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        * * *

      

      
        
        GEM Operator Pearl; layered, mysterious, a protector.

        She masks as delicate, analyzes, and moves stealthily.

      

        

      
        Hot on the trail of a young accomplice in a child exploitation ring, Pearl finds herself posing as a teenager to get close. Unfortunately, joining a group of kids on a wilderness quest means stepping out of her comfort zone and into uncertainty. But with the target in her sights her focus stays razor-sharp.

      

        

      
        The last thing she needs is the dogged journalist who’s been close on her heels catching up and rattling her cage. When he inserts himself into her investigation, she has no choice but to go along.

      

        

      
        Thrown together in a mutual pursuit of justice, the negative energy between them sparks up in a new way.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hi, Janey. My name is Sandra. I’m a social worker with Child Protective Services.”

      I hear her voice but I don’t want to turn around. I’m too embarrassed.

      Stupid Billy Crocker and his big mouth. He’s the reason the teacher brought me to see the school nurse, and now I’m in a heap of trouble. Even the principal got called in.

      I should’ve worn my black sweatshirt, but it’s been hot out for days and I was afraid I’d get laughed at. Hoping my back had scabbed over, I ended up putting on a T-shirt and kept my long hair loose.

      That was a mistake.

      Billy, who sits behind me in class, noticed blood on the back of my chair.

      “Janey?” The nurse bends down in front of the bed I’m curled up on. “I’m going to show Sandra your back, okay?”

      I squeeze my eyes closed when she reaches over me and pulls the sheet down. I’m mortified when I hear the other woman hiss between her teeth.

      I’ve never looked at my back, but I’ve felt the ridges and scars my mother’s switch left behind.

      “Who did this to you, Janey?”
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        * * *

      

      I peek out from under the scratchy blanket and look around the dark room.

      It looks spooky, with only a little bit of moonlight coming in through the windows.

      I share a bunk bed with Kate, another new girl here. She already picked the bottom bunk, so I took the top. I would’ve picked that one anyway, I feel safer up here.

      We share the room with Rajani, who seems nice enough, even though I haven’t said much to her. Or anyone else, really. There are five other girls who share the room next door, but they’re all older and mostly ignore us.

      The boys have a dorm room on the other side of the building and we’re kept mostly separated, except at meal times.

      It’s only been four days since the social worker brought me here, but I already know I don’t like it. Every day I have to meet with this woman for therapy. She’s supposed to be a doctor, but she asks strange questions and makes me feel really uncomfortable.

      There’s also a guy—his name is Josh—and he runs education and activity programs. Some of the kids seem afraid of him.

      He gives me the creeps.

      I’m pretty sure something weird is going on here.
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      Pearl

       

      “You…”

      Asshole. How the hell did he find me?

      “Pearl, fancy meeting you here.”

      I’d like to wipe that arrogant smirk off his handsome face. What a waste of good looks.

      “You’re trespassing,” I snap, pointing at the small sign indicating ‘Private Beach.’

      The beach house I’m staying at sits on a few acres of land with about two hundred yards of ocean frontage. GEM—the organization I work for—rented the place when the rest of my team joined me here on Grand Cayman a few weeks ago. The rental I had before only had one bedroom and was in George Town, near the airport. Nothing much to look at, unlike this house.

      Sadly, I’ve spent most of my time here holed up inside, working. Raj, Kate, and Mitch—the rest of my team—headed back home yesterday, and I’m supposed to fly out in two days.

      I stayed behind to follow up with the captain of a luxury yacht scheduled to be back sometime tomorrow from a two-week-long chartered trip around the Caribbean. The captain has eluded me for the two months I’ve been here—doing little more than dropping off a load of passengers and picking up the next before taking off again—but I plan to be at the dock when he shows up tomorrow. I’m not going to let him slip through my fingers again, but today, I’d promised myself a leisurely day on the beach.

      Well, so much for that. There is no way I’ll be relaxing with Lee Remington hovering over me.

      The first time I met him was in a parking lot, and I gave him a bloody nose when my car door slammed in his face. That’s by far my favorite memory of all the interactions we’ve had since then. The man just rubs me the wrong way.

      Maybe it’s because I suspect he’s one of those guys who wouldn’t hesitate to use the fact he’s tall, dark, and good-looking to open doors for him. Or, perhaps, it’s his job as a freelance journalist that doesn’t sit well with me.

      Another reporter who caught me in the parking lot outside the club I worked at in Cincinnati, many moons ago, had left a sour taste in my mouth. He claimed he was doing a story on an assault that had taken place behind the club a couple of days prior. I guess I’d still been a little naïve at the time and shared way too much with the guy. A few days later, a covert picture taken of me dancing inside the club was featured in a local newspaper, next to his article titled “Sex Trade in the City.”

