a pan of muffins from the oven and replaces it with a tin of what looks and smells like banana bread. She cooks when she has a lot on her mind. “So what’s the plan for today?”

      “Once I shower, I’m headed back over there to get a better sense of the damage and start cleaning up.”

      “I’ll come help.”

      It’s not even a question. I know for sure Gwen wouldn’t want her anywhere near that house. Not right now. It’s a crime scene. It’s also unsafe, especially while we don’t understand the threat and who was behind it. “It’s best you stay here.”

      She turns to face me, crossing her arms. She’s angry. “Seriously? And do what? What’s even the point of me being here? You could have just let me stay at Reyne, you know.”

      “I know none of this is fair,” I tell her, acknowledging her frustration. “I’m sorry. I really am.”

      She was expecting pushback instead of sympathy and it deflates some of her anger. Her shoulders ease slightly. “Fine,” she eventually grumbles. “But these muffins are for Kez and the baby, not for you.”

      Thankfully Lanny relents, sending me off to face my day with a steaming travel mug of coffee and a bag of warm muffins. I pull out of Javi and Kez’s driveway and call Gwen as I turn toward town.

      The minute I hear her voice, a sense of peace and rightness settles over me. If I weren’t driving, I’d close my eyes and pretend she were next to me, that I could reach over and take her hand in mine.

      “Everything okay?” she asks.

      “Except for the substantial amount of blood in our house and our furious teenage daughter, all is great.”

      Her laugh is strained, but it’s still a laugh.

      I fill her in on what little I’ve learned since arriving late last night, and she tells me about the call from Mike and her talk with Connor. “How are you feeling?” I ask once she’s done.

      “Truthfully? Awful. Like I’ve failed him as a parent.”

      I hate the anguish in her voice. “You’re an amazing mother.”

      “I just keep waiting for this to get easier and it never does. I thought we were finally putting Melvin in the past but I was lying to myself. We’ll never be rid of him. It’s just what he always wanted,” she says bitterly. “To occupy space in our lives.”

      “Melvin hasn’t won,” I tell her. “Of course there’s still work to be done. But we’re doing the work every day. We’re seeing therapists, we’re talking, we’re moving forward. It’s a process, Gwen. It can’t happen overnight.”

      She sighs. “I guess that’s true.”

      “Connor opened up to you. That’s a good thing. It means he trusts you. It’s going to be okay, Gwen.”

      We talk a while longer until I reach the house. We say our goodbyes as I turn up the gravel driveway. I notice the forensics trucks and cop cars are gone. The only evidence of their recent presence are the ruts gouged into the soft dirt up near the porch and the bright yellow crime scene tape fluttering around the door.

      I duck underneath it and make my way inside. The smell hits immediately, a cloyingly thick metallic stench that sticks to the back of my throat. There’s no escaping it even if I try to breathe through my mouth. I know from experience it will only get worse as the day progresses and the air heats up, accelerating decomposition.

      This morning, with the sunlight bright through the windows, the blood looks even more garish and obscene. I stand in the middle of the living room, trying to take it all in but it’s still impossible. There’s just so much of it. An impossible amount.

      It’s hard not to look at the blood coating nearly every square inch as a threat. Or a promise. But who? And why here in Stillhouse Lake? We haven’t lived here in ages.

      Because this is a house that will always be connected with Gwen. It’s where she lived when Melvin Royal came for her. Where she lived when she stopped running and hiding.

      It’s also where she and I met. I’d still been wrapped up with the Lost Angels, still drowning in my own grief and need for revenge. I’d come here to spy on her and find some way to force her to confess to her role in Melvin’s murders. I ended up falling for her instead.

      This will always be the house where we became a family. Where we started to actually live again.

      Then we let the Belldenes take it from us. It was the best decision for us at the time, but it’s hard not to feel a simmering resentment toward the family for pushing us out of town. I’m sure Jasper Belldene has already heard that we’re back and why. I wonder how much time he’ll give us to get the situation cleaned up before he pays a visit, reminding me of our promise to stay away.

      With a sigh I begin to make a plan. I could try to clean the blood, but that would be a fool’s errand. There’s too much and it has soaked in too deep. Our best bet is take the room down to the studs. Pull up the carpet and padding, potentially the subfloor. Rebuild everything.

      I go into the kitchen and push aside a bookcase along the far wall. Behind it is a metal door and a keypad — a hidden panic room that we now use as an owner’s closet to store anything we might need for the house. Inside I find an old toolbox. It doesn’t have everything I need, but at least it’s enough to get started.

      I start with the carpet, ripping it up and dragging it outside, the padding as well. Then I start on the walls. The destruction feels good, and I get lost in it until there’s a knock at the door, startling me. I pull off my gloves and reach for my firearm in its holster against my lower back. Not too many people know we’re back in town, but even so there are enough enemies out there that I’m not taking any risks.

      I approach one of the windows, twitching the blind aside just enough to catch sight of the driveway. There’s a dark blue sedan that’s so generic it can only mean police. I’m not surprised. I check the peephole, finding a man in his late twenties standing on the other side. He’s dressed casually in khakis and a navy blazer and if it weren’t for the badge clipped to his belt I’d think he was a neighbor’s grown kid coming to introduce himself.

      I sigh, and run my hands over my face and through my hair in an attempt to shake off the grime of sweat and dust and make myself presentable. I return my gun to the holster and pull open the door.

      “Morning, Officer,” I say, making sure to smile. “What can I do for you? I’m Sam Cade. My partner Gwen Proctor owns the house.”

      “Mr. Cade,” the man says, taking my hand. “Nice to finally meet you. I guess you won’t be surprised to learn I’ve heard a lot about you over the months. You and Ms. Proctor are the closest we’ve got to local celebrities.”

      “And you are?” I prod.

      He laughs somewhat sheepishly. “Yeah, that might help if I introduced myself. I’m Detective Andreas Diakos. I work with Kezia Claremont over at the Norton PD.” He’s got a boyish charm about him, olive skin, floppy brown hair, and dark brown eyes that give him the appearance of an overgrown puppy more than anything else.

      “Anyway,” he continues. “Kez — sorry, Detective Claremont — had something come up so she asked me to take your statement about what happened. You free to come down to the station to talk?”

      I hesitate. I know Kez has her big doctor’s appointment this morning, but I’d feel much more comfortable giving my statement to her instead of a stranger. “Kez know you’re here?” I ask.

      He smiles. “She does.”

      I still take my time trying to decide whether to talk to him. Ultimately I decide I might as well. Kez wouldn’t have sent Detective Diakos to talk to me if she didn’t trust him.

      I glance down at my clothes. I’m grimy from working on the house and could use a shower. “Mind if I take a moment to clean up first?”

      He gives me an apologetic look. “It’d be easier if we could go ahead and get this out of the way. As you can imagine, this case is a bit of a head scratcher, and we can use all the information we can get so we’re not stuck spinning our wheels.”

      He seems very insistent, while also trying to play off that this is nothing more than routine. It sets off alarm bells. “Should I be worried?”

      “Not if you didn’t do anything wrong.”

      It’s the wrong answer. I’ve heard it before. It’s what cops say when they don’t want admit the truth: that yes, you should be worried. “I think I’ll wait until Kez is available.” I turn back to the house.

      “Mr. Cade, wait,” he calls after me. It’s more of a plea than an order. I hesitate, willing to listen.

      He blows out a breath. “Truth is, Kez asked me to be the one to talk to you.”

      I can’t decide if this makes things better or worse. “Why?”

      “She was afraid of being accused of bias, and she didn’t want to give anyone reason to doubt your story.”

      “There is no story,” I tell him. “Just the truth.”

      “That’s all I’m asking for.”

      I consider this for a moment. I know I’m going to have to talk to the cops eventually. It may as well be now. “Sure you’re not going to let me shower first? You’re the one who’s going to be stuck in a small room with me.”

      “I’m one of seven boys,” he says in response. “I’m sure I’ve dealt with worse.”

      He offers to drive, but I’ve learned my lesson about taking a ride from the cops. It puts you at their mercy, and I’d rather have my own way of leaving if necessary. Before getting in my truck, I send a quick text to Kez. Not that I think the detective was lying to me, but it’s always a good idea to verify.

      
        
        Sam: Some new detective just showed up and told me you sent him to take my statement. That true?

        

      

      It takes a moment before I get a response.

      
        
        Kez: This is Javi — Kez said to tell you yes. Doc appt is taking longer than expected.

        

        Sam: All Okay?

        

        Kez: Little Bean being stubborn and they can’t get a good look at what they need to. They have Kez drinking something sugary. Hoping that helps.

        

        Sam: Stubborn? No idea where they’d get that from.

        

        Kez: I know, if this is a little girl I’m in trouble.

        

        Sam: You’re in trouble either way. Good luck.

        

      

      When I arrive at the station, I lock my gun in the glove compartment and make my way inside. Detective Diakos is waiting, and he leads me to an interrogation room and offers to grab coffee, which I take him up on.

      Usually this where cops like to make you wait, let you stew in your own sweat and anxiety for a bit, and I settle in for the long haul. Surprisingly, though, Detective Diakos returns in minutes bearing a thick folder and two cups of steaming coffee. It tastes like shit, but I expected that. It’s coffee, and it has caffeine, and that’s all that matters.

      Detective Diakos goes through the usual introductions, informing me we’re being recorded and videotaped and the discussion is voluntary. His initial questions are what I would have expected, asking about my relationship with Gwen and thus my ties to the house. How long we’ve been renting it out, what the policies and procedures are, etc.

      Then he asks about my whereabouts over the past several days as a formality. I explain about Lanny going to prospective students weekend at Reyne and me staying in a nearby hotel.

      “Did you go anywhere? Do anything while you were there?” he asks.

      I try to think back. “Not really. It’s a college town so not much for an old man like me to do. I mostly ate takeout, read, slept.”

      “What about two nights ago?” He asks. “You stay in the whole night?”

      I start to say yes when I remember that’s not the case. “Actually no.” I think back to the phone call with Leonard Varrus and his implied threat against Lanny. It makes me clench my fists under the table. “My daughter was at a frat party, and I was worried about her. I spent several hours in my car across the street keeping an eye on her.”

      He raises his eyebrows. It’s obvious he thinks that I may have been a little overprotective, but he doesn’t understand my family and the threats we face.

      “I know that may sound extreme,” I explain. “But I had reason to be worried.”

      “How’s that?” He asks.

      I study the detective a moment, trying to gauge how sympathetic he’ll be if I tell him the truth. There are plenty of folks around Stillhouse Lake, especially in the Norton police department, who aren’t fans of Gwen and see her as little more than a nuisance. So far, Detective Diakos hasn’t shown any indication that he takes issue with me. Plus, I can’t imagine Kez signing off on him talking to me if he was already biased against me. Still, I don’t trust easily.

      As if he can sense my hesitation he says, “I’d rather you tell us too much than too little, Mr. Cade. Right now we’re flying a little blind, so anything you can share will help.”

      I decide to give him a chance. “I’d talked to an old acquaintance on the phone earlier that evening. His name is Leonard Varrus, and he’d been threatening my family. I called him to let him know that if he continued to do so, we’d file suit against him. He didn’t like that, and before hanging up he made it clear that he knew where my daughter was and strongly implied that something might happen to her.”

      His eyebrows go up. “She okay?” he asks. His concern seems genuine.

      I nod. “Thankfully, yes. But I wasn’t willing to take any chances.”

      “Understandable,” he says. “The guy who was threatening you — if you were worried, why didn’t you go to the cops?”

      I almost smile at the naiveté of that question. Only someone who still believed in the system would ask something like that. “I wasn’t sure they’d take my concerns seriously.”

      “Why wouldn’t they?”

      I blow out a breath. I don’t even know where to begin with trying to explain that. “No offense, but we have a history of authorities not responding to threats against us.”

      He frowns, as if this is some sort of personal failure rather than the failure of the system itself. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “We’ve gotten used to taking care of ourselves.”

      He taps his fingers against his empty note pad for a moment before asking. “And that’s what you were doing the night Leonard Varrus threatened your daughter — taking care of it yourself?”

      I shift in my seat. If he’s going to go into this much detail with every single threat we’ve received we’ll be here all day.  “Look, I don’t really understand what Leo has to do with any of this. If you’re asking about people who have threatened us in the past — sure, add him to the list. But if you’re looking for whoever did this to our house, it wasn’t him.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because he lives in California. That’s where he was when he called.”

      “How do you know?”

      I hesitate. Mike would definitely not appreciate being dragged into this and the FBI would for sure not be pleased to hear about him using their systems for personal reasons. “I had a friend trace the call. It came through a tower near Leo’s home.”

      Something about my statement gives Detective Diakos pause. He considers me for a moment, searching for any tells that I might be lying or hiding something. It doesn’t bother me. I know I’m telling the truth.

      Finally, he lets out a breath and opens the folder that’s been sitting in front of him. He pulls out a sheet of paper and slides it across the table. I take it and scan it, but don’t understand what I’m looking at. I glance up at Diakos, waiting for him to explain.

      “That’s a cell tower report. Two nights ago Leonard Varrus’s cell phone pinged off several towers around Stillhouse Lake.”

      I frown. That doesn’t make any sense. “How? He was in California.”

      “He flew to Tennessee two days ago.” Detective Diakos slides another piece of paper from his folder across the table. It’s a flight manifest. All the names are blacked out except for one: Leonard Varrus.

      I tap his name with his finger. “You’re sure about this?”

      Diakos nods. “We pulled video surveillance from the airport and matched it to his photo on file with the California DMV.”

      I slump back in my chair, stunned. It’s true. Leo really was in Tennessee. He must have somehow routed his call with me through something that made it look like he was still in California. He knew there was a chance I’d trace the call. And I fell for it. But I’d only asked Mike to trace the call. It didn’t occur to me to have him track Leo’s phone as well. If I had, I’d have learned Varrus was nearby.

      I’ve have learned his threat against Lanny was real.

      Another horrible realization hits with so much force I see red. Which means he’s still out there. And Lanny’s still a target. I quickly stand, my chair tipping to the floor with a crash. “Lanny. She’s alone at Kez and Javi’s. I have to go.” I start for the door.

      “Your daughter’s safe,” Diakos calls after me.

      “You can’t know that.” My mind’s already spinning, worst-case scenarios playing out over and over again. I can’t believe I left Lanny alone. What the hell was I thinking?

      I yank the door open, and am about to leave when Diakos says, “The blood in the house belonged to Leonard Varrus.”

      I freeze. Turn slowly. “What do you mean?”

      “We took blood samples from your house. Kez must have some crazy connections, because she was able to get it all processed and the DNA results run through the system. Varrus was a match. His information was in the system because of his missing daughter. It should have been cleared out after she was found, but sometimes those kinds of things get overlooked.”

      I sit back down, numb. “I don’t understand. Leo was in our house?”

      “Or at least a large quantity of his blood was,” Detective Diakos corrects. I can’t tell if he’s joking or not, but it doesn’t matter because none of this makes sense.

      A chill snakes its way down my back at the thought of him being so nearby. Not just nearby: in our house! I see red at the thought of him walking through our rooms, sitting on our furniture. Even sleeping in our beds.

      “What the fuck was he doing in our house?” My voice comes out as a growl and I force myself to take a deep breath and unclench my fists. I need to stay level-headed. I need to figure out what’s going on.

      “That’s what we’d like to know.”

      I shake my head. “I have no idea. Like I said, I thought he was in California. I have no idea why he’d want to fly out here unless—” I realize then that of course I know why he would come to Tennessee.

      “Unless?” The detective prods.

      “Unless he wanted to confront Gwen in person. Or try to kill her.” The very thought of him getting anywhere near Gwen makes my blood boil. If I’d known he was nearby, I may have ripped him to shreds myself. “I don’t think you understand the depth of that man’s rage. I wouldn’t put anything past him.”

      “Did you feel like he was a credible threat to you and your family?” Diakos asks.

      I almost laugh. “Not even a question,” I say without hesitation. “After my conversation with Leo, I have no doubt he would come after us if he could.”

      “How do you feel about the prospect that he could be dead?”

      I hadn’t even thought about what his death meant for me and Gwen. With him gone, that’s one more threat eliminated. A weight lifts from my shoulders. “Pretty damn glad I have a solid alibi.”

      He smiles. “I can imagine, especially given the police report he recently filed against you.”

      This stops me cold. I frown. “Police report?”

      “For communicating threats.” He pulls another paper from the file and slides it toward me. “A pretty minor offense — only a misdemeanor. More than likely the cops would have filed it away and never thought twice about it.”

      I glance at the date. It was filed a couple of days ago. According to Leo, I called him and threatened his life. He claimed to have a recording of the call which he played for the police. Apparently I screamed at several points and called him an asshole and bitter and spiteful. They noted that I told Leo I would come for him any way I could.

      I try to think back to our actual phone conversation. I don’t specifically remember saying those things, but it wouldn’t surprise me if I had. I was pissed off and Leo was threatening my family.

      I’m about to explain that that wasn’t how the conversation went, that Leo was the one threatening us, but I think better of it. Because suddenly a thought occurs to me, one that I should have considered well before now. But I’d been too upset over the thought of Leo in our house to put the pieces together.

      If the blood belonged to Leo, and it was enough that no human could survive that amount of loss, that meant someone killed him. And Detective Diakos just handed me evidence that I’d been threatening him. It doesn’t matter that it’s bullshit, or that I had nothing to do with this. Gwen and I have had enough experiences with false accusations to know how little it takes to convince others of someone’s guilt.

      “I have an alibi,” I say again.

      He nods. “You mentioned that.”

      I try to read his expression, to see if he believes me. The guy has an amazing poker face. I remind myself that Kez sent him to talk to me. She wouldn’t have done that if she thought I might be in trouble. She’d have warned me.

      Diakos flicks through a few more pages in his folder. “About your alibi, we checked into it.” He passes several pages across the table, several of them grainy black and white photos. “We pulled the security camera footage from the hotel and have the timestamps of you coming and going that night. We also checked your cell phone location, and it shows you being in near the Reyne University campus the whole evening.”

      I feel a massive wave of relief at having my alibi verified. “Makes sense, since that’s where I was.”

      He says nothing, just pulls out a few more photos and hands them across to me. They’re grainy close-ups of my license plate. “That your car?”

      I take a closer look. They’re not the best pictures as they look like they were taken at night, but my plate is still readable. What I can see of the bumper looks like mine as well, down to the well worn trailer hitch and the scratch along the paint. “Looks to be.”

      His expression doesn’t change. “I’m sure you’re aware of the concept of automated license plate readers,” he explains.

      I nod.

      “Good. Well, we ran your plate through the system and got several hits. All of the locations being what you’d expect driving from Reyne to Stillhouse Lake.” He shows me a map with several spots marked with an X.

      “Yeah, last night,” I tell him. “That’s the route my daughter and I drove once Kez called.”

      Something in him shifts, making me suddenly uneasy. Gone is the casual, laid back twenty-something just having a conversation with a friend. In its place is someone shrewd, someone who came into this interrogation room with a plan and has executed it exactly as intended.

      “Actually,” he says. “The license plates hits are from the night before. The night forensics thinks Leonard Varrus was attacked in your house.”

      I go instantly cold. There’s no way that’s possible. “It’s got to be an error. I was on campus most of the night.” I flip through the photos, finding the ones from the hotel security camera. I hold them up. “See, this proves it.”

      “It proves you left the hotel at nine and returned after three in the morning,” he says evenly. “That’s six hours. It takes two hours to make the drive between Reyne and Stillhouse Lake, especially if you’re speeding. Which you were given the timestamps on your license plate captures.”

      The blood drains from my face. He’s saying I no longer have an alibi. He’s saying it looks like I might have been involved in Leo’s murder. I know I should shut up. I’m in deep shit and anything more I say could just make it worse. But I can’t help myself. “I didn’t do this.”

      His poker face slips, and underneath, I see genuine regret. “Unfortunately, Mr. Cade, the evidence suggests otherwise.”
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      I’ve just finished checking in with Sam when there’s a knock at the motel room door. I frown, unable to think of anyone who knows I’m here, much less would want to find me. I reach for my firearm and slide off the bed. Silently, I move toward the connecting door between our rooms and glance through. Connor’s on his computer and Vee’s watching TV. I hold a finger to my lips, gesturing for them to be quiet and on alert, then pull the door closed.

      Taking a deep breath, I move toward the window that overlooks the parking lot. I twitch the curtain aside, glancing outside. There’s an older woman standing in front of my door. She’s wearing an old dress with a large well-worn purse clutched in her hands. Her back is straight, chin raised, and her mouth set in a purposeful slant.

      I study her, looking for any obvious threat she might present. I don’t care that she’s likely in her seventies, she’s still a stranger seeking me out at my motel. For all I know, she could be armed as well and planning an ambush.

      I shift to the door, making sure to keep my body to the side, and pull it open just wide enough for the chain to catch. “Can I help you?”

      She looks at me with eyes cloudy with age. Her face is awash with wrinkles, lines around her mouth marking her as a longtime smoker, which is probably to be expected in a state like North Carolina.

      “You’re that private investigator.” She says it as a fact.

      I nod. “I am. My name’s Gwen Proctor.”

      “You’re the one who brought the police down on my Trevor.”

      I hesitate, not sure if she means the comment to be threatening. I’m not sure where this is going so I decide to tread carefully. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure who you are?”

      “I’m Livinia Martindale. Trevor Martindale’s grandmother and legal guardian.”

      Which means she’s a woman who has reason to hate me. Instinct and training causes me to shift, firearm at the ready in case I need to use it for self-defense. “Can I ask how you found me?”

      She waves a hand. “Only one motel in this town. I taught Gary at the front desk fifth grade English back in the day. He was a good student. He liked me and was more than happy to confirm you were staying here and in which room.”

      I make a note to myself to pay Gary a visit later and explain to him the importance of privacy.

      “Okay, then, what can I do for you, Ms. Martindale?”

      “It’s Mrs.,” she says, correcting me.

      I smile. I understand the importance of being addressed correctly. “Of course, Mrs. Martindale, how can I help you?”

      “They’ve arrested my boy. Charged him with murdering that girl who went missing a while back.”

      That they’ve charged him is news, but I’m not necessarily surprised.

      She lifts her chin, expression challenging. “Do you think my boy did the things they’re accusing him of?”

      I’m not sure what I expected her to ask, but it’s not that. “That’s not my job to decide,” I tell her truthfully.

      “Would it change your mind to hear Trevor confessed?” she asks.

      I’m taken aback by the news. “He did?”

      She nods. “Last night.”

      That would explain why Chief Parks was too busy to take my statement. Still, the thought of Trevor confessing doesn’t sit right with me. The evidence supports his involvement, but I can’t stop thinking of the terror and confusion in his eyes when the police arrested him.

      “My answer would still be the same,” I eventually say.

      She considers this for a long moment, then nods. “I would like to hire you.”

      I’m so taken aback by the statement that I don’t know how to react. “Hire me?”

      “Yes. My grandson didn’t do the things they’re accusing him of. I want you to prove his innocence.”

      There’s pain in her voice, but also steel in her spine. I can tell that she’s not the kind to back away from trouble. I understand how she must feel, the shock and confusion. Especially the denial.

      “Your grandson confessed,” I tell her, trying to be as gentle as I can. As many doubts as I had about Trevor’s guilt early on, it’s hard to explain away a full confession.

      “I’m aware of that.”

      I let out a breath. “I understand how difficult this is,” I tell her. “I’ve been through something very similar — discovering that someone I love has done something terrible.”

      She holds up a hand, cutting me off. “If it were your son, or your grandson, and you knew in your heart that he was innocent, what would you do?”

      Her aim is true, her statement hitting me right in the heart. I know exactly what I would do. I would dive into the evidence. I would tear apart the case. I would spend all night combing through FBI files to prove that my son wasn’t involved in what they’re accusing him of. “I would fight.”

      “That is what I’d like to hire you to do.”

      I’ve seen where she lives, so I know she doesn’t have much money. She certainly doesn’t have the disposable income to pay J.B.’s rates. I can’t ask her to spend her money on what’s likely a fool’s errand.

      But there’s also desperation in her eyes. It’s hard to turn my back on that. I let out a breath. “Would you like to talk over coffee?” I ask. “There’s a diner next door.”

      She nods, her relief muted by the tension still radiating through her. “Thank you.”

      I hold up a finger. “Just give me one second first.” I close the door and reholster my gun. I move to the connecting door and give the all-clear knock before opening. I find Vee and Connor on the other side. Both had been poised to attack. I’m glad to see they took my warning seriously.

      “It’s okay,” I tell them. “It’s just someone wanting to discuss the case. We’re going to head to the diner next door. Will you two be okay here on your own for a bit?”

      In response Vee drops the iron and falls face first back onto her bed with a “Mmmpfh.”

      I smile and pull the door closed. Together, Mrs. Martindale and I make our way across the parking lot to the diner. It isn’t crowded this time of day, just an old man in a booth in the back, with two plates of pie and a cup of steaming coffee in front of him. I glance toward the exits, automatically planning potential escape routes. It’s a habit I’ll never break.

      We take a booth near the front, by the window so that I can keep an eye on the motel. “Okay, Mrs. Martindale,” I say once the waitress has poured us both coffees and retreated behind the counter. “Tell me why you think your grandson is innocent.”

      She takes a long breath, gathering herself. “My son Calvin — Trevor’s daddy — was a good boy, but he was easily misled. He fell in with a rough crowd, and he met a girl and got her pregnant. He did the right thing by her and married her, but she didn’t feel like changing her lifestyle. She drank through her pregnancy, did drugs. When Trevor was born, it was obvious there was a problem with him. That baby was colicky like you wouldn’t believe. Screamed day and night. His momma couldn’t handle it, and she took off. Left that child and never came back. My son tried his best, but he was a kid himself and didn’t know much about being a father. He was killed in a motorcycle accident when Trevor was two. I was the boy’s only living relative, so I became his guardian.”

      It’s a terrible story. “I’m sorry about your son,” I tell her.

      She nods in acknowledgement. I can tell by the set of her jaw that the memory of him is still painful. His absence a loss that will always be felt.

      “Trevor’s a sweet boy. And kind too. Gentle. But the thing is…” She hesitates, choosing her words. “He’s never been the brightest, bless his heart. It’s because of his momma, and the things she did when she was pregnant — the drinking and drugs. He’s always been slow. That’s how I know he didn’t do this.”

      “I don’t understand what his intellect has to do with what happened.”

      She reaches into her purse and pulls out a sheaf of papers. She passes them across the table to me. I notice her hands trembling slightly. “That’s his confession.”

      My eyes widen. “How did you get a copy?”

      “I demanded it,” she says simply. “I refused to believe them when they told me what he’d done. They gave me that, expecting it would make me back down and go away. Instead it made me realize he’s innocent.”

      I frown. “How’s that?”

      She nods at the pages. “Read it.”

      I slide the confession closer. The handwriting looks like that of a child, with the kind of forced attention to the shape of each letter. It makes the content somehow seem even more horrific. Over the course of several pages, Trevor describes stalking Juliette, catfishing her online, and pushing her to meet up. He explains picking her up on the side of the road that afternoon and driving her to a spot in the woods. When he gets to the murder itself, he spares no details.

