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            DYLAN

          

        

      

    

    
      A dark green Camry pulled up to the curb and Dylan Morales bent over at the passenger door, checking the driver’s face against the photo on her rideshare app.

      There’d been a near-abduction in Fox County just a few weeks ago, and while Dylan herself wasn’t all that concerned with stranger danger, her parents had been freaking the eff out, to put it in the parlance of the times.

      “I don’t know why you don’t drive your own car all the time!” her mother had said when she found out Dylan still used the apps.

      “I do most of the time, Mom. There are just certain situations where rideshare is better,” she’d said. Situations like tonight, when she was going out to meet some friends at a pub and she didn’t want to worry about how many beers she could have or whether her car would get towed if she left it in the lot overnight.

      “Better than getting murdered?” her mom had shot back, not missing a beat.

      Her dad had even offered to buy her a brand-new car, thinking maybe the Little Beetle That Could, which she’d been driving since college, was the problem. 

      “Dad, I’m thirty-two,” she’d reminded him. “I have a good job—if I need a new car, I can buy it for myself.”

      Her mother had just smirked at that. Even after ten years with the medical examiner’s office, Dylan still couldn’t convince them that her job as a chemist was more lab work than anything else. She was sure they both pictured her elbow-deep in body cavities all day, instead of in her fluorescently lit lab with its whirring centrifuges and more test tubes than you could shake a stick at.

      They worried, and as their only daughter, Dylan could sort of understand why.

      But hey, she was their only daughter, not their only child, after all. She had three older brothers and it’d be nice if they shouldered some of the parental anxiety for a change.

      Since there was a slim chance of that happening, Dylan at least tried to meet her folks half-way. She took her chances with rideshare drivers, but she made sure she was getting in the right car and she always told her friends when to expect her. Plus, she kickboxed in her free time. Just let a would-be kidnapper mess with her.

      “Hey,” she said as she slid into the back seat of the Camry. “I’m Dylan. Thanks for the ride.”

      “I’m Mark,” her driver said, twisting around in his seat and holding his hand out. He looked around Dylan’s age, maybe a few years younger, even, but aged by a receding hairline. He looked like his profile picture, though, and that was all Dylan really cared about where his looks were concerned.

      “Going to the Taphouse, huh?” he said as he pulled away from the curb. “Meeting friends?”

      “Yeah,” Dylan answered. In fact, she was texting one of them, Elise, right now so her attention was divided.

      We’re all here, Elise was saying. Got a table in the back.

      Dylan was meeting a group of coworkers for end-of-the-week drinks. They’d been doing it for years and it was always fun. The fact that it had become a weekly ritual was entirely down to Elise and her persistent planning efforts.

      In the car now, Dylan texted back. Be there in ten.

      “Isn’t that a cop bar?” the driver asked.

      “Umm, maybe, or just a county worker bar,” Dylan said. The Taphouse was right downtown, about halfway between the precinct and the medical examiner’s office where she worked, so it was safe to say you ran into a fair number of officers there. “I’m not a cop, though.”

      “Oh no?” He looked at her in the rearview mirror, and her belly turned to ice.

      Why? His eyes were on the road again and he was just making friendly conversation. Dylan had been leered at before, but that wasn’t what this guy was doing. His look wasn’t sexual… just unsettling.

      Was she letting her parents’ stranger danger fears get to her?

      “What do you do?” he asked.

      She tried to shake off her concern and be friendly. “I’m a chemist.”

      “Oh, that’s neat. So you work Monday to Friday, I bet.”

      Nope, this guy was definitely freaking her out. What was he doing, trying to figure out how soon people would notice she was missing? Or planning to pop by the office?

      When in doubt, just get out—her mom’s advice floated through her head.

      The odds that she was overreacting were high, and if she got out now, she had about eight blocks to walk to the Taphouse. Or she could call a different rideshare driver. One who didn’t give her the willies.

      “You know what?” she said casually. “I just saw one of my friends on the sidewalk back there. Can you let me out?”

      “Where?” He made no move to slow down, looking into his rearview mirror at her.