      The bastard used my name as he blasted the industry. It cost me my fiancé, my job, and quite a few friends I’d made.

      So yeah, I’m not a fan and I have a really long memory.

      I huff when Lee wordlessly plops down in the sand beside me, looping his arms around his knees. I’m trying hard not to notice how he looks even better in cargo shorts and a well-washed Pink Floyd shirt than he does in jeans.

      “I don’t recall inviting you.”

      He turns his head and grins at me. His eyes are hidden behind the shades he’s wearing, but I swear I can feel him scrutinizing me.

      “I bumped into Mitch and your friends at the airport when I was getting in yesterday. They told me to check in on you.”

      “Bullshit,” I grumble, wrapping my towel around me.

      Although…I wouldn’t exactly put it past either Kate or Raj to send him by to needle me. They know how I feel about the man.

      “What are you doing in the Caymans anyway?”

      “I’m not allowed to have a vacation?”

      I roll my eyes at him. He’s as likely to take a vacation as I am. There’s a reason he’s here.

      He stretches his long legs, crossing them at the ankles, getting comfortable. His dark skin gleams in the sun, mocking my almost pasty complexion. I’ve barely caught any rays while here, having spent most of my time inside behind the computer.

      “Sorry, not buying it.”

      I get up, tying my towel tightly around me as I gather up my things. The man makes me uncomfortable, and I’ve got better things to do than hang out on the beach with him.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Some of us have work to do.”

      I know I’m being snippy, but Remington brings it out in me. It doesn’t deter him from jumping to his feet and following me back to the house.

      “You’re meeting with Robert Justice tomorrow,” he states casually, stopping me in my tracks.

      “How would you know that?” I ask suspiciously.

      I’d be shocked if my teammates shared my hopes of intercepting the captain at the dock.

      He shrugs, turning his eyes to the endless blue ocean.

      “I’m here to talk to him and assume, since you’re not on the flight with the rest of your team, you’re hanging around for the same reason.”

      It shouldn’t surprise me Remington is chasing down the same leads I am. The big difference is he’s chasing a story for a byline, while we’re chasing down criminals to make sure they receive justice. Not exactly the same objective. Although, I grudgingly admit his knowledge came in handy earlier this year when we managed to shut down a youth center in Lanark, Kentucky.

      Several teenagers had gone missing and we uncovered what can only be described as a ring of sexual predators. What had been a shock was finding Josh Kendrick at the helm. A man who was supposed to have died twenty years ago.

      Oh, he was using an alias and his appearance had changed dramatically over the years, but Kate, who’d been at the center posing as Opal Berry—her cover name—recognized his voice immediately.

      You’d think, after two decades, the sound of a voice would be hard to remember, but I don’t think any of us would ever forget Kendrick’s voice.

      The man is dead now, his center shut down, and the sick perverts using his services are in jail and awaiting trial, but we have reason to believe this case was only the tip of the iceberg.

      It’s why I ended up in the Caymans, following a lead by the name of Jesper Olson. He’d gone missing from the center as well, however, we discovered later he was not a victim but rather part of the plot, acting as a decoy to lure the other kids.

      Jesper ended up on the islands where I tracked him down. He was working on the Distant Promise, the yacht captained by Robert Justice, but sometime in the past few weeks the boy disappeared again.

      I suspect he may have been dropped off somewhere during the yacht’s previous cruise, which is why I need to talk to the captain.

      Alone.
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        * * *

      

       

      Lee

       

      I watch her stomp off.

      Although, with her small feet sinking into the fine beach sand, it doesn’t really have the required effect.

      As small as the woman is, I know better than to underestimate her. The one and only time I did, I ended up on my ass. That tiny package packs a big punch in more ways than one.

      You’d think someone who weighs significantly less than what I bench press wouldn’t be able to take down a man twice her size, but you’d be wrong. Pearl looks deceivingly young and innocent with those delicate features and funky, angled, bob haircut.

      I don’t bother following her, knowing I’d undoubtedly get the door to the beach house slammed in my face. She’s prickly, to put it mildly, which is why I opt not to share how I ended up here. Given that it was Jacob, her boss, who asked me to come and, apparently, he didn’t share that with her, I can only assume she wouldn’t be happy.

      He’s touched base with me from time to time these past months, looking for the same answers I am. Recognizing the mutual benefit to sharing information, I’ve been keeping him abreast of any progress I’ve made and vice versa.

