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      SEPTEMBER 5TH, 9:18 AM

      Gregg Hunter knew personally how terrible it was to have a child go missing. He also knew the odds were low that eleven-year-old Thomas Lemay had been snatched by a stranger. Being sheriff, Gregg had to go by the statistics, and statistically speaking, the boy had likely either run away or his disappearance had been caused by a parent or someone the family knew.

      As Gregg entered Thomas’s room for the first time, he noticed its stark emptiness. Unlike most children’s rooms, the space was devoid of any toys or personal belongings. There were no army figurines, no scattered Hot Wheels, no books. The peeling paint on the twin bed and wardrobe—along with the faded colors on the walls—gave the room a neglected look.

      When a breeze swept through the open window, Gregg went over to take a closer look. Thomas’s parents claimed the boy had most likely run away during the night. Their theory was that he had exited the house through the window because the front, and only, door had been locked from the inside with a latch. But something didn’t seem right to the sheriff as he stuck his head out through the opening and peered straight down from the second floor. The drop seemed too high for a boy—or anyone—to fall without risking serious injury on the rocky surface below. Still, if Thomas hadn’t used the window, why and how had the door been locked?

      The creaking of floorboards in the hallway told Gregg that Deputy Marc Chips had arrived.

      “So,” Gregg asked, even before Deputy Chips entered the room, “did the parents tell you if anything is missing?”

      The sheriff watched as the deputy poked his head through the doorway before coming inside. “Yeah,” the deputy replied, flipping through his notebook. “They said a stuffed animal is gone; a teddy bear that Thomas couldn’t sleep without.”

      “The boy is eleven, right?”

      The deputy smiled. “That’s what they said.”

      As the sheriff stepped to the side of the bed, he pulled up the sheets before bending over and sniffing. “Thomas wet the bed this morning.”

      “Really?”

      “Smell for yourself.”

      “No thanks,” the deputy said, raising his hands and taking a step back. “I believe you.”

      The sheriff just smiled. “It may be nothing, but make a note of it.”

      “What does it suggest?”

      If there was one thing Gregg appreciated about Marc, it was the deputy’s eagerness to learn. “It means he’s an anxious kid. Now, we need to uncover what might have caused that anxiety, whether it was bickering parents, a bully at school, or a threatening relative. Maybe it’ll lead to a possible motive behind his disappearance.”

      The deputy nodded, making a final note in his pad. “The parents are ready for an interview.”

      “Yeah, let’s see what they have to say.”

      As they made their way downstairs to join the waiting parents, Gregg noticed Thomas’s mother, Andrea Lemay, sitting on the sofa, surrounded by a pile of tissues, while his father, Frank, paced around the room.

      Gregg sat on a chair facing Andrea, and the deputy stood in a corner, pen in hand with his notepad opened to a blank page. Then, Gregg addressed Frank. “Would you mind taking a seat, Mr. Lemay?”

      Frank had a startled look as if he had just noticed the sheriff’s presence. Then he moved over to the sofa and pushed the tissues aside to make room for himself.

      “When did you realize that your son was missing?” Gregg asked the couple.

      “He didn’t come downstairs for breakfast,” Andrea said.

      “What time was that?”

      “Eight thirty.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Thomas always has his breakfast at eight thirty. Since he didn’t come down, I went to check on him.”

      Even as she spoke, Gregg noticed Andrea’s gaze, which appeared lost in the distance, her eyes misty and red. He expected Frank to offer some comfort to his wife, but instead, the man cast a cold glance at her before crossing his arms.

      “And that’s when you realized he was missing?” Gregg asked.

      Andrea nodded.

      “What did you do next?”

      “I called out his name and searched the house, but there was no sign of him. His school clothes were laid out from the night before, untouched, so I knew he hadn’t left early. That’s when I decided to call the police.”

      “I can’t believe you didn’t call me first,” Frank muttered. “I had to wait to get a call from the sheriff’s office, asking me if I had seen my son.”

      “I’m sorry, I just⁠—”

      “Sorry?” he interrupted. “Didn’t you think that I’d want to know my son was missing as soon as possible?”

      “I wasn’t thinking about you, Frank,” she said. “I was worried about Thomas.”

      “Let’s try to focus on the questions at hand,” Gregg interjected, trying to maintain control of the situation. “Time is crucial in cases like these.”

      Frank scoffed. “What kind of case is this, Sheriff?” he asked. “Have you dealt with a missing child before?”

      The memory of his own sixteen-year-old daughter being kidnapped the previous year flashed through Gregg’s mind. Fortunately, Silvia had been found and was now safe, but the experience had left her maimed and traumatized. Almost every day, she would call him from her high school in a panic, fearing that someone was following her or that her classmates were staring at her scars.

      “Yes, I have,” Gregg replied. “And the child was found safely.” He neglected to mention the girl in that case—which happened a decade earlier—had been the one who kidnapped his daughter.