      My stomach turns, memories of Melvin swimming to the surface as Trevor talks about torturing and mutilating the girl. He raped her as well, several times, but is oddly unspecific about that aspect. In the end, he says he choked her to death before smashing her face in with a rock for good measure. He then dug a shallow grave and buried her the best he could. Unfortunately, he couldn’t specify where because he was still too crazed with bloodlust when he left her.

      I finish the confession and set it on the table, smoothing my hands across the folded papers. I’ve seen a lot in my life so it takes a lot to get under my skin, but Trevor’s confession manages to do so. I feel dirty and gross.

      Maybe it’s thinking about those pictures of Juliette on her parents’ mantel, or maybe it’s the way Trevor smiled at me so innocently, but this entire case hits uncomfortably close to home after my experiences with my ex-husband. It dredges up memories I prefer to keep buried.

      I feel my hands begin to tremble, and I realize that I need a moment to collect myself. “If you don’t mind,” I mumble.

      I can’t even look at Mrs. Martindale as I slide from the booth and make my way to the bathroom. Once there I hold my hands under the cold water before pressing my fingers against my heated neck.

      I’ve seen so much ugly in this world that I know it should no longer surprise me, but it does.

      I knew the chances of finding Juliette alive were slim, but after my previous successes, I’d still held onto hope. Perhaps more than I should have. I’m still stunned at the way things turned out. I’d only spoken to Trevor for less than a minute, but nothing about him indicated he was capable of rape and torture.

      I close my eyes. Monsters are good at cloaking themselves in the veneer of respectability. That’s what makes them monsters. You can’t tell by looking at them what lurks inside.

      Like Connor’s friend Kevin, I think. I’d met him several times, and I didn’t particularly like him, but I’d never imagined him capable of bringing a gun to school and using it against his friends.

      A cold terror clutches at my chest. What if it had been Connor at the other end of that gun. What if Kevin had turned it on him as well. How easy it would have been to lose my son. I try to remember if I’d even said good-bye to him that morning. If I’d remembered to tell him I love him.

      It’s not the first time these thoughts have invaded my mind, and I have to stop myself before I spiral too far down that dark well of thoughts. I fumble for my phone, pulling up the location app and looking for Connor. It doesn’t matter that I just saw him less than a half hour ago. That doesn’t lessen the need to check on him again. I’ve never been this obsessive about checking the app, but I can’t stop myself. It’s the only way to stem the anxiety constantly boiling inside me.

      I breathe a sigh of relief when I find his icon exactly where it should be — across the parking lot at the motel along with Vee’s.

      He’s safe, I tell myself. He’s okay.

      I take another breath, and then another, trying to force my heart to slow and the anxiety driven adrenaline to drain away. Once I’m feeling calmer and more under control, I return to the table.

      Mrs. Martindale flashes me a sympathetic look. I can’t imagine what it must have been like for her to read those pages for the first time. To see in her grandson’s handwriting his recounting of something so heinous.

      “Okay,” I tell her. “Why does this make you think he’s innocent?”

      In answer she takes out another sheet of paper and passes it to me. “It’s an essay he wrote for his English class earlier this year,” she explains.

      I slide the paper closer and unfold it. I recognize the handwriting immediately. It’s the same as the confession. Unlike the confession, this essay is short, only a few paragraphs. It’s also nearly incomprehensible. The grammar is atrocious, several of the words spelled phonetically, and it’s filled with slang. When I reach the end, I’m not even sure what it is I’ve just read.

      It’s impossible that the same person could have written such a detailed, comprehensive confession and utterly failed a simple English assignment. Even though the point is obvious to me, I still let Mrs. Martindale explain. It’s valuable to hear other people’s reasoning in their own words.

      “Okay,” I tell her, refolding the essay and handing it back.

      She taps her fingers against the paper. “That’s the level of my grandson’s writing, Ms. Proctor. That confession may be my grandson’s handwriting, but it’s not his words. He didn’t write it. He couldn’t have. It’s too… ” She presses her lips together for a moment, chin trembling. “It’s too well written.”

      There’s something so painful about the statement.

      I nod. I don’t have to say anything for her to know I agree. The problem is that this in and of itself doesn’t prove his innocence. But it’s certainly enough to raise very, very serious doubts.

      False confessions are more common than most people think. It seems unthinkable that someone would confess to a crime they didn’t commit, especially one as gruesome as this, but it happens. Nearly a quarter of cases overturned by DNA evidence involved false confessions.

      It’s certainly not unheard of when the defendant is young and lacks intelligence. Especially when interrogations drag on, leaving the suspect exhausted, confused, and easily manipulated.

      “Was there anyone with Trevor during the interrogation? Another adult? A lawyer?”

      She shakes her head. “They told me it would be better if there wasn’t anyone else there who might confuse him.”

      Anger courses through me. Of course they would say that. It’s easier for them to question Trevor if he doesn’t have family present, but it’s not in Trevor’s best interest. Legally they’re allowed to interrogate a minor without an adult present, but it’s not best practice.

      “What about a lawyer?”  After my own experience with the law, I’ve become a very firm believer in having a lawyer present when talking with cops.

      “We can’t afford anything like that.”

      “You don’t have to. The state will pay for it. They didn’t tell you that?”

      She shakes her head again, and I have to swallow back my frustration. Not at her, but at the system. The police were doing what was best for them without any concern for what was best for Trevor.

      “Even without the confession, there’s still a case against your grandson,” I point out. “There are two witnesses who saw him with Juliette the afternoon she disappeared.”

      She stares down at her coffee cup. She doesn’t have an answer for that. There likely isn’t one. Not that exonerates Trevor, anyway. Finally, she looks up and meets my eyes. “I don’t know how to fight for my grandson, Mrs. Proctor. I should have been there with him last night, and I wasn’t. I should have asked for a lawyer, and I didn’t. I don’t want to fail him again. He’s all I have left in this world.”

      Her words are so painful and full of regret that they cause my heart to break. I know what it’s like to be falsely accused and how powerless and helpless it makes you feel. Especially when you’re locked up and can’t do anything to defend yourself except rely on others to care enough to fight for you.

      If there’s any chance Trevor is innocent, then it’s my obligation to prove it. If I don’t try, I’m not sure who else will. And if he gets convicted, and heaven forbid sentenced to death for a crime he didn’t commit, I’ll never forgive myself. “I can’t promise you I’ll be able to find anything that helps your grandson.”

      Gratitude shines in her eyes as she reaches across the table, her hand finding mine. “Thank you.”
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      My first stop is the Gardenia Police Station. Unlike my previous visits, it’s now bustling with activity. Several news vans are parked in the lot, remote cameras stationed around the steps where a custodian is setting up a podium. Preparing for a press conference, I have no doubt, so Chief Parks can crow about solving the case.

      I bypass them all and head inside. The receptionist is busy at the front desk, fielding questions from eager journalists and juggling a constantly ringing phone. I skirt around her desk and start for the door leading to the offices in back. Unfortunately she notices.

      “Ms. Proctor, may I help you?”

      “Chief Parks asked me to come in. I know the way.” It’s not technically a lie. He did ask that I come give my statement this morning.

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll just let him know you’re here—”

      I give a wave and a smile, but don’t stop. “No need, I know the way.”

      “Mrs. Proctor—”

      I already have my hand on the door to the back, and I’m banking on the receptionist’s rigorous southern upbringing to keep her from making a scene, especially in front of the crowd of reporters. Sure enough, before she can say anything more I’m through the door and in the wide wooden hallway. I head straight for Chief Parks’ office at the end, not even bothering knocking.

      The receptionist must have had time to warn him of my approach because he’s already standing when I push through the door. He gives me a wide smile that would pass for genuine were it not for the iciness of his eyes. “Morning, Ms. Proctor. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

      “You’ve arrested Trevor Martindale for Juliette’s murder.”

      He nods, his grin widening. “We have. You here to take your victory lap?”

      He seems entirely too pleased with himself. “You’re sure it was him?”

      “We have a confession.”

      “I’ve read it. It’s very… explicit.”

      “A terrible crime for sure. We’re exploring the death penalty.”

      I’m taken aback by that. “He’s a kid.”

      He spreads his hands. “It’s a high profile case. Tragic too.”

      He could care less about any kind of tragedy. It’s the publicity he wants. “It seems a little early in the investigation to jump to conclusions. Have you even looked for any witnesses that could disprove he was involved? Alibis for the day Juliette went missing?”

      He sighs and settles into his chair. “What is it you want, Ms. Proctor? Weren’t you hired by the Larsons to find out what happened to their daughter? Well, thanks to your assistance, now we know. Case closed. Is it publicity you want? Fine, I’ll invite you to the press conference.”

      I practically shudder at the thought of joining him in front of so many cameras. That’s the last thing I need right now — to announce far and wide where I am. “I want the truth,” I tell him.

      He rolls his eyes. “You’re awfully idealistic and naive given your own personal experience with the justice system.”

      I press a hand to his desk. “That’s exactly why I’m not convinced about Trevor’s guilt. I’ve been falsely accused. I know what it’s like to have the system stacked against you.”

      Parks’s eyes are cold and hard, his voice carrying a sharp edge. “The boy confessed. This case is closed.”

      “I want to talk to the eyewitnesses — Willa and Mandy.”

      His cheeks begin to glow red with anger. “Absolutely not.”

      I straighten my back. “Are you afraid I’ll find something that will undermine your rock-solid case?”

      He stands back up and fists his hands against the desk, leaning forward. “You will go to your hotel. You will wait until you are needed at the probable-cause hearing tomorrow morning. And then your business here will be concluded. Please believe me when I tell you that I will have you arrested if you interfere any further in this case. Understand?”

      There’s no point engaging with this man any longer. Nor in wasting time talking to him. Not when I have an investigation to continue. I give him my most pleasant, disarming smile. “Perfectly.”

      I spin on my heel and leave his office. I ignore the reporters gathering outside and head straight for my car. Less than five minutes later I’m pulling up in front of Willa Devlin’s house. I’ve never much liked being told what I can and can’t do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            26

          

          

      

    

    







            LANNY

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve been cooped up in Kez and Javi’s cabin before, and it sucks. There’s nothing to do, and the Wi-Fi’s crap, and it looks like I’m going to be stuck here by myself most of the day. Which leaves nothing for me to do but sit around, thinking about what I’m missing at Reyne. I want to text my student-host Heather and ask what she’s up to, but I’m worried I’ll come across as weird and stalkery. It’s not like we’re actually friends. I mean, we hung out a ton and stayed up half the night talking, and we seemed to really hit it off, but I’m sure to her I’m just another random perspective student she may never see again.

      I flop onto the couch, letting my hand hang off the edge to rest on Boot’s head. He nudges me, wanting more scratches, and I halfheartedly twitch my fingers behind his ears. I check the time on my phone and groan. It will be hours before Kez or Javi are home from work, and who knows when Sam will be back. He texted earlier he had to go give a statement at the station, and that it could be hours.

      I open the photos app and start scrolling through pictures from the last few days. There are at least a dozen, half of them selfies around campus with me and Heather and various friends of hers. There’s us on the quad throwing a frisbee, at the dining hall with three bowls of cereal, sitting together in a large lecture hall, dancing at a frat party.

      In all of them I look so… normal. I mean, I’m still me, I still stand out with my pink and purple hair, baggy pants, and black eyeliner. I’m pretty much the opposite of Heather who is way, way preppy and pretty much lives in J. Crew and Ralph Lauren. But I look normal in that I could be anyone. There’s nothing about my appearance that screams Melvin Royal’s daughter.

      To Heather and her friends, I was just some girl from Knoxville, Tennessee who liked different music and dressed different but who still seemed kind of cool and fun to hang out with. Heather even told me I had a wicked sense of humor.

      At first I thought maybe I had a crush on Heather, but then I realized that I have a crush on her life. I don’t know that I want to date Heather, just that I want to be her. Or someone like her. I want the freedom of college, the anonymity of starting over fresh.

      For the first time I can remember, I felt genuinely included. I felt free to be myself. I didn’t worry that all of my behavior would be filtered through the lens of “do you know who her father is?”

      I didn’t realize until I stepped onto that campus how much all of that weighed on me. I thought I’d gotten over my father, buried him in my past. I wasn’t aware of how much of a constant presence he’s been in my life, affecting the way I act and what I expect from the people around me.

      Now that I’ve seen what it’s like to be normal — to be Lanta Cade — I’m not sure how to go back to being Lanny Proctor. It’s one of the reasons I haven’t responded to Vee’s recent texts. I’m just not ready. Which is strange because usually Vee and I talk pretty constantly.

      Without a doubt, Vee is my best friend. Sometimes she’s been more than that, though I’d never go so far as calling her my girlfriend. Vee isn’t the girlfriend type. She sees that kind of label as belonging to someone, and she’s sworn she won’t belong to anyone but herself. She spent too long trying to escape her momma’s control to give that over to someone else.

      Vee likes doing whatever she wants, when she wants, without having to worry about anyone else.

      It’s what makes it hard to be with her sometimes.

      Ugh, I’m tired of thinking about these things. I need to escape. I need to run.

      I change quickly, lacing my shoes tight before stepping onto the porch and stretching. It’s several miles to Stillhouse Lake, but it’s a route I’ve jogged before and it’s pretty easy. I start slow, letting my pace increase as I go. It feels good to run, to push my body harder and harder until it takes over my thoughts. I follow familiar routes without thinking, which is how I find myself at the base of the driveway to our old house.

      I hesitate, wondering just how ticked off at me Sam would be if I dropped in to check on him. It’s weird to be back in Norton, so close to home, and not actually be at home. It occurs to me then that I still consider Stillhouse Lake home, even though we haven’t lived here in a while. Knoxville has always felt somehow temporary, like all the other places we stayed while on the run.

      I decide it’s better to ask for forgiveness rather than permission and start toward the house. There are cars and trucks lining the street and I make the mistake of thinking they’re official vehicles — police and forensics. It’s not until too late that I notice the markings on the side of one of the vans: the blocky blue letters of the local news station.

      Someone recognizes me and shouts my name. That’s all it takes. Like a tidal wave, the focus of half a dozen cameras and twice as many reporters spins toward me. I stand, frozen, taken by surprise.

      I’m about to turn and run when one of them shouts, “How does it feel to learn that your adoptive father may also be a murderer?”

      I know better to engage. I know I should ignore them, but the question takes me completely off guard. “What?”

      The reporter pushes her way toward me, her lips a bright red against naturally white teeth. “You haven’t heard?”

      I shake my head dumbly.

      She’s like a shark smelling blood. “Sam Cade was taken in for questioning earlier today in the connection with the attack that happened at your house. Sources say he’s the leading suspect.”

      I blink, trying to understand what she’s just said. I’m still not sure what even happened at our house, but I know one thing for sure: there’s absolutely no way Sam is involved in any kind of attack. “You’re lying,” I say, but it’s under my breath.

      She shoves her microphone toward my face. “What was that?”

      “I said you’re lying!” I shout. “My dad would never hurt anyone. He’s loving, and loyal, and—”

      “Which dad?” One of the reporters calls. “Melvin Royal or Sam Cade?”

      I jerk my head back. The question horrifies me. “I only have one dad, and his name is Sam Cade,” I spit at him.

      I turn to go, but I’m surrounded. Reporters push in from all sides and they’re calling my name. Some of them are even using my old name, Lily Royal. It makes my stomach churn to hear. That’s not who I am anymore.

      I’m trying to push my way free, but they won’t let me go. “No comment,” I tell them. “I don’t want to talk to any of you!”

      They don’t listen. They shove cameras and microphones in my face, jostling each other and me for position. Eager to catch any words I might mutter, any expressions they can capture to analyze later.

      My breathing grows tight. I’d forgotten what it was like to be hounded like this, to have so many people shouting at you and wanting something from you. I try to keep my expression neutral, but already I feel tears burning my eyes because it’s just too much and I don’t know how to make it stop.

      I want out. I need to get away. Mom trained me how to fight back against an attacker. She even drilled us on defensive techniques in a mob situation. But if I start throwing punches, it will be captured on camera, and that wouldn’t be good. Given who I am, I wouldn’t get the benefit of the doubt.

      Just then I hear an engine rev and a few shouts of alarm. The crowd of reporters parts and there’s a figure on a dirt bike. Because of their helmet, it’s impossible to tell who they are, but they gesture for me to climb on behind them, and suddenly I don’t care that it’s stupid to accept rides from strangers because I need out of there now.

      I jump on and wrap my arms around the person just as they stomp on the gas. The dirt bike lets out a roar and with a spray of pebbles we take off. Instead of sticking to the roads, we veer toward the woods. I squeeze my eyes shut, burying my face against the person’s back as we weave wildly around trees and thump over rocks.

      I mentally begin to plan my escape, cycling through various options. I could try to incapacitate the driver, but that would likely cause us to crash, which could leave me in a worse situation. I could jump, but that’s still dangerous; I could end up hurt and unable to fight back if I needed. Ultimately I decide the current best option is to wait until we stop and reassess the situation once I have more information.

      Finally, when we’ve gone far enough that the house is no longer visible, the figure stops the dirt bike and I immediately slide off on unstable legs. I stumble several paces away, putting distance between us so that I’m not in easy reach. I keep my eye on the driver, but scan my surroundings in my peripheral vision, taking note of anything I could use as a weapon and the best defensive locations.

      I hold a hand up in front of me, gesturing for the driver to stay back, and shift my feet into a defensive stance. The driver seems completely uninterested. They make no move toward me nor do they protest as I shuffle another few feet farther away.

      Instead, they take their time shutting down the bike and kicking down the stand before throwing a leg over the seat and turning to face me. They pull off their helmet and a cascade of curling dark hair tumbles down their back. The girl grins at me, familiar freckles dancing across her pale nose.

      It takes me a moment to recognize her: Florida Belldene. A girl my age who just so happens to be the daughter of the local Hillbilly Mafia.

      Just great, I think. Out of the frying pan and into the fire. I may have escaped the mob of reporters, but I’d delivered myself into the hands of the family that forced us out of town and swore us never to return.

      Not that I’m particularly worried about Florida. She helped us track down Connor after he’d been kidnapped by that cult, so she can’t hate us that much. It’s more her parents who don’t like us. They worried the media attention my family’s presence brought to the area might put their illegal drug business at risk. I doubt they’d be happy to hear we’re back in town, even if temporarily.

      “Allo, Lanny,” she says in her fake British accent. “Looked like you were in a spot of trouble back there.”

      I shift out of my defensive stance and let my hand drop to my side. “Hey, Florida,” I say. “Yeah, thanks for the rescue. I mean it.”

      She nods.

      “You’re not going to tell your parents you saw me, right?” I add.

      “Nah.” Her grin turns impish, and she lets her fake British accent slide back to a rural drawl. “Then I’d have to explain about having nicked one of the bikes without permission. I figure what they don’t know won’t kill them.”

      I let out a relieved breath. At least that’s one more thing I won’t need to be worried about. “Thanks.”

      “What was that all about anyway?” she asks, pointing her chin in the direction of the house.

      The reporters’ questions flash through my head, and I wrap my arms around my middle, holding tight. I’m suddenly aware of how cold I am — the combination of the long afternoon shadows in the woods and my wet jogging clothes making chillbumps erupt up and down my arms.

      Florida notices and shrugs out of the jean jacket she’d been wearing before tossing it to me. She’s taller and narrower than I am so I don’t even try to put my arms through the holes. Instead I drape it over my shoulders. The fabric still retains the heat of her body, and I nearly groan at the delicious warmth of it.

      She watches silently, waiting for me to answer her question. “I don’t know. Something happened at the house — they think someone was attacked and hurt, but they don’t know who. One of the reporters tried to say that my adoptive dad Sam was involved, but he wasn’t. It’s just them trying to make a story out of nothing.”

      “I guess you’re used to that kind of attention, given who your first dad was.” At least she has the courtesy of referring to him as my first dad.

      “I thought I was,” I admit. And it’s true. I thought I’d built up an armor against that sort of thing, but apparently, I’d let it slip in the two days I’d escaped into the life of someone else.

      She crouches and picks up a twig, then proceeds to break it into smaller and smaller pieces. “Sucks only being known for who your daddy is and being judged by his crimes and not your own merits.”

      She says it with such an air of authority that it takes me a moment to realize she’s talking from experience. Of course, she is. Her father is Jasper Belldene, resident drug lord. Sure, her experience is on a much more local level, but in some ways that’s even worse.

      “Yeah, I guess you’ve got experience with that.”

      She nods, her focus still on breaking that twig.

      “You ever think of moving away?” I ask.

      She snorts. “And do what?”

      “I don’t know. You’re smart, aren’t you?” I remember she was the one who helped track Connor after he’d been kidnapped by landing a drone on the RV that took him. “Have you thought about college? You could probably get in somewhere pretty good.”

      She gives a dramatic gasp. “What? A Belldene? Going to college? And an Ivy League at that?” She presses the back of her wrist against her forehead and pretends to swoon. “My word, what is this world coming to?”

      I can’t help but smile. “I definitely wouldn’t be applying for any theater scholarships if I were you.”

      She grins in response. “I happen to think my British accent is coming along swimmingly.” She then looks at me curiously. “You considering college?”

      A week ago the answer would have been an automatic yes. Now, I’m not so sure. That run in with the press earlier is just another reminder that there’s no escaping my past or who I really am. I could go to Reyne and pretend to be Lanta Cade and start life fresh, but the minute my mom came to visit, someone would probably recognize her and then it would all come crashing down.

      If I want to start over, if I want to live a normal life and become truly anonymous, it would mean leaving my family behind. I could never do that. My family is everything to me. “I don’t know,” I answer her truthfully.

      She gives me a sad smile. “Ain’t so easy to escape who you are after all.”

      After that, Florida agrees to give me a ride through the woods to the main road, making sure there’s enough distance between us and my house that the press won’t see us. We both figure it’s best if we’re not seen together, especially given the bad blood between our families. I slide off her bike, missing the warmth of her pressed up against me and the rumble of the bike’s engine beneath.

      “See ya,” she says, even though we both know it’s pretty unlikely.

      I nod. “Thanks for the lift.”

      She gives me a broad smile, then revs her bike and takes off. It’s only when she’s well gone that I remember I’m wearing her jean jacket. I wait a while to see if she’ll come back for it. When she doesn’t, I pull the cuff up and press it against my cheek. It smells like the outdoors: wood smoke, grass, pine, and for some reason, lemons. I decide that I like it.
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      Thankfully, Chief Parks believes his word is sacrosanct and hasn’t bothered reaching out to Mrs. Devlin to inform her not to discuss the case with me. Once I introduce myself and explain that I was hired by the Larsons to investigate Juliette’s disappearance, she’s more than happy to let me speak with her daughter.

      She leads me out onto a wide back porch and gestures toward an old swing set toward the far end of the yard. I make my way across the expanse of perfectly manicured lawn and find Willa sitting on one of the swings, her fingers wrapped around the chain supports and her feet barefoot in the dirt underneath. She’s wearing a white dress that billows around her, the hem just reaching her knees. Her frizzy yellow hair falls down her back, whips catching in the soft morning breeze.

      I introduce myself and ask if she’s okay talking to me. She barely meets my eyes before giving a small nod. I feel a little too imperious and intimidating standing over her, so I take a seat in the swing beside her, twisting slightly so that I’m facing her.

      “Are you sure you’re okay talking to me without your mom here? I can find another time if that would be better.”

      She shakes her head, sending more wisps of hair fluttering about her cheeks. She carefully hooks a few with her finger and tucks them behind her ear. “No, it’s fine,” she says in a small, light voice. She looks so fragile and delicate, her limbs long but slight. She reminds me of a dandelion puff — capable of being scattered by the gentlest breeze.

      “I’m sorry about Juliette. From everything I’ve learned about her, she seems like she was a good person and a good friend. I’m sure you miss her.”

      She nods, her eyes still on her knees, but says nothing.

      “Chief Parks tells me you were at the station last night…” I trail off, waiting for her to fill in the rest.

      It takes her a while, but finally she nods. “He wanted us to ID the guy we saw in the truck.”

      “The guy Juliette was with the afternoon she disappeared.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And did you?”

      She draws a breath to answer, but then hesitates. She lifts a shoulder. “I guess.”

      I frown. It’s not the answer I was expecting, especially given the way Parks discussed their corroboration. He seems to think it was a done deal — solid eyewitness testimony. Now, it sounds like that may not be the case. Alarm bells begin to sound in my head, the uneasy feeling in my gut growing stronger. “You guess?”

      She drags a bare toe through the dirt under the swing, drawing a circle and then another and another. “I mean, Mandy seemed pretty sure, and she has a better memory so…” She shrugs again. I notice in the movement how bony her shoulders are, the blades sharp little wings cutting against the delicate fabric of her dress.

      “But are you sure?”

      She looks up at me then, her eyes darting to meet mine for the first time. I’ve seen dozens of photos of this girl, but in person I’m struck by the color of her eyes. They seem so much larger than they should be given the proportions of her face. Though perhaps it’s the wariness in her expression that gives that impression. “He confessed, so that means it was him, right?”

      I swallow back my frustration, reminding myself that Willa is still young and has lived a sheltered life. Maybe she doesn’t understand the severity of the consequences for giving a false ID. She wouldn’t be the first. Especially given how shy she seems. It’s not difficult to imagine her succumbing to police pressure, and I know how badly Chief Parks wanted to close this case.

      I choose my words carefully. “There are some inconsistencies in his statement. That’s why I wanted to talk to you.”

      Her brow furrows in confusion. “I thought you wanted to talk because you’re investigating Juliette’s disappearance?”

      “I was. I am,” I correct myself. Because if Trevor is innocent, that means we still don’t have an answer to what happened to Juliette. “That’s why I want to know if you’re sure it was Trevor you saw pick up Juliette that afternoon.”

      She goes back to drawing circles in the dirt with her toe. “I mean, it could have been?” It’s a question, not an answer. There’s something she’s not telling me.

      “Look, Willa, if you’re uncertain about your identification, you need to tell the police. You won’t be in trouble— they’ll understand. It’s common for eyewitnesses to change their minds after further consideration.”

      She shakes her head, sending her hair in a tumble around her shoulders. “I can’t.”

      “But if you’re not sure it was him—”

      Willa winces at the sharpness in my voice, and I realize I may have been a little more forceful with her than I intended. But we’re talking about a young man’s life here. If Willa didn’t see Trevor the afternoon Juliette disappeared, that matters. It means he may be innocent after all. And it means we still don’t know what happened to Juliette.

      I blow out a breath, trying to rein in my frustration. “Listen, Willa, I know you’re trying to do the best that you can. Being a witness in a case like this is a lot of responsibility. I know there’s pressure on you, and I just want you to know that it’s okay for you to take your time, or not be sure, or not remember. No one is going to blame you.”

      She shakes her head before I even finish speaking. Her eyes meet mine again, and this time there’s something else lurking in their depths: fear. “You don’t understand. Mandy will be furious if I don’t back up her statement.”

      It’s such an odd, unexpected statement. “Wouldn’t Mandy want you to tell the truth?”