      Even though I’m not sure what his motivations are, our objectives seem to run parallel: to bring down the three individuals responsible for atrocities that took place two decades ago. Including the murder of my mother, who’d been a housekeeper at Transition House—a youth home at the center of the depravities—and was killed for what she knew.

      Transition House burned down, its management supposedly having perished in the fire, but I’ve always had my suspicions around that. With good reason, as it turned out. Josh Kendrick—once program manager for Transition House—appeared back in Lanark as the director of the new youth center.

      The sick bastard wasn’t back for long though. If he hadn’t made the mistake of kidnapping the daughter of an FBI agent, he might’ve gotten away and started up shop elsewhere, but Opal—another GEM operator—took him out.

      One down, two more to go.

      I get to my feet and wipe the sand off my ass. I’m hungry and could go for some conch fritters. For a second, I wonder if I should ask Pearl along to try and break the ice, but I’m pretty sure that would be wasted energy.

      I’ll catch up with her tomorrow morning at the dock.
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        * * *

      

      I can’t hear what she mumbles under her breath when I saunter onto the dock, but I have no doubt it’s far from complimentary.

      Pearl’s almost-black eyes regard me with disdain.

      “You’re going to be in the way.”

      I shrug. “Who knows? I could be useful. I understand you haven’t had much luck so far.”

      Her scowl makes it clear she’s not happy with the reminder.

      “You think you can do better because you’re a man?”

      “Yes, I do,” I tell her honestly.

      It just so happens, in this case, being a man—a Black one at that—he is more likely to talk to me than he would to an Asian woman. Not because I think I’m superior, but Robert Justice might.

       It’s on my tongue to tell her Jacob Branch called me for that exact reason, but with the yacht coming around the end of the pier, this might not be the best time to get into that.

      Pearl caught sight of it as well and spreads her stance, folding her arms over her chest as we wait for the ship to dock. I catch the older man eyeing her suspiciously as he orders his crew to fasten the lines.

      The moment he sets foot on the dock, Pearl marches up to him, determined not to let him pass her by.

      “Excuse me, Robert Justice?”

      “Wah gwaan,” I interrupt, asking the man how he’s doing as I brush by her and hold out my hand.

      With his narrowed eyes still on Pearl, he accepts the shake.

      “Wah duh yuh want?”

      “Lee Remington, mi ah journalist,” I introduce myself. “Mi a luk fah information, cyaah wi talk?”

      I can feel the steam coming off Pearl, but I ignore her as I follow Justice, who starts walking toward the small office building at the end of the dock.

      “Mi know nutten,” he mutters, trying to cut me off.

      “Eh bout Martin Duyvenvoorde he wuk fi yuh.”

      At the mention of his employee—the name Jesper Olson used here in the Caymans—he glares at me with guarded eyes.

      “Nah nuh muh,” he responds.

      Maybe not anymore, but we know he went out on the previous cruise as part of the crew.

      It takes a bit to get him to admit the kid debarked in Florida three weeks ago, but that’s about as much as I can get out of him.

      Last year, his yacht was chartered by a company by the name of Glan Development, but the moment I mention that name he blanches, shutting me down.

      “Deh ask tuh bai questions a dangerous,” he warns me before he shuts the door in my face.

      He’s obviously scared and I don’t blame him.

      Glan Development is a subsidiary of Glan Industries, which is part of an almost impenetrable network of shell companies I’ve tried to untangle.

      Pure Caribbean is another one we found when following the flow of illegal funds. This company has a physical address here on Grand Cayman, but there’s nothing but a run-down, empty warehouse. The moneys handed over by rich fuckers paying for the sexual exploitation of minors landed in Pure Caribbean’s local bank account, where due to Cayman banking laws it is shielded.

      These people are sick and ruthless. They have money, connections, and will do anything to protect those interests and their own asses. They wouldn’t flinch at killing Robert Justice or anyone else for that matter.

      “Of course you speak Patois,” Pearl snarls when I turn to her.

      “Jamaican born,” I explain.

      Portmore, Jamaica, to be more specific, although I did most of my growing up in Kentucky. My mother moved us there when I was only three but continued to speak Patois at home.

      “What did he say?”

      “The kid was dropped off on Key West. That’s all he was willing to tell me.”

      “He’s back in the U.S.?”

      “So it seems.”

      She mutters a string of unladylike expletives before she turns on her heel and heads for the parking lot.

      “Hey!” I call, jogging after her. “Wanna grab some lunch? I know a place⁠—”

      “I have to pack,” she evades, already getting into her rental vehicle.

      Of course she has an excuse ready.