      “Oh, about half a block back,” Dylan said. Fortunately, it was a Friday night and there were enough people walking downtown that she could have been referring to any of them.

      Unfortunately, Mark was giving absolutely no indication that he planned to pull over. And even worse, when Dylan looked at her door for the first time since getting into the car, she realized it was an old car with a manual lock, and the plunger was missing.

      You’re locked in, her brain was screaming in her mother’s voice.

      Her eyes must have been wide and panicked when she locked onto Mark’s gaze in the rearview mirror again, but he didn’t seem to notice her terror. He just smiled benignly back at her and said, “I’m really not supposed to change course—I could get docked for it.”

      Dylan had no clue whether that was true or not. Her brain was hardly processing his words at all because the only thing she was thinking was that the last girl some sick fuck—maybe this very same sick fuck—had attempted to abduct had escaped. Dylan didn’t have the benefit of a tornado for a distraction, but she did have a hell of a lot of fight in her.

      Like when the girls on the playground talked behind her back because she used to prefer the sports the boys were playing.

      Like when those same boys picked on her and called her names—tomboy was the nicest of them—and she became a kid without a country.

      Like when she was interviewing for her job and it came down to herself and some straight white guy who knew people high-up in the county, and she was sure they would pick him over a masculine-of-center Latinx fresh out of college.

      Dylan hadn’t let people shove her into predetermined boxes when she was younger, she didn’t let them take what was rightfully hers when she was older, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to let some freak of a rideshare driver take what he wanted from her now.

      Whatever the hell that was.

      “Do you like Bob Dylan? Or maybe your parents did?” he was saying now. It was such a complete one-eighty from the last thing he said that Dylan felt whiplashed.

      “What?”

      “Your name. It’s Dylan.”

      Yeah, no shit… as if you’re the first person to ask that question, she thought, but she knew better than to antagonize the guy.

      “So?” was all she managed.

      “Just making conversation,” he said. “Getting to know you.”

      “I don’t want to know you, I want to get out of the car,” she snapped. Okay, so much for not being antagonistic.

      “We’ll be there shortly,” he said, that same serene, stupid smile on his face. Only, Dylan knew he wasn’t talking about the Taphouse anymore. You didn’t take the locking mechanisms out of your doors if you were a normal rideshare driver whose passengers arrived at their stated destinations.

      Her pulse was pounding so fast she could hear it in her ears. They were a couple blocks from the pub, and she knew she had to get out of the car before he took her away from downtown. There was safety in numbers, and if she could make a scene of some sort, there was no way he could carry out whatever plans he had.

      She reached for the button to roll her window down and scream for help, but nothing happened. Of course, he would put the child locks on.

      Shit!

      “My friends are expecting me,” she said.

      “Must be nice.” His voice had turned icy and so did the blood in her veins. Did she just strike a nerve? Okay, she’d officially had enough and she was getting out of this damn car by whatever means necessary. “Pull over now or I’m calling 911.”

      Mark scowled at her in the rearview. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I want out and you’re not listening!” 

      The adrenaline was flowing freely now and Dylan was sure that if she didn’t get out of this car in the next two minutes, she would find out first-hand what this guy had planned for that girl who was all over the news before the tornado intervened on her behalf.

      Dylan squeezed between the seats into the front of the car, pulling herself through the narrow space with no regard for whether she’d actually fit, or if it was safe while they were cruising down the road. There was no such thing as safety now—not in this car.

      “Hey!” Mark cried. “Stop!”

      Dylan already had her hand on the passenger door handle. Thank God he’d only removed the locks in the back. She shoved the door open and did what little mental preparation she could for diving head-first out of a moving car. Then a hand closed around her ankle.

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Mark asked. He actually sounded concerned and, miraculously, the car started to slow.

      Now or never.

      Dylan mule-kicked him as hard as she could with her free foot. The heel of her sneaker connected with flesh and bone, and the hand disappeared from her other ankle.