      She lets out a snort. “Mandy understands loyalty. And if you cross her—” She cuts herself off, biting her lower lip as an involuntary shiver makes it way through her. She’s scared. It’s obvious in the tone of her voice and the defensive way she holds her shoulders.

      I’ve seen women with this same expression — this same guarded way of holding themselves. I’ve been that woman, when I was still with Melvin, afraid of him and what he might want from me. What he might do to me.

      Friendships can be just as abusive as any romantic relationship.

      I think back to the first time I saw Mandy, standing in the Larsons’ kitchen, appearing meek and mild. I remember thinking how strange it was that she still spent so much time at their house, a constant reminder of their missing daughter. My gut had sensed something off about her, but I’d ignored it. I chalked her strange behavior up to her just being a teen mourning her best friend.

      I take my time, choosing my words carefully. “Are you afraid of Mandy?”

      She says nothing, but I notice her chin begin to tremble.

      “Do you think Mandy could have had something to do with Juliette’s disappearance?”

      Again, it takes her a while to answer. Eventually she shakes her head. “Mandy loved Juliette.” Her voice cracks, and she sniffs, a tear dropping to her knee.

      I don’t tell her that loving someone doesn’t always stop a person from hurting them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I try stopping by Mandy’s house next, but there’s no one home. I leave a note with my card in the door and head back to the motel. I knock on the door to my kids’ room multiple times before Connor drags himself from bed and unhooks the chain.

      “Good morning,” I tell him brightly.

      He squints against the morning sun outside before grunting and flopping back on his bed. Vee gives a muffled “Mmf” before rolling over and pulling a pillow over her head.

      It continues to amaze me just how long teenagers can sleep. I doubt I’ve slept more than six hours in a night since I learned the truth about Melvin. I decide to leave them be and return to my room. I spend some time going back over Juliette’s file and my notes, taking a more critical look at the various witness statements.

      Willa’s identification of Trevor is weak at best, and certainly unreliable. It sounds as though Mandy’s ID may be as iffy, but I won’t know more until I have a chance to press her on it. The other witness statements are a hodgepodge of uncertainty. There’s a lot of “I’m pretty sure I saw…” and “I think it was around…” but nothing exact. It leaves me with no better sense of what happened to Juliette the afternoon she disappeared.

      I comb through my notes, searching for loose ends and come across a rather big one: the youth group leader who disappeared a while back. I figure there’s no reason not to follow up on him. At least it’s somewhere to start.

      Finding the man, however, is trickier than I expected. If there’s one thing that’s clear in my efforts to track down Josiah, it’s that he definitely doesn’t want to be found. Unfortunately, in this day and age becoming completely untraceable is nearly impossible. I should know. I spent years trying to hide from my past — moving towns, changing names, erasing all traces of our past, creating dead ends.

      Even with all of that, Melvin was still able to find me.

      In the same way, I’m able to find Josiah. It’s not easy; I have to give him credit for his efforts. It takes two of J.B.’s best cyber techs, but eventually I have an address.

      I pop my head through the connecting door. “I’ve got to talk to someone from the church about Juliette,” I tell them. “I’ll be back in a while.”

      “How long?” Connor asks from under the covers.

      I shrug. “Maybe a few hours?”

      He pops his head out and squints at me. “Okay if we go to the coffee shop?”

      My instinct is to tell him no, that it’s safer if they stay in the motel. But they’ve been cooped up here for days; it isn’t fair make them suffer because off my own paranoia. Besides, I’ve been to that coffee shop and know the owner. I feel safe letting them hang out there. “Keep your phones on you,” I remind them.

      Vee pulls a hand out from under the cover and waves her phone in the air. “Done.”
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      The knock on the motel door is so unexpected that Vee and I exchange a glance before I get up to answer it. Mom left a while ago, and it’s not the secret knock she uses to let us know it’s her. I can’t think of anyone else it could be. I keep the chain in place and glance out the peep hole.

      It’s Willa. She looks like she’s been crying.

      I fumble with the chain and pull open the door. I’ve barely even gotten her name out when she falls into my arms. My mind begins to race, playing through all the worst-case scenarios that could have caused her to be upset.

      “Hey,” I say, holding her. “It’s okay. What’s going on? What happened?”

      She pulls her head back to look at me. Tears gather along her eyelashes, making her eyes seem even larger and brighter. Her chin trembles. “It’s Juliette.” She struggles to get the name out. “They’ve found the guy who took her. He-he…” She chokes back a sob. “He confessed to killing her this morning.”

      She falls against me once more, her shoulders heaving. “I’m so sorry,” I breathe, wrapping my arms around her. I have no idea what else to say, and so I just repeat the same thing again.

      I meet Vee’s eyes across the room. She’s already pushed up from the bed. “How did you find out?”

      Willa swipes at her eyes and takes a shuddering breath. “That’s why we had to leave the party early last night. Mandy got a text from her mom that the police wanted us to come down to the station to ID him.”

      Suddenly I feel like an asshole. Willa had taken off suddenly the night before, without much explanation. I’d been super disappointed. A part of me had wondered if her interest in me had been an act and she’d just been stringing me along.

      But, of course, I should have known better. Willa isn’t that kind of person. She’s too kind and sweet. I should have realized that she would have had a good reason to leave. I’m angry at myself for being uncharitable toward her. I’ve just had so many people fail me in life that I’ve come to expect it.

      “I wondered where you’d gone,” I tell her.

      Her cheeks flush. “I’m sorry,” she says. “It was just all so unexpected — to suddenly learn there was news in Juliette’s case.”

      “Of course,” I tell her. “What happened?”

      “It was him. I knew the minute I saw him.” She shakes her head and bites her lower lip, her chin trembling. “Then this morning we went to Juliette’s house to visit with her parents and that’s when we found out about the confession.”

      I take her hand. “I’m so sorry. That must have been horrible.”

      “It was. And then everything with your mother…”

      I frown. “What about my mom?”

      Her eyes go wide. “She didn’t tell you about the interrogation?”

      “Interrogation?”

      “She came to the house to ask me about what I told the police and whether I was sure about the ID…” She pauses, swallowing back tears. “I was still in shock from learning my best friend was gone, but I told her Mandy was positive about it being Trevor who picked Juliette up.”

      “What about Mandy?” Vee cuts in. “Is she okay?”

      Willa shrugs. “I don’t know. She said she had something to do, and she just left. I didn’t want to be alone, so I came here.” She bites her lip as she glances up at me. “I hope that’s okay?”

      I run my hand along her hair. “Of course it is.” I like that she thought of me at a time like this — that she sees me as someone to turn to for comfort. It makes me feel important.

      Willa turns back to Vee. “I don’t know why Mandy wouldn’t talk to me about what happened. I guess she just needs to process this news in her own way.” Willa hesitates before adding, “Maybe you should reach out to her? Maybe being with me reminds her too much of when it was the three of us together, and she needs someone unconnected to Juliette.”

      “Good idea,” Vee says. She slips into the adjoining room and closes the door between us.

      I’m acutely aware of the fact that Willa and I are suddenly alone in a motel room. I’m also very aware that now is very much not the time to be having thoughts about Willa and beds.

      I clear my throat which has grown tight for some reason. “You want to go for a walk or something?” I offer. “Maybe fresh air will help?”

      “What about your mom? Won’t she be coming back soon?”

      I shrug. “She’ll be gone for a while. There’s another witness she wanted to interview.”

      Willa crinkles her forehead in confusion. “But they have the guy. They know what happened. Do they think someone else might have been involved?”

      I shrug. “Not that I know of. I think she’s just talking to someone who came up before. She probably just wanted to button everything up.”

      “Huh. I wonder who it is.”

      I try to remember what Mom said this morning. “Maybe someone connected with the church?”

      She thinks about this for a second before her eyes go wide. “Josiah. Twenty bucks that’s who she’s talking to.” She sinks onto the edge of the bed. It’s Vee’s, and I’m grateful she at least bothered to pull up the bedspread this morning so it looks half presentable.

      I wonder if it’s appropriate to sit next to her or if that would be weird. I remember some speaker at school warning us about the signals it sends when you sit next to someone on a bed when there are other places to sit instead.

      I end up leaning against the dresser instead. “Who’s Josiah?”

      Her expression turns cloudy. “He was the youth coordinator at Juliette’s church. She was really into church for a while and went to all the youth group meetings. When Josiah was hired, he became obsessed with Juliette almost right away. It was awful. She thought about quitting the church at one point — even stopped going for several weeks, but then it felt unfair for her to give up something so important to her, so she went back. It was a mistake.”

      “What happened?”

      “You can’t tell anyone about this. I’m serious. Juliette would be mortified—” She chokes up for a moment. “Would have been mortified, I guess. Past tense.” She drops her head in her hands and begins to cry again. “I just can’t believe she’s gone. I mean, I knew she probably wasn’t ever coming back. I knew something had happened to her. I just didn’t want to believe it. And I didn’t have to. But now—” She cuts herself off, shaking her head, overcome with emotion.

      I shift to the bed, sitting next to her and putting my arm around her. “I’m sorry,” I tell her, which feels so inadequate but it still seems to help.

      She draws a shuddering breath. “Thank you.”

      “We don’t have to talk about any of this, if you don’t want to.”

      “It’s not that. Talking about her actually helps. I’ve been keeping her secrets for so long, it’s a relief to be able to share them. Especially with someone who doesn’t know her.” She glances over at me. “I know that must sound strange, since we barely know each other. But there’s something about you.” She leans against me “You make me feel safe.”

      My chest grows warm. It’s one of the best compliments anyone has ever given me. I like thinking of myself as a protector. Even if I’m not sure I really am.

      I think about Kevin and what happened at school. The look on his face when he pulled the trigger.

      “Anyway, about Josiah,” Willa says, dragging me from the unwelcome memories. “He was a predator. He lured Juliette to his apartment one night and took naked photos. He even sent them to her, letting her know if she said anything he’d make them public.”

      I feel a visceral reaction, the story horrifies me so much. “You’re kidding me! That’s awful. Poor Juliette! What happened to the guy? Is he in jail?”

      Willa’s expression turns dark. “Of course not. Nothing happened to him. Nothing at all. Juliette risked everything going to the minister and the chief of police but they didn’t do a damn thing but ask the guy to resign. At least he had the decency to leave town.”

      I’m outraged at how unfair and unjust that is. “What? Nothing happened to the guy at all?”

      She shakes her head. “Nope. Lord knows what kind of bullshit story he’s spinning for your mother right now. Probably blaming Juliette for it all.”

      The entire situation is unbelievable. “What a monster.”

      “The world is full of them, unfortunately.” She sounds so resigned that it hurts.

      I want to slip my hand into hers and tell her that I’m not a monster, but how can I know that for sure? What if being a monster is in my blood? What if it’s inescapable?

      I am my father’s son, after all.

      There’s an agitation under my skin, a buzzing with the sudden need to share everything. To tell Willa the truth about myself and see how she reacts. See if she’s horrified by who I am or still thinks of me as someone safe. So I say, “My father was a serial killer.”

      We’re sitting in front of the dresser and I can see her reflection in the mirror above it. Her jaw drops. Her eyes meet mine in the mirror. “Seriously?”

      I nod. “Melvin Royal.” I understand now what Willa meant about the relief of sharing secrets. Except this secret belongs to me, not someone else. I hold my breath, waiting for her reaction.

      Her eyes go even wider. “Holy shit! I actually know that guy. You’re not kidding — he’s like a for real deal serial killer. Used to torture girls in the garage.”

      I try not to wince at that last bit. “Yep. That’s the one.”

      She thinks for a moment and I wonder if I’ve made a mistake telling her after all. “You can leave if you want,” I tell her. “If it’s too much. Especially in light of learning about Juliette’s death. But I just thought you should know. It felt weird to keep that from you.”

      She puts her hand on my knee. “Of course I’m not leaving.”

      I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. That’s always the part I hate about telling people who my dad was — waiting to see how they’ll react. It usually doesn’t go well, which is why I tend to keep it to myself. Not that that matters with the way information spreads online.

      “What’s it like?” She asks. “Growing up the son of a serial killer.”

      I force a smile that seems more like a grimace. “It’s great. Really,” I say dryly.

      She turns to face me, and reaches out and hooks her fingers through mine, twisting me until I’m facing her as well. “I’m serious. I want to know.”

      Other than my family and therapist, the only person I’ve ever really spoken to about my father was Kevin. My stomach twists at the thought of my friend. My former friend. He was fascinated by my father, used to spend hours pouring over obscure internet sites looking for information about him.

      I wonder if I should have seen that as a sign of what was to come. I shake my head, my thoughts coming dangerously close to the afternoon at school when Kevin pulled his gun. I don’t want to face that memory.

      “I hate it,” I finally say. I’ve never said those words before, and the moment I do I realize how true they are. “He ruined our lives.”

      “How so?” Willa asks.

      “Where do I even begin? We lost our house, our friends, our school. We even lost our names — Connor Proctor isn’t my real name. It’s Brady Royal. That’s the name I was born with, the one I was raised with. I was forced to change it after Mom was acquitted and people started to come after us.”

      It feels strange to say my old name out loud. To think that’s who I used to be.

      “We’ve been on the run for as long as I can remember. We do drills — actual drills — on things like how to evade an intruder, how to defend against an attacker, how to disarm someone. We’re not normal. I’m not normal.”

      She tugs my hand into her lap. “Being normal is overrated, don’t you think?”

      I smile. “I appreciate the sentiment, but there’s a difference between being strange and being the son of a serial killer. It changes the way people look at me.”

      “Ok, give me an example.”

      Really, given everything that’s been going on, only one thought comes to mind. I blow out a breath. “You sure you want to know all of this? It’s heavy stuff.”

      She leans forward and kisses me. “I want to know everything about you. And I may be petite, but I’m strong enough to handle the heavy shit.”

      “There was a school shooting before we came here.”

      She lets out a little gasp, but says nothing, waiting for me to continue. I’ve been running from these memories for so long that it’s strange to actually confront them.

      “It was a friend of mine —  the shooter.” I swallow, take a breath, then add, “Also, I was there.”

      Her hand clutches mine tighter. “What happened?” Her voice is soft, barely above a whisper.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know.” But that’s a lie. I do know. “It was over some stupid video game. The night before they’d been playing online and two guys ambushed my friend Kevin and killed his character. The next day Kevin brought a gun to school and shot them.”

      I shrug as if it’s a simple as that, but of course, it’s not. There’s so much more I don’t bring up. The blood. The screams. How loud the recoil was as it echoed against the metal lockers. The way Kevin looked as he pulled the trigger, the expression on his face.

      The moment he turned and saw me standing there, watching, having seen him just shoot two of his close friends at close range in cold blood. All the other students in the hallway had fled. It was just us. Me and Kevin and our two friends bleeding on the ground.

      He raised his gun and pointed it at me. I was so stunned it felt like I’d already been shot.

      The thing was, I’d been there before. Not the exact situation, but something similar. When I was trapped in the Assembly of Saints compound and we were fighting our way out, one of the cultists pinned me to the ground with his gun in my face. All he had to do was pull the trigger and that would have been it. I’d be dead.

      He never got the chance. Sister Harmony drove a knife into his neck and killed him. She saved me, even though she was hurt and covered in blood and could have been shot in the process.

      I told myself in that moment that she was the kind of person I was going to be going forward: someone who risked themselves for others.

      But there I was, in the hallway at school, looking at my best friend but seeing nothing except the empty blackness of the barrel of his gun.

      I could see him trying to decide what to do about me. I knew right then that this was it. I was going to die too.

      I didn’t want to die.

      So I looked at my two dead or dying friends and said, “Fuck those guys.”

      Kevin smiled. Nodded. Even blew out a snort of a laugh. “Right? Fuck those guys.” He stared down at the two guys he’d just shot, watching them bleed. The moment probably only lasted seconds, but it felt like an eternity. The puddle of blood spreading around them kept growing and growing, the smell of it heavy and sickening.

      I knew that every minute they lay there was a minute closer to death. I knew they needed help. And I knew that if I moved, Kevin would shoot me.

      Kevin nudged one of them with his toe. He didn’t react. “Yeah, fuck those guys,” he said again, this time to himself, under his breath. Then he’d turned and walked away.

      I let him.

      I made sure he was gone and I was safe before I scrambled to help my friends.

      Those are the moments of the shooting I keep trying to strip from the instant replay constantly running in my head. The things I’d said about my two friends. The things I didn’t do. I could have stood up for my friends, and I didn’t.

      I was a coward.

      So really, what’s the difference between me and my father? We both showed a callous indifference to human life. It’s a phrase I remember from the articles I read about Melvin. One of the charges against him included it.

      He showed a callous indifference to human life by torturing and killing women. I showed a callous indifference to human life by letting a murderer with a gun rampage through a school rather than try to stop him.

      I didn’t even try to talk to him. I could have at least attempted to convince him to put the gun down.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispers. “How do you even get over something like that?”

      You don’t, I think. But I don’t say it because it’s the truth no one wants to face. I give the easy answer instead. “Lots of therapy.” I try to make it a joke and she gives a weak smile. I’ve probably said too much, exposed too much of my past. I’m about to stand and suggest going for a walk when she takes my hands in hers and pulls them into her lap.

      “Tell me the rest of it,” she says.

      “The rest of what?” I ask, trying not to focus on the feel of my knuckles brushing her bare thighs.

      “The rest of everything. Your secrets. The things you’ve never told anyone. I want all of it.”

      “Why?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? Because I like you.”

      “Why?” I ask again before I can think better of it.

      She laughs, thinking I’m joking. When she realizes I’m not, a frown furrows her forehead. “Because you’re different. Because you look at me like you find me utterly fascinating, and I like how that makes me feel. And because I think you need someone. Specifically, someone like me.”

      My cheeks are blazing red at this point. There have been girls that I’ve liked in the past, but no one like Willa. No one I’ve felt such an instant connection to. No one who seems to have felt that same connection in return.

      “Also,” she adds, “Because I trust you.” She tilts her head to the side slightly, golden hair spilling across her shoulders and down her arms. “Don’t you trust me?”

      My first thought is that I barely know her. Of course I don’t trust her.

      But my second thought is, yeah, I do. Maybe that’s just because I want to believe in the possibility of us together, but I don’t care.

      That still doesn’t answer my question, though. “That doesn’t explain why you want all my secrets. If you’re planning to blackmail me, good luck with that. We’re pretty much broke, you should work on developing another target.”

      She doesn’t laugh. Instead, she scooches forward until our knees touch. “I want to know you.” She places a hand on my chest. “The real you. Everything. Besides, don’t you have secrets that you’ve kept so tight inside that you feel like you might die from them? Like someday they might explode and drown you?”

      There’s something urgent to her voice, borderline desperate. I realize, then, that she’s speaking from experience. “Do you?” I ask softly.

      The question takes her aback, as if she wasn’t expecting me to turn the tables. She chews her lips, thinking. I can see her weighing what to share and how much. Since she’s already confided in me so easily before, I wonder what kind secret could have her so hesitant.

      “I think…” She hesitates, second guessing. Finally she blows out a breath. “I used to think that Mandy might have had something to do with Juliette’s death.”

      Her confession surprises me. My eyes go wide. “Really? Why? How?”

      She lifts a shoulder. “I don’t know. She’s just been acting so weird since Juliette disappeared. I was really starting to think she’d done something when Trevor came forward and confessed. Even now I can’t help wonder if she was still involved somehow. I know it doesn’t make sense but…” She looks up, meeting my eyes. “Sometimes she scares me.”

      I think about the day before, when Mandy and Willa brought Vee back to the coffee shop after spending the afternoon at Juliette’s house. We didn’t have much time before Mom would be there to pick us up, and I knew she would be furious if she saw us together, but even so we’d risked it. We’d all ordered a drink and sat in the back corner, hanging out for a few minutes before Mandy and Willa took off again.

      I remember thinking at the time how normal it all felt. That this must be what it’s like to be a regular teen with friends and girlfriends and the freedom to just hang out together. I hadn’t picked up on any tension between Willa and Mandy. Vee hadn’t mentioned anything about it either.

      The only other time I’d seen them together was at the party in the woods last night. I hadn’t been paying attention to the way they acted around each other, but now I wonder if I noticed Willa keeping her distance but just hadn’t realized it.

      “But you’re best friends,” I point out.

      My comment seems to sting her, as if I’m doubting what she’s just told me. She arches an eyebrow. “Didn’t you say that Kevin was your best friend?”

      Her response is sharply pointed, but accurate. “Fair point,” I tell her. “I’m sorry.”

      “It just means you understand,” she says. “You know what it’s like to have a friend who scares you.”

      I’m not sure Kevin ever really scared me, but I don’t press the point.

      Willa continues, “I know I should cut ties with her, but that’s impossible in a town as small as ours. I’m worried that if I don’t do as she wants, if I don’t keep pretending to be her best friend, she’ll get mad and do something to me as well.” She blinks, tears collecting along her lower lashes. “She’s dangerous, Connor.”

      I think about reminding her that Trevor was the one to hurt Juliette, not Mandy, but I’m afraid it will sound like I’m making light of her fears. That’s the last thing I want to do. Willa told me I made her feel safe — that she trusted and believed in me.

      If she says that she’s afraid of Mandy, then I believe her. And I will do anything I can to protect her.
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      Josiah Parker lives in the middle of the state, in an area called the pine barrens for good reason because there are a lot of pine forests and little else.

      It takes over an hour to reach the tiny town he lives in, if it can even be called a proper town, and another fifteen minutes to reach his property. I spend much of the drive cursing rural roads and the ridiculous amount of time I’ve spent on them during this case. How does anyone around here get anything done with so much driving to do? Not that I haven’t spent a fair amount of time living in towns more rural than this. You’d think I’d be used to it, and in reality I know that my frustration with the drive is little more than a mask for my anxiety.

      If I’m going to spend hours in the car, I want it to be on the highway headed home. I want to get back to Stillhouse Lake and figure out what the hell is going on with our house. I want to hug Lanny and make sure she’s okay. I want to sink into Sam’s arms and let him carry the weight of my fears for just a few moments so I can breathe.

      Instead, I’m in the pine barrens, searching for a man who doesn’t want to be found and likely won’t be interested in talking, which would make this entire trip a bust.

      Finally, after several U-turns and a lot of backtracking, I find Josiah’s address. It’s not much to look at, a small house little larger than a single-wide on a square of land surrounded by pine forest.

      I park at the street rather than in the driveway, a preference in case I need to escape quickly and don’t want to risk being blocked in. I check my firearm and slide it back into the holster under my arm before shrugging on a jacket. I always feel safer being armed, especially in a situation like this, when I don’t know what I’m getting into. Then I make my way toward the house and ring the doorbell.

      The man who answers the door is young, probably in his mid to late twenties, and clean cut with a slender build and an angular face. He keeps the door cracked with most of his body positioned behind it. It’s a familiar stance, one I use often — staying behind the door so you can use your body weight to throw it closed if need be.

      His eyes sweep past me, scanning the yard before coming back to land on me. Another familiar habit. He’s as paranoid as I am. I have reason to be. I wonder if Josiah does as well. I keep my senses on high alert just in case.

      “Help you?” he asks.

      I already have my ID card out and open.  He glances at it and instantly grows wary. “Gwen Proctor,” I tell him. “I’m a private investigator. I’d like to talk to you about Juliette Larson.”

      As the mention of Juliette’s name his expression shifts, closing down. “Look, I’ve already spoken with the police. I was cleared as a suspect. I have an alibi for the day she went missing, they verified it, and that’s all you need to know. I have nothing more to add.”

      He retreats into the house, starting to shut the door.

      “I know you had nothing to do with her disappearance,” I tell him. “Her killer confessed this morning.”

      He goes still. There’s a wash of emotions across his face that’s hard to follow. “She’s dead?”

      I nod.

      “You’ve seen the body?” he asks.

      “They haven’t located it yet.”

      He thinks about this a moment. Then shakes his head. “I wouldn’t bet on her being dead then. Not until they find a body.”

      It’s such a strange and cynical thing to say, especially about a young girl. “Why do you say that, Mr. Parker?”

      “Josiah,” he corrects.

      “Ok, Josiah. You think she’s still alive?”

      He shrugs. “Wouldn’t put it past her to pull a stunt like that just for attention. She’s done stuff like that before. She likes to ruin lives.”

      I frown. What he’s saying doesn’t square with anything I know about Juliette. “A seventeen-year-old boy is in jail. That’s one hell of a stunt.”

      He snorts. “You don’t understand Juliette.”

      I’m not quite sure what to make of Josiah yet. Nothing about his behavior has indicated I should trust anything he says. At the same time, Reverend Walker didn’t want me talking to him and I’d like to know why.

      “Okay, then,” I tell him. “Enlighten me.”

      “Why should I?”

      “Because the boy who confessed is named Trevor, and his grandmother has hired me to prove his innocence.”

      “Sounds like a tall order when you’ve got a confession.” He crosses his arms, leaning against the doorjamb. “Do you believe he didn’t do it?”

      I have no idea what kind of answer he expects from me, or if this is some sort of test, but I tell him the truth. “I believe in keeping an open mind until I have all the evidence.”

      He considers me for a long moment. “Fine, I’ll talk to you. But it’s all off the record. I mean it, I don’t want my name brought into this in any way. I’ve had enough of my life destroyed by that girl; I don’t need any more trouble.”

      Again I’m struck by the hostility of his feelings toward Juliette, especially after learning that she was murdered. Most people give some sort of deference to the dead, but not Josiah. Of course, he doesn’t necessarily believe that Juliette is dead either. Though I still find it difficult to believe a fifteen year old would fake her own murder, and I haven’t found anything in her life that would make me consider such a possibility.

      He points to a pair of chairs in the yard. “You okay sitting outside? No offense, but I don’t like strangers in my house.”

      Again I’m struck by the similarities between us and our propensity toward suspicion. I don’t like the idea of being trapped in a stranger’s house, so I say, “That suits just fine.”

      He waits for me to sit first before following after. The chairs are far enough apart that I feel confident that were he to make a move I’d be able to reach my gun in time to defend myself. It allows me to relax slightly, but still I keep my guard up.

      “So, tell me about Juliette,” I say once he’s settled.

      He blows out a breath and sinks back into the chair. “Jesus, where to begin?” He thinks a moment, then says, “I grew up in the Midwest — Iowa. I moved to Gardenia after college. I knew no one and nothing about the town, but United Methodist was hiring, and I was looking for a job while I applied to seminary. I wanted to be a youth pastor.” He shakes his head bitterly.

      Even though I knew he’d worked at the church, I’m still surprised to learn he’d intended to go to seminary and become a priest. He’s so bitter and full of resentment. It’s hard to imagine him preaching about love and acceptance.

      “Juliette was one of the girls in the group. She didn’t stand out much — early on she only showed up occasionally but then she started attending more often until she was a regular. Over time, slow enough that I didn’t notice it happening, things began to change. She became…” He pauses, searching for the right word. “Attentive.”

      It’s a curious word choice. “In what way?”

      He shifts, uncomfortable. “She’d arrive early, help me set up. Stay late to help me clean up. She asked questions about me and my life. It’s so hard to explain because nothing really stood out on its own. It was the cumulative effect of everything. She began to dress more… revealingly. Small tank tops that made it clear she wasn’t wearing a bra — she’d find excuses to bend over or brush against me. Like I said, attentive.”