      “Do you think we’ll find Thomas soon?” Andrea asked.

      “We’ll do everything we can to find your son,” he assured her. “First, though, I need to ask a few more questions.”

      “Go on,” Frank said. “Ask away.”

      “Are there any relatives Thomas might have gone to see who live nearby? Any grandparents, perhaps?”

      “No,” Frank answered. “His grandparents have passed away.”

      “My brother is the only nearby relative,” Andrea said. “But they don’t spend much time together. Thomas wouldn’t have had a reason to go see him.”

      “What’s your brother’s name?”

      “David. David Anderson.”

      “Are there any friends he might have gone to see?” the sheriff asked.

      Frank shrugged. “Thomas doesn’t have any friends.”

      “What Frank means to say is that Thomas is not the most sociable child,” Andrea interjected. “He has a wonderful imagination, and he’s able to entertain himself and play on his own.”

      Probing further, Gregg asked, “Is there anyone Thomas might be having issues with, perhaps at school?”

      “Not as far as I know,” Andrea answered. “Thomas is polite and friendly. No one would have any reason to dislike him.”

      Frank sat forward. “And how would you know, Andrea? When was the last time you actually spoke to our son?” Then he turned toward the sheriff. “All she cares about is her work. Whatever is going on in Thomas’s life, she wouldn’t have a clue!”

      “He’s your responsibility, too!” Andrea reminded him.

      “I cook and eat dinner with him every night while you’re working late!”

      “And I have breakfast with him every morning!”

      “Oh, right! You must really get to know our son so well during the two minutes it takes him to gobble down a bowl of Cheerios!”

      As Andrea buried her head into her hands and began to cry, Frank waved his hands in the air—sighing—like he was exasperated, and then crossed his arms.

      Gregg stood up and looked at his deputy, who had been taking notes.

      “We’ll do everything we can to locate Thomas,” Gregg said. “If you can think of anything else⁠—”

      “This may not be important,” Frank said, “but Mister Bun Bun is gone, too.”

      “Mister Bun Bun?”

      “Thomas’s pet rabbit. I haven’t seen it since yesterday.”

      “Would he have taken it with him?” Gregg asked.

      “No, if he took Mister Bun Bun, he would’ve taken the cage and some pellets with him.”

      “We’ll keep that in mind.”

      Then, as Gregg and the Deputy walked toward the door, Frank asked, “Where are you two going? What about Thomas?”

      “We’ll need to interview the neighbors,” the deputy explained, “and Thomas’s teachers. Hopefully, somebody knows something.”

      Andrea gathered herself as she stood up. “I know we must look like terrible parents, but I love my son more than anything in the world. Sheriff Hunter, you will find him, won’t you?”

      Gregg recognized the depth of pain and fear in her eyes. He understood that feeling all too well. Not only had he felt it intensely when his daughter was missing, but he recalled the fear he had experienced the first time he went camping with Silvia and she had briefly wandered out of sight. The panic had taken root deep within his body, clouding his vision and restricting his breathing until he had eventually found her, crying among the trees. Only after he held her tight in his arms did he feel the fear and panic drift away.

      It took a lot of effort for Gregg to suppress the urge to take away Andrea’s pain and tell her that he would find her boy, and that everything would be okay. Unfortunately, he knew the harsh reality of cases like these: guarantees meant nothing.

      “We’ll do everything we can,” he said.

      Andrea wandered back to the sofa and stared off again in a zombified state. Frank stood and continued to pace around the room as he had done before.

      As Gregg and Deputy Chips exited the house, a journalist was near the end of the driveway, waiting for them. She was a young, blonde woman, dressed in a red suit. As she stepped forward, Gregg saw the small audio recorder she held in her hand. “Excuse me, Sheriff Hunter,” she said as the two men walked toward their cars. “I have a few questions about the missing boy.”

      Gregg waved his hand in the air and stepped around her. He was used to avoiding reporters in Boston, but he didn’t think he’d have to worry about it in Blackberry Cove. As the deputy stopped to talk to her, Gregg’s cell phone vibrated.

      “Dad,” his daughter said when he answered; he could hear the terror in her voice.

      “Silvia, what’s wrong?”

      “It’s happening again. I can’t breathe.”

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “Find a place to sit down and stay calm. Everything’s going to be okay. Count out loud for me over the phone.”

      Silvia gasped, her words punctuated by rapid breaths, a clear sign of another impending panic attack. “One… Two… Three…”

      Since his daughter’s attacks had started, Gregg read as much as he could about anxiety and scouted online forums for advice. It had taken some trial and error, but they had come up with a strategy that worked for her. By the time she counted to thirty, her breathing returned to normal.

      “Now, go and visit the school counselor, and I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Okay, Dad. I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” he said, his heart aching with every one of his daughter’s struggling breaths, wishing he could do more to ease her pain.