      “Fucking bitch!” Mark screamed and slammed on the brakes. Dylan didn’t wait for a written invitation—she scrambled out of the car, her palms hitting the rough asphalt, then her feet touched solid ground. She ran as fast as she could to the only place she could think of—the Taphouse, and Elise waiting for her there.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the pub, it was dim and noisy. There were people crowded around every table and lined up at the bar, and Dylan’s heart was still pounding. She wasn’t sure if she was going to pass out, vomit, or cry. When she spotted her work friends at the table in the back Elise had texted her about, she knew she couldn’t just sit down and act like nothing had happened.

      She wasn’t ready to talk about it yet, either.

      “Hey! We got you your usual IPA–” Kelsey, one of the investigators, said when Dylan approached the table.

      “I, uh, I’m going to the restroom,” Dylan muttered, barely slowing down. She walked right past her friends, all of them looking confused, and made a beeline for the narrow hallway at the back of the pub.

      The restroom was nothing to write home about—dirty, dimly lit—but at least it was empty. She wouldn’t be making a scene in front of complete strangers.

      Dylan went to one of the sinks and braced her hands on the edge of the counter. Her palms were scraped from landing on the pavement, and she registered the pain like it was far away, not really hers. Nothing about her body felt real or present in that moment. Plus, she was still trying to decide what bodily function would be the most effective way of expelling all the stress she’d just built up. 

      When she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror, she knew why her friends had looked so freaked out. She looked haunted, and sweat had matted her short, dark hair to her temples.

      She turned on the faucet, running the water as cold as it would go, washed the gravel out of her palms, then bent over and splashed her face a few times. It felt good, a shock that brought her back to reality, and she rubbed the back of her neck to cool down.

      Then she heard the restroom door creak open and she pulled her head up so fast she smacked her crown against the faucet.

      “Ouch!” she hissed, only feeling the pain once she’d seen that it was Elise standing there, and not Mark the rideshare creep.

      “Oh no,” Elise said, immediately crossing the small space and putting her hand lightly on top of Dylan’s head. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m not bleeding, am I?” Dylan asked, tilting her head down for her shorter friend.

      “No,” Elise said after she’d checked. “Your head’s not all I meant, though. Did something happen on the way over here?”

      Suddenly, Dylan’s body decided on that stress release valve. It came in the form of tears—no, full-on sobs. In an instant, she’d gone from calming herself down at the sink to bawling her eyes out, and Elise didn’t hesitate to pull Dylan into her arms.

      The bawling was uncharacteristic of her—Dylan couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried, and she was sure Elise had never witnessed it.

      Elise didn’t shy away, though. Instead, she wrapped Dylan up in a warm, soft hug and ran her hand up and down Dylan’s back, soothing her and waiting patiently for the tears to subside.

      She smelled like lavender, and for a girl at least six inches shorter than Dylan, she was surprisingly easy to curl up against. Had they ever hugged before? Not for this long. Not like this. That was Dylan’s first conscious thought when the waterworks stopped.

      She let go of Elise and turned back to the sink, splashing her face one more time to get rid of the redness. Then she turned the water off and while she dried her skin with a rough paper towel, tenderly dabbing at her scraped palms, she said, “You’re going to be mad at me.”

      Elise frowned. “Why would I be mad?”

      Dylan cringed. Her parents weren’t the only ones who’d been lecturing her about using rideshare apps lately.

      Elise must have read the truth on her face because she put her fists on her hips and said, “You didn’t! After what happened to that girl?” And then, as recognition dawned, she added, “Oh my God, is that it? Somebody tried to abduct you?”

      “Yeah,” Dylan admitted. “I had to fight my way out of the car.”

      And then Elise’s arms were around her again, squeezing her so hard she couldn’t take a breath. “Never, never, never again, damn it! Do not do that to me!”
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      It was hard to decide if she was more grateful that Dylan had escaped, or pissed that she’d gotten herself into that situation in the first place. Probably an equal amount of both.

      How many times had Elise offered to skip the booze and play designated driver during their Friday night hangouts? Dylan always said it wasn’t fair and that she wanted everyone to have fun, but how much fun was it when your best friend nearly got abducted?