      Don’t know why I even bother trying to be friendly, she obviously hates my guts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Pearl

       

      A foul odor hits me when I open the door to my apartment.

      Dropping my bags, I rush to the kitchen to open the sliding door to my little patio and the window over the sink.

      Gross.

      I was so sure I’d gotten rid of any perishables before I left over two months ago. There’s nothing in the sink and I remember taking out the garbage.

      When I pull open the fridge the stench almost knocks me on my ass. What looks like a biological experiment exploded inside.

      Dammit, they must’ve had a power outage, because what I assumed could survive for a while in the fridge, clearly hasn’t.

      The freezer compartment is even worse and I quickly shut the door again.

      First, I need to get some airflow in here. I turn on the fan over the stove, open the sliding door, and head for the bedrooms and bathroom to open the windows there.

      So much for getting laundry started and making a pot of coffee before hopping on my computer to pick up the trail on the Olson kid.

      I had my return flight home changed to one going to Key West, where I spent the past few days tracking down Jesper. My first target had been the harbor where he must’ve gotten off the boat, flashing his picture at anyone working there or at any of the businesses around. After two days of pounding the pavement, I finally hit pay dirt at the Sunset Tiki Bar and Grill, where a waitress thought she recognized him from a few weeks ago. She remembered carding him when he asked for a beer.

      He had a Cayman driver’s license, which showed him to be twenty-three. Unfortunately, she couldn’t recall the name on the license, but did point out his hair was dark, not blond like in the picture I showed her. Of course, he paid cash for his meal, which wasn’t helpful.

      The most useful piece of information I got from the girl was he’d asked about the nearest Greyhound station, and she directed him to the one right at the airport.

      The attendant there wasn’t much help. She was a stickler for rules and wasn’t impressed with the private investigator’s license Jacob has us all carry. She did mention the only way I’d be able to get access to their information or security camera feed was if I was law enforcement with a warrant.

      Little does she know I don’t need a warrant, I just need some time and my computer to access that information, so I hopped on the first flight home.

      However, instead of settling into my task, I now have to dig up a pair of rubber gloves, a garbage bag, and a bottle of bleach to clean the damn fridge.

      Vile.

      I’m surprised the neighbors either beside me or upstairs haven’t complained about the smell, which still lingers after an hour and a half of emptying and scrubbing the fridge.

      Of course, just as I’m sitting down in my office with a cup of coffee, my first load of laundry in the washer, my damn phone rings.

      “How are the Keys?” my friend, Kate, asks.

      I sigh, and lean back in my chair.

      “I’m sure they’re wonderful, but I wouldn’t know. I just got home.”

      “No luck?”

      “I didn’t say that.” I take a fortifying sip of my coffee. “I have reason to believe Olson took a Greyhound bus from the airport in Key West, but the woman at the counter wasn’t very forthcoming. He could be anywhere by now, so rather than waste time spinning my wheels there, I decided to come home. I’ve got everything I need here to do a little digging.”

      “You mean hacking,” she scoffs.

      “Potato, potahto,” I fire back.

      “Did you at least get a chance to enjoy the beach for a few days in the Caymans?”

      It’s my turn to scoff.

      “Ha. You know I didn’t.”

      “I guess Remington caught up with you?”

      “Yeah. Thanks, by the way, for giving him the address.”

      “Hey, that wasn’t us. He already knew where to find you.”

      “How?”

      “I figured it was Jacob. He’s the only other one who could’ve given it to him.”

      Jacob? Why the hell would he do that?

      “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “It may to Jacob. You know how he is.”

      I do. Our boss is a bit of an enigma.

      None of us have ever met him in person. The man hides behind a voice and what I suspect is a fake identity. To this day, I haven’t been able to put a face to the name, but his identity is tight. Lord knows I’ve tried to find a crack in his cover but without result.

      “So…how did it go?” she presses.

      “As expected, he was arrogant, inserted himself into my investigation, and basically took over. I blew him off when he wanted to sit down and pick my brain over lunch. He’s a menace.”

      I still get riled up thinking about Lee Remington, which I do too much of as it is.

      “I’m not sure you’re reading his motivations correctly,” Kate suggests carefully.

      Why is everyone trying to make the animosity percolating between Remington and me into something else? It’s ridiculous.

      “Oh, I think I am. He’ll do anything to prove himself superior, I don’t think he’s ever gotten over the fact I knocked him on his ass,” I protest.

      I ignore her sounds of disagreement and abruptly change the subject. Enough about him.

      “Were you calling with news?”

      She chuckles softly, but thankfully gets down to business.