      Silently, he hoped Andrea Lemay would have the chance to utter those words of love to her son once again. Yet, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible had happened. Maybe it was the stillness he felt in the house. Perhaps it was his years of experience on the force or with his own daughter that made him feel the way he did. But something had attuned his senses to the scent of death.
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        * * *

      

      Silvia couldn’t stop thinking about the case her father was now trying to solve; the case of the missing boy. Thomas Lemay’s story was all over social media, and she kept reading comments from people who thought he had run away from home. She wasn’t so sure.

      Was he forcibly taken from his home, like I was last year?

      Though her dad had told her she was safe now from Rachel and her goons, Silvia feared Rachel might resurface again… like she did every night in her nightmares.

      She knew exactly what Thomas Lemay might be experiencing; she knew it all too well. She remembered the feeling that she might never see her dad again, and that any given day could be her last. She hoped Thomas hadn’t been tortured like she had been; the memories of Rachel cutting off her finger and scalding her with hot water would forever haunt her.

      As Silvia made her way down the hallway to the counselor’s office—like her dad had suggested—she tried not to make eye contact with the other kids. She knew they were staring at her and whispering behind her back, probably trading stories over things they had heard. But the real scars, she thought, were the ones they couldn’t see.

      “Silvia,” a familiar voice called out. It was Peter, the only friend she had managed to make since moving to Blackberry Cove. “Is everything alright? You left so suddenly.”

      “I need to see the school counselor,” she said, trying to keep it together, but she knew Peter could see through her façade. His piercing blue eyes settled on her, and he smiled kindly. Already, she began to feel better. He wrapped his arms around her, and she buried her face into his shirt, plagued by her painful memories and her fears for Thomas Lemay.
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      Nathan Stannard sat in his car, watching the front of Isabella’s apartment for any signs of life. The coffee he had purchased at the gas station was just as terrible cold as it had been hot, but he took another sip as he waited.

      It was too early for lunch, but his stomach's grumbling reminded him that he’d skipped breakfast before making the four-hour drive from Vermont to New York City, desperate to be there before Isabella left for work. The urge to see her often became too much to bear, and today was no different. But now that he was here, waiting outside her apartment, leaving didn’t feel like an option—not until he was absolutely sure she was alone. The thought of Isabella with another man filled him with a rage he couldn’t fully understand.

      Being mayor of Blackberry Cove, Nathan knew he was a respected man. He also knew he could have other women any time he wanted. Following the death of Elaine Holst’s husband, he and Elaine had been on several dates. And Elaine was a proper lady, not like Isabella, who only pretended to be. And he was forgiving, too. When the news came out about Isabella’s sordid past, Nathan didn’t react, not like the others. His father had probably turned over in his grave. But he and Isabella had constructed a bond in their love; an unbreakable bond. And for Nathan, the idea of that bond decaying was too much to stomach.

      If only I had strangled her when she was still in love with me, he thought, cracking the window of his BMW for more air, our bond would have been preserved permanently. He could’ve moved on without having to worry about her judgement. But, he concluded, as long as she’s still alive… she belongs to me.

      Nathan knew it was probably too late to kill Isabella. He would be the prime suspect if she died mysteriously. Gregg Hunter, the new sheriff of Blackberry Cove, had been waiting for the chance to arrest him for something ever since Emilie Jones had accused him of killing her mother. Sheriff Hunter had even dug up Nathan’s basement, expecting to find a corpse. How stupid does Hunter think I am?

      Just then, Isabella emerged from her apartment building, coming toward Nathan’s car with a scowl on her face and a golf club in her hands. She looked to be on a mission as Nathan jumped out of the car.

      “I’ve told you to stay away!” she exclaimed, slamming the four iron onto the hood of his car.

      “Fuck!” he shrieked. “What are you doing? I’ll call the police!”

      “Go ahead,” Isabella challenged him. “I can already imagine the headlines tomorrow morning: Mayor of Blackberry Cove’s ex-girlfriend takes matters into her own hands as he continues to stalk her. I wonder how that will impact the upcoming election.”

      Isabella hit the car’s bonnet a few more times—the steel shaft nearly bending in half from the force—scratching and denting the hood in several places before Nathan tried to wrestle the club away from her. Then, she swung it in his direction, causing him to duck.

      “Stay away from me, Nathan!” she declared. “I mean it. It’s over between us!”

      As he watched her go back into her apartment, Nathan didn’t feel his blood boil as he would have expected. Instead, he felt deflated; hearing her say it was “over” caused him to feel a sense of despair that was unlike anything he had experienced in a long time. He realized that she would never again love him like she had in the past, and there was only one thing left to do…

      As he slumped back into his car and sat there for a moment, his phone lit up. It was Deputy Chips.

      “What is it, Deputy?”