      No more, Elise vowed. She’d sooner give up drinking permanently than let Dylan—or any of their coworkers—take rides from strangers ever again. She was going to make them all delete their rideshare apps, but first there was an even more pressing matter.

      “We have to call the police,” she told Dylan. “You have to report this. If he’s dumb enough to stay in the area tonight, they could still catch him.”

      Dylan nodded, but Elise could see dread in her eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “I don’t want to become a spectacle like the last girl,” she said. “You know I hate having people fuss over me.”

      Everyone but Elise, who wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      “I know it’s important,” Dylan said. “I just don’t want to be the center of attention with our work friends—let alone part of the twenty-four-hour news cycle.”

      Elise frowned, thinking, then asked, “Why don’t we go over to my apartment and call the police from there? I’ll make up some excuse to tell Kelsey and Reese why we’re leaving, and we’ll get out of here.”

      Her place was just a couple blocks away, part of the reason they’d settled on the Taphouse for their Friday drinks and another reason it drove Elise nuts that Dylan kept ordering rideshares even after the news broke about that other girl. Dylan could crash at Elise’s place anytime she wanted, and often did, so why not just drive sober to the bar and leave her car in the lot?

      She always gave Elise a story about getting towed to impound when she was in college and how much of a pain it was to get her car back. But Elise knew the real reason had more to do with the optics. Everyone at the office was convinced Dylan and Elise were secretly in love with each other because of how much time they spent together, and if they knew that Dylan not only spent the night at Elise’s place, but planned to in advance, it’d look awfully suspicious.

      It was ridiculous, though. Couldn’t two queer women just be friends? Dylan always slept on the couch and they’d never so much as kissed.

      “Do you think that’s okay?” Dylan asked. “Leaving the scene, so to speak?”

      “It didn’t happen in the bar,” Elise pointed out. “And we’re not going far. Come on, we’ll say a quick goodbye, and I’ll do the talking.”

      “Thank you,” Dylan said. She wiped her brow with the paper towel, then tossed it and followed Elise out of the bathroom.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Back at her apartment, where it was quiet and the lighting was better, Elise saw just how scraped up Dylan’s palms were and how dirty the knees of her trousers were.

      “These are ripped,” she said, poking her finger gingerly through the navy fabric. “Is your knee hurt?”

      “I don’t think so,” Dylan said, then explained how she’d had to crawl between the seats and climb out of the passenger side on her hands and knees. “I kicked him real hard—not sure what I hit.”

      “I hope you broke his jaw,” Elise said. “Are you ready to call the police?”

      Dylan nodded. They called the station and the dispatcher said he’d send someone out shortly. While they waited, Elise retrieved her first aid kit from the bathroom and cleaned Dylan’s hands. There were sticky little bits of gravel in a couple of deep scratches, but mostly the injuries were surface level.

      The same couldn’t be said for the trauma Dylan was dealing with on the inside. Her face didn’t give much away—she always was on the stoic side—and Elise could only imagine how she would feel if it had been her.

      “Do you want something to drink to calm your nerves?” she asked. “Tea? Shot of whiskey?”

      Dylan laughed for the first time since she’d showed up at the bar. It had probably only been about thirty minutes, but it felt like a lifetime. “I guess I’ll have a cup of tea if you’re having one. Whiskey’s probably not the best idea until after the cops leave.”

      Elise went into the kitchen, which was really just a U-shaped partition at one end of the living room. Her apartment was above a tax accountant’s shop, so it was quiet except for in April every year, but a little on the small side. She retrieved a couple mugs from an upper cabinet, then filled her electric kettle and turned it on.

      “Do you want ‘Woke up sexy as hell again’ or ‘LGBTea’?”

      Dylan came into the kitchen and Elise held out both mugs for her perusal. She nodded to LGBTea. “Clearly you’re the sexy as hell one between the two of us.”

      “I mean, I am,” Elise said, flipping her dark auburn hair dramatically over her shoulder. “But don’t count yourself out, either.”

      They teased each other like that all the time, and had pretty much done so since the day they met. If asked to describe herself, Elise would definitely choose words like ‘shy’ and ‘introverted’ but Dylan tended to bring out the more confident side of her, even if she did have to play-act it at times.