      I wonder how much of this is true and how much was in his imagination. If maybe he misinterpreted her intentions because he wanted to believe she might be interested in him. It wouldn’t be the first time an older man ascribed sexual intentions to innocent behavior. “How old was she at the time?”

      “Fourteen when it started.”

      I must have made a face because he sighs. He’s not exactly defensive when he responds; it’s more like he’s weary. “Look, trust me when I say I know what you’re thinking: I’m a predator. I saw what I wanted to see. Juliette was just an innocent girl, and I was the one who sexualized the relationship. Am I right?”

      He’s not wrong. Sure, some fourteen-year olds can be precocious, but they’re still practically children. There’s a reason young teens aren’t tried as adults — their brains aren’t fully formed. “It’s hard to imagine a fourteen year old girl understanding what she was doing.”

      I expect my answer to upset him, but it doesn’t. Instead, he agrees with me. “I would have thought the same thing. Then I met Juliette. She understood exactly what she was doing.”

      He makes her sound like some sort of devious monster, which is difficult to believe given what I’ve learned about her over the past several days. Nothing in her file even hints that she was anything other than a good student, a loyal friend, and a loving daughter. There was nothing of interest in her school records, no suspensions or discipline for bad behavior. “What happened?”

      He looks off across his yard. “I made a mistake.”

      In my experience, most people are unwilling to admit doing anything wrong. Usually it might make me find someone more credible, but I’m still unsure what to make of Josiah. “What was that?”

      “I let myself be flattered by the attention.”

      I try to keep my expression neutral, but am not sure I succeed. The idea of being flattered by a fourteen year old’s attention unsettles me. Fourteen is still a child. Still innocent.

      Then I think about Connor — only one year older and he’s already been through more in his life than most adults. He’s seen his mother arrested, his father sent to death row. He’s been kidnapped, chased, shot at. He’s seen people die.

      But Connor isn’t like most kids his age. He’s a very old, mature fifteen. Whereas Juliette lived a sheltered life in a small southern town, circumstances forced Connor to grow up fast.

      Maybe, though, that’s been part of the problem. It’s easy for me to think of Juliette as a child, naive in the ways of the world, but because of Connor’s maturity and experiences I’ve treated him like he’s older.

      I’ve left him on his own to handle the fallout from the shooting earlier this week. I thought I was doing the right thing by giving him space to work through his feelings on his own, but maybe that was a mistake. Look at how much I’ve been struggling since the incident at Salah Point, and I’m an adult. How can I expect so much from someone who’s still so young?

      I shake my head, not sure what to believe anymore. In the past I relied on my gut and instincts to tell me what Connor needed from me, but experience has proven both unreliable. I feel lost, unmoored.

      Now isn’t the time to dissolve into doubt, I tell myself. I’m on a case. I owe Trevor’s grandmother my best effort, and getting distracted by my personal demons helps no one. Besides, those demons will still be waiting for me once I’m finished talking to Josiah. I can deal with them then.

      Josiah blows out a breath, oblivious to my internal struggles. “I should have dissuaded her earlier. Instead, it came to a head. She made a move one evening when we were cleaning up alone after a meeting. I turned her down. She fled, embarrassed. I thought that was the end of it. She was absent for a few weeks, and when she returned, it was like nothing had happened. She apologized, said she was mortified, begged me not to think poorly of her. I agreed.”

      I try to focus on what he’s saying, watching for any tells that might give insight into his inner thoughts. I look for his eyes to shift or his voice to rise in pitch, which might indicate he’s lying. He’s agitated, that’s obvious, but also understandable given the subject matter. Otherwise, there’s no indication that his story is rehearsed or made up.

      “I honestly thought that was the end of it,” he continues. “She stopped dressing provocatively, stopped trying to be alone together, stopped being suggestive. She was just… back to being a normal kid.” His mouth twists. “I was such a fucking idiot.”

      The bitterness of his curse surprises me. There’s a constant stream of anger simmering beneath his words. I wonder if it has ever ignited, if he’s ever turned violent. “What happened?”

      He runs a hand down his face, steeling himself before continuing. “She came to my apartment on a Friday night, and she was sobbing. She looked terrible — hair a mess, face swollen from crying. Her clothes were dirty, the hem on her shirt torn.” He pauses, as if seeing the scene in his head all over again. He shudders.

      “I couldn’t turn her away, not like that. So of course I let her in — what else was I going to do? She told me she’d been out with a guy friend of hers, and they’d started to make out. He wanted to take things farther. She refused, and he started to force her. She fought him off, hitting him with her purse. He grabbed it from her, and she ran. Once she was sure she’d lost him, she realized her phone had been in her purse so she couldn’t call anyone. She remembered that I lived nearby, and so she came to my place because she didn’t know where else to go where she’d be safe.”

      I frown at this new information, not sure whether to take Josiah’s words at face value. There’d never been any indication that she’d been assaulted, not even a hint. I shouldn’t be surprised, a lot of victims keep abuse to themselves out of shame or fear. I know all too well how much kids can hide from their parents.

      Still, it’s difficult to believe she wouldn’t have confided in her best friends. Maybe she did and they kept her confidence. Though they had to have known an incident like that could have been relevant to the investigation.

      Either there’s more to Juliette’s past than we realized, or Josiah is lying. Likely both. “Go on,” I tell him.

      “I told her I would take her to the cops, but she refused. I said I’d take her home and help tell her parents. She said they’d kill her if they found out. She asked if she could use my shower and borrow a change of clothes, and I told her yes. She also asked to use my phone to call a friend to pick her up — I didn’t think anything of it. She showered, changed into an old gym shirt and shorts of mine, and a friend came by and picked her up. That was the last I saw her — she didn’t come to the next couple of youth group meetings.”

      Something he says raises my suspicions. “Who picked her up?”

      He frowns. “What do you mean?”

      “You said a friend picked her up. I’m curious who. She was fourteen. NC has a graduated licensing system. The earliest age anyone can drive unsupervised at night is sixteen and a half. Which means whoever picked her up had to be older. I’m curious who it was.”

      He seems caught off guard, like this is the first time he’s even considered the point. “I don’t know.”

      “A girl comes to you after being assaulted, and you just let her get into a car with someone you didn’t know? You don’t think to walk her out? Talk to the driver? Get a name?”

      He opens his mouth, then closes it. He stares down at his lap for a moment. “You want to know the truth?” he finally asks.

      I raise an eyebrow. “You haven’t been telling the truth already?”

      His eyes meet mine. “I was glad she was leaving. That’s why I didn’t ask who was picking her up or try to figure it out. I didn’t want to know. The moment she stepped into my apartment I was uncomfortable. I didn’t think it was appropriate for her to be there, and I started getting worried someone might see. I was afraid she was going to ask me to drive her home, and I knew I couldn’t say no if she did. But I also knew being out with her at night, with her looking the way she did and wearing my clothes — it could be trouble. So when she said she called a friend and that they were downstairs waiting, I didn’t ask any questions.”

      His concern appears genuine. Given what I’ve seen of Josiah so far, he has a natural tendency toward suspicion and paranoia. Maybe it was misplaced when it comes to Juliette, but that doesn’t mean it didn’t feel real to him.

      When I still don’t say anything, he seems to grow frustrated. “Look, haven’t you ever had a gut instinct about something? That’s what it was like with Juliette. Something just told me she was trouble and I decided to listen. It turns out that I was right to be worried.”

      His comment about instincts hits home. “Why, what happened?”

      He shifts again in his chair, suddenly hesitant. “Two weeks later Father Walker called me into his office. The chief of police was with him. They said that one of the teen parishioners had accused me of sexual assault and had proof. There were photos — taken with my phone and texted to Juliette.”

      I’m taken aback by the turn his story has taken. Everything he’d described so far has been subtle, easily dismissed as a misunderstanding or the fruits of an overactive imagination. But this accusation is serious. He’s talking about being accused of a crime, and a very serious one at that.

      I’m pretty sure I know the answer, but I still have to ask. “What kind of photos?”

      “Very inappropriate ones of her in my shower.”

      I nod. He doesn’t have to say more. I know J.B. has had a few cases that have involved child pornography, but I’m glad I’ve never been involved in any. I know enough though to understand that the penalties are incredibly steep, especially if it’s federal and there are production charges. If what Josiah was being accused of was true, he’d be facing decades in jail.

      “Did they have the photos?” I ask.

      He nods.

      “Did you see them?”

      He shifts, extremely uncomfortable. “Only one, but that was enough.”

      “Enough for what?” I press.

      I can see he doesn’t want to answer, but he does anyway. “Enough to see that they were of her, that they were inappropriate, and that they’d been taken in my bathroom.”

      It’s a pretty damning admission.

      “There’s more,” he says before I can respond.

      I lift my eyebrows, waiting.

      “The pictures were taken with my phone and texted to her along with some very lewd and suggestive messages.”

      The whole thing just keeps getting worse. It’s hard not to let my personal feelings cloud my judgement. I just keep thinking of Lanny, of my sweet girl and what I would do if I found out something like that had happened to her. It takes a concerted effort to keep my disgust and anger from showing on my face. I’m not entirely sure I succeed. “Did you have an explanation?”

      “When she asked to borrow my phone to call a friend, she used it to take photos of herself in my bathroom and then sent them to herself, along with the other texts. Then she deleted the evidence off my phone, so I wouldn’t have any idea. I was completely blindsided by the entire thing.”

      There’s a brief moment of hopefulness in his expression that I might believe him. It quickly fades and is replaced by weariness. He knows how ludicrous he sounds.

      “So, you’re saying she made it all up,” I ask, wanting to make his accusation clear.

      “I am,” he says, voice hard. “She set me up. I was accused of production and transmission of child pornography and threatened with decades in jail. But Chief Parks offered me a deal. He said the victim didn’t want to face a trial or anything like that. She didn’t want any records of what happened to her and just wanted it all to go away. In the end, I agreed to leave town and promised I’d never try to work with kids again or attempt to work for another church.” He snaps his fingers. “My dreams of being a youth minister gone just like that.”

      It’s a remarkable story, but also a very convenient one. Which is more likely: this man took advantage of Juliette, or she took advantage of him?

      I ask the obvious question. “Why didn’t you fight the charges if you were innocent?”

      He laughs, but there’s nothing pleasant about it. “Look, we all know how it would have gone. She’d have made her accusations, the entire town would have turned the spotlight on me. They’d scrutinize every interaction, anytime I ever had a drink or hung out at the bar — any date I’d ever been on — would be dragged out into the open and looked at as proof that I’m some sort of sexual predator. My ex-girlfriends would have become targets, my parents.

      “They wouldn’t have found anything — I didn’t do anything wrong. But that wouldn’t matter. Once an accusation like that’s been made, it never goes away. And look, I get it. I’m a feminist too. I’m in favor of believing women — I think for too long women’s claims of sexual assault and harassment have been ignored or brushed off. But that’s not what happened here. She wanted to destroy me, and she came pretty fucking close to succeeding. In many ways she did succeed. I mean look at where I’m living,” he says bitterly. He waves his hands at his surroundings. “You think this is what I wanted in life?”

      He’s right. My natural inclination is to believe Juliette’s version of the story. It’s completely plausible, and also incredibly sad. A girl with a crush on a young man in her life, getting in over her head. It happens all too often.

      But the thing is… I don’t think he’s lying. Which means he’s either telling the truth, or he’s told himself the same story long enough that he’s convinced himself it’s reality.

      And if he’s telling the truth, that will necessitate a seismic shift in my understanding of Juliette. “What you’re saying makes Juliette sound like a sociopath.”

      He shrugs. “I’m not sure that’s not accurate. They exist.”

      I agree, but I’ve seen nothing in all of my research to indicate anything remotely likely with Juliette. If she’s this manipulative, this willing to destroy a man’s life and go to great lengths to do so, there would have to be indications of that kind of behavior elsewhere in her life.

      While my gut wants to believe him, I’m not sure how much I can trust that right now. It would be so much easier if there were some sort of evidence I could rely on. “Do you have any proof of your version of things?”

      He shakes his head. “My word against hers.”

      “Is there anyone who can verify your side of the story?”

      “If what you say is true and Juliette is dead, then no.” He grimaces and stares down at his hands, as if the reality of the situation has just hit him. “I guess I always thought that one day she’d regret what she did and come forward. I hoped that maybe I’d get my life back. But if she died, that means the truth died with her.”

      He sighs and sits back. “Look, I get it. You don’t believe me because you don’t want to. It doesn’t square with the way you view the world. No one wants to think women make up these kinds of claims. But it happens. Statistically, you know it does.”

      I know he’s right that false accusations happen. It’s uncomfortable to acknowledge that fact. “I’m not saying I don’t believe you.”

      He clearly doesn’t believe me. “It doesn’t matter anyway. All it takes is an accusation to ruin someone’s life. Everyone remembers the accusation. No one pays attention months or years later when the investigation is complete, and it turns out the facts didn’t support the claim and the guy is exonerated. His life is already ruined.”

      He hasn’t shown any indication that he recognizes me or knows who I am, so there’s little chance he knows about my past. He can’t know that I spent a year in jail facing false accusations that I helped my ex-husband murder those women. He can’t know that those accusations still dog me. Not just from the sickos obsessed by Melvin and his legacy, but from people who only read the headlines when I was arrested and never bothered to learn that I’d been acquitted.

      Those false accusations have impacted every area of my life: my name, where we live, my job, my sense of security.

      Maybe that’s part of what makes me believe him. I recognize something similar in him, the anger and helplessness in the face of injustice. It’s a hard thing to be falsely accused of something. You have truth on your side, but suddenly truth stops mattering.

      That’s the hardest part, really: knowing you’re right but no one else caring.

      I think of Trevor’s grandmother and her absolute belief in his innocence. Her frustration that the police didn’t want to listen to her. Her terror that no one ever would.

      “You think Juliette might have done the same thing to this kid, Trevor? The one accused of kidnapping and murdering her?”

      He shrugs. “I wouldn’t put it past her. Honestly, I’m just glad she didn’t come after me again. The minute the Gardenia police showed up on my doorstep and told me she was missing, I panicked and assumed she’d set me up again. Thank God I had an alibi, or I’d be in jail right now.”

      I frown, remembering him mentioning before that the Gardenia police had contacted him. There wasn’t any record of that in the file. If there had been, I would have been able to track him much more easily. “The police never mentioned talking to you in the investigation reports.”

      He doesn’t seem to see this as odd. “Why would they? The ruled me out as a suspect, no need to drag the past back into the light.”

      Still, it doesn’t sit right with me. I don’t like that the police kept something like that out of the file.

      Josiah leans forward, hands on his knees. “Listen, you asked me about Juliette. I’ve told you. You can believe me or not. That girl had something wrong with her. If you ask me whether I’m sad she’s dead, I can’t say that I am.”

      He pushes to his feet. “All I can tell you is that I underestimated Juliette, and I paid the price. It’s on you if you make the same mistake. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like you to get off my property and never come back.” He turns on his heel and stalks back to his house, slamming the door behind him.
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      Sam calls as I’m driving back to town. The moment I hear his voice, I know something’s wrong. “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “We have a problem.”

      I pull to the side of the road and set my hazards. My heart starts to thump wildly. “Tell me.”

      He blows out a long breath, and I can practically hear his tension through the phone. “Kez called in a favor to the lab. They identified the blood in our house.”

      I frown. “That sounds like good news.”

      “It’s Leonard Varrus.”

      The name falls like lead between us. “Oh.”

      “Yeah,” he says. There’s a moment’s pause before he adds, “They think I had something to do with it.”

      The notion is so ludicrous, I actually laugh. “Seriously? That’s absurd. There’s no way they can think—”

      “They have evidence.”

      The laughter dies in my throat. Suddenly I understand why he sounds the way he does. He’s scared. Really scared. Which leaves me terrified.

      “Wait. You’re saying the police — and this includes Kez, my best friend — think you killed Leonard Varrus? In our own house?”

      “I’m not sure Kez believes that, but yeah, the other Detective — the new guy, Detective Diakos — he seems pretty sure I could have had something to do with it.”

      My mind spins. “But you would never —” I don’t finish the statement because I can’t. I was about to say that he would never do anything like that, he would never turn to violence against an enemy, but I’m not really sure that’s true.

      He spent years attacking me and my family. He’s the one who designed the targets with our faces on them. He’s the one who stalked us to Stillhouse Lake.

      Leonard Varrus was threatening our family. Family means everything to Sam. I’m not sure how far he’d go to protect us. But I can’t count violence out if it came down to it.

      He knows what I’m thinking because he says, “Gwen, I promise you. I had nothing to do with this.”

      I would never have asked, but I’m glad he tells me anyway. “I know.”

      It’s been a long time getting to this place, and it required a lot of work on both our parts, but I love and trust Sam more than anyone else in this world.

      Still, I know there are pieces of himself he keeps from me. The same way I keep things from him. He’s never told me what Melvin wrote in his sister’s journal about the way she died. I’ve never told him how close I came to breaking at Heartbreak Bay.

      It’s not that I don’t think he’ll understand or that he’d judge me or love me any less. It’s that I have to understand myself before I can explain it to anyone else.

      He lets out a shuddering breath, and I can hear the strain and loneliness in it. I should be there. We should be there. As a family. “We’ll leave tonight,” I tell him, making up my mind. “We’ll be there by morning.”

      “You can’t—”

      I bristle. If there’s anything I don’t appreciate, it’s someone else telling me what I can and can’t do. “Of course I can.”

      “The press is already here. I heard from Lanny — they’re all over the house. The minute you come to town they’ll be all over you and that means they’ll be all over Connor. We can’t do that to him.”

      My stomach sinks. I think of Connor sitting at the motel and how at ease he seemed after our conversation earlier. I know a large part of that is being here — so far away from everything that happened earlier this week at school. But I also know that we can’t hide here forever. Eventually, we’re going to have to go home, and he’s going to have to face the real world.

      “I don’t like any of this. It doesn’t feel right being so far away from you. We should all be together right now. A united front.”

      “I don’t like it either, but I worry that you being here with Connor will only make things harder, not easier. And right now, things are hard enough. It’s bad, Gwen. It’s really bad.”

      I let my head fall forward until it’s resting against the steering wheel. How does this keep happening? How do our lives keep getting upended in ways I never see coming?

      I straighten again. “Tell me.”

      “After I called Leo the other night, he went down to his local station and filed a report that I’d been communicating threats against him. He claimed I was threatening him, saying I’d come for him and stuff like that.”

      “Did you threaten him?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. I might have. I don’t remember doing so specifically, but he apparently has a recording. The police in California have a transcript of it.”

      My head starts to pound, and I press my fingers against my temples. “That can’t be that big of a deal. He was threatening us first. Surely that undermines any claim he has against you.”

      “He was in Stillhouse Lake,” he continues. “Cell phone records prove it. He was there the night before last, and after that, there’s no record of him. His cell phone cut off. He missed his flight back home. He hasn’t used any credit cards. He’s disappeared.”

      “He’s a grown man. He can come and go where he pleases. So no one’s talked to him in a couple of days. That doesn’t mean he was murdered.”

      “Except for all that blood in our house,” Sam points out.

      Right. That. It’s not a great fact. “Okay, what about the fact that you have an alibi? You were with Lanny at Reyne.”

      “That’s what I thought. It’s why I didn’t request a lawyer when they asked to talk to me. I knew I didn’t have anything to do with this, so I thought I’d be okay.” There’s a bitterness to his voice, and my heart sinks. I can’t blame him for not having a lawyer — if you’re innocent, it’s easy to think the system will protect you.

      But that’s not how the system is designed. The system is designed to secure convictions and keep them from being overturned.

      There’s no need for me to point this out to Sam now, though, when it’s too late.

      “They have video of me leaving the hotel. That’s when I went to keep an eye on Lanny while she was at that party, but there are no cameras on that parking lot so there’s no proof that’s where I was. Meanwhile, highway cameras picked up my truck driving to Stillhouse Lake.”

      I shake my head, trying to understand. “How do they have pictures of your truck if you weren’t there?”

      “I don’t know.” There’s a desperation to his voice. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “You were in your truck, so no one could have stolen it,” I point out. He agrees. “So someone either hacked the police cameras or somehow made it look like your truck.”

      “Either one of those things wouldn’t be easy,” Sam says.

      “Weren’t you the one who said Varrus was rich? Things become much easier when you have money.”

      He doesn’t respond. He doesn’t have to. It’s true: money can buy a lot of things. We both saw it ourselves with Absalom. And when someone with money sets their targets on you, there’s little you can do. “We’re going to fight this,” I tell him. “Leo made a mistake. He has to have. He’s not smart enough to pull something like this off without missing a detail. Once we figure that out, the case against you will unravel.”

      “If we figure it out,” he says.

      I frown. It’s not like him to be so pessimistic. “What does Kez say? She knows you — she knows you couldn’t have had anything to do with this.”

      “I haven’t talked to her. I’m still at the station. The detective asked me to stay in case he had more questions.”
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      The minute my phone rings that evening, I know it’s the call I’ve been dreading. I take a breath, brace myself, and swipe to accept the call. Gwen’s voice hits me before I can even say hello.

      “What the hell, Kez?”

      Of course I know what she’s talking about. Diakos’s interrogation of Sam and the fact I haven’t intervened. “I know, Gwen. I’m sorry.” And it’s true, I am. I followed my gut this morning getting Detective Diakos involved, and now I’m second guessing whether that was the right move.

      “You think Sam had something to do with what happened at our house?” she demands.

      “Of course not,” I tell her. Normally I’d be offended by such a question, but I understand her fear.

      “He’s being set up,” she says.

      I’ve spent quite a while going over the evidence and Diakos’s interview notes, and I agree with her. “That’s what it looks like.”

      “Then why aren’t you doing anything to stop it?” I can hear the frustration in her voice, and it kills me. “Damnit, Kez, why didn’t you call me first? I could have told you Sam wasn’t involved!”

      I close my eyes against the hint of betrayal in her words. I know what she’s thinking, but not saying — after everything we went through at Salah Point, how could I not call her the minute Sam’s name came up in our investigation?

      “It’s because I know Sam’s innocent that I didn’t call you,” I tell her. “My involvement in the case complicates things. If I’d given you a heads up, the department could have been accused of bias at best and collusion at worst. The last thing your family needs is for any whiff of favoritism to contaminate this investigation. If your detractors think you were given special treatment because of our personal relationship, they’ll never believe when Sam’s cleared of any wrongdoing.”

      “They’ll never believe that anyway,” Gwen responds. “In their eyes, we’ll always be guilty.”

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her. “You know I would never do anything if I thought it would put you or your family in jeopardy.”

      “I know. It’s just….” She struggles to finish the statement.

      “You’re scared,” I fill in for her. Gwen is one of the strongest people I know, and it’s not easy for her to admit to weakness.

      “I don’t like being so far away. I don’t like Sam being there on his own.”

      “He’s not on his own,” I remind her. “Javi and I have his back. We’re not going to let anything happen to him.”

      “Your hands are tied, Kez. You can’t engage unless you have proof. There’s a limit to what you can do to protect him.”

      Except she’s forgetting that I’d been willing to put all of that on the line when I joined her at Salah Point. “And you know that limit doesn’t exist when it comes to you and yours.”

      “Still, I should be there.”

      “You’re doing what’s best for Connor,” I remind her. “I’m not going to let anything happen to Sam or Lanny. I promise.”

      “How is Lanny?” She asks. “She doing okay?”

      “She’s out for another run.”

      I can hear her frown through the phone. “It’s late.”

      “I told her to be home by dark. She’s got her phone and pepper spray.” Gwen draws a breath to argue, but I cut her off. “She needed the outlet,” I tell her. “She baked half a dozen cookies this afternoon. She can’t stay cooped up in the cabin all day. She knows to be safe.”

      She sighs. “Make sure she doesn’t run with her headphones in. She needs to keep situation awareness.”

      I smile. “I’ll remind her.”

      “You’ll tell me the minute you hear anything about this case?”

      “I will,” I promise.

      “I don’t like any of this, Kez.”

      “I know.”

      We say our goodbyes, and I hang up the phone with a sigh and arch my back, trying to find some relief from the constant ache in my joints. Javi notices and comes over, placing a hand on my bump. I feel the baby shift under his touch and smile despite the tension coursing through my body.

      “Everything okay, querida?” he asks.

      I nod but then reconsider and shake my head. “I’m just not sure I made the right call bringing in Diakos. What if he decides to go to the DA?”

      “You did what you thought was right. Diakos is a good cop with good instincts. There’s a reason he was promoted to detective.”

      “He’s a damn baby,” I grumble. “I can’t believe I let him talk to Sam without me there to rein him in. What was I thinking?” My heartburn flares, and I press the palm of my hand against my chest, as if that might somehow ease the burning tension.

      Javi presses his lips against my temple. “You have to calm down, Corazón. Remember what the doctor said about your blood pressure this morning.”

      I twist away from him, my hands on my hips as I glare at him. “You know what really helps someone lower their blood pressure?” I don’t wait for an answer. “Telling them to calm down.”

      “Kez—”

      I shake my head. I feel tears threaten, which only spurs my anger because I don’t like crying and yet it somehow has become a near daily experience in the past few weeks because of these damn pregnancy hormones. “You don’t understand,” I say, swiping a hand under my eyes. “Sam could go to jail because of me.”

      The words have barely left my mouth when the door swings open, hitting the wall with a loud bang. I spin, hand dropping to where I’d normally wear my gun, but I’d already put it away in the safe when I returned home.

      Javi’s still armed, though, and he pushes in front of me, shoving me behind him. His firearm is already drawn and by his side.

      Lanny storms into the room. If she notices Javi’s gun and defensive stance, she says nothing. Instead she fists her hands on her hips, chin jutting out. “What the hell are you talking about? What do you mean Sam could go to jail?”

      Javi’s shoulders ease, and he slips his gun back into his holster in one smooth, barely noticeable motion. I step around him. “Lanny, honey—”

      She shakes her head. I recognize the stubborn set to her jaw. I’ve seen it enough times in her mother to know there’s no talking her down. “Tell me what happened,” she demands.

      I glance at Javi. It’s obvious by his expression that he’s leaving it up to me how much to share with Lanny. I decide to tell her all of it. If she’s going to be living under my roof and my responsibility, I want her armed with knowledge.

      With a sigh, I pull out a chair from the kitchen table and sink into it. “It’s about what happened at your house.”

      She sits across from me, her back still rigid and her expression guarded. She’s silent, waiting for me to continue.

      “We think someone may have been murdered. There’s no body, so we don’t know for sure, but there was a lot of blood and we were able to match it to a man named Leonard Varrus.”

      Lanny frowns, trying to place the name. “Should I know him?”

      “I don’t know. He knew your parents and had apparently been threatening them. Sam threatened him in return, and now he’s missing, presumed dead.”

      She prickles at the insinuation Sam may have been involved. “Sam didn’t kill anyone. He wouldn’t. Unless it was in self-defense.”

      I hesitate and Javi moves behind me, dropping a supportive hand on my shoulder. “There may be evidence that points to his involvement. Another detective is investigating and is considering whether to bring charges.”