      “There’s a situation, sir,” Deputy Chips responded. I think you might want to get back here.”
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      The schoolchildren had just gone to lunch when Gregg and Deputy Chips entered the small, cluttered classroom where Mrs. Wilson, Thomas’s teacher, was waiting for them. The walls were adorned with thought-provoking artwork and educational posters on issues from combating pollution to animal preservation.

      Mrs. Wilson, a middle-aged woman with a kind smile, stood up as they approached. “Hello, Sheriff, Deputy. Please, have a seat.”

      Gregg thanked her as he and Deputy Chips sat down on two small chairs that were already facing her. “We understand Thomas Lemay is a student in your class.”

      “That’s right.”

      “What can you tell us about him?”

      Mrs. Wilson shrugged. “Thomas is a quiet boy. He keeps to himself most of the time.”

      Deputy Chips jotted down notes in his pad.

      “Is he a good student?” Gregg asked.

      The teacher sighed. “Truthfully, I’ve been concerned about him lately. He’s been displaying bouts of anger during class.”

      “What do you mean by ‘bouts of anger?’”

      “It hasn’t been uncommon for him to get frustrated or lash out when he can’t understand an assignment or complete a task. I’ve been worried about him, so I spoke to his father about it during our last parent-teacher conference.”

      “What did his father say?”

      Mrs. Wilson shook her head. “Thomas’s father didn’t seem to take my concerns seriously. He brushed it off, saying Thomas would eventually grow out of it.”

      “And what about Thomas’s mother?” the deputy asked.

      “I’ve rarely spoken to her in person. I’ve sent her messages, but I’m not sure if my concerns ever reached her.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Wilson,” Gregg said. “What else can you tell us about Thomas?”

      She took a deep breath, her gaze drifting toward the classroom window. “Well, one thing that strikes me is how lonely he always seems to be. He’ll watch the other kids playing together during recess, but he rarely joins them. It’s as if he doesn’t know how to make friends.”

      Gregg exchanged a glance with Deputy Chips. “Is there anything else?”

      “I can’t think of anything,” she said. “I hope you find Thomas safely. We all do.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Wilson,” Gregg said as the two men rose from their chairs.

      “You’ve given us some valuable information,” the deputy added, “and if you think of anything else…”
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        * * *

      

      After leaving the school, Gregg walked to the high school next door and met Silvia in the counselor’s office. She assured him that she was fine and that she had her friend, Peter, there for support. Gregg knew the two had gotten incredibly close, and he was beginning to wonder if they were more than just friends. Maybe, he thought, it’s time to have a conversation with her, though he wasn’t sure if she was ready for such a talk, or even how to approach the subject. It was one of the many issues that he wished he could discuss with another parent.

      It was still early, but the day already felt long to the sheriff, and as he and the deputy returned to their patrol car and drove back to the station, they did so mostly in silence.

      Inside the station, the desks were cluttered with stacks of files. Since Gregg became sheriff, and Marc his deputy, they had been fixated on two cases: the disappearance of Anna Jones nearly twenty years earlier, and a case involving someone they both knew—Chloe Mason.

      It had been nearly a year since Chloe had gone missing, and although Gregg desperately wished to believe she was innocent in the death of her mother and sister, the only suspect he had managed to identify in the arson case thus far was her.

      Gregg watched as Deputy Chips’ gaze fixated on the towering stack of papers related to Chloe’s case that dominated his desk. Since the night she went missing, the deputy seemed to be obsessing over the case, desperate to prove her innocence.

      “Let’s clear away these files,” Gregg instructed him, his voice firm but tinged with sympathy. “We need to make space for Thomas’s case. That boy is our main objective right now.”

      Marc nodded, seemingly reluctant to pull his gaze away from the files.

      “Missing children’s cases like Thomas’s can be tricky,” Gregg said as they began moving the stacks. “Most likely, he just ran away from home, and we’ll find him in a few hours, but investigations can go in so many directions, so we have to be prepared for everything.”

      “Did you work many of these cases in Boston?” the deputy asked.

      Gregg nodded. “Every kind you can imagine.”

      As they continued to organize the files, the door creaked open, revealing Deputy Julia Crossman, a fresh-faced recruit who had recently joined the department. She stood at the entrance, slightly hesitant, unsure of her place in the office.

      “Morning, Sheriff, Deputy Chips,” she greeted them. “I’ve just finished patrolling the streets. No sign of Thomas. Is there anything else I can do to help?”

      “Good timing, Deputy,” Gregg said. “We’re trying to clear some space here. Will you take some of these files to the archives?”

      “Archives? You mean the busted gray filing cabinet?”

      “That’s right.”

      Deputy Crossman joined them in their efforts to restore order amidst the chaos. They worked in silence, the heavy knowledge hanging above them that the clock was likely ticking for finding Thomas alive.
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        * * *

      

      Silvia tossed her bag onto the floor of Peter’s old, beat-up truck and slid into the passenger seat as the familiar smell of coffee and pine-scented air freshener calmed her nerves. Then, Peter started the engine, which groaned in protest before rumbling to life.