      She laid out half a dozen different tea flavors on the counter and Dylan picked a basic black tea, saying it’d make for a good hot toddy base when the cops left. Elise made a cup of her favorite blueberry tea, sweetened with a dash of cream, and she was just observing how much calmer Dylan seemed when her doorbell rang.

      Dylan’s shoulders immediately tensed. “Here we go.”

      Elise put a hand on her arm. “It’ll be okay—all you have to do is tell them what you remember, and then it’s over. They’ll do the rest.”

      She put her tea down and went down the indoor staircase to the door. Two patrol officers were waiting on the sidewalk, and Elise was relieved to find that they were both women. It’d probably be a little easier for Dylan to tell her story to them, especially since they were in Elise’s apartment instead of a public place.

      “Come in,” she said, explaining that she was a friend, not the one making the report.

      Back upstairs, they found Dylan sitting at the dining table, her tea half-drunk in front of her. Everyone sat down, and Elise made sure to take the seat right beside Dylan so she’d be there for moral support. One of the cops, who introduced herself as Officer Morgan, seemed to take the lead, flipping open a leatherbound notebook so she could take Dylan’s statement.

      “Okay, let’s just start from the beginning,” she prompted. “Where were you going, and where did you arrange to be picked up?”

      Dylan took a deep breath, then launched into the story of her ordeal, recounting it just the way she’d explained it to Elise. The two officers prompted her for more details periodically, and at some point as she was giving her statement, Dylan reached over and took Elise’s hand for strength. Elise gave it a squeeze, and their clasped hands rested on her knee for the rest of the interview.

      “You said there were no locking mechanisms on the inside of the car,” Officer Morgan commented as she jotted down a note.

      “Not in the back seat,” Dylan clarified.

      “I don’t believe that was the case with the woman who was attacked during the tornado,” she said. “If we’re dealing with the same guy, he’s escalating.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Elise said, squeezing Dylan’s hand again.

      “No, you’re lucky to have gotten out of there,” the other officer, Pierce, responded.

      “I take kickboxing lessons,” Dylan explained. “I can defend myself.”

      “A lot of people in situations like that don’t even get the chance,” Officer Morgan said. “Now, do you have any idea where you struck him? If we know what kind of injury to look out for, we can alert local hospitals in case he seeks medical attention.”

      “I’m not sure I kicked him that hard,” Dylan said. “But I kicked high and I connected with something that felt… fleshy.”

      Her lip curled at the word, and Elise suppressed a shudder at the image it conjured.

      “Somewhere on his face or neck,” Dylan concluded.

      Officer Morgan wrote that down too, and asked a few more questions. Then she asked for Dylan’s shoes.

      “My shoes?” she repeated, frowning.

      “They’ll be returned to you,” Morgan reassured her. “There’s a possibility we could get a blood or tissue sample from them, though, and it’d go a long way toward not only identifying your assailant, but making sure the charges stick if the case ever goes to trial.”

      Dylan nodded. “Okay, take my shoes. I sure as hell hope you do find this guy, sooner rather than later.”

      Officer Pierce retrieved Dylan’s sneakers from the shoe tray at the top of the stairs, placing them carefully in an evidence bag. Dylan and Elise both stood, sensing that the interview was coming to a close, and Dylan finally let go of Elise’s hand. Morgan left a business card for Dylan in case she thought of anything else, then the officers let themselves out. Elise followed them down the stairs so she could put on the chain lock, then she came back upstairs.

      Dylan was smiling.

      “What?” Elise asked.

      Dylan shook her head. “Number one, I wish I’d been wearing cleats.”

      “Morbid,” Elise answered, though she’d had a similar idea while watching Pierce bag Dylan’s sneakers. “And number two?”

      “The cops took my shoes,” Dylan said, “my car is at my apartment five miles away, and we’re not even close to the same size.”

      She laughed, the kind of chuckle that was mostly about letting off steam, but it was still good to see her finding the lighter side of the situation. It was more in her nature than the shaken, uncertain version of Dylan that Elise had found in the Taphouse restroom earlier in the evening.