      She considers this for a moment, and then her shoulders slump. “Fuck. This is bad, isn’t it?”

      I don’t bother correcting her language. It’s not my place, and if there’s an appropriate time to curse, it’s probably now. “It’s not great,” I acknowledge.

      Her forehead furrows. “Why aren’t you investigating it?”

      I glance at the table, my thumb tracing a waving grain of wood while my stomach knots in anxiety. “I worried about the appearance of bias. I knew Sam couldn’t have had anything to do with it and thought it was best if a neutral third party was the one to come to that conclusion.” I look up and meet her eyes. “I may have been wrong.”

      Lanny chews her lip, staring at nothing as she takes this all in. “What’s the evidence against Dad?”

      I can see where this is going and I’m not sure it’s a great idea. “I know you want to help, but—”

      She cuts me off. Determination flashes in her eyes and for a moment my breath almost catches at how similar she looks to her mother. “This is my family,” she says. “I don’t want to help. I’m going to help. Either with you or without you.”
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      I’m up early the next morning, despite going to bed way too late. The first thing I do is check on the kids, but of course they’re asleep. I text Sam but don’t get anything back. I think about texting Kez, but I know how sacred sleep is when you’re pregnant.

      So instead I dive back into work, hoping to distract myself. I start with Juliette’s files. I’ve already read through them several times, but I decide that I should give everything another look through the lens of what I learned from Josiah. As farfetched as it sounds, Juliette could be a sociopathic predator. In which case, maybe there were things I missed before because I thought of her as a sweet, somewhat naive, but essentially average teenager.

      If she is a sociopath, I completely missed it, which makes me a pretty lousy investigator.

      I start with her computer, going through her history the same way I went through Kevin’s. They couldn’t be more night and day. Juliette spent a lot of time watching makeup tutorials. She also watched several fashion shows, and videos about how best to pose for photos.

      I switch over to her phone, using the one her parents gave me with the most recent back-up rather than the extracted version in the FBI files. There’s something more personal about holding a phone and flipping through apps the way she would have, rather than skimming to a report of its contents.

      As I’m looking through her phone, however, I notice something unexpected. Both she and Kevin have the same game installed. It stands out because Juliette doesn’t have any other games installed, not even solitaire. Kevin, on the other hand, has a ton, but they’re all sophisticated and complicated. This one looks really, really basic — not something that would usually interest him.

      The problem is that I don’t actually have a copy of Kevin’s phone. The FBI used a program to extract all the data from it and generate a report of the contents. So it lists all the apps that were on his phone, but they’re not actually operational. I can’t open them.

      I can open them on Juliette’s, however. That’s the benefit of having an actual clone of her phone: it’s fully operational. I open the app and am immediately greeted with a simple start screen. It prompts me to name my character and I think for a moment before typing in “Juliette.” The screen freezes for several seconds before crashing. I try it a few more times with several different names and get the same result.

      I shrug and am about to discount it as a broken app, but something makes me pause. If it’s broken, why keep it installed? Both of them have their phones set to offload apps they don’t use, so the fact that this game didn’t have to be reinstalled to open it means that it’s been used recently.

      How is it that two people with hardly anything in common have both recently used the same broken app? It doesn’t make sense. I switch over to my computer and dig deeper into the extraction report for Kevin’s phone. Oddly, the app takes up an extraordinary amount of space — well more than any other games.

      Something is off. I open a new tab in my browser and search for information about the game. My eyes widen when I click on the first result, and I almost laugh. It’s not a game at all. It’s a chat program masquerading as a game.

      It’s a secret app.

      Which means I need a password to open it. I try Juliette’s lock screen code, but it doesn’t work. I sit, staring at the load screen, trying to figure out what my next step should be. Then I remember Connor explaining how he gained access to Juliette’s dating site account. He said there’s a list of her passwords in the investigative report and that together they present a clear pattern.

      I pull out the file and flip through it until I find the page he was talking about. Sure enough, she has a standard password that she uses as a base, with variations added to it depending on the site. I know I should feel uncomfortable with doing the same thing I’d just admonished Connor for so recently, but that doesn’t stop me. It takes only a few tries before I’m able to guess my way past the game’s start screen.

      I’m rewarded with a chat interface. There’s only one contact she’s been messaging with: Beau. Presumably the same Beau she met on the dating site. The Beau we traced to Trevor Martindale’s house.

      Anyone can fake an IP address, I remind myself. Trevor wasn’t necessarily the person texting with Juliette.

      I start scrolling. There are hundreds of texts. Maybe even thousands. They stretch out over months. I pause when I come across a photo of a familiar face. It’s a text from Beau, but it’s a photo of Trevor. He’s crouching by the row of old cars in his back yard, a puppy cradled in his arms.

      I blink, trying to understand. I’d almost convinced myself that Trevor was innocent — somehow set up to take the fall for someone else’s crime. Given the confession and what I’d learned from his grandmother, it seemed impossible Trevor could have been the one who took Juliette. The only real link between him and Juliette was Willa and Mandy’s identification and even that had started to look flimsy.

      But now I’m not so sure. I keep scrolling until I find another photo. Again it’s Trevor. He’s standing in the bed of his truck, shirtless with his arms raised over his head and the sunset a brilliant chorus of colors behind him. There are more photos of him as well, with friends, at the beach, at a football game.

      I lean back against the headboard, mind spinning. It’s difficult to come to any other conclusion than the fact that Trevor is Beau. Beau is Trevor. He catfished Juliette, but to what end?

      I know what end, I think to myself with a sinking stomach. I scroll back through the texts, until I reach the end. The last series of texts was sent days before she disappeared.

      
        
        Beau: Let’s meet. In person.

        

        Juliette: You mean it?

        

        Beau: Yeah, let’s do it.

        

        Juliette: How? When?

        

        Beau: I’ll take the car and start driving south. I’ll figure out a place to meet where we can be alone. I’ll text the deets.

        

        Juliette: Really? I get to finally meet you in person? I can’t believe it! I’ve dreamed of this moment for months.

        

        Beau: I know. Same.

        

        Juliette: I love you.

        

      

      Sure enough, the next text from Beau is simply a link. I click on it. The maps app opens with a flag dropped in what looks like the middle of nowhere. I scroll out until a road name appears: Trapper Road. It’s a winding road that twists through a nearby state forest.

      I toggle to the satellite view so that I can get a better look at the area. It’s an area dense with pine trees, a logging road sometimes visible as it cuts through them. I zoom back in and am surprised to find a smudge of something darker on the map. It looks like it could be some sort of structure.

      My heart begins to beat faster. Seems an odd spot to choose for a meeting. Unless you wanted to make sure no one would interrupt whatever you had planned.

      I map a route, surprised that even though the spot is only a few miles away as the crow flies, it’s well over an hour by road. I glance at my watch, shocked to find that it’s already early afternoon.

      I consider calling Chief Parks and letting him know what I’ve found, but I remember his warning the last time I saw him. As far as he’s concerned, he’s closed his case and made a name for himself in the process. I’d be casting doubt on that resolution. He wouldn’t take kindly to that.

      It’s too much of a risk. I’ll go on my own and check it out the area, see if there’s anything of note. I can always call in if I find something. I grab my keys and pop my head through the adjoining door. Their room is still dark and both of them are in bed, their faces lit by the screens of their phones.

      “I’ve got something to do. I’ll be gone for a few hours at least. You two going to be okay?”

      “Sure,” Connor says. Vee agrees.

      I wait for either of them to ask where I’m going or if they can come with me, but neither does. Instead Vee asks, “Is it okay if we walk up to the coffee shop later?”

      “Keep your phones on you,” I tell them. “And keep your eyes open.”

      Vee rolls her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, beware the boogeyman blah blah blah.”

      Connor must sense my frustration at her response and knows how close I am to telling them they can’t go after all because he drops his phone and sits up, meeting my eyes. “We’ll be careful, Mom, promise.”

      “Yeah, Ms. P,” Vee adds. “I was just yankin your chain. We’ll behave.”

      “I’ll let you know when I’m headed back.” I don’t tell them that my hope is we’ll be able to leave for Stillhouse Lake soon after.

      They give a halfhearted approval. I take what I can get. I climb into the car, but before leaving I call Mike. There’s a lot of noise in the background when he answers. It’s clear I’ve interrupted him in the middle of something, but I don’t care. I tell him about the secret app.

      “And our team missed it?” he asks.

      “I didn’t see anything in the files about it.”

      He curses. “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll make it top priority.”

      “If there’s anything about Connor, you tell me first. Promise me.”

      He hesitates then says, “You’ll be my first call.”
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      I barely wait for Mom to close the door before reaching for my phone. There’s a text from Willa and I try to smother a stupid grin but apparently don’t succeed because Vee snorts.

      “You know we’re leaving town like tomorrow, right?” Vee says. “And you’re never going to see her again?”

      “Buzzkill.” I glare at her.

      “No, I’m just practical. I’ve had plenty of flings in my life, and trust me, you’re doing it wrong.”

      “It’s not a fling,” I protest.

      She laughs. “Exhibit A.” She says before leaning close and adding, “Like I said, you’re doing it wrong. It’s a basic rule in life: don’t fall for the fling.”

      “So I like Willa, what’s wrong with that?”

      “She’ll end up breaking your heart, that’s what.”

      “That doesn’t have to be true,” I tell her. “We can keep in touch — keep things going long distance. We might see each other again. You never know.”

      “I do know. Tomorrow we’ll be driving out of here, and you’ll be all moon eyed, and sure, you’ll text for a while, but then there will come days that she doesn’t respond as fast as she used to. You’ll start to second guess everything. You’ll wonder if she still likes you or if she met someone else. You’ll start to obsess over every communication, trying to figure out if you should read between the lines. You’ll end up miserable.” She holds up her hands. “That’s why you don’t fall for the fling. Enjoy it for what it is, and be prepared to let it go.”

      She paints way too vivid a picture. It’s too easy to imagine it happening, which turns my stomach sour. “Yeah, well, what about Mandy?”

      “What about her?”

      “I’ve seen the way you look at her. You gonna tell Lanny you met another girl?”

      She shrugs. “Lanny knows.”

      I cross my arms, angry with Vee all over again. “You sure about that?”

      Her expression turns stormy. “Things with Lanny and me are complicated. And none of your business.”

      “It is my business if you hurt her.”

      Her eyes narrow, and the look she gives me is borderline feral. “I would never hurt Lanny. Never.”

      “Sure. Unless it’s inconvenient for you. It’s always you first. Everyone knows that.”

      She reacts as if I’ve struck her. I don’t take it back.

      I don’t know why I’m being so mean to Vee. I’m angry at her for pointing out the truth I’ve been desperate to avoid: I’ve finally found this girl that I like and who likes me and I’m going to lose her, the same way I lose everything that matters to me.

      The way I lost my father, my name, my house, my life, my best friend, my privacy. Everything keeps getting stripped from me, and Willa was one of the few things that made me feel whole and normal. I can talk to her about anything, and she doesn’t judge me. Unlike Mom, she doesn’t look at me with horror when I talk about my dad. And when I texted her last night what Mom told me about Kevin blaming me for the shooting, she became outraged on my behalf, like she was willing to go to war for me.

      I like having someone on my side like that. Someone who’s there because she chooses to be rather than out of familial obligation. I’ve never had people like that in my life. There was Kevin, of course, but look how that turned out. I thought I knew him, but clearly, I didn’t. Clearly, he was hiding all sorts of things from me.

      Not like Willa. She tells me everything.

      And I’m going to lose her.

      It’s all so fucking unfair.

      “You’ve been through a lot, Connor, I get that,” Vee says, her voice cold and even. “But that don’t give you a right to be an asshole.” With that she grabs her messenger bag and leaves, slamming the door behind her.

      I let out a growl of frustration. Vee didn’t deserve that, and I know I owe her an apology, but I can’t find it in me just yet. Instead I text Willa.

      
        
        Connor: Mom just took off, you want to meet up?

        

        Willa: Yes! I was just thinking of you! Where did she go?

        

        Connor: No idea, just said she’d be gone a while.

        

        Willa: Hmmm… I’d feel better if I knew where she went. Then we’d know for sure how much time we have. I don’t want to get started on something we can’t finish.

        

      

      She adds a wink emoji, and my skin turns to fire. I flash to the party in the woods, and her hand guiding mine under the hem of her dress. Her promise that she wasn’t done with me.

      I scramble into Mom’s room and find her laptop sitting open on the bed. I toggle the keyboard, waking it, and her password prompt appears. It took me a long time to figure out her password, and the first few times I used it, I felt guilty. I knew Mom would be furious if she found out, but I also knew she had information about Dad on there and I wanted access to it.

      I’ve used it enough times now that I don’t even give it a second thought — my fingers fly across the keyboard, and the screen comes to life in response. I pull up her web browser and reopen the last closed tab. A map of North Carolina fills the screen. I notice a location flag and zoom in until I can read the name of the nearest landmark.

      
        
        Connor: She’s going somewhere in the state forest — some place off Trapper Road? Map says it will take her over an hour to get there. So we have plenty of time.

        

      

      I add my own wink emoji. There’s a long pause before Willa answers.

      
        
        Willa: Sorry, Mandy called. She said she needs to talk ASAP. She wants to meet up.

        

      

      I’m startled by the abrupt shift in conversation.

      
        
        Connor: Now?

        

        Willa: She sounded upset. She said it’s about what happened to Juliette.

        

        Connor: I thought you were avoiding her.

        

        Willa: She was crying. I can’t not be there for her.

        

        Connor: But you said she’s dangerous. You want me to go with you?

        

        Willa: I’ll be okay. I’ll text after. XO

        

      

      I sit staring at the phone. I’d gone from the promise of an afternoon alone with Willa — maybe my last chance to see her ever — to spending it alone in this stupid motel room. I fall back on the bed, my argument with Vee still churning inside me.

      I don’t want to think about having to leave tomorrow. I don’t want to think about going home and facing my old life. I just want to stay here and pretend I’m normal for a while.
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      Time has not been kind to Trapper Road. In the distant past, it may have been an asphalt ribbon through the forest, but what’s left of it is cracked. Most of it now is little more than two dirt ruts choked with weeds.

      It’s slow going, the shocks on my SUV protesting every time I hit a hole or skirt a pile of rocks. By the time I reach the spot marked on the map, the sun's already lost behind the tops of the towering pines.

      I leave the car in the middle of the road, unconcerned with the thought of any other vehicles passing by. Given the level of weeds, it doesn’t look like anyone’s come this way in months. The air is chilly in the shadows of the trees, and I instantly regret not grabbing a jacket before coming out here.

      Before taking a look around, I open the gun safe built into the car and pull out my Sig Sauer. I didn’t put on my shoulder holster before leaving, so I’m forced to use the belt clip. I’m more likely to face issues with wildlife rather than people, but either way, I feel safer with the weight of my firearm at the small of my back.

      Now that I’m here, I’m not quite sure what I’m looking for or where to begin. I was hoping that simply driving out here might give me some sort of inspiration, but everything around me looks the same. Usually this is about the time my gut kicks in, giving me ideas, but so far it has remained silent.

      I check my phone. Cell service is nonexistent. While not unexpected given my location, a small thread of anxiety begins to unspool inside me. I can’t check on my kids. I don’t like it when I can’t immediately reassure myself where they are. I almost consider backtracking down the road until I find a signal, but that seems a little extreme.

      One of the things my experience at Salah Point hit home is that I won’t always be there to look over them and protect them. I need to give them space. I need to let them learn to rely on themselves.

      Of course, reminding myself of that doesn’t make the itch of anxiety go away. There will never be a day — or even an hour — that I don’t worry about my kids. Maybe before that drunk driver plowed into our garage I could have had that luxury, but life has shown me too much of its cruel underbelly for me to believe in the goodness of others.

      I can’t afford to be complacent.

      I pick a direction at random and strike out into the woods. The towering trees have shaded out most of the underbrush, leaving the forest floor a carpet of old pine needles. It makes it easy to navigate and I walk as far as I can without losing sight of the road. Then I start looping around in a wide arc, my car the center of my search area.

      To the south there’s a slight rise, and I wind my way up it. At the top is a clearing and a scattering of massive boulders. I press my hand against one, feeling the lingering heat of the sun. It’s a beautiful spot, one I can imagine an unexpected hiker stumbling on and pausing to rest.

      The boulders are large enough to climb, and I pull myself up on top of one and carefully step onto the next. I’m acutely aware that if I slipped or if something happened to me, no one would know where to find me. Without cell service, even my phone is untraceable.

      It sends a chill down my back and makes me rethink climbing around up here. I crouch, planning to scramble back to the ground when something catches my eye. There’s a gap between the rocks, leading to what looks like a natural void. Something within glints.

      The gap is way too narrow for me to slip through, which means there must be another access point. I jump to the ground and scour the area. Not too far away, I come across a broken white bone that looks uncomfortably human.

      My stomach drops, the taste of dread filling my mouth. I keep searching, finding several more bone fragments. I take a photo of everything, leaving it all where I found it. Best-case scenario is this was some animal who met an unfortunate end.

      I don’t want to think about what the worst-case scenario is.

      Closer to the boulders I find an entrance to what looks like a cave half hidden under a rock overhang. There’s not a ton of clearance, and I have to drop to my stomach, pulling myself forward arm over arm, the earth damp beneath me. It’s cramped in the narrow passageway, and my elbows scrape rock as I wriggle my way deeper.

      I realize how vulnerable I am in this position. I’m effectively trapped under a bolder. The space is so tight I can’t push up on my hands and knees, and there’s no way in hell I could turn around. If someone came up behind me, I wouldn’t even be able to draw my gun.

      They could drag me out by my heels, and the only thing I could do to fight back is kick. Unless they shot me in the kneecaps first or debilitated me in some other way. I close my eyes, focusing on my breathing and trying to force my heart to slow.

      It’s times like this I hate being paranoid. I hate that my mind automatically veers toward the worst-case scenario in any situation. I try to reason with myself. I remind myself that I’m in the middle of the woods, off the beaten path. There’s no one else out here.

      Unless someone followed me.

      I can feel the panic starting to build. If I let it take hold of me, I’ll nearly kill myself trying to scramble back out of this little cave. But if I can just control it a little longer, I might be able to keep moving forward.

      I kick my toes into the ground, propelling myself deeper. Ahead the darkness seems to expand, it’s not quite so thick and heavy. I kick again, and suddenly the rock above me veers away. I lift my arm and feel emptiness.

      I let out a trembling sigh of relief and pull myself all the way into the little opening. Above I can see the slit between the rocks I’d peered through before, a sliver of blue sky beyond. The light that escapes it doesn’t do much against the darkness, and so I pull out my phone and open up the flashlight.

      I rear back, knocking my skull against the side of the little cave but not caring. My phone flashlight doesn’t penetrate far but it’s enough to highlight the edge of a worn tennis shoe. The hem of a pair of jeans.

      The body — what remains of it — lies on its side, facing away from me. I scan the walls around me. The cave we’re in isn’t terribly large, just big enough for a grown adult to sit without having to slouch. I lean forward, careful not to disturb the area closest to the body as I approach to take a closer look.

      Several of the bones are scattered or missing, the handiwork of wild animals, I’m sure. But enough remains that I can tell it was a woman with long dark hair. I’m grateful she’s turned away from me so I don’t have to see her face.

      Resting beside her is a plastic baggie held in place by a large rock. Lying next to it is a knife, the blade almost entirely encrusted by something black. I don’t have to touch anything to see the piece of paper inside the baggie, to be able to read some of the words written on it.

      It’s a suicide note. And it’s signed Juliette Larson.
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      Vee still isn’t back an hour later when my phone rings. It’s a call from Willa, and I grin, heart already beating faster in anticipation. “Hey you,” I answer.

      There’s nothing but the sound of movement, something rustling. “Willa?” I ask, wondering if she’s dialed me by accident.

      There’s a thump and a grunt followed by a groan. I sit up in alarm. “Willa?”

      I hear panting, a sharp intake of breath. “Connor—” It’s Willa’s voice but there’s something wrong. She sounds desperate, scared.

      I bolt to my feet, gripping the phone in both hands. “Willa, are you okay? Where are you?”

      “Oh God, Connor, you have to help. It’s Mandy, she’s—” Whatever she says next is drowned out by a loud crackle like the crunch of fallen leaves.

      I shout, “Where are you?”

      There’s just the sound of running, the crunch of leaves, her heaving breath. It sounds like she’s sprinting through the woods.

      “Willa, tell me where you are!” I demand. My heart is screaming, adrenaline flooding my system. “Willa!”

      She starts to say, “Sha—” but then the phone cuts off.

      I immediately hit redial. It goes straight to voicemail. I try again. And again. And again. None of my calls go through. I throw my phone on the bed in frustration and curse.

      The police. My brain finally starts to work, and I realize I need to call the cops. I scramble for my phone and dial 911. I tell them about the call and that I think Willa needs help. They ask a dozen questions, about who I am, my relationship to her, exactly what she said. My brain is scrambling, panic racing through me.

      “We’ll send a unit to her house to make a welfare check and speak with her parents,” the operator says.

      “You don’t understand!” I shout. “Something’s wrong! I know it.”

      “Sir, without additional information, I’m afraid there’s not much more we can do. If you hear from her again—”

      I hang up. I’m wasting time. Willa’s out there, and she needs me. And I think I know where to start looking for her.

      I bolt from the motel room at a sprint. I have to get to Willa. I have to save her.
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      There’s no reception on the hill where I discovered Juliette’s remains, nor anywhere nearby. I’m forced to get back in my car and drive down the road a few miles until my phone finally pings with alerts I’d missed while out of range. I immediately pull to the side of the road and open the location app. Reasonably I know my kids are okay, but there’s always a part of my brain that simmers with panic. Sometimes it boils over. Finding Juliette’s remains didn’t help.

      The app loads and takes a moment to locate my kids. I breathe a sigh of relief when Connor and Vee’s icons appear at the motel. I toggle to Lanny and find her at Kez and Javi’s. I close my eyes and let my head fall back. It takes a while for the lingering fear to dissipate, though it never truly vanishes.

      Once I have myself under control, I call Chief Parks directly. While I don’t owe him any courtesies, the fewer people who know what I’ve found the better, at least until someone can break the news to Juliette’s parents.

      I tell him about the human remains and the note, and he tells me not to go anywhere, not that I was planning on it. I text Connor and Vee, informing them that I might be back later than I expected and apologizing. I get a thumbs up emoji from Vee which is just about the best I can hope for from her. And since she and Connor are together, I assume she’s speaking for both of them.

      Then I sit and wait.

      Chief Parks unexpectedly takes my call very seriously because within an hour, the first official vehicles appear. I flag them down and explain who I am, then return to my car and lead them to where I found Juliette’s body. Before long the area is teeming with officials. It’s not just local Gardenia cops either. He’s called in the state forensics team to process everything. They arrive in two large vans of techs and equipment and a few SUVs with extra manpower to perform a grid search for any remains that may have been scattered thanks to scavengers.

      I offer to help, but Parks blows me off with a “Leave it to the professionals,” comment that has me rolling my eyes.

      While I wait for forensics to process the scene, I decide to take a second look at Beau and Juliette’s texts in the hidden app. It must take ten minutes of scrolling to reach the beginning, and it’s tedious reading at times. So much mind-numbing detail about school, gossip about people I don’t know, complaints about parents and teachers.

      There’s flirting as well. It starts out awkward, but before long takes a turn. The stories become more intimate; they begin to share details about their lives and how they feel about things. They grow closer.

      Then I come across a text exchange that makes my blood run cold.

      

      
        
        Juliette: My friends scare me.

        

        Beau: How so?

        

        Juliette: they’ve done things — horrible things.
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      The Shadow Shack. That’s where Willa is. It has to be. I bolt out of the motel and immediately spy one of the QuickBikes Vee and I used the other night. I activate it with my phone and quickly hop on, peddling as hard and fast as I can. It’s over three miles to the Shadow Shack, and I make it in minutes, tearing into the clearing at breakneck speed.

      “Willa!” I shout, dropping the bike at the base of the front porch and taking the stairs two at a time. “Willa!”

      There’s no response. I slam through the front door, the force of it hitting the wall shuddering though the entire structure.

      I scream her name again as I race through the downstairs rooms, frantic to find her. Terrified I might have guessed wrong and she’s somewhere else and I’m too late. There’s nothing downstairs, and I storm up the central staircase. The landing at the top is surrounded by doors, all of them closed except for one.

      I race through it and pull up short.

      It’s Willa. She’s tied to a ladder back chair, her hair in tangles around her shoulders and her eyes red and raw. But it’s the blooming stain of red spreading across her t-shirt that causes my heart to stop.

      A barrage of images force their way into my head. Women hanging from wire nooses, flesh flayed from their naked bodies, dead, dying, trying to scream through severed vocal cords. My father’s handiwork, captured by his own camera. The kind of information I’ve pushed to the darkest recesses of my mind, trying to forget, and that somehow fights its way back from my nightmares.

      In front of me Willa grunts, crying out around the gag tied tight around her head. The sound brings me back to the present, galvanizing me. I leap into action, lunging toward her.

      “Willa,” I breathe, cupping her cheeks, searching her eyes. “I’m here, you’re okay.” I reach for the knot holding the gag in place, but it’s tied too tight and she winces as I try to undo it. I glance around, looking for something I can use to cut her free.

      There’s a knife on the floor. It’s covered in blood.

      Willa’s blood.

      She needs help. She needs an ambulance. I need to call the cops. The paramedics. I reach for my phone, pull it from my pocket, but she groans and slumps against her bindings. Her expression is desperate, her eyes pleading.

      I drop the phone to the floor and reach for the knife instead. I’ll cut her free, get something to stanch the bleeding in her side, then I’ll call for help.

      I grab the knife, the hilt both sticky and slick and warm in my palm. I turn toward Willa, slide the edge of the blade under the gag. I’m sickeningly aware of how close the sharp edge of the blade is to the veins and arteries in her neck, the pulse point I can see flickering under her freckled skin.

      She jerks against the bindings, flailing. “You have to hold still, Willa. Just hold on. I’ll get you free.”

      She stills for a moment, her breathing ragged. I slip the blade beneath the fabric of the gag, careful to keep it angled away from her, and cut through the gag. It falls to her lap, and she draws a ragged breath.

      Before she can say anything, before I can ask if she’s okay, there’s a scream from the doorway. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      I spin to find Mandy. Vee hovers behind her.

      Mandy’s eyes flick over Willa. She bares her teeth. “What did you do to her?”

      I start to raise my hands, prepared to drop the knife. “I didn’t—”

      Mandy starts toward me. Her fingers are curled into claws, ready to tear me apart. It’s clear her intent is to attack.

      I have to protect Willa. I step half in front of her and jerk the knife up. “Stay where you are!”

      Mandy pulls up short. Her chest rises and falls rapidly. Tears pool in her eyes as she glances toward her friend. “Willa.” Her voice cracks. “Willa tell me you’re okay.”

      “Don’t talk to her,” I spit.

      Mandy refocuses on me. “You monster,” she growls. There’s venom in the word. If she could slice me to shreds, she would without hesitation. “What did you do?”

      I jerk back, stunned. “Me?”