      “It’s been a rough day,” he said sympathetically, glancing her way as he pulled out of the school’s parking lot.

      She nodded, resting her forehead against the cool glass of the window. The sun was dipping below the horizon, casting warm hues across Blackberry Cove.

      Peter didn’t press her for words, and she was grateful. Silence hung in the space between them, but it was comfortable.

      As the truck meandered through the winding streets, Silvia’s thoughts drifted to the first time Peter had come to her rescue.

      It had been during lunch, just a few weeks after she’d started at Blackberry High. Juliet Hughes, “the queen of mean,” had been picking her apart in front of everyone; her words like knives cutting through Silvia’s already fragile confidence.

      “What’s the matter, Silvia?” Juliet had sneered, her voice dripping with mock concern. “Did you get too close to the sun, or is that just your skin? But now that I think about it, ‘overcooked’ really suits you.”

      The laughter that followed had made Silvia’s stomach churn. She’d frozen, unable to respond, instinctively hunching her shoulders, as if she could hide the uneven, discolored patches of skin that peeked out from under her collar and ran down her arms. But then Peter had stepped in, his tall frame blocking Juliet from view.

      “People like her,” he said to Silvia, his voice calm but firm, “are usually just sad or jealous. They always get what’s coming to them in the end.”

      Juliet huffed and turned back to her table, muttering something under her breath.

      Peter turned to Silvia, offering her a casual smile. “You’re a lot braver than she’ll ever be. After everything you’ve been through… I think you’re incredible.”

      Silvia stared at him, the words catching her off guard. Her cheeks flushed, and she struggled to find a response.

      Peter shrugged, his smile widening. “Can I sit here and eat lunch with you? I promise I won’t steal your fries, at least not all of them.”

      The knot in her chest loosened. “Yeah… sure.”

      From that moment, lunch wasn’t something she dreaded anymore.

      “You’re quieter than usual,” Peter said now, pulling Silvia out of her thoughts. His truck pulled into her street. Her father had bought a charming house near the center of town, its bright yellow exterior framed by a picket fence and a small, flower-filled garden. The porch, with its rocking chair and wind chimes, gave it more character than the new construction she’d left behind in Boston.

      “Just tired,” she replied. But that wasn’t the whole truth. She was thinking about her mom, whose voice she was beginning to forget.

      “Sometimes I wish I could just talk to her,” Silvia whispered.

      “Your mom?” Peter asked gently.

      She nodded.

      Peter was quiet for a moment, his hands steady on the wheel. Then he said, “You know, when I miss someone, I pray to them. My grandma taught me that. She always said God helps carry your words to the people you love, even if they’re not here anymore.”

      Silvia tilted her head, intrigued. “Pray to them? Like… how?”

      “It’s simple,” Peter explained. “I close my eyes and talk to God first, and then I ask Him to let them hear me. I just say whatever’s on my mind, and in my heart. It’s like trusting that He’s got a way to make the connection.”

      Silvia’s brow furrowed. “You really think it works?”

      Peter smiled, his dazzling blue eyes meeting hers briefly before returning to the road. “It works for me.”

      For the first time that day, Silvia felt a sliver of hope. Maybe, just maybe, her mom could hear her.

      As they pulled up to her house, Peter reached over and gave her hand a gentle squeeze. He told her that he was there for her. And for the first time in a long while, Silvia believed it.
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      Ever since the Liam Watts case had been solved, Hannah O’Doyle had gained everything she had ever wanted in life. Her marriage to Richard had gone back to the way it used to be, and they had opened their home and hearts to a 14-year-old foster child named Kasey. Despite being a teenager, Kasey was the sweetest child that Hannah could have ever imagined. If all went well, and it was something Kasey wanted, Hannah and Richard would soon begin the adoption process.

      The two had discussed at length whether they were in a place to adopt a child, but had ultimately decided it was the right thing to do. They had experienced problems in their marriage before, but that was all behind them now. If anything, the events of the previous year had proven how much they loved each other; Richard had even buried a body to protect her. Occasionally, Richard still had nightmares over the things he had done, but he was seeing a new therapist online and had been making progress.

      They discussed their concerns openly with each other and would never again keep their worries or secrets to themselves, or allow them to fester into hostility. And now they were determined to demonstrate this growth to Louise, their assigned social worker, as she arrived for a routine appointment to check on Kasey.

      Richard greeted Louise at the door, and as he ushered her into the living room, the inviting aroma of freshly baked cinnamon rolls drifted in from the kitchen. Then Hannah, with a warm smile, entered the room and placed the plate of said cinnamon rolls on the table next to a tray of beverages, including coffee and tea.