      “Yes, actually. Mitch and I are heading out to Huntington, West Virginia. A thirteen-year-old girl went missing last week. Police have treated it like a runaway since she’s apparently run before, but according to the parents—who contacted us in desperation—their daughter was doing much better in recent months.”

      “Parents don’t always have the insight they think they do,” I observe.

      “True, but show me a child who’d willingly leave behind the brand-new puppy the family just picked up for her, the weekend before she disappeared.”

      Hmm. That does seem a bit of a stretch. Unless, of course, the parents had something to do with her disappearance.

      “You want me to do a little digging into the family?”

      “Would you? I’ll email over what details I have. Names of friends, teachers, family members. See if anything interesting pops up?”

      Jesper Olson will have to wait, but his trail is already a couple of weeks old anyway. Finding this girl is more urgent.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Amelia Sherwood.”

      My computer beeps with an incoming email from Kate. I click on it, and the first thing that pops up is a picture of a pretty, young girl underneath the dyed black hair and dark eye makeup. Her attitude jumps off the image. Thirteen and scowling at the camera.

      There’s something nagging at the back of my mind.

      “Sherwood…why does that name sound familiar?” I want to know.

      “Remember that case in Huntington a few years ago of a soccer coach molesting girls on his team?”

      He’d not only molested them; he’d filmed his actions and posted it on a website for pedophiles. The guy didn’t last long in jail, he was shanked in the dining hall during a scuffle. Even the most hardened criminals have little tolerance for child abusers.

      “Donald Sherwood. Yeah, now I remember. Any relation to our missing girl?”

      “Her uncle.”

      “No shit? Wow. That must’ve been hard on the family.”

      “You’re not kidding,” Kate agrees. “Especially since Amelia was on his team.”

      I look at the image again, this time with a better understanding of the unhappy girl depicted.

      “Don’t tell me…”

      “Oh yeah,” she confirms my unfinished thought. “I think she may have been one of his victims.”
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        * * *

      

       

      Lee

       

      On a normal day, it’s only a two-hour drive to Huntington, but I’ve been on the road for almost four hours and I’m only now crossing state lines.

      An accident on Interstate 64 just outside Grayson closed all eastbound lanes of the highway and all traffic was diverted onto county roads, causing congestion there.

      I wouldn’t have known about the missing girl if Mark Bailey, an editor at the Charleston Gazette, hadn’t called me. The Gazette was one of the newspapers that bought the story I wrote on Donald Sherwood a couple of years ago. I’d attended that trial from opening statements through to the verdict.

      While I was doing background research, I discovered Sherwood’s own niece had been on the soccer team. I had contact with the parents a few times but at their request, kept theirs and their daughter’s name out of my article.

      Even though they never admitted it, I wondered if the girl had been one of Sherwood’s victims as well. I remember her, a little thing with long blond hair and a weary look in her eyes I felt was out of place for a girl her age.

      Now, years later, that girl is missing, and Mark wanted to know, since I’d dealt with her parents before, if I’d be interested in checking out her disappearance.

      He was able to send me a copy of the police report, made eight days ago, when Amelia went missing. The picture supplied of the thirteen-year-old threw me for a minute. She’d changed her appearance drastically, which shouldn’t really be that surprising. She’s not the only sexual abuse victim to reinvent herself.

      I turn into the Ritter Park neighborhood with its familiar cobblestone roads. The address listed on the police report hasn’t changed over the past few years. I pull my Highlander up to the curb in front of the vaguely familiar, older, two-story house.

      The Sherwoods still live only two blocks from the seventy-five-acre municipal park. Wouldn’t be too hard to get lost in if you wanted to.

      “Lee?”

      Derek Sherwood is clearly confused to find me on his doorstep. I’m a little taken aback he seems to not only recognize me but still remembers my name. It’s not like we’ve kept in touch over the years.

      He grabs my hand and shakes it hard.

      “I heard about Amelia.”

      His expression immediately falls and I notice the strain on his face. He looks like he hasn’t slept in a week, which doesn’t surprise me.

      “Come in.” He steps aside and waves me through. “Maggie has taken a sedative and is taking a nap,” he says as he leads me into an uncharacteristically messy living room.

      The last time I was here, I recall the house being meticulous.

      “I’m sorry for the mess,” Derek mutters, clearing a blanket and some random items of clothing to make room for me on the couch. “Can I get you a coffee? Something else to drink?”

      “No thanks, I’m fine. I’m sure you’ve been over this a hundred times already, but could you tell me what happened? I’d like to help if I can.”