      Her eyes narrow. “Willa told me you were obsessed with her. She told me she was scared of you.”

      Nothing she’s saying makes any sense. My mind spins, trying to figure out what’s going on. “What are you talking about? It’s you she’s afraid of. And for good reason!”

      Mandy gasps and staggers back a step. She presses a hand to her chest as though physically injured. “I’d never hurt her. She’s my best friend.”

      I spin to face Willa. “Tell them,” I say, gesturing to Mandy and Vee. I don’t realize I’m still clutching the knife until I watch Willa’s eyes focus on the blade. She shrinks back, wincing.

      She’s afraid of me.

      I don’t understand. This doesn’t make sense.

      “Willa.” I say her name like a plea, needing her to tell me Mandy’s wrong. To tell me she’s never been afraid of me.

      She swallows, her voice rasping as she says, “Don’t hurt me, please.”

      I stagger back a step. Her words lodge in my chest, robbing me of breath. Everything goes topsy turvy. I thought Willa liked me. I thought she more than liked me.

      I’ve gotten it all wrong.

      It’s just like with Kevin. I thought he was a good guy. I thought he was my best friend. I thought I knew him. But in the end, all of it was a lie. I knew nothing about him, not really. And the first opportunity he had, he threw me under the bus. He doesn’t give one shit about me.

      I don’t understand how I can keep getting it so wrong. How I keep finding people who I think care about me only to find out it’s a lie.

      “But I didn’t do this to you. I wasn’t the one to tie you up. You know that.”

      She shakes her head.

      Even now she looks at me as though I’m a monster.

      Everything I thought I knew about myself crumbles. The moments I’ve spent with Willa spin through my head as I struggle to understand how I misinterpreted the situation. How did I not see her fear? How could I have been so blind?

      I thought I was a good guy, a good person.

      “I didn’t—” I whisper. But I don’t know what I’m trying to say. “I don’t…”

      I’m so focused on Willa and my own inner turmoil that I don’t register the movement until too late. It’s Mandy, lunging toward me. Going for the knife. Her fingers wrap around my wrist, nails digging into my flesh.

      I’ve been drilled in self-defense since the day my mother picked me up from grandmother’s house after she was acquitted. I’ve spent years going through drills, repeating the motions again and again until they became second nature. Until I could act without thought — just pure survival instinct.

      I know without a doubt that if Mandy gets control of the knife she won’t hesitate to plunge it into my chest. Her expression is rage, her eyes wild and crazed. I jerk my wrist toward me, pulling Mandy off balance. I use her momentum to spin, flinging her off me. She stumbles, crashing against the wall hard enough that the old plaster cracks. She doesn’t hesitate before launching herself at me again.

      A loud crack shatters the air. It’s so deafening and overwhelming that it causes both of us to freeze. For a moment after, we both stand stunned, ears ringing.

      “Both of you. Stop it!”

      I turn to find Vee with a gun in her hands. I don’t understand where it came from, but that hardly matters. She stands with her feet wide, weight slightly forward, both hands gripped around the hilt. Her index finger rests along the barrel, not yet dropped to wrap around the trigger.

      Irrationally I have a moment of thinking that Mom would be proud of Vee’s trigger discipline. She trained her well.

      A puff of plaster dust drifts over Vee’s left shoulder from the hole in the ceiling where she just shot. “Neither of you move,” she warns us.

      “Shoot him,” Mandy urges. She’s pressed against the wall, slowly edging away from me.  “You have to stop him. You were there when Willa called. You know he’s behind this. He would have killed her if we hadn’t gotten here in time.”

      Her words make absolutely no sense. “What the fuck are you talking about? Willa called me! She was running from you!”

      Mandy clutches at her chest. “You’re delusional,” she hisses. She turns toward Vee. “He’s lying. You were with me all afternoon. You know I had nothing to do with this.”

      I can’t believe what she’s saying. “I didn’t do this,” I shout. “You did this!”

      Mandy points a trembling finger at me. “You’re the one holding the fucking knife!”

      “I found it on the floor! I was trying to cut her free!”

      Mandy turns toward Vee, pleading now. “He’s a monster. You know he is. His father tortured and killed young girls. He’s just like him. You know it’s true. You have to stop him.”

      For a moment it actually seems like Vee might be listening to her. Might even believe her.

      My heart beats wildly. Panic floods my veins. “Vee—”

      “You saw the articles about the school shooting,” Mandy says, cutting me off. “His closest friend says he was the one behind it.”

      “Vee—” I say again, trying to get her to look at me. Needing her to listen to me.

      But Mandy keeps talking, and Vee keeps listening. “You have to shoot him, Vee. It’s the only way to save yourself. To save all of us.”

      “Both of you, shut up!” Vee finally says. She looks to Willa. “What happened? Who did this to you?”

      Willa’s face is pale, the splattering of her freckles looking like specks of blood. Her breathing is shallow, rapid, her expression a mask of pain. Her lips are dry, and she wets them before saying, “It was all Connor.”
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      My heart ricochets in my chest as I continue reading Juliette and Beau’s texts.

      
        
        Beau: I doubt you’ve done anything that horrible.

        

        Juliette: I have.

        

        Beau: Like what?

        

        Juliette: I can’t tell you.

        

        Beau: You still don’t trust me? :(

        

        Juliette: It’s not that, they’d kill me if they found out. I’m not kidding.

        

        Beau: It can’t be that bad.

        

        Juliette: It is. If you knew the truth, you’d hate me.

        

        Beau: Nothing could make me hate you, Juliette. You’re too good of a person.

        

        Juliette: But I’m not!

        

        Beau: Then tell me. Let me prove to you that I love you.

        

        Juliette: You love me?

        

        Beau: I do. I have for a while. I was waiting to tell you because I wanted to say it in person. I wanted to see your face.

        

        Juliette: You want to meet in person?

        

        Beau: Of course! It’s all I think about!

        

        Juliette: I want to meet you too.

        

        Beau: But if you don’t trust me…

        

        Juliette: I do! I swear!

        

        Beau: You sure? Sometimes it doesn’t feel like it.

        

        Juliette: Okay, I’ll tell you. My friends… they have a game they like to play where they ruin people’s lives.

        

        Beau: Seriously?

        

        Juliette: I told you it was bad.

        

        Beau: Were you involved?

        

        Juliette: Sometimes. Yeah.

        

        Beau: What sorts of things did you do?

        

      

      Juliette begins to explain.

      I lose all track of time, the horror of what I’m reading causing my blood to run cold. Juliette lays it all out: all of the horrible things she and her friends have done to others. It was a game to them, ruining other people’s lives. There was even a trophy they passed around to mark their conquests: a golden necklace with a charm in the shape of two balancing scales.

      I flip back to Juliette’s social media pages and take a closer look. Sure enough, in almost every photo of the three of them, one of the girls is wearing a gold necklace. Usually the charm is tucked beneath their shirt, but in a few it’s visible. It looks like the scales of justice, without the blind woman holding them.

      Grabbing a pad of paper from the glove compartment, I start making notes, writing down the dates of each photo and the name of whoever was wearing the necklace.

      One date stands out immediately: the date Josiah Parker resigned. Before that date, Willa had been wearing the necklace. Afterward, Juliette began wearing it.

      My stomach twists. I shake my head in disbelief. That has to be a coincidence. They can’t be related.

      But the evidence doesn’t lie.

      Juliette listed all sorts of things they’d done to ruin people’s lives: lied, cheated, stole. They planted evidence in the valedictorian’s locker at school to make it look like he’d cheated on his midterms. He was found guilty of an honor code violation and kicked out of school. A glance at his social media page shows a downhill spiral ever since.

      The date he was expelled, the necklace moved from Mandy to Willa.

      While babysitting for a neighbor, they left lipstick stains on the collars of one of the husband’s dress shirts and tucked a pair of lacy underwear in his suit pocket. According to the wife’s Facebook page, they were divorced sixth months later. The necklace appeared around Mandy’s neck.

      They spiked a popular junior guy’s drink at a party. He totaled his car later that night and was arrested for driving under the influence. The accident caused irreparable damage to his left arm, ruining any hope he had of playing baseball in college. The morning after the accident, Juliette posted a selfie wearing the necklace.

      All of these horrible things happening around the three girls, but no reason to ever link them together. No one seemed aware that the baseball player laughed in Juliette’s face when she asked him to the school Sadie Hawkins dance. No one knew about the valedictorian refusing to let Willa copy his homework.

      There was absolutely no reason to connect any of it. Unless you were looking. And even then, it feels unreal. I still refuse to believe these girls could be this evil.

      Josiah knew, I think. He’d experienced this firsthand. This was what he was warning me about. Juliette even confesses to the role she played in his downfall. She glosses over a lot of it, minimizing her role, but she admits to taking the pictures herself and setting him up.

      I close my eyes. Even though I’d felt he was telling the truth, I didn’t want to believe Juliette had been lying. I’m horrified by the reality that someone might falsely accuse another person of sexual misconduct simply to take them down.

      At least now Josiah has proof of his innocence. He’s still young; he can rebuild his life.

      I’m not sure the same can be said about Trevor. He’s already confessed — it’s nearly impossible to take that back. Even without his confession, Willa and Mandy’s testimony could have been enough to convict him.

      It’s unfathomable to me that they would lie. I can’t believe they would intentionally send an innocent man to jail. But how is that any different from getting a kid expelled, or breaking up a happy marriage, or destroying a high schooler’s future?

      My heart sinking, I scramble to look at their most recent posts. There’s one a week ago on Willa’s feed — a selfie showing off a new lipstick. Around her neck, the necklace gleams.

      Yesterday Mandy posted a video modeling three different dresses with a poll to pick the best one. She’s wearing the necklace.

      I close my eyes, horror overwhelming me. I thought I understood evil. I’d seen it in Melvin Royal and Father Tom and Jonathan Watson. I never expected it in someone so young. My very soul rebels at the idea of it.

      They’re only fifteen!

      I manage to continue through the text exchange, my stomach churning at everything Juliette describes. The lives she’s ruined.

      At least she has the decency to sound genuinely remorseful. She tells Beau she wants to turn herself in, confess everything, and bring down her friends. She wants to wipe the slate clean, clear her conscience. It’s the only way she and Beau can be together.

      He takes it all in remarkably well. He doesn’t even seem horrified by her confessions. He believes her when she explains that it was all Willa and Mandy, that she was dragged along by them.

      He supports her desire to turn on her friends. In fact, he only has one hesitation.

      
        
        Beau: What happens if you turn yourself in and they arrest you?

        

        Juliette: I don’t know.

        

        Beau: You could go to jail.

        

        Juliette: But they’d let me out, right? If I testified against Willa and Mandy? They’d have to, right?

        

        Beau: That’s what always happens on TV.

        

        Juliette: If that’s what I have to do, then that’s what I have to do.

        

        Beau: But it would mean not being together for even longer.

        

        Juliette: What choice do I have?

        

        Beau: You’re not doing this alone, Juliette. I won’t let you.

        

        Juliette: What do you mean?

        

      

      And that’s when Beau suggests meeting up. I slump back in my seat, my mind reeling. My thoughts keep coming back to Beau. The texts are decently written. At times they discuss deep topics like the meaning and purpose of life. Things the boy who wrote the essays Trevor’s grandmother showed me could have never written these texts.

      Which one is the real Trevor? Is he a psychopath, living the lie that he’s simple to hide his dark tendencies? It’s not like I can rule that out. I’ve seen it before — I’ve lived with it before. Melvin Royal was the same way: presenting oneself to the world as a shield against the truth.

      But what if the Trevor I met, the kind, scared boy, is the truth? Then someone else was pretending to be him, using him to their own ends.

      I think about Juliette’s texts — how she described Willa and Mandy’s cruelty. I think about Willa sitting on the swing set, the fear in her eyes when she mentioned Mandy. It was obvious she only identified Trevor as the driver of the truck because Mandy wanted her to. Because Mandy was so positive, and Willa was terrified to contradict her.

      Mandy was the one pointing the finger at Trevor.

      Could she have been the one setting him up? Setting Juliette up as well?

      Could this elaborate setup have been some sort of game for her? A way to test her friend’s loyalty?

      And when she failed in that loyalty… when she confessed what she’d done, Mandy no longer had use for her.

      Trevor, Willa, and Mandy — one of them is lying. I plan to find out who.
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      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. The bottom drops out. “You’re lying,” I whisper. I turn to Vee, shaking my head. “She’s lying,” I say again.

      I don’t understand any of what’s going on. Just that I’ve been set up somehow, but I don’t know why. I feel absolutely helpless against her accusation. I can only repeat the truth: that this wasn’t me. It couldn’t be me.

      This isn’t who I am.

      I’m not like my father.

      I’m not a monster.

      Vee shifts her attention to me. I’m hyper aware of the gun in her hands, the circle of black at the end of the barrel pointed directly at me. I’ve been to the range enough with her to know she’s a decent shot. At this distance, she wouldn’t miss if she pulled the trigger.

      “Did you do this?” she finally asks. Her voice is calm, even, despite the chaos surrounding her.

      I can’t believe she even feels the need to ask. It means she thinks it’s a possibility. She thinks I have it in me to do this sort of thing, tie a woman up. Hurt her. Just like my father.

      “No.” My voice breaks as I say it and I clear my voice, repeating myself even louder. “No!”

      She regards me for a long moment. Her expression is impossible to read. Then she nods. “Okay.” She lowers the gun.

      Just like that. She believes me. Vee, who has no reason to trust anyone. Who has seen the worst of the world, who has met her share of monsters — Vee who has no reason to show me loyalty or give me the benefit of the doubt. She trusts me.

      I almost collapse with relief. I stumble toward the wall, pressing a hand against it to steady myself. A sob wells up inside me. I close my eyes, chin dropping to my chest.

      So I don’t realize until too late how close Mandy has edged toward Vee. I don’t even look up until I hear the screech of rage as Mandy launches herself at the other girl. Vee’s caught off balance, stumbling under the onslaught.

      All I know is that suddenly the gun’s in Mandy’s hand, and she’s pointing it toward me. I hear the sharp crack of the firing pin striking the primer, igniting the gunpowder.

      I’m already falling before the pain hits. Before I understand what’s happening. I hit the ground hard, no time to brace myself. My head explodes in pain, my vision blurring around the edges, making it difficult to focus.

      I’ve been shot, I realize belatedly. My mind refuses to accept this, but the pain roaring through me is impossible to deny. Holy shit, I’ve been shot.

      I try to move, try to lift my head or say something, but I can’t. Something’s wrong. I can’t move. This makes the panic even worse. My heart roars, my ears ringing, and I fight to keep my eyes open even as they begin to feel heavier and heavier.

      The way I’ve fallen I can still see Vee across the room. She’s just made it to her feet when Mandy turns on her. Fires again. I can’t see where the bullet strikes, but I can hear when she falls. Her head strikes a pile of broken bricks in the corner. There’s an awful crack, the kind that sounds like a melon landing on the concrete after being thrown from the roof. Then she’s still. I can’t see her face, but I can see the awkward angle of her neck. I can see the blood beginning to pool under her head.

      She’s dead. She has to be.

      My breathing goes tight. I close my eyes, trying to hold back a scream, even though I’m pretty sure I couldn’t scream if I wanted to. Maybe that’s a good thing. The last thing I need to do is draw attention to myself.

      I saw Mandy’s eyes when she pulled the trigger. There was nothing in them. No regret. No fear. No emotion whatsoever.

      I wonder if that’s how my father looked as he carved his knives along his victim’s flesh. Did they see the same blankness and know they would face no mercy? Did they know in that moment that this would be the end of them?

      Did Kevin look at our friends that same way before he pulled the trigger?

      Because I know for sure that if Mandy has her way, this will be the end of me.

      My best chance of surviving is pretending I’m dead. It’s not that difficult given I can’t move anyway. I keep one eye closed, allowing the other to flutter open just enough that I can at least know what’s coming if Mandy turns on me.

      In her chair, Willa struggles against the ropes. There’s fire in her eyes, color in her cheeks. Gone is the feeble, wrecked girl from moments before. In her place is a ball of rage. “What the fuck, Mandy!” she yells.

      I have to stop myself from wincing at the sound of her voice. There’s a bitter harshness to it that I never imagined her capable of. It’s impossible to reconcile the Willa I knew with the one I’m looking at now. It seems so unfathomable that they could ever have been the same person.

      “You saw,” Mandy responds, waving a hand. “She wasn’t going to pull the trigger.”

      “There was still a chance,” Willa argues.

      Mandy rolls her eyes. “Sure, whatever.”

      This only angers Willa more. “This was my play,” she says, voice hot with anger. “I had it all figured out. Everything was going according to plan.”

      “No,” Mandy says. “Your plan was for Vee to shoot Connor.”

      Shock rockets through me. What the hell is she talking about? Is she saying this was all intentional? That Willa set us up? Something inside of me shrivels, turning dark and cold. Every word she says is another slice shredding my heart.

      “There was still a chance,” Willa argues. “It was going to work until you fucked it up.”

      Mandy clearly doesn’t like this. She fists her hands on her hips. “Are you seriously going to blame me for this?”

      “You’re always like this,” Willa spits. “You’re a sore loser, and when you see things aren’t going your way, you cheat.”

      Mandy’s face turns murderous. “I didn’t cheat.”

      Willa continues to struggle against the ropes. She has one hand free, but is struggling to reach the other knots. “You going to help me with this?”

      Mandy cackles. “Seriously? After what you just said? I don’t think so.”

      “See what I mean? You’re a fucking sore loser.”

      Mandy’s cheeks burn bright red. “I didn’t lose! The deal was to get them to turn on each other. They didn’t. You lose. I win. The necklace stays with me. The end.” She starts toward the door.

      “You fucking bitch,” Willa spits. “You’re seriously going to leave me like this? Tied up? Bleeding? What do you think’s going to happen when the cops show up?”

      Mandy shrugs. “Not my problem.”

      Willa’s eyes gleam. “It will be when I tell them you were responsible.”

      Mandy snorts, but Willa’s not finished. “You were the one who pulled the trigger. It’s your prints on the gun. Your prints on the knife too. I won’t even have to lie.”

      Mandy takes a menacing step toward Willa. “You wouldn’t,” she hisses.

      Willa doesn’t appear to be frightened in the least. “Why not?” She flutters her eyes innocently, and for a moment I see the girl I met. The girl who was shy and sweet and flirtatious and needy. It’s shocking how easily she can turn it on and off — how she can so easily slip between masks.

      She played me so perfectly. I must have been such an easy mark for her — so desperate to have someone give a shit that the slightest bit of attention and a few flattering words is all it took. I’m mortified by what she must have really thought about me. Was she laughing inside when I was telling her my secrets and pouring out my soul? She must think I’m such a loser.

      I hate seeing myself through her eyes. It’s like my worst nightmare.

      “You’re the one who made this mess,” Willa continues. “Why shouldn’t you be responsible for cleaning it up?”

      Mandy glares daggers at Willa for several long seconds. Her entire body vibrates with fury and indignation. “You want me to clean up this mess? Fine.” She stomps toward me, and for a moment, I think she’s about to shoot me. To finish me off.

      I brace myself, waiting for her to raise the gun to my head. Instead she crouches, grabbing something from the floor. My phone, I realize belatedly. I’d dropped it when I grabbed the knife to free Willa.

      Mandy turns and stalks toward the door, pausing by Vee to take her phone as well. Then she’s gone, slamming the door behind her.

      There’s a moment of silence, Mandy’s absence causing a void it takes a moment for the world to rush in and fill. Eventually, Willa slumps back in the chair. She hisses, her free hand pressing against her side, coming away coated in blood.

      “What a fucking bitch,” she mumbles under her breath before resuming work on the ropes binding her to the chair.

      Now’s our chance to escape. My head screams in agony, and it takes more effort than it should, but finally I’m able to move. I make it to my hands and knees, and then groan, not sure I have the strength to stand. Not sure I have the stomach for it either as my insides lurch and roll in protest.

      Willa must hear me because she whips her head toward me. There’s a flash of shock as she realizes that I’m alive. In the next moment, her expression shifts. She’s back to the innocent, terrified waif. Her chin trembles, her eyes wide and glistening with tears.

      It’s startling how complete the transformation is. How perfectly convincing.

      “Connor,” she breathes. She winces in pain and whimpers. “You’re alive. Oh thank God. I was so worried. You have to help me before she comes back. I told you, Mandy’s a maniac. You saw for yourself!”

      She must think me a moron. Or she assumes I didn’t just witness the last several minutes. The thing is, if I hadn’t, I’d believe her. She plays the part beautifully, and I fell for it without hesitation.

      “Don’t bother,” I tell her.

      Her eyes go wide as though I’ve wounded her. “Connor? What do you mean?”

      Watching her, I know I shouldn’t blame myself for falling for her act. She’s clearly had a lot of practice and I was an easy mark, because I wanted to believe.

      I wince as I draw in a ragged breath. Something’s weird about the side of my face. I brush my fingers against it, and they come back red with blood. I blink, having a difficult time processing this fact. I try to find the source of the wound and almost gag when my fingers find the raw edge of my scalp.

      I was shot in the head. And somehow I’m still alive. For now at least. I need to get to Vee. I need to get us out of here. I need to get to a hospital.

      Willa coos my name again, and I don’t want to hear it.

      “I saw it all,” I tell her flatly. “I heard you two fighting. I know the truth.”

      I can see her thoughts churning as she tries to figure out what approach to take — how she can turn the moment to her advantage. How she can keep me under her thrall.

      “That was a joke,” she says. “We were kidding.” It’s a lame explanation, and we both know it. I don’t even bother acknowledging it.

      I think about trying to stand, but my body rebels. Instead I haul myself across the floor toward Vee on my hands and knees. “Vee,” I call out to her. “I’m here. I’m coming.”

      The puddle of blood beneath her head has grown, and there’s a widening ring of red on her shirt above her abdomen as well. “Vee,” I say again when I finally reach her. I press a hand to her shoulder and pull her onto her back.

      “Come on,” I tell her, leaning close as I check her breathing and feel for a pulse. “You have to hold on.”

      She lets out a whimper, and I nearly collapse with relief. Her eyelids flutter and her mouth tries to move, but there’s no sound. She’s alive at least. But she’s seriously hurt. Worse than I am.

      “Your phone,” I shout at Willa. “Where is it?”

      I realize when I turn my head I can’t see her. It’s like the entire left side of my vision doesn’t exist. I wave a hand out to my side and nothing. That can’t be a good sign. I have to physically turn my entire body to be able to look at her. “Seriously, where is it?”

      She shakes her head. “Mandy took it when she kidnapped me.” She’s still sticking to the same ridiculous story.

      Fuck that. I use the wall to push myself standing. I wobble over to her on unsteady feet. It’s easy to search her pockets since she’s tied up. But she was telling the truth. No phone.

      Fine. I’ll find another way to get help. I don’t have a choice.

      I stumble toward the door and reach for the handle. It’s stuck. I rattle it harder, yanking even though the motion causes the room to spin and whirl around me. It won’t budge.

      “The hell?” I brace myself, closing my eyes against the drumbeat of pain in my head, the growing dampness around the collar of my shirt. I muster enough energy to shove my shoulder against the door. It doesn’t move. I try again, harder, almost throwing up from the effort. “We’re locked in.”

      “Seriously?” Willa asks from across the room. “That bitch.” At least she’s finally dropped the act.

      I let my head fall against the door, trying to figure out what to do. On the floor Vee’s eyes pop open. She winces and throws an arm over her face. “Fuck,” she groans, twisting to her side.

      I’m nearly dizzy with relief as I drop to my knees and crawl over to her. “Vee! Vee, can you hear me?”

      She bats my hand away from her forehead. “What the unholy hell—” she grits her teeth as a wave of pain overcomes her. She’s hurt bad. But at least she’s now conscious. Sort of.

      There’s an odd sound, I realize. One that’s been building in the background, easy to discount. I can’t place it at first. It sounds familiar, though. I strain to listen. My body figures it out before my brain, because my entire system floods with fear.

      I smell the smoke next, and I know. So does Willa because she suddenly goes rigid, her eyes wide. “That bitch set the house on fire.”

      But that’s not the real horror. The real horror is that we can’t get out. She’s trapped us in this room with no way to escape.

      Mandy plans to burn us alive.
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      I don’t bother saying anything to Chief Parks. He’s already forbidden me from talking with Willa and Mandy once before, I don’t need him to do so again. Instead I pull one of the deputies aside and explain who I am and that I’ll be by the station later to give my statement. He asks me to wait while he checks in with the Chief, but the minute he turns his back I head to my car.

      I’m sure Parks won’t take my leaving lightly, but I doubt he’ll spare any manpower to come after me. Not when he has his hands full with Juliette’s crime scene.

      Once I reach town I notice the lights still on at the coffee shop. I realize in that moment how exhausted I am and how little sleep I’ve gotten in the last few days. A significant infusion of caffeine sounds like just the thing I need to continue my investigation.

      I pull off the main road and detour down the side street to the small gravel parking lot. Inside, most of the chairs are turned over on top of the tables, and the floor glistens like it’s just been mopped. Valeria, the woman I met before, is behind the counter and she smiles when she sees me.

      “Am I too late?” I ask.

      She waves me forward. “Not at all, come on in.” She’s already filling a mug by the time I reach the counter, and she slides it across to me.

      I cup my hands around it, letting the warmth seep into me for a moment before taking a sip. It tastes like heaven, and I practically groan with pleasure. “You have no idea how much I need this.”

      She smiles. “Tough day?”

      It’s hard to even remember when I woke up and how much has happened since then. The secret app, Juliette’s remains, the suicide note, Sam’s possible arrest. I’m exhausted just thinking about it, and I still have so much farther to go before I can even contemplate sleep. “Not the easiest,” I admit.

      “Sorry to hear that,” she says.

      “Yeah, and it’s looking like another long night.” I hold up the coffee. “This will definitely help.”

      “I’m glad,” she says. “Here, let me get you a travel mug.”

      I start to protest as she dips below the counter, but the words die on my lips when she returns with an enormous insulated mug. That thing can hold a lot of coffee. I need a lot of coffee. “Thank you,” I tell her.

      “Something to remember us by,” she says as she turns to fill it.

      “Thanks. I’ll definitely miss this place once we leave. I’m sure my kids will too. They loved coming down here.”

      She glances over her shoulder at me. “Your kids came in? How did I miss that?”

      “Yeah, my son and a family friend who’s basically like an adopted daughter. They spent the afternoon here the other day and dropped by earlier today.”

      She thinks for a moment and then seems to remember. “Oh right, yeah, I know who you’re talking about. I don’t know why I didn’t make the connection. I guess I was surprised they were hanging out with those two girls since you’d been asking about them earlier.” She turns and places the large, steaming travel mug on the counter.

      I start to reach for it and pause. “Two girls?”

      “Yeah, the missing girl’s friends. They came in together yesterday.”

      She must be misremembering or confusing my kids with someone else. “That can’t be right; they don’t know those girls. It would have just been the two of them.”

      She frowns. “Huh. You’re right, I must be mistaken.” Something flickers in her eyes, though, making it clear she doesn’t believe that.

      A terrible feeling begins to brew in my gut. I dig out my phone and pull up a recent photo. “This is my son Connor.”