      “Well, when you’re ready to go home, we’ll figure something out,” Elise promised. “Worse comes to worst, you can wear my slides and just hang your heels off the backs.”

      “Okay,” Dylan said, the laughter subsiding. Vulnerability came back into her dark brown eyes and she asked, “Is it okay if I stay a little longer, though? I’m not sure I want to go back to my apartment and be by myself.”

      “Of course,” Elise said. “Stay all night. Now, how about that hot toddy?”

      She went into the kitchen and came back with a half-full bottle of whiskey. Dylan held up her mug, and Elise put her hand over her best friend’s to stabilize the cup because it was still shaking slightly.

      As she poured, she promised, “It’ll be okay.”

      “I know… thanks for being there for me,” Dylan answered.

      “Always.”
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      Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      Clark pulled into the nearest all-night parking deck and took the first spot he saw. He killed the engine and knew he had to get out of the car and away from it as fast as possible, in case his last rideshare passenger called the cops. But for a minute, he just sat there thinking, What the fuck is wrong with you?

      It was a question he’d heard hundreds of times growing up, a question his mother had asked so often he’d started to wonder if she expected a response.

      Tonight, though, he had an answer. He was getting reckless, impatient. Stupid.

      The short-haired, masculine-looking one wasn’t even who he wanted. He’d had his eye on the redhead with the bright clothes and the shy demeanor ever since he wound up in line behind her at the grocery store. He was buying bleach and a few other things on the list his mother had given him, and her grocery basket screamed shopping for one. Single chicken cutlet. Pint-sized container of milk. One sweet potato, pre-wrapped in foil.

      His kind of girl. The kind who was probably just as lonely as he was, the kind who wouldn’t put up a big, loud fight, the kind who might not have a lot of people who would miss her. And if he was really lucky, the kind who could grow to truly love him.

      He hadn’t let her out of his sight that first night. He didn’t even bother buying the bleach—he followed her out to the parking lot and to her apartment downtown. Over the next couple of days, he learned that her name was Elise Thomas and she worked at the medical examiner’s office.

      He confirmed that she didn’t have some big, muscle-bound guy hanging around—that was where Clark had gone wrong with Belle and her stupid boyfriend, AJ. He wasn’t going to make that mistake again.

      And when he managed to overhear Elise’s conversation with a coworker about going to the Taphouse after work on Friday, it seemed like fate. He followed her to work that morning, flattened her tire with a quick stab of the sidewall, then waited down the street with his rideshare app turned on.

      Only, Elise never called for a ride. Someone named Dylan did, and when Clark saw that the request originated near the medical examiner’s office, he hoped Elise would be there too.

      He should have thrown in the towel right then, waited for his next opportunity. But he picked Dylan up anyway, and Elise was nowhere to be seen.

      The rest was history, and now he was screwed.

      How could he have forgotten the door locks were gone? He’d been so busy getting ready for Elise, he forgot he’d made his car unusable for any ordinary rideshare passenger.

      Of course, that little detail came back to him the instant Dylan got into his car, and he’d tried to salvage the situation, but then she’d become a honey badger out of nowhere, kicking and fighting and scrambling like a wild animal. Connected with his jaw so good his chin split open and gushed blood down his shirt.

      Fucking bitch, he was almost glad she’d escaped. Except now both the car and his identity as Mark the rideshare driver had to go. So long, Mark, I hardly knew ye.

      Clark flipped the visor down and looked at his poor, bleeding chin in the mirror. He’d used his shirt to staunch most of the flow, but it still bled and going to the hospital for stitches was out of the question. He’d have to get his hands on some super glue and hope that did the trick.

      He used his collar now to try to clean up a bit, doing the best he could in the dark without any supplies. The dome light revealed blood all over his lap, but fortunately none of it had seeped into the upholstery. That meant he could leave the car in the parking garage and let it get towed without worrying about his DNA being in it.

      At least now, once he got the bleach and the other things he needed, he had a decent money-making plan. He couldn’t keep changing his name and picking up rideshares—especially if he was going to keep fucking it up like this. The cops in this town were
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