      Sighing deeply, he takes a seat on the edge of a recliner, dropping his head in his hands.

      “Maggie had already left for work and I was getting ready to head out. Amelia wasn’t up yet. She’d started having a hard time getting out of bed in the mornings.”

      “Not unusual for a teenager,” I offer.

      He glances up at me.

      “No, I guess not. Anyway,” he continues. “I knocked on her bedroom door, didn’t get an answer, so I went inside. She wasn’t there. I noticed her bed was made, which seemed odd.”

      “That her bed was made?” I prompt him when his eyes drift over my shoulder, likely reliving those moments in his mind.

      He nods. “Yeah. Amelia never makes her bed; Maggie usually does when she comes home around noon for lunch. It’s an ongoing argument between them,” he explains. “Anyway, her backpack—the one she takes to school every day—was gone.”

      “So you figured she may have left early?”

      The eyes he fixes on me are pained as he shakes his head.

      “See that’s just it, her books were piled up on her desk and the school bus wouldn’t be there for another fifteen minutes. I knew something was off so I called Maggie, and she said she hadn’t seen her or been in her room that morning. I searched all around the house and then I walked to her bus stop and asked a few kids who were waiting there if they’d seen her. By the time I got back, Maggie was already pulling into the driveway.”

      He gets to his feet and starts moving around the room, pacing.

      “When did you decide to call the police?” I ask gently.

      “A few hours later. Maggie searched her room and noticed some things gone; a few clothes, a couple of toiletries, a picture of our old dog, Buddy—he died last year—her diary, and a small jewelry box my mom gave her for her ninth birthday.”

      “Sounds like those things were meaningful to her,” I observe, and he nods in confirmation.

      It would seem the girl packed her own things. So far it appears Amelia left under her own volition.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Sherwood comments. “Which is the same thing the police thought; that she’d run off.  But Amelia left behind her phone and her iPad. She never went anywhere without her phone, and her iPad had become her lifeline these past months.”

      “She left them?”

      “Yeah. Maggie checked to see who she might’ve talked to last, but all her data was removed from both the phone and the iPad. It looks like she did a factory reset on both.”

      Now that is interesting. The only reason I can think of for her to reset her electronics is to erase information she didn’t want her parents to see, but wouldn’t it have been easier just to take them with her?

      “Is Amelia that tech savvy?” I inquire.

      “I wouldn’t have thought so. I mean, she’s fast enough with her thumbs but any time she wanted a setting changed or a new set of earbuds added to connected devices, she’d ask me.”

      So maybe someone else did it, or walked the girl through it.

      “I assume the police took the devices?”

      These days law enforcement have different tools at their disposal to retrieve deleted files from electronics, even after a hard reset.

      “No, they didn’t, actually. The officer who showed up to take our report seemed convinced she’d turn up in a day or two. Only the last few days have they started taking things a bit more seriously. Probably after I called in a private organization to help me look for her.”

      “What organization is that?” I ask, already suspecting the answer.

      “GEM. They search for missing kids,” he confirms.

      “I’ve heard of them.”

      “I handed over the iPad and the phone to them, just the other day. They said they’d bring someone in who may be able to recover the data.”

      That would be Pearl Han, GEM’s computer whiz.

      A jolt of anticipation hits me at the thought of seeing her again.
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      Pearl

       

      The parking lot of the TownePlace Suites is busy.

      I do a few loops before I find a spot I like with enough room on either side, and back in. I don’t want some idiot scratching my pretty, black-cherry paint with their door again, I just had my Chevy detailed.

      The hotel Kate and Mitch are staying at isn’t exactly top-of-the-line, but I can see why they picked it. It’s on the outskirts of town, has easy access to the main road—both in and out of town—and is only a couple of miles from the Ritter Park area where the girl went missing.

      I’d finally been able to tap into the security feed from the Greyhound bus station in Key West. Then I spent many hours scouring the video until I caught sight of a skinny, tall guy with the hood of his sweatshirt covering his head stepping up to the ticket counter.

      Even early May in the Keys is too hot for a hoodie, so he got my attention. A quick glimpse of his face when he turned around was enough to confirm it was Jesper Olson. The time stamp made it easier to check the feed from the other cameras, and I caught him getting onto the bus to Miami.

      Unfortunately, that’s where the trail ends. I watched him getting off at the bus station at the Miami airport and disappear in the crowd.

      It’s not sitting well with me that a now nineteen-year-old kid has me running around in circles. Which is why it was perfect timing when I got the call to join Kate and Mitch in Huntington. Maybe the change of scenery is what I need to clear my palate.