      She examines the picture. “Yeah, he was in Thursday for several hours.”

      “With Vee,” I say, flicking through pictures until I find one of her.

      Valeria seems suddenly uncomfortable. My heart begins to hammer, a familiar panic starting to hum through my system.

      “She wasn’t with him, was she?” I press.

      She grimaces and shakes her head. “I’m sorry.”

      This can’t be happening. There has to be another explanation. I press my hands against the counter and lean forward. “Tell me exactly when you’ve seen them and who with.”

      I’m making her uncomfortable, I know. But I can’t care about that right now. The only thing that matters is my kids.

      She seems to understand my panic and concern. “Your son — Connor — came in Thursday. I think Vee — the girl — might have been with him, but she didn’t come inside. He sat by himself, playing on his phone most of the time. The two of them came in again the next day, and they spent a while with those two girls you asked about. They sat back there.” She gestures to a table in the back corner.

      “You’re sure it was the same girls. You’re sure it was Willa and Mandy?”

      She nods. “They tend to stand out.”

      My mind scrambles for an explanation. Vee mentioned meeting Mandy the first afternoon we arrived. Maybe they ran into each other again and it just looked like they were old friends. “Any possibility it was just a chance meeting?”

      “No, the two girls were obviously waiting for them. The four of them looked like they’d known each other a while, that’s why it didn’t occur to me they were your kids.”

      How was this even possible? How could this have happened? And right under my nose!

      Because they lied to me.

      The realization leaves me breathless. Vee I can understand — she’s always played fast and loose with the truth. But Connor — my baby. I would have never thought him capable of something like this — deliberate subterfuge over the course of days. Especially given everything else that’s going on.

      But it’s Willa and Mandy who are really causing the alarm bells to sound in my head. I still don’t fully understand their role in Juliette’s disappearance, and Trevor’s false confession, but I know they can’t be trusted.

      They’re dangerous. And I don’t want my kids anywhere near them.

      I fumble for my phone, pulling up the location app. Visions of Juliette’s broken and scattered remains spin through my mind as I wait for the screen to load. Their icons finally appear, and I sag against the counter. They’re both still at the motel, thank God.

      But that doesn’t necessarily mean they’re safe.

      I shake my head, trying to talk myself down from imagining the worst.

      Instead I let myself focus on my anger. I’m nearly vibrating with it, my skin burning hot. I trusted them. And they betrayed that trust. It’s not as though I like being so rigid about their safety, or that I like Sicko Patrol, or reminding them of all the horrors in the world. I don’t like that the first thing I do when I enter any room is scope emergency exits, taking note of places we could take cover if attacked. I don’t like looking at every person I meet as a potential threat.

      This isn’t the life I would have chosen, but it’s the one I’ve been forced to live. By Melvin, by the Lost Angels, by Jonathan Watson. If I could keep my kids from it, I would. But I can’t keep the horror of the world at bay. I can only make sure my kids are prepared to face it when it comes.

      And yet I’ve failed. Because if I’d succeeded, they would have never even considered sneaking around. They wouldn’t have lied.

      “I have to go,” I tell Valeria, reaching for my purse to pull out my wallet.

      She places her hand over mine. “It’s on the house.” I start to protest but she cuts me off. “It’s the last pot of the day. It would have been thrown out anyway. Please.”

      Her eyes meet mine, and I can see that she understands. Whether she’s a mother, a sister, a daughter, a wife, a friend — she’s known what it is to have loved ones in need. She knows how much the simplest gesture can mean.

      “Thank you,” I tell her.

      She nods, and I turn, rushing for the door. The motel is only a couple of miles away, but the drive feels endless. It becomes impossible to remain reasonable, to keep the worst-case scenarios from playing out in vivid detail. Dark thoughts creep around the edge of my consciousness, horrible images of my kids hurt or in pain or lost, their remains scattered in the wilderness.

      I veer into the motel parking lot, slamming on the brakes and jumping out of the car. I already have the keycard in my hand by the time I reach the door. The electronic lock clicks open, and I turn the knob, hoping to feel the jolt of the chain jerking the door to a stop.

      It doesn’t come. The door swings open, banging against the wall. They just forgot the chain like always, I tell myself. But my heart’s already screaming, adrenaline pumping through my system. “Connor!” I call out. “Vee!”

      My gun is in my hand, the motions of clearing the room automatic. I step inside, sweeping the gun in an arc. Bracing myself for anything: a stranger leaping out at me, my kids taken by surprise and yelling in alarm.

      I move quickly to the bathroom, knocking aside the shower curtain. Clear. I race to the connecting door. I call their names again as I throw it open. I want so desperately to see Vee lounging on her bed, TV blaring. Connor sitting crosslegged, computer in his lap.

      But the room is empty. The bathroom too.

      They’re not here. Neither of them. They’re gone.

      Where the fuck are they?

      I yank out my phone, dropping it on the dresser so I can unlock it with one hand. The location app loads. The icons are right where they’ve always been: here in the motel. My knees go weak. Oh God, they don’t have their phones on them.

      There’s no way to track them.

      How many times have they done this without me knowing? How many times have I checked the app, reassuring myself they’re safe, when they were in fact putting themselves in danger?

      My finger trembling, I navigate to the screen that allows me to send an alarm to their phones. A few seconds later I hear an electronic wail, followed by another. I track the source. Connor’s phone on the floor, plugged into the charging cable. Vee’s is on her bed, buried in the sheets.

      I stand there, staring at the two phones, letting them both blare because I’d rather be assaulted by that horrible noise than be faced with my own panic.

      My kids are missing.

      What if they’re with Willa and Mandy?

      Because if everything Juliette wrote about them is true, if those two girls are psychopaths, that means my kids are at risk. My kids could be their next victims.
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      The Shadow Shack is a pile of kindling, ready to burn. The house is old, the timbers dried and cracked. Already smoke slithers under the door to the room. The floor is warm to the touch from the flames catching below.

      “We have to get out,” I gasp. My head roars, the pain throbbing in time with my pounding heart. My shirt is soaked with blood, and I have no idea how much I can lose before I become useless. It doesn’t matter. I’d rather die from blood loss than being burned alive. I don’t care what it takes, how much damage I do to myself in the process, but I’m getting out of this house, and I’m taking Vee with me.

      I run to the only window in the room. Most of the glass was shattered ages ago, and I push my upper body out, sucking in a breath of crisp evening air as I search for a way out. Smoke billows from the back of the house, and I have a small hope that maybe it will be enough to attract someone’s attention so they’ll send help.

      I doubt it would arrive in time to save us. I glance down. Because of the way the house was built, the ground looms far below, at least a twenty foot drop. We’d likely survive the fall, but not without significant injury.

      My mind flashes to memories of my mother after her fall in the lighthouse earlier this year. Her shattered hip and fractured ribs. Even after months of rehab she still struggled, unable to hide the pain that continues to nag at her.

      Jumping is a last resort. Especially when Mandy appears under the window. She cups her hands around her mouth, shouting up at me, “Who wins now, bitch?”

      Flames from the rooms downstairs light her face, throwing shadows under her eyes that make her appear even more sinister, like a demon. Her expression is one of triumph. There’s no hint of hesitation or concern.

      She’s absolutely heartless. Still, I try to reason with her. “This isn’t a game, Mandy! What did you do to the door?”

      She says nothing, just laughs.

      Behind me Willa screams in outrage. “I’ll kill you for this!”

      “Not if I kill you first!” Mandy shouts back. She’s serious, too. Any hope I had that she might relent and help us shrivels to nothing. We’re completely on our own.

      I take as deep a breath as possible, sending a stab of pain through my side. My head swims with pain and blood loss, sending the room spinning. I grip the window frame to steady myself and keep from collapsing.

      Don’t think about the pain, I tell myself. Don’t think about anything other than getting us out of here.

      I turn back to the room. Willa rocks and writhes against the ropes, the fingertips of her free hand raw and bleeding from scrabbling with the knots. “Help me!” she cries.

      The knife rests of the floor just out of her reach, and I grab it. I’m just about to hand it to her when I think better. “Can I trust you?” I ask her.

      “I’m tied to a fucking chair. What do you think I’m going to do?” she spits.

      I could cut her free myself, but it would take time I don’t have. “Fine,” I say, handing it to her.

      My mistake is in thinking we’re all in this together. Thinking that she’s more concerned with her own survival than whatever sick game she was playing out.

      I realize how wrong I am the moment she swings the blade at me. I’m sluggish and slow, unable to completely dodge her attack. The knife slices across my arm before cutting deep into my side. I stagger back, falling to one knee.

      I stare at her for a horrified moment, completely unable to comprehend what just happened. I press my hand to the wound, feeling the slick warmth of blood oozing between my fingers.

      There’s too much adrenaline pumping through my system to register the pain as distinct from any other pain I feel. It’s all one red haze turning the edges of my vision blurry.

      “I’m trying to save you!” I scream at her. How can she not understand?

      Willa doesn’t give me a second glance before starting in on the ropes holding her to the chair. I could fight her for the knife, try to kick it away, but it would take time and energy I don’t have. Plus I don’t want to risk getting close enough for her to swipe at me again. I’ll worry about Willa once she gets herself free. Right now my focus needs to be on getting me and Vee out of here.

      I crawl toward the door, keeping my head low to avoid the toxic smoke seeping through cracks in the walls and billowing up to the ceiling. There’s no way to know how close the fire has crept but we have no other option. I try the handle again, hissing at the scorching heat of the metal.

      I realize then that I’m crying. My tears frustration and rage and fear and regret. There have been so many times I’ve cursed my life, when I’ve hated it, but it’s still mine. I refuse to let go of it now.

      I hurl myself at the door. My body erupts in agony, but I ignore it and throw my shoulder into the old wood with as much force as I can. Something cracks, and I notice the frame beginning to buckle. The wood around where the hinges should be on the other side of the door is rotted. I shift my aim, scrabbling and pushing and pounding until one of the hinges breaks free. There’s enough space between the door and the frame for me to wedge myself between the two, using the leverage of my body to tear the door completely off the hinges.

      Smoke billows through the opening, a wave of hot air washing over me. The upper landing is alive with shadows of light and dark from the flames eating away at the back of the house. For now there’s still a path down the stairs to the front door, but it won’t last for long.

      I turn back to the room, scrambling for Vee. She’s barely conscious, clearly unaware of what’s going on. She blinks up at me in confusion. I grab her shoulders. “We have to go,” I tell her. “Now.”

      “But—”

      I don’t let her finish. I grab her arm, pulling it across my shoulder. I push to my feet, hauling her up with me. How I find the strength I don’t know. Somehow I’m able to ignore the pain pulsing through me, the dizziness that clouds the edges of my vision.

      Get Vee out, I tell myself. Then I can worry about the rest.

      As we stumble toward the door, Willa screams behind us. “Don’t leave me! Connor! Help me! Please!” She sounds desperate and crazy with fear.

      I glance over my shoulder. Willa’s managed to get one of her legs free of the ropes, but she’s struggling. There are gouges along her leg where the knife slipped as she tried to cut through the knots. Her face is bright red from the heat and the tears streaming from her eyes.

      She’d always been a pretty crier before, but not now. Snot drips from her nose, coating her lips and chin. Her eyes are swollen, her lips raw from biting at them. More proof that all her tears before were just an act. “Please,” she begs me. “I’m sorry. For everything. But please don’t leave me!”

      “I’ll come back,” I tell her. She doesn’t believe me, sobs racking her body.

      I don’t know if I believe me either. But I don’t have time to think about that now. Now I have to focus on Vee. She’s able to carry some of her own weight, her legs unsteady but still operable as we stumble out onto the upstairs landing. Out here, away from the protection of the room, the heat is overwhelming. My skin prickles, sweat beading my face and dripping down my back.

      The sound of the fire is louder here, the awful hunger of it as it devours the back of the house, eating its way toward us. The flames have already reached the edge of the foyer downstairs and have begun to lick their way up the walls. In moments it will reach the stairs and then our only option will be to find a window and jump.

      “Come on!” I have to shout to be heard. “You can do it Vee. I’ve got you.”

      She nods, her face a mask of pain as she holds a hand against her abdomen, her fingers coated in her own blood.

      The stairs were once grand and beautiful, I’m sure. They curved around the edge of the foyer, the banister likely carved and gleaming. Now the wood is rotted, caved in places so that we have to watch where we step. The banister was ripped out long ago, forcing us against the wall for purchase.

      More than once my legs buckle, and we slip down several stairs before I’m able to catch us. I keep my eye on the front door, ignoring the searing heat and the smoke and the awful groaning of the house around us. Behind us something collapses with a terrible crash, sending embers dancing through the air like fireflies.

      We reach the main floor, and I drag Vee toward the door. It’s hanging open with the promise of fresh cool air waiting outside. It occurs to me that Mandy could be out there waiting with Vee’s gun, ready to finish us, but we have no other options.

      I reach the door first, keeping Vee behind me as best I can in case Mandy attacks. I pause for the barest second, trying to scan the clearing past the porch, but half my vision is still gone and there’s too much smoke. My eyes sting and blur with tears.

      It’s certain death behind us, and a chance at survival in front. I push outside, pulling Vee behind me. We stumble across the porch, practically falling down the few steps to the ground. I’m tempted to collapse here, but I push us onward, putting distance between us and the burning wreck behind us.

      We reach the edge of the trees, and I ease Vee to the ground before falling to my knees beside her. My lungs burn with each breath as I suck down fresh air. I glance at her side where she had her hand clamped tight over her wound. “You okay?”

      She has difficulty focusing, but eventually her eyes meet mine. “I’m tough,” she bites through clenched teeth. “Gonna take more than a stuck-up bitch to bring me down.”

      “Want me to take a look?” I gesture at her abdomen. “See how serious it is?”

      “You a fucking doctor?” she asks me. “I have a hole in my body where there shouldn’t be one. Of course it’s fucking serious!”

      The fact that she can joke makes me feel a little better about her condition. I look back to the house. It writhes under the flames. They lick up the sides, starting on the roof. Smoke billows into the air thick and roiling. Only the front is relatively untouched, though that won’t last for long. Light flickers through the broken windows with the promise of fire.

      I close my eyes, hang my head. I’m spent. My muscles tremble from exertion. I don’t know how much more I have in me. But I have to try.

      “I’m going back for Willa,” I tell Vee.

      She clutches at my arm, her grip surprisingly tight. “The fuck you are.”

      “She’s still in there. She’s tied up. I have to help her.”

      “You can’t. It’s too dangerous.” There’s panic in her voice.

      I place my hand over Vee’s. “I have to.”

      “She’s a monster,” she gasps.

      I think of my father, his smiles and hugs and the way his voice softened when he told us he loved us. He was also a monster. But I still choose to believe there was something more to him. I choose to believe that he loved us. That we mattered to him. And if I believe that about him, then I have to believe it about Willa too.

      I choose to believe there’s no such thing as monsters. There are people who make bad decisions, sometimes really terrible decisions, but they’re still people.

      “I know. But she’s still a person too.”

      Her fingers dig into my arm. “She’s not worth risking your life.”

      “If I let her die, what does that say about me?”

      Her grip loosens. “Please don’t, Connor.”

      I think about Sister Harmony, bleeding and hurt, stabbing her knife into the neck of the man who was about to shoot me. I remember promising myself that was the kind of person I was going to be.

      It’s time for me to fulfill that promise to myself.

      “I have to.” With a groan I push to my feet, unsteady as the world spins, my skin prickling with a sickly numbness. Ahead of me the house looms, a horror show come to life. I stumble toward it.
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      I stand in the motel room, clutching Connor’s phone and hoping it might give me some sort of clue to his whereabouts. I swipe it open, entering his usual code, but the lock screen blinks and resets. It’s the wrong password. I try another of his usuals, but that doesn’t work either. If I try again and fail, it will lock me out. I don’t want to take that risk.

      Instead I swipe down, accessing his recent alerts, desperate for anything that will help. There’s a notification from his QuickBikes app that his rental has expired and asking if he’d like to renew.

      My pulse picks up. QuickBikes are the yellow bikes for rent around town. We have the same ones in Knoxville. We all created accounts with them earlier in the year, before I was injured, when we rented bikes to ride along the greenway one weekend. With trembling fingers, I pull up the app on my phone.

      It shows the most recent rental, including where the bike was picked up and where it was left. I zoom in on the latter and frown. It’s a spot in the middle of the woods. Why would he go there?

      Something in the back of my head triggers. I scramble back to my room, diving for Juliette’s file. Toward the back there’s a map of the town marked with key locations. One of them is the Shadow Shack. I compare it to the map on my phone. It’s the same place.

      A dull throb of panic begins inside me. The Shadow Shack is where Willa and Mandy claimed to have taken Juliette the day she disappeared. I don’t care if it’s a coincidence, I don’t want my kids anywhere near a place frequented by those two girls.

      I shove both phones into my pockets and sprint to my car. I don’t need my intuition to tell me everything about this is wrong. Something horrible is about to happen.

      It’s the feeling that’s been dogging me since Leonard Varrus emailed earlier in the week. I’d known then that things were about to go bad. I just had no idea how much.

      My phone automatically connects to the car and I hit the voice controls as I peel out of the parking lot. “Call Sam,” I tell the car. It’s pure instinct that has me reaching out to him first. It isn’t until the phone rings several times and flips to voicemail that I realize of course he can’t answer.

      He’s at the station. He may not even have his phone on him.

      Doesn’t matter, I still leave a message. “If you get this, you need to call me. Connor and Vee are missing. I’m worried something’s happened.” I don’t know what else to say. He’s hours away, realistically there’s nothing he can do to help me even if he can leave.

      Still, I need him. I blow out a breath and say, “I’m scared, Sam. Call me.”

      I hang up and tell the car to call Kez as I gun it through town. Thankfully she answers on the first ring. “Gwen—” she starts. Her voice sounds apologetic.

      I cut her off. “I don’t have time to explain. Connor and Vee are in trouble. You need to get Sam for me. I need him.”

      “He’s at the jail. I’m on my way.” I hear her grab for her keys, the sound of the door opening.

      She must be at home, because in the background I hear Lanny call out, “What’s wrong? Where are you going? Is that Mom?”

      My daughter’s voice is at once a comfort and a dagger. Just hearing her, knowing she’s okay is a huge relief. But the panic lacing her words, that cuts deep.

      Kez starts to respond to her, and then I hear a rustle and Lanny’s voice comes on the line. “Mom, where are you? What’s going on? What’s happening to Sam? No one will tell me anything!”

      I blow out a breath. I want to sound calm for her, I want to be reassuring, but I know that’s impossible given the adrenaline pouring into my system. “Lanny, honey, I love you. I know you’re worried. I am too. That’s why I need you to put Kez back on the line.”

      “Mom—” her voice cracks.

      Then it’s Kez again. “I’ll get Sam.”

      “Take care of Lanny,” I tell her.

      “I’ve got Lanny and Sam. You worry about what’s going on there.”

      I nod, even though she can’t see me, and end the call.

      There’s no real road that leads to the Shadow Shack, at least none that’s marked. The only indication of the turnoff is a pair of dirt ruts veering from the road toward the row of trees. I take the turn almost at speed, the SUV protesting and shuddering as I cross a narrow ditch and bounce across the field.

      It’s full night, any remnant of the day long gone. My headlights cut through the dark, struggling to illuminate the path ahead. I’m forced to slow down so I don’t end up wrapped around a tree. I clench the steering wheel tight, my knuckles white. I’m leaning forward, as if through force of will alone I could get there faster.

      Something terrible is ahead, I know it. There’s a smell in the air, something both familiar and wrong. It takes me a moment to place it: smoke. Not from a natural fire though. There’s a toxic edge to it, a chemical taste left in my mouth. Something’s burning that shouldn’t be.

      The road twists ahead, and I spin the wheel, the SUV threatening to tip but keeping traction. Ahead through the trees I catch sight of a writhing orange glow and my stomach twists. Something’s on fire, I just don’t know what or why.

      All I know is that my kids are there. My mouth goes dry, panic pulling at my thoughts. I have to fight to stay calm. To keep my brain from spiraling into terror. My kids need me to be smart, to stay in control.

      I punch the voice controls, telling my phone to call 911. The operator answers with the usual questions, but I cut her off. “There’s a fire in the woods off the main road. Near the old Milam House.”

      The operator must be local because she asks, “You mean the Shadow Shack?”

      “That’s the one. I think—” I don’t finish because just then I break through the trees and into a large clearing. Ahead of me the world is on fire. I slam on the brakes, jerking to a stop.

      It’s both beautiful and horrifying, the way the flames writhe up the sides of the old house, tips leaping and snapping the air above the roof. Smoke boils, blotting out the sky and causing my throat and eyes to burn.

      The emergency operator is saying something, but I don’t hear her. Because there’s a figure running toward me across the clearing, waving a hand desperately. They’re backlit by the fire, turning their features to shadow.

      I tear at my seatbelt, throwing open the door and jumping out. The heat hits instantly, forcing me back a step. The air is thick and heavy, burning my throat with every breath. The sound is overwhelming, the old wood popping and cracking, timbers inside groaning and giving way, walls collapsing in on themselves.

      The figure cuts in front of the car and the headlights hit her. It’s Mandy. I hesitate, warning bells blaring.

      “You have to help!” she cries.

      I study her face, trying to find evidence of the monster that may be lurking beneath. But all I can see is the teenage girl. One similar to my daughter.

      “Where are Connor and Vee?” I shout at her.

      She’s sobbing, near hysterics. “I don’t know. I got a text from Willa to meet her here. and when I showed up I found the fire.”

      I grab at her, my hands clawing her shoulders. “Is Connor inside?”

      She shakes her head, eyes wide, clearly terrified. “I don’t know.”

      I don’t know whether to believe her, but I don’t have time to care. I need to find my son. I need to make sure Vee is safe.

      I glance at her, trying to figure out what to do with her. I can’t trust her. I need her out of the way. I need to not have to worry about her. I shove her toward the car. “Get in,” I tell her. “It’ll be safer.”

      Once she’s inside I press my thumb against the handle, locking it. At least then I’ll hear the alarm if she tries to bolt. Then I take off running across the clearing, circling the house, looking for any sign of my kids. Every window is ablaze, the front door an empty black maw surrounded by flames.

      I refuse to believe my kids are in there. I can’t. If I allow that thought to take hold, even the slightest purchase, I’ll rip apart from the pain of it. I scream their names, not caring that my throat is raw or that heat of the fire burns my face and arms.

      I need my kids. I need to feel them and hold them and breathe in their smell and know they’re okay.

      There’s a sound behind me, something pitched and human. I spin. In the light of the fire I see Vee kneeling at the edge of the woods. Her shirt hangs wet, plastered against her abdomen where she holds herself with both hands. Her hair is plastered to her head, her cheek glistening wet.

      I scream her name and scramble toward her. I drop to my knees in front of her, my hands automatically reaching to assess her wounds. She winces, pulling away from my touch. “I’m okay,” she says.

      She’s not. There’s so much blood. A terrifying amount. But I try to keep that fact from showing on my face because I don’t want her to panic. I’m panicked enough for both of us. I start ripping the hem from my shirt, needing something to help stanch her blood.

      She stops me. “Connor’s inside,” she chokes. “He went back in to save her.”

      Horror cascades through me. My baby boy. Inside that house. I slam the door on the thought. I can’t fall apart. Not yet.

      Vee clutches at my arm with blood-soaked fingers. “I tried to stop him.”

      I place my hand over hers. “I know you did, baby. Where is he?”

      Her chin trembles, her eyes glazed with pain. “Top floor.” It’s almost impossible to hear her over the roar of the fire. “Please be careful. Please come back.”

      I leap to my feet and sprint toward the house. I don’t think about the risk or the danger. My body’s too flooded with adrenaline to feel the searing heat, to care about the smoke choking my lungs. There’s still time, I tell myself. I can find him. I can save him. I have to.

      Fire devours the corner of the front porch, quickly igniting the old rotten timbers. The roof is made of metal, and it gives a horrible screech as it twists and buckles in the extreme heat. It’s going to collapse at any moment. I have to get inside first.

      I’m almost to the steps when I see movement in the doorway. Smoke roils through the opening, embers twining through it. It shifts and separates as a figure appears. There are two of them, leaning on each other as they stagger out of the firestorm.

      Connor. Willa.

      I let out a broken cry, unable to hold back the terror that’s been unspooling inside me. I leap onto the porch. Connor stumbles. He clutches at Willa, trying to keep his balance but she slips out of reach, letting him fall.

      She starts to limp toward the clearing, gripping at her side. She nearly pummels into me and draws up short. Her eyes go wide with panic at the sight of me.

      She should be afraid of me. She should be fucking terrified. Rage surges through me. She just abandoned my child to an inferno. I want to punch her. I want to grab her and physically throw her out of my way.

      Instead I shove my way past her. The corner of the porch caves, sending a wave of heat over us. I throw up my arms against it, hardly feeling the bite of embers landing on my skin and clothes.

      Connor’s on his hands and knees, trembling, trying to push himself up. I sweep my arms under his, hauling him up against my chest like the toddler he used to be. I press my hand to the back of his head, holding it against my shoulder, protecting him the best I can as I race from the flaming hell.

      We make it to the bottom step when there’s an awful thundering concussion behind us. The entire world shudders as half of the house collapses in on itself. I keep my back to it, my body wrapped around Connor as flaming debris falls around us.

      I make it far enough to be out of immediate danger and drop, cradling Connor in my lap like a child. I run my hands over him quickly, ensuring none of the embers caught. Then I press my palm against his cheek, bending over him. “Connor, look at me,” I urge.

      His eyes flutter, opening for a brief moment before falling shut. He lets out a breath, his lips twitching in the barest hint of a smile before forming the word, “Mom.”

      “I’m here,” I tell him. My heart screams, the edges of my thoughts fraying as I take in the damage to his body. The blood soaking his shirt, coating his arm. The skin along the back of his hands raw and blistered. “Stay with me. Fire and rescue are on the way. Just hang on.”

      I look to where I left Vee. She’s propped against one of the trunks. She gives me a nod, letting me know she’s okay. I turn my focus back to Connor, on his ragged breathing. I hold him tight, hating that I can’t fix this. That he hurts and there’s nothing I can do.

      The sound of the sirens draws closer, several of them competing against and overlapping one another. Flashes of blue and red lights begin to cut through the trees.

      Another sound joins the fray, the revving of an engine. My car, it has to be. I twist, looking to where I abandoned it at the edge of the clearing. It takes me a moment to notice that it’s moving, the headlights reflecting off the swirling smoke, sending it in eddies.

      At first I think that maybe it’s Mandy, moving it out of the way of the emergency vehicles. Then I realize that it’s gaining speed. And it’s coming straight for us.

      I don’t have time to think. I clutch Connor and roll. We barely escape the crunch of tires rolling past. I look up, only then noticing the figure caught in the car’s headlights. It’s Willa and she tries to throw herself out of the way, but she doesn’t quite make it.

      The front bumper clips her in the hip, sending her sprawling. The brake lights flare and for a second I think Mandy’s stopping to check on the person she just hit. But then the reverse lights come on, and I realize she’s coming back for us.