      “Good morning, Mrs. O’Doyle,” Louise exclaimed, her eyes lighting up at the delightful scent. “These smell heavenly.”

      Hannah gently nudged the plate closer to Louise, urging her to indulge, and then settled into a chair at the table.

      “So, how are things going?” Louise inquired before taking a bite of the cinnamon roll. “Any challenges or concerns?”

      Hannah and Richard exchanged a brief glance and smiled in agreement.

      “We’re happy to report that everything has been going smoothly,” Hannah replied. “Kasey has been an absolute joy to have in our home.”

      “That’s wonderful to hear,” Louise said. “To be honest, Kasey has had a hard time sticking with foster families in the past.”

      “That’s hard to believe, considering how well she’s adjusted here,” added Richard. “She’s already making friends at school and seems to have taken a liking to our town.”

      “That’s fantastic news,” Louise said, taking notes. “Kasey was very excited to move to Blackberry Cove. She must have heard about how nice it is from friends who were also fostered here.”

      “Well, we hope she loves it here as much as we do,” Richard said as he sat down next to Hannah and grabbed her hand. Hannah’s insides warmed with contentment.

      “I’m sure she will,” Louise said. “It’s a lovely place.” Then, she shook her head. “Of course, it’s a terrible tragedy what happened to the Lemay family. Let’s hope they find Thomas soon.”

      “What do you mean?” Hannah asked.

      “You haven’t heard? Thomas Lemay has gone missing.”

      “Oh, how awful,” Hannah said as she put her hands over her mouth and stifled a gasp. “Poor Andrea!”

      “Indeed.”

      “What happened?” Hannah asked.

      “There’s no word on that yet, but let’s hope they find him soon. As you might imagine, there is a lot to be done today. Do you have any questions for me about Kasey?”

      Hannah and Richard exchanged another glance before Richard asked, “We were wondering if we could learn more about Kasey’s biological parents. We want to ensure that there won’t be any unexpected complications or attempts to contact her. We don’t want them trying to take her back in the future.”

      Louise raised an eyebrow. “Rest assured, that won’t be an issue, though I can’t say much more. You understand.”

      Hannah felt a release of tension. The fear of someone taking Kasey away had silently plagued her mind since they welcomed her into their family.

      Louise wiped her mouth with a napkin after finishing her roll and then stood up. “May I speak to Kasey?”

      “I’ll show you upstairs,” Richard said.

      After Louise and Richard disappeared up the staircase, Hannah’s gaze drifted, her thoughts consumed by the news of Thomas Lemay’s disappearance. Despite the contentment she currently felt in her life, this distressing event served as a stark reminder of just how suddenly fragile dreams and happiness can turn to nightmares.
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      As Andrea Lemay sat on the edge of Thomas’s bed, her heart was filled with sorrow. Her home had been engulfed by a sense of despair, unlike anything she had felt before. Thomas had vanished without a trace, leaving behind an aching void in her chest. She had reached out to every possible contact, but there were no leads, no clues to his whereabouts. Desperation etched deep lines on her face as she grappled with the agony of not knowing where her son was. Is he in pain? Is he …?

      With tear-filled eyes, Andrea’s gaze fell upon Thomas’s wardrobe and the hidden compartment within. This closeted spot had always held the key to his secrets, a sacred space where he stashed his most cherished possessions. With trembling hands, she pried open the compartment, revealing a weathered wooden box.

      As she lifted the box from its hiding place, Andrea felt a mix of anticipation and fear. Could there be something in it that might shed light on her son’s disappearance? She knew she had to find out, so she gently opened it and looked inside…

      After scanning the contents, she now realized just how much of a stranger her own son was to her. Horrified, she carefully cradled the box in her arms and made her way downstairs. Her steps were heavy and slow, and the house seemed to echo with emptiness. Then, she stepped into the backyard and found a secluded spot near the old oak tree where she and her husband had once hosted barbecues.

      Digging into the earth with her trembling hands, Andrea created a shallow grave for the box. It was her way of ensuring that no one stumbled upon it and misunderstood Thomas’s intentions. She whispered silent prayers to the wind, asking for guidance and strength to endure this unbearable ordeal.

      With the box safely buried, Andrea’s thoughts turned to her brother, David. They had once been close, but his recent struggles had strained their relationship. Yet, in this desperate moment, she knew she needed him to lean on. She took her phone from her pocket, dialed his number, and held it to her ear.

      “David,” she said, “we need to put our plans on hold.”

      David’s voice slurred slightly on the other end of the line. “Andrea… I… I heard about Thomas. How… how are you holding up?”

      Andrea took a deep breath. “I can’t face this alone. I need your help.”

      After a short pause, David’s shaky voice became clearer. “What can I do?”

      “Frank says he was home alone with Thomas last night, but I’m certain he had company. Will you look into it?”