      I grab my bags and head into the lobby, stopping at the front desk to check in to the room that connects to the suite the others are in.

      My stomach starts growling when I drop my toiletries on the bathroom counter. I wanted to get here before dark and hoped there was a half-decent restaurant in the hotel, but apparently not. All they have are a few shelves of snack foods and a cooler with drinks in the lobby.

      I did notice the Bob Evans just down the road, but couldn’t bring myself to stop there for dinner. Let’s just hope I can get Uber Eats or Grubhub delivery here.

      A soft knock sounds from the other side of the connecting door and I quickly unlock it. Kate is standing on the threshold surrounded by the smell of melted cheese. My stomach responds immediately.

      “You have food?”

      She grins. “Gourmet pizza from this place called the Fox’s Pizza Den. Mitch just picked it up.”

      She steps aside and waves me through. Mitch is standing by the table over a giant pizza box, loading a piece on a paper plate. The thick strands of cheese have my mouth watering.

      I try to eat healthy but pizza is my Achilles’ heel. I haven’t encountered a pizza I could resist yet. I aim for the big box and grab a paper plate, bumping Mitch aside.

      “Leave some for the rest of us,” Kate requests as I load the third piece on my plate.

      “Hungry,” I mumble around my first bite of greasy goodness.

      “Apparently,” she complains. “And might I point out again how ridiculously unfair it is you can eat your weight in pizza without any consequences, yet all I have to do is take in the aroma and it goes straight to my ass.”

      “I happen to like your ass,” Mitch comments from the couch.

      “Oh, I know, honey. That’s because—” Kate starts before I cut her off.

      “Please, spare me. You’ll just ruin my appetite,” I protest with my hand up, palm out.

      It doesn’t stop Mitch from shooting a lascivious look at Kate.

      Oh, yuck.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love Kate—and Mitch is starting to grow on me—but I’ve had to live with these two lovebirds for a few weeks in the Caymans. I’ve intercepted googly eyes and witnessed PDAs more than I care to in my lifetime.

      I take a seat on the desk chair in the sitting area and focus on my food.

      “Mitch got you a Dr. Pepper,” Kate announces, sliding a can in front of me.

      My other guilty indulgence.

      Okay, I guess Mitch is deserving of a spot on my list of favorite people.

      “Thanks.” I salute him with my can. “While we eat, want to get me up to speed?”

      “Sure. Did Raj and Jacob brief you on the basics?” At my affirming nod he continues, “Unfortunately, we don’t have a lot to add, other than local police really dropped the ball on this one. They dismissed the parents’ concern and brushed it off as a runaway case. They didn’t even bother taking her phone and iPad, which is how we ended up with them.”

      “We’ve been playing catch-up so far,” Kate takes over. “The parents provided us with a list of Amelia’s friends—a sadly short one, I might add—and we’ve been in touch with them. We’ve also been to her school, talked to her teachers and the school counselor. She concurred with the parents that in the past month or two Amelia had been picking up her grades and staying out of trouble.”

      “What caused the change?” I ask.

      “The parents think it may have been the group trip during spring break they signed her up for,” Mitch answers. “Some kind of character-building, wilderness quest recommended to them. Five days and nights at Holly River State Park. Some Outward Bound type program for kids. It was run by an organization called Evolution Quest.”

      “Evolution Quest? Never heard of it,” I note.

      “I’ve come across the name during my time with CARD,” Mitch shares. “They have an office in Charleston.”

      A few months ago, Mitch was still part of a Child Abduction Rapid Deployment team for the FBI’s Violent Crimes Against Children unit. After his own daughter was abducted and subsequently rescued, he’s handed in his badge and joined forces with GEM.

      “Mitch says they put on these trips all over the country,” Kate fills me in. “All geared toward kids who are struggling for one reason or another. It’s supposed to boost confidence, teaches basic survival skills, problem-solving, teamwork, that kind of thing. Anyway, according to her parents—and it was confirmed by the school—Amelia seemed to have turned a corner after that, which is why they didn’t believe she’d suddenly run off.”

      “We didn’t get much else,” Mitch observes. “Her two friends weren’t really able to contribute much, other than Amelia hadn’t really hung out much with them outside of school.” 

      “All right, then let’s see if we can get anything off her electronics.”

      I shove the last bite of my pizza in my mouth, wipe my hands on a napkin, and drop it and the paper plate in the trash can. Then I head through the connecting door and fetch my computer bag. Shoving aside the pizza box, I set up my laptop and extra screen on the dining table and notice I left a cord in the Chevy.

      “Shit, I have to go grab something from my car. Do you guys want something to drink? I’m going to hit the cooler in the lobby.”