      I’m already on my feet, dragging Connor toward the edge of the clearing. Vee’s there, grabbing us, hauling us forward. We barely clear the first of the trees when there’s a crash behind us. Glass shatters and metal crunches as the rear of my SUV plows into the tree behind us.

      The driver door flies open and Mandy staggers from the car. Instinct registers the gun in her hand before my brain is even aware for it. I have no idea where she got it, but that doesn’t matter. I’m already moving, shifting Connor so that I can reach for my own gun holstered under my arm. But bearing Connor’s weight is cumbersome, and it takes longer than it should for me to draw my firearm.

      It doesn’t matter, though, because suddenly Vee’s there. She’s standing between us, blocking my shot. “Vee, move!” I shout.

      She doesn’t. She stays where she is, facing Mandy head on. She’s feet away from the other girl. If Mandy pulls the trigger, there’s no way she’ll miss.

      Mandy realizes this too because she starts to cackle. “You fucking—”

      Vee lunges. Mandy pulls the trigger.

      There’s nothing but a click. The chamber’s empty.

      She realizes it just before Vee’s fist connects with her jaw. Her head snaps back. Her knees buckle. She goes down, out cold.

      Vee wavers, then falls to her knee beside her, spent.

      I scramble to Mandy’s side, grabbing the firearm and ensuring the chamber is clear before ejecting the magazine.

      I spin on Vee. “What were you thinking?” My voice is harsher than I intend, the blood in my body still roaring with the need to fight.

      The corner of her mouth quirks. “That I was too lazy to refill the magazine all the way after our last trip to the range.”

      It’s a terrible excuse. Horrible. She could have been killed! I open my mouth to argue, but she holds up a hand. “You taught us to always keep track of our rounds, and I did.”

      I hear the barest gasp of laughter from Connor. He slid to the ground when I drew my firearm and he’s sitting near my feet, leaning heavily on one arm. Half his face is covered in blood and streaked with soot, but his eyes are open and alert. He tries a smile. It’s a weak one, but it’s still there.

      Relief floods through me. He’s going to be okay. Both of my kids are. I slump to the ground between them, holding them both as the first firetruck charges into the clearing.
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      The paramedics take quick action once they recognize the severity of Vee’s injuries. One starts an IV to push fluid and pain meds, while another packs her abdomen to try to slow the bleeding as they load her into an ambulance. Another pair of medics tends to Willa, still unconscious and broken from having been struck by my car.

      A third wraps Connor’s head while a fourth peers into his eyes with a flashlight, peppering him with questions to test the extent of his injuries. They’re just starting to move him toward another ambulance when a voice calls out, “That’s him! He’s the one who did it! He kidnapped Willa!”

      Mandy comes stumbling out of the smoke-choked darkness, a silver emergency blanket clutched around her shoulders and a police officer at her heels. She points toward Connor. “He’s the one who tried to kill us.”

      The officer’s eyes narrow, and he starts toward Connor. Every protective instinct inside me roars to life, and I step in his way, my entire body vibrating with rage. “Don’t you dare touch my son.”

      The cop’s hand drops to his holster. At least he’s smart enough to recognize danger. “Ma’am, I’m going to need you to step aside.”

      My fingers curl into fists. “You’re not touching my son. He had nothing to do with any of this.”

      “Arrest her,” Mandy shrieks over his shoulder. “She’s the one who hit Willa! That’s her car!”

      The officer already has his firearm pulled. “Is that true, ma’am?”

      “No,” I shout, incredulous. I gesture toward Mandy. “She was the one driving.”

      Mandy collapses at my accusation, her shoulders shaking with pathetic sobs.

      The officer’s eyes narrow. “Is that your car, ma’am?”

      “It is, but—”

      He shifts into a defensive stance. “I’m going to need you to raise your hands real slow, and place them on top of your head.”

      I sense movement out of the corner of my eye. So does the officer. He lifts his gun, ready to fire. I throw up an arm, stopping Connor as he comes barreling out of the ambulance. “My mom’s innocent,” he cries.

      I pull him against me, turning to shield him in case the cop decides to pull the trigger without thinking. “Connor, hush, it’s okay,” I tell him.

      But he’s struggling against me. “Willa and Mandy — they set this whole thing up. They tried to make it look like it was all my fault.”

      Behind the officer Mandy wails even louder. “He’s lying! Don’t you know who he is? His father is Melvin Royal. He’s the son of a serial killer. He tied Willa up and told her he wanted to skin her alive. I was there! I saw her tied to the chair! Tell them, Connor. It’s the truth. Tell them!”

      My son shakes his head. “I didn’t — she wasn’t— I mean she called me and said she needed help. She was already tied up when I found her.”

      He starts to waver. “Hush, Connor,” I tell him. “Don’t say anything more.”

      “But Mom.” He blinks several times, as if struggling to focus. “I didn’t hurt her.”

      The desperation in his voice nearly breaks me. “I know, baby.”

      “I’m not--” He shakes his head, blinks again. “I’m not—”

      Something’s horribly wrong. “Connor? Connor!”

      He starts to fall. He’s too heavy for me to hold up and all I can do is cushion him as we land together on the forest floor. “I’m not like him. Like Melvin. I’m not a monster.”

      I realize I’m crying as I clutch his shoulders. “Connor! Can you hear me? I need help!” I scream.

      The paramedics are back by our side in an instant. They pull Connor from my lap and lay him on the ground. I watch in a haze as they take his vitals, try to wake him. Their actions are calm and controlled, but I can see the urgency in their expressions. The fear.

      “Is he going to be okay?” I shout.

      They don’t answer. They’re too focused on my son. They shift him onto a gurney and start toward the ambulance. I follow, but feel a hand on my shoulder. It’s the police officer.

      “Ma’am, I’m going to need you to come with me and answer questions.”

      I turn to face him. “I’m not leaving my son.”

      He reaches for his cuffs. “Ma’am—”

      I bare my teeth and hold my arms wide. “The only way you’re keeping me from my son is if you shoot me.”

      When he doesn’t raise his gun, I turn back toward the ambulance. The cop lets me go, but follows the ambulance to the hospital, lights and siren the entire way. The medics spend the drive tending to Connor, pushing fluids and meds as they shout out numbers and stats that mean nothing to me.

      I try to stay out of their way, which means the only part of him I can reach to touch is his feet. They’re bare for some reason, and as I stare at them all I can think about are all the times I kissed those toes to make him giggle. It never failed. He could be throwing the worst tantrum, but the minute I pretended to gobble his feet, he couldn’t resist and broke into laughter.

      I don’t know what I’ll do if I never get to hear that laughter again.

      Gardenia is a small town in a rural county, which means the hospital isn’t very large or used to handling multiple high level traumas at the same time. Three ambulances arrive within ten minutes of each other, quickly overwhelming the place.

      I grab the first staff member I can. “Vee, my daughter — she was brought in with an injury to her abdomen.”

      The woman puts a hand on my shoulder. “She’s being taken care of.”

      I realize I’m trembling, overwhelmed with terror. “And my son, he’s the one I came in with.”

      “We’ll update you when we know more.”

      I don’t even realize she’s ushered me to the waiting room until I’m face to face with the police officer from earlier. He gestures to a chair. I sit, for no other reason than I don’t know what else to do. I don’t notice when he steps away, but a moment later he’s back in front of me, offering me a cup of coffee.

      It’s an unexpected gesture from a man I told to shoot me earlier.

      Minutes later, the fourth ambulance arrives. I can hear her before she even enters the ER. It’s Mandy, still wailing about her poor friend and the ordeal they endured at that monster boy’s hands.

      Before I even realize it, I’m on my feet. Apparently the police officer is surprised by my sudden movement as well, because I’m already halfway across the waiting room before he even moves to stop me.

      He’s too late. I reach Mandy and without even thinking I reach out, wrapping my fingers around that stupid scale necklace and ripping it from her throat. She screeches in protest.

      I hold it up, dangling it in her face. “You think I don’t know what this is? You think I don’t know everything about you and Willa and Juliette and the sick games you liked to play?”

      Something shifts in her eyes. Shock. Followed by fear. She blinks, trying to feign innocence. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She looks past me at the cop. “She just assaulted me. You saw that. Aren’t you going to stop her?”

      I lean in closer. “I found the texts on Juliette’s phone. She never deleted them. Never deleted the hidden app.”

      Her mouth opens and closes, like a fish dropped on solid ground.

      “Oh, and we discovered Juliette’s body,” I inform her. I decide to follow my gut and add, “I spoke to the forensic pathologist at the scene. It was staged to look like a suicide, but she plans to rule it a homicide. Something about the position of the body proving she didn’t kill herself.”

      Her eyes go wide and she sucks in a gasping breath. “It was Willa,” she says. “Everything was her idea. I swear it was. She told me she’d kill me if I didn’t go along with it.” She turns to the cop. “You have to believe me. She was the one who planned the fake kidnapping. She tied herself up, used the knife to make it look like she’d been injured. I swear, I had no idea what she was planning until I got there.”
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      Recovery from trauma isn’t fast, I learned that the hard way after Salah Point. Both Vee’s and Connor’s injuries were more severe than first anticipated and both ended up being airlifted to the nearest level one trauma center, which happened to be Duke University Hospital in Durham. Connor spent a week in a coma after being diagnosed with a middle meningeal artery bleed, while Vee endured multiple surgeries to repair the damage the bullet wreaked on her intestines.

      But they will recover. As Sam reminds me, our kids are strong. They’ve endured before, and they will continue to do so. Thank God the Norton DA declined to press charges so that Sam and Lanny could come to Durham as soon as I called. I’m not sure I could have made it through those agonizing days waiting for Connor to wake up without the rest of my family by my side.

      As the reason for his decision, the DA cited the lack of a body and therefore insufficient evidence to determine the exact nature of the crime committed. As several newspaper articles pointed out, that doesn’t mean a man wasn’t murdered in our house, it just means we were clever enough to hide the evidence.

      Which of course makes absolutely no sense. If we were clever enough to kill a man and hide his body, we’d have been clever enough not to leave so much evidence behind. But both of us are aware of what went unsaid, but was very clearly implied, in the DA’s announcement: the minute there’s a body, there would likely be an arrest, and Sam continues to be their only suspect.

      So the threat remains, but we’ve gotten used to living with threats. We have no other option.

      At least the threats against Connor died down somewhat. After my tip to Mike about the hidden app, he and his team at the FBI were able to get a court order forcing Kevin to unlock the app on his phone. It was filled with incriminating discussions with several online friends that were apparently quite chilling to read.

      The FBI used the evidence to convince Kevin to take a plea deal. As part of the arrangement he took full responsibility for the shooting, recanting everything he said about Connor’s involvement.

      When I break the news to Connor I expect to see relief, and it’s there, but there’s also sadness. I sit at the edge of his hospital bed. “Do you want to talk about it?” I ask.

      He thinks about it for a moment, then shakes his head. “Not now. But maybe later?”

      I squeeze his hand in agreement. I hesitate a moment before saying, “There’s something I wanted to ask about what happened in Gardenia.”

      His expression turns wary. We’ve talked about the events of that night several times since he woke from his coma. There have been an array of local, state, and federal police officers through his room since then, interviewing him to get his side of the story. Thanks to Mandy’s outburst in the hospital, as well as the chats on Juliette’s phone, there’s not even a hint of doubt about Connor’s innocence in the matter.

      Nor about Trevor’s either, thank goodness. The entire case against him fell apart and he was finally released after they got a search warrant for Willa and Mandy’s electronics and found all the evidence they needed to prove they’d set the poor boy up. Apparently, he’d become a target of Mandy’s after he’d snubbed her advances at a party earlier in the year. As payback, she’d decided to use Trevor’s identity to catfish Juliette in order to test her loyalty.

      The prevailing theory is that Mandy and Willa wanted to know if Juliette would keep their secrets— if she’d choose them over a guy. When she chose the guy, she became a liability to Willa and Mandy. They figured it was only a matter of time before Juliette turned on them and ratted them out. So they got rid of her. They set her up to meet “Beau” in the woods off Trapper Road, and they killed her, staging it like a suicide in the off chance her body was ever discovered.

      It’s been a lot for Connor to take in, and I’ve tried to give him space. But there’s something he said the night of the fire that’s been bothering me. “At the Shadow Shack, before you collapsed, you told me you weren’t like your father. That you weren’t a monster. Do you remember that?”

      He nods slowly.

      I squeeze his hand tighter. “You need to know — you’re nothing like your father.”

      He starts to protest, but I cut him off. “Look, there are monsters in this world. The existence of your father, of Willa Devlin and Mandy Strickland — that’s proof that monsters exist. But you’re not one of them.”

      He glances toward the window, and I notice a tear gathering in the corner of his eye. I want to reach out and brush it away, but I have a feeling it would only embarrass him. “How do you know?” he asks, his voice so small and quiet it cracks my heart.

      “Because you’re kind, and loving, and generous.”

      He shakes his head. “So was Dad. He could be all of those things if he wanted to be.”

      “If he wanted to be,” I echo. “But that’s not who he was deep down inside.”

      “What if you’re just seeing what you want to see because I’m your son?” he asks.

      It’s a valid question. Parents are supposed to love and support their children with their whole hearts. We’re hard wired to see the beauty in them first. But that doesn’t mean we don’t also see the flaws.

      “I hate your father,” I tell him.

      He looks at me, not surprised by my sentiment, but confused as to why I would bring it up now.

      “And if I’m being honest,” I continue, “I hate Kevin. And I really hate Willa.”

      He frowns. But before he can ask me where I’m going with this, I rest my palm against his cheek. “But you don’t hate them. You still see the humanity in each of them. Melvin Royal never would have gone back into that burning house to rescue Willa. But you did. After everything she did, you still saved her. You’re not a monster, Connor. You’re nothing like Melvin Royal. You’re your own person, and you’re a good person.”

      He’s crying now, and does nothing to hide it. “Thanks, Mom.”
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      Both Connor and Vee spend another week at the hospital before being transferred to a rehab facility. Connor’s still struggling with his vision and balance, and Vee has to learn to readjust her eating after having a chunk of her intestines removed.

      Sam and I continue to spend as much time as possible with them, only retreating to the hotel when visiting hours are over. Lanny does, too, until Vee tells her to get a life and stop moping around her room like some kind of goth ghoul.

      Lanny doesn’t take it personally, but she does start to spend more and more time off on her own. The first time she asked if she could go check out Duke’s campus, I told her unequivocally not. Especially not after what happened to Connor and Vee. I gave them space and look what happened.

      If I could, I would keep all of my kids in my line of sight for the rest of my life.

      Sam’s the one who convinced me to let her go. It was only fair, he argued, after she’d been forced to cut short her visit to Reyne. Grudgingly, I agree, and as the days pass I see a shift in Lanny. Her eyes become brighter, her smile more regular. There’s a vibrancy about her that I rarely saw at home. As much as I love seeing these shifts in my daughter, it breaks my heart a little as well.

      I know it’s because of Duke — being surrounded by so many students with such varied interests. She spends a lot of time at the library and says it’s surprising how often she’ll be reading a book on the main floor and a student will stop and engage with her about its contents. It’s obvious how much she loves it, how it feeds her mind and soul.

      It becomes clear that this life is what she needs: to break away from a past tied to Melvin Royal, to start over fresh and be her own person.

      It would mean her moving away. That thought alone causes my lungs to squeeze tight and panic to beat at my heart. I can’t imagine letting her go. What happens if she needs me and I’m not there?

      One afternoon, while we’re sitting around in a common room at the rehab facility, Lanny launches into a story about something funny that happened when she visited the admissions office earlier that day.

      Connor grins. “Admissions office, eh? You thinking of applying?”

      Her eyes dart to me and then away. “Not really,” she says. “I doubt I could even get in anyway.”

      I know the real reason she’s not sure about applying. It’s because of me. She doesn’t say it, but she doesn’t have to. Her glance in my direction is enough. Suddenly I have a vision of what my daughter’s life could end up looking like if we keep on this same path: She’ll never go to college; she’ll never leave home; she’ll never explore the world and herself and her interests.

      She’ll stagnate, and it will be my fault, because I held on too tight.

      I never wanted her to be afraid of the world. I only wanted her to understand its dangers so she could learn to navigate them safely.

      Something cracks open inside me, indecision and doubt forcing their way to the surface. I tried loosening my grip and giving my kids more agency, and it almost killed Connor and Vee. How can I be asked to do that again?

      But how can I not? The reality is that there will never come a day when there are no threats. My vigilance against the Sicko Patrol was meaningless in the face of Kevin getting ticked off and taking a gun to school. My obsession in constantly checking my kids’ locations was useless against their desire for the smallest hint of freedom.

      I tried controlling Connor’s access to information about his father, and it only drove him to look deeper. If I keep trying to hold on so tightly, I will only end up choking them when they need room and space to breathe.

      I watch the way Lanny gazes out the window toward campus. I see the wistfulness on her face. How can I watch my little girl want something so desperately and not do everything in my power to make it happen?

      I’ve spent so many years trying to keep us safe and alive that I’ve lost sight of the reason why: so that we can live our lives. It’s why we stopped running at Stillhouse Lake — because we needed to find a place where we belonged and where we could put down roots. That’s where we built a home, where we became a family.

      Stillhouse Lake is where we took a stand. It’s where we said enough, even though it scared the ever-loving shit out of me. I lived every one of those days in constant terror of Melvin and his acolytes, but I did it. And we survived it.

      We’re better for it. If we’d followed my first instinct, we would have bolted at the first sign of trouble. We’d probably still be on the run. Still hunted by Melvin Royal. Still in the crosshairs of the Lost Angels — with Sam on the other side of those crosshairs. Because he never would have gotten to know us. He never would have changed his mind about me.

      We wouldn’t be the family we are now. Does that mean my instinct to bolt back then was wrong? I have no idea. But I do know that I’ve let too much of the fear back into my life. I don’t trust myself the way I used to.

      That needs to stop.

      All of it does.

      I need to stop running from myself, from what happened at Salah Point, from Connor’s pain and Lanny’s need to find her own space in the world.

      I’ve done it before: forced myself to accept fear in order to do what’s best for my kids. I took a stand against Melvin Royal. I brought down Absalom.

      I used to fight. I used to stand my ground. I used to be strong.

      That’s what Jonathan Watson did to me: he made me afraid.

      But that’s not who I am.

      And that sure as hell isn’t who I want my daughter to be.

      “You can absolutely get into Duke,” I tell Lanny. “You’ve got the grades, and more than enough fodder for a kick-ass personal essay.” She blinks at me as if I’ve suddenly started speaking a foreign language. But I continue on. “And if you’d prefer Reyne, we can find a good weekend for you to go back up there and have another look. In fact, you should make a list of all the schools that interest you. We can turn it into a road trip.”

      She turns a questioning eye toward Connor. He shrugs and looks at Sam. He lifts an eyebrow at me, curious where this is going but trusting me to lead. I hold his gaze, knowing that I’m springing all of this on him without talking it over, but somehow knowing he’ll support me.

      “Everything else, we’ll figure out together,” I tell them. “There’s only one rule.” I reach out and take Sam’s hand in mine. “No more letting fear dictate our lives. We live on our own terms, no one else’s. Deal?”
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      I’m alone in the car driving to the rehab center when my phone buzzes. I don’t recognize the number, but I answer it away.

      “Well, if it isn’t my old friend Sam Cade.”

      I slam on the brakes, recognizing the voice instantly. It’s the voice of a dead man. Or at least a man who’s supposed to be dead. “Varrus. You’re alive.”

      He sounds inordinately pleased with himself when he says, “I’ve been following the news. Seems you’ve found yourself in a spot of legal trouble.”

      A horn honks behind me, and I quickly pull into a parking lot so I can concentrate. “Where are you?”

      “Tsk tsk, that would ruin the fun, wouldn’t it?”

      I fumble with my phone, trying to figure out some way to record this. I need proof that he’s still alive. It’s the only way to finally clear my name. “Whatever you’re playing at, you’re not getting away with it.”

      “Probably not. But you never know. Stranger things have happened. Like you sharing a bed with the woman who helped murder your sister.”

      “This isn’t a game, Leo!”

      “Of course it isn’t,” he snaps. His voice grows cold and deadly even. “I told you, Sam. The Lost Angels are done playing. We’re coming for you. All of you. Consider this your last warning. Join us or get out of the way.”

      Rage roars through me. “I swear to God, Leo, if you do anything to harm Gwen or our kids—”

      He laughs, the sound cruel. “Wrong answer, Sam. Enjoy your family while you can.”

      “Fuck you, Varrus,” I scream.

      But it doesn’t matter. He’s already gone. I sit, staring at my phone, knowing there’s no way to trace the call. A chill steals over me. I was one of them once. I know exactly the rage and pain that fuels them. And I know that no amount of reasoning will stop them.
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      Thanks for reading! If you enjoyed Trapper Road, please consider leaving a review. Every review, even just a few lines, can have a big impact on a book’s success, and can help connect readers to their new favorite books.

      

      To keep in touch with Rachel Caine and Carrie Ryan, visit their websites and sign up for their newsletters: www.RachelCaine.com and www.CarrieRyan.com.
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      Dear Reader,

      I was a brand new author when Rachel Caine very generously offered me the extra bed in her hotel room during a group tour. By this point, Rachel was an incredibly successful author, and I was exceedingly intimidated and nervous to meet her. I laugh thinking about it now because Rachel was one of the most genuinely kind, thoughtful, and loving people I’ve ever met. We became instant friends.

      We shared many, many rooms after that, and every time I saw Rachel, her face would light up and she would give me a hug, and I felt like one of her very favorite people. She had the gift of making everyone she knew feel special and important, and it was genuine and heartfelt. Rachel was, without a doubt, one of the best people I’ve ever known.

      It was devastating when Rachel was diagnosed with soft tissue sarcoma, a rare and aggressive cancer. She fought long and hard, never losing hope, never losing her sense of humor, never losing her care and concern for those around her, and never losing her incredible work ethic. She continued writing through it all, finishing Heartbreak Bay and starting Trapper Road. Unfortunately, she lost her battle with cancer and passed away in November of 2020.

      I cannot express how profoundly grateful I am to have the opportunity to continue Rachel’s Stillhouse Lake series. This series meant a great deal to Rachel both personally and professionally, and I’m honored to take up where she left off. This opportunity came at a time in my life when I needed it, and there’s always been a part of me that feels that it’s just like Rachel to continue loving and supporting and encouraging those in her life, even after she’s gone.

      If anyone could reach beyond the veil to help those she cared about, it would be Rachel Caine. Thank you, Rachel, for being my friend and mentor. And thank you to Rachel’s readers for allowing me to continue her series.
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            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      First and foremost, thank you to Rachel Caine for writing such a brilliant series. This book wouldn’t exist without the support of her husband, R. Cat Conrad; her agent, Lucienne Diver; and her right-hand woman, Sarah Weiss-Simpson.

      Thank you to Tiffany Yates-Martin who has edited every book in the Stillhouse Lake series, including this one. Having such a wonderful editor with a deep understanding of the series was immensely helpful. Thank you to Melissa Marr for her diligent copy-editing, and for being the reason Rachel and I first met.

      Thanks to Officer Matt Montgomery with the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department for talking me through North Carolina police procedures. Also to Dr. Darin Kennedy for brainstorming various injuries I could inflict on the characters. Any errors are mine.

      I’m immensely grateful for the unerring support of friends and family, including Ally Carter, Diana Peterfreund, Beth Revis, Megan Miranda, Megan Shepherd, Marie Rutkowski, and May Archer.

      Special thanks to my sister, Lucy Lennox, for sharing her publishing expertise. Also to my husband, JP Davis, for everything.

      Finally, thank you to Rachel’s fans and readers. Rachel loved you all very much.

    

  







            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

          

      

    

    






RACHEL CAINE

        

      

    

    
      Rachel Caine is the NYT, USA Today, and #1 WSJ bestselling author of more than 50 books in several categories and genres, including adult thriller and adult urban fantasy/SF as well as books for young adults ages twelve to eighteen.

      Rachel Caine lost her fight with a rare and aggressive cancer, soft tissue sarcoma, in November of 2020. With over 56 books in print and millions of copies sold, she was a frequent guest at conventions in the United States and around the world. Her popular book series include the young adult Morganville Vampires novels, the Great Library series, and the #1 bestselling Stillhouse Lake novels in adult thrillers.

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  







            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

          

      

    

    






CARRIE RYAN

        

      

    

    
      Carrie Ryan is the New York Times bestselling author of the Forest of Hands and Teeth series, the Map to Everywhere series (written with her husband, John Parke Davis), Daughter of Deep Silence, Infinity Ring: Divide and Conquer, and Dead Air (written with Gwenda Bond and Rachel Caine), as well as the editor of Foretold: 14 Tales of Prophecy and Prediction. Her books have sold in over 22 territories, and her first book is in development as a major motion picture. A former litigator, Carrie now lives in Charlotte, NC with her husband and various pets.

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY RACHEL CAINE

          

        

      

    

    
      STILLHOUSE LAKE

      Stillhouse Lake

      Killman Creek

      Wolfhunter River

      Bitter Falls

      Heartbreak Bay

      

      THE GREAT LIBRARY

      Ink and Bone

      Paper and Fire

      Ash and Quill

      Smoke and Iron

      Sword and Pen

      

      WEATHER WARDEN

      Ill Wind

      Heat Stroke

      Chill Factor

      Windfall

      Firestorm

      Thin Air

      Gale Force

      Cape Storm

      Total Eclipse

      

      OUTCAST SEASON

      Undone

      Unknown

      Unseen

      Unbroken

      

      REVIVALIST

      Working Stiff

      Two Weeks’ Notice

      Terminated

      

      RED LETTER DAYS

      Devil’s Bargain

      Devil’s Due

      

      MORGANVILLE VAMPIRES

      Glass Houses

      The Dead Girls’ Dance

      Midnight Alley

      Feast of Fools

      Lords of Misrule

      Carpe Corpus

      Fade Out

      Kiss of Death

      Ghost Town

      Bite Club

      Last Breath

      Black Dawn

      Bitter Blood

      Fall of Night

      Daylighters

      Midnight Bites

      

      THE HONORS (with Ann Aguirre)

      Honor Among Thieves

      Honor Bound

      Honor Lost

      

      STAND-ALONE TITLES

      Prince of Shadows

      Dead Air (with Gwenda Bond and Carrie Ryan)

      Exile, Texas

      Bridge of Shadows

      Copper Moon

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY CARRIE RYAN

          

        

      

    

    
      THE FOREST OF HANDS AND TEETH

      The Forest of Hands and Teeth

      The Dead-Tossed Waves

      The Dark and Hollow Places

      

      STAND-ALONE NOVELS

      Daughter of Deep Silence

      Dead Air (with Rachel Caine and Gwenda Bond)

      

      THE MAP TO EVERYWHERE

      The Map To Everywhere

      City of Thirst

      Shadows of the Lost Sun

      Iron Tide Rising

      

      INFINITY RING

      Divide and Conquer

      

      EDITED BY CARRIE RYAN

      Foretold: 14 Tales of Prophecy and Prediction

    

  

cover.jpeg
A
STIEERIOUS|S
LAKE
NOVEL