      The line crackled with silence, and Andrea’s heart sank, realizing that her brother’s addiction had consumed him, rendering him incapable of providing the support she desperately needed. Tears welled in her eyes, but she mustered the strength to continue.

      “David?” she asked. “Will you help me? Please!”

      “Don’t worry… I’ll take care of it,” he said.

      After hanging up, Andrea’s resolve hardened, knowing that the truth she sought would eventually surface. She would go to any lengths to protect her son.
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      Father James stood at the entrance of his church in Blackberry Cove, unlocking the heavy wooden doors with a sense of purpose. This was his opportunity to offer solace and support to the grieving town, to be a beacon of hope in their darkest times. The number of regular attendees had steadily declined over the years, but James believed that moments of tragedy had a unique way of bringing people together.

      After the devastating loss of Clementine Stannard a year earlier, James had witnessed firsthand how the community rallied around each other. Now, with the disappearance of Thomas Lemay, he anticipated a similar response. James had spent the morning cleaning the floors, smoothing out the hymn sheets, and unpacking a box of fresh candles.

      He had called Andrea Lemay to console her, but she hadn’t picked up, so he had left a voicemail telling her to call if she needed anything. They had both been raised in Blackberry Cove and were once close, but they spoke less frequently these days, and James wasn’t convinced that she would return his call.

      Many in town still saw him as the gawky teenager he had been before leaving to pursue his religious studies. Now, at twenty-eight years old, having been back for three years, he felt he had to prove that he was up to the task. Father Melville had been the town’s priest for fifty years, until his death at eighty-eight; the only priest most of the townspeople had ever known. James had to show that he could stand as tall as Father Melville while also setting himself apart.

      As James glanced across the street and saw Sheriff Hunter showing a picture of Thomas to several pedestrians, apparently canvassing for witnesses, he could feel the heartache in the community. They had endured several painful losses in the past year, and the absence of yet another familiar face made their small town feel emptier than ever. The weight of this collective grief had settled in the priest’s stomach, causing a knot of anguish. He couldn’t help but think about how Andrea must be feeling, and it only made his own pain worse.

      When the sheriff approached him, Father James held up his hand. “You don’t need to show me a picture, Sheriff. Everyone here knows Thomas. Haven’t you realized that yet?”

      “Even in a small town, you might not know all of the children.”

      “Thomas and his parents are a few of my remaining regulars, so I know the family well.”

      “How did you know that I was going to ask you about Thomas Lemay?”

      James tilted his head to the side. “Sheriff, we’re all concerned. The news is already on social media.”

      “I don’t have any social media accounts,” the sheriff admitted. “Deputy Chips set up an account for the sheriff’s office. There’s been activity, but unfortunately, no leads or sightings reported.”

      “Sorry to hear that, but there is a resounding confidence within the community that you will locate the boy safely.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “They’re impressed by you, of course. Everyone still talks about how you saved your own daughter and solved the murders last year. The town has slept much more soundly since you became sheriff.”

      “I don’t know for how much longer that will be true.”

      James placed a hand on the sheriff’s shoulder. “Have faith. I’ve been asking everyone to pray for Thomas and his family, and that he will be found.”

      “I don’t think prayers will help get the boy home.”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” James replied. “But that’s not what I meant. I have faith in my town. The community will bring him home. Have you put together a search party?”

      The sheriff nodded. “We have volunteers coming in from departments in nearby towns to help search the woods.”

      “Give me the details and I’ll share them with everyone. We can get the whole town involved.”

      “You think the town would help with the search?”

      Father James sighed. “You still have a lot to learn about this town, Sheriff. The town won’t rest until he’s back home with his parents. I’ll make sure of it.”
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      As Nathan drove back from New York City to Blackberry Cove, he thought about how Isabella had acted on the street in front of her apartment. Traveling that far—just to check on her and make sure she was okay—had seemed romantic to him; certainly not threatening. Yet she had taken a golf club to his car and then tried to hit him with it!

      What is Isabella thinking?! he wondered. She must have some underlying passion for me! She told me to stay away, but women say things they don’t mean all the time. Then Nathan smiled. On his next visit he’d bring his son, Raymond, to see her. It would remind her of the three of them being all together. A real family.

      But when Nathan was only a few miles from Blackberry Cove, he suddenly began to get angry. Who is she to act upset?! I’m the one who’s being hurt! She abandoned me and made me look like a fool! He knew he couldn’t stay mad at her, though; he hurt every day she wasn’t by his side. Being without her had drained him of his confidence. If she only knew how much she was hurting me, she’d come back to me.

      “Nathan!” his father would have said. “A real man doesn’t need a woman to fulfill him! It makes you look weak! You need power so you can’t be hurt!” But no matter how badly he tried to feel the same way as his father, Nathan couldn’t deny the depth of his yearning for Isabella. He craved both the power and the woman.