      “We have water and a few beers in the mini-fridge,” Kate shares.

      “I’m going to need something more caffeinated. I’ll be right back.”

      A few people are checking in when I walk through the lobby and out to the parking lot. I find the cord behind the front seat; it must have slipped from my computer bag. Tucking it in my pocket, I head back inside.

      The lobby is empty now and I turn my attention to the cooler. No Dr. Pepper, but they do have bottled iced coffee. I grab three.

      Then my eyes drift to the shelves.

      With my arms full, I walk up to the front desk and deposit my selections, when I hear a deep rumbling voice.

      “Planning a long night?”

      I spin around to find Lee standing there, a duffel bag slung over his shoulder.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I exclaim. “Do I need to get a restraining order?”

      “Is there a problem?” the hotel clerk asks behind me.

      Lee’s eyes shoot over my shoulder and he flashes a grin.

      “No problem,” he assures him. “My friend gets a little testy when she hasn’t had her daily intake of sugar, that’s all.”

      Before I can protest, he steps around me and up to the desk.

      “Why don’t I take care of that,” he announces and drops a few bills beside my loot. “She may need a bag to carry everything, and I called earlier for a room. The name is Remington.”
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      Lee

       

      I’ve never encountered a woman harboring so much piss and vinegar.

      Except maybe my nana, but she was almost six feet tall and weighed nearly three-hundred pounds. Pearl comes in a much smaller package, but she packs a punch.

      I’m starting to get a kick out of needling her.

      She stomps off to the elevator, the heels of her boots sharp on the tile floor of the lobby. Back ramrod straight, her head high, and a sexy sway of her little ass encased in what I’m sure are designer jeans.

      Yeah, Pearl Han definitely has my attention.

      It’s by pure chance I ended up here. After talking with Amelia’s parents at length, I stopped in at the police station. The detective who had been handed the missing person report was out on a call. The desk sergeant handed me a card with Detective Battaglia’s direct line, but warned me he might not get back to me right away.

      The city has apparently been swamped with a recent surge of violent crimes, including three murders in the past week they suspect are related to renewed gang activity. I can see how Amelia’s missing person report might land at the bottom of the pile, especially if there is no evidence found of any crime, and it looks like she may have walked out of the house under her own steam. I left a message with the detective, found a place to grab a bite, and checked around for convenient accommodations.

      It shouldn’t surprise me I happened to end up at the same hotel as the GEM team. I’m sure we were looking for similar attributes; accessibility, proximity, and outside downtown.

      I’m glad the Sherwoods called in GEM, they’ll need all the help they can get to bring their daughter home. I should probably give Jacob Branch a call, as a courtesy, to let him know I’ll be looking into this case as well. Wouldn’t be a bad thing to compare notes.

      My room is nothing fancy, pretty generic, but it suits my purpose. A bed, a bathroom, a small sitting area, and a desk. I’m glad to see the small fridge and microwave, making a mental note to pick up some groceries to keep on hand. I might be here a while.

      It takes no time at all to stuff my shit into the empty drawers. I grab one of the complimentary bottles of water and take a drink before I sit down on the small sofa, put my feet up on the coffee table, and dial Jacob.

      “How’s the weather in West Virginia?” is the first thing out of his mouth.

      I chuckle.

      “Either you’re tracking me or you just got off the phone with a pissed-off operative.”

      “That woman does not like you.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “It’s interesting though,” he elaborates. “Something you have to understand about Pearl; she’s generally indifferent. To men, to people in general. She cares about the team, but that’s about it. The fact she feels any kind of emotion—even negative ones—is telling.”

      I mull on that for a moment, because each one of my encounters with Pearl has been highly charged.

      “That is interesting since she strikes me as fiery and hot-blooded.”

      I hear Jacob chuckle softly.

      “Exactly. Now, on to business,” he firmly redirects. “I assume you’re in Huntington for the same reason we are, did the family contact you?”

      “No, but I know them. I covered the child molestation case⁠—”

      “The uncle?” he interrupts.

      “Yes,” I confirm. “I interviewed the family back then and talked to Amelia’s parents again this afternoon. That’s why I’m calling, they told me they’d been in touch with GEM.”

      “I see. Is this simply a story you’re after?”

      I can’t blame him for making that assumption, but it still feels like a slight.

      “My first concern is finding the girl,” I reply with a bit of an edge. “She was nine years old when I last saw her, but even then, there was something about her that stuck with me. She was on the soccer team.”

      It’s silent on the other end and I give Jacob time to connect the dots on his own.

      “That never came
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