      Once he arrived in town, Nathan parked outside the police station, where Deputy Chips was standing with Julia Crossman, the new deputy that Sheriff Hunter had hired. Deputy Crossman had grown up in Blackberry Cove. She was short, had a blonde ponytail, and still looked like a child to Nathan; certainly too young to patrol the streets or solve crimes.

      “Hello, deputies!” Nathan called out as he approached the two officers.

      “Afternoon, Mayor,” Deputy Chips responded. “How was your trip to New York?”

      “Fine. Thank you,” Nathan answered. “So, tell me about the case. Did you find the missing boy?”

      Nathan turned to see Sheriff Hunter, who was exiting the police station. “You were in New York?” the sheriff asked.

      Nathan attempted to disguise his irritation at being interrupted. “Yes,” he said abruptly, “I was.”

      “What were you doing there?”

      “Visiting friends.”

      “Did you happen to see Isabella Blake while you were there?”

      “Why would I see her?”

      The sheriff furrowed his brows. “What other friends do you have in New York City? You’ve lived in Vermont your entire life.”

      “I have friends!” Nathan said, placing his hands on his hips. “What business is it of yours, anyway?”

      “I’m just making conversation.”

      “A young boy is missing!” Nathan exclaimed, angry that the sheriff had questioned him about Isabella. “This is hardly the time…”

      “Okay, Mr. Stannard,” the sheriff said. “You’re right. Thomas Lemay is still missing. We haven’t been able to locate him yet, but we’re exploring every avenue.”

      “Is this a kidnapping? Do you have any suspects?”

      “Unfortunately,” the sheriff responded, “we can’t discuss potential suspects with you since it’s an ongoing investigation.”

      “I’m the mayor, dammit!” Nathan exclaimed, stepping closer to the sheriff. “And this is Blackberry Cove!”

      The sheriff crossed his arms. “I know where we are. I was elected sheriff by the people of this town, not by you. I’ll do my job as I see fit.”

      “You still think I had something to do with Anna’s disappearance, don’t you?”

      “This has nothing to do with any other ongoing investigations.”

      “What do you mean by ongoing?”

      “Well, Mister Mayor, it’s no secret, we’re still searching for Anna Jones.”

      “You already destroyed my basement. When will you let it go?”

      “I promise, this isn’t just about you,” the sheriff reassured him. “I’m following proper procedures.”

      “You’ll regret this, Hunter. The town was better off when the mayor and sheriff worked together. You’ll see.”

      “What happened to your car’s hood?” Deputy Crossman interrupted, noticing the dents left by Isabella’s swings.

      Nathan glanced at the damaged hood and quickly came up with an excuse. “I hit a deer,” he said before opening the driver’s side door.

      “Some deer,” he thought
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“HUNTER ELECTED SHERIFF OF BLACKBERRY COVE”

Samantha Gurley, New York Post

Blackberry Cove, VT - Former Boston
detective, Gregg Hunter, is the new sheriff of
Blackberry Cove, afier a special election
brought on by the violent murder of the
town’s former Sheriff, Samuel Johnston.

Hunter’s landslide win comes on the heels
of what Hunter d
reminder that murders and other violent
crimes don’t just happen in big cities; they
can also occur in remote Vermont town:

cribed as a “chilling

Hunter had been thrust into the spotlight last
Autumn after his daughter, Silvia, was
allegedly Kidnapped by Andrew Fury and
Emilie Jones (a.k.a. Rachel Milgram), two
“contract killers,” who were arrested for
their crimes after an apparent vendetta
against Nathan Stannard, the current mayor
of Blackberry Cove.

Reports claim that Jones was convinced
Mayor Stannard killed her mother, Anna—
the mayor’s first wife—and that he had
somehow escaped justice. Determined to
see Stannard held accountable, Jones forced
Hunter into investigating the murder of the
mayor’s sccond wife, Clementine, hoping
that Hunter’s findings would point to
Stannard’s guilt.

But Hunter'’s investigation uncovered the
real killers: Liam Watts, and respected
therapist Dr. Timothy Holst, after Holst
attempted to assault and murder Chloe
Mason, a local resident whose whereabouts
are currently unknown.

Mason is still wanted for questioning in the
death of Dr. Holst, but her actions were
described by Hunter as “committed in self-
" and no charges have been filed
against her.

defense

Though Mayor Nathan Stannard continues
o f
disappearance, no new evidence has
emerged to implicate him. “This witch hunt
needs to stop,” Stannard declared in a recent
statement.

ce scruting over his first  wife’s

Andrew Fury is currently awaiting trial, with
Emilic Jones scheduled to testify against
him. “Cases like this should remind
everyone that nothing stays buried forever,”
Hunter said after the rescue of his daughter.

‘With his appointment as sheriff, Hunter
hopes to restore order to a shaken
community=but with Chloe Mason still
missing and rumors about Mayor Stannard
swirling, Blackberry Cove’s dark secrets may
not stay buried for long.
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