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      A missing husband.

      A frantic wife.

      A long-forgotten killer.

      When US Marshal Mallory Bodine’s brother-in-law disappears, she learns her sister’s life isn’t as idyllic as it appears. Natalie and Doug’s marriage is on the rocks but so is Doug’s job. Rumors of infidelity and corporate espionage muddy the investigation.

      Could Doug have just walked away from it all? Or is something more sinister going on?

      As Mallory digs deeper, she uncovers a disturbing pattern of missing men, cold cases that are suddenly very personal. Has a killer resurfaced?

      Mallory is running out of options and time. Every hour Doug is missing means the trail grows colder. The marshal's office wants her back to work. And a hurricane is bearing down on them that will destroy any evidence.

      It’s do or die. Literally.
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      When Mason’s wife, Anne, entered the room, he closed the checkbook register he’d been working on as subtly as he could. Though panic was making his hands shake and his vision blurry, he didn’t want her to know anything was wrong. Okay, it wasn’t wrong that they had less than two hundred dollars to their names and Anne’s next payday was two weeks away. Being short on funds was simply a fact—an unpleasant one he wanted to avoid.

      So much for being the breadwinner. Currently, Mason wasn’t winning at anything, unless being a loser counted.

      Anne eyed him suspiciously. “Everything okay?” She went to the cabinet next to the kitchen sink and pulled out a travel water bottle then filled it with water from the tap. Her next move would be to leave for work.

      He should have waited until she was gone to look at the finances.

      “Yeah. Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “You’re looking a little sweaty.” She nodded at the sink. “Want some water or something?”

      He had to play it cool and not feed her inklings. Anne was quick, and after a few pointed questions, she would be able to parse out which of Mason’s many failures was eating at him without his ever confessing. And money was the hot button for them. Talking about it was a surefire guarantee they would end up fighting.

      Inevitably, he would be presented with the option of starting a new career or getting a second job. But leaving his career in real estate would just be one more failure.

      Besides, the real estate market was fickle with ups and downs, through no fault of his own. Which meant income had its ebbs and flows too. Currently, the Deckers were in an ebb state. And telling Anne about it was the last thing Mason wanted.

      “Sweaty? Really?” He wiped at his brow, and his fingers came away moist. He had to tell her something, so he went with a half-truth. “I think I’m just worried about this upcoming deal with Daniel Lowe. Nothing I’ve shown him has been up to his standard. He wants it on water, so I show him places on water, but he doesn’t like the trees on the land. So I show him land with fruit trees, but there’s no water. Geographically, I can’t find him what he wants because it doesn’t exist in the commercial real estate market.” Or at least Mason hadn’t found it.

      “It seems the issue is more that he doesn’t know what he wants.”

      Mason nodded. “He says he’ll know it when he sees it. But he knows it needs water and trees.”

      They’d had similar conversations before. Talking about Mason’s client was in the safe zone, as was the weather, local drama and gossip, college and pro football, and Anne’s students.

      Topics not in the safe zone were money; babies; their car, which needed work; why he couldn’t do more around the house, since he had a flexible schedule and she didn’t; the endless amount of paperwork Anne had as a teacher and did at night and over the weekend, for which she was not compensated; the lack of intimacy between them, which always circled back to the baby conversation; and the attitude of each mother-in-law toward the spouse. If it was important to furthering their relationship and happiness, the topic was off the table. With both avoiding confrontation rather than facing it, the strain was tearing them apart.

      Anne twisted the top on her travel bottle then picked up her purse and backpack full of teacher paraphernalia, like her grade book and stacks of paper.

      She paused at the back door, her hand on the knob. “I’m not trying to start a fight.”

      “But?” There was no point in keeping the irritation out of his voice.

      “My dad called and said the sales position was still open and yours if you wanted it.”

      Before he could respond, she closed the door behind her without looking back.

      Mason glanced at the checkbook then buried his head in his hands. Anne telling Mason that her dad said he could work for him selling tractors had led to one of the biggest fights they’d ever had. Mason could only imagine the conversation between Anne and her dad that had led to the initial offer. He would bet there had been many subsequent conversations, which was why the position was still open.

      The whole thing had probably started with a conversation about children. Anne wanted a baby. Mason said they needed to wait until they were more financially sound, keeping the definition of ‘financially sound’ vague. Anne’s parents, Bob and Debbie, wanted grandkids. He was outnumbered. And he was a disappointment. If he took a job working for her dad, he would be a cliché—the washed-up quarterback who’d found success in high school and college only to not find it anywhere else after. Marrying Anne was the best thing he’d ever done.

      All that made scoring the land deal with Lowe essential, as it would ease their money woes considerably.

      He had four land plots set up for them to visit. Maybe that day would be his lucky day.
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      Mallory Bodine clenched her jaw, her gaze bouncing between the mostly dark half-vacant office building across the street and the three monitors before her on the built-in desk inside the van. A smattering of lights lit up the building’s second floor, but the single light on the fourth and top floor was her focus. That was where her target went about his money-laundering and drug-dealing business.

      The fugitive’s business actions were Mallory’s secondary problem. His arrest warrant in a neighboring state was her first and the main purpose for the entire operation.

      And there she was, stuck in the van. She wanted to be out there with the team making their way into the building. But no, her being left behind clearly had to be related to ageism or sexism or some sort of -ism. A few weeks ago, the team had celebrated her fortieth birthday, and now she was stuck in the stakeout van. Coincidence, she thought not. Chuck Sumpter, who was leading the team, was turning forty in a few weeks. Why isn’t he in the van?

      She cut her eyes to the side, where her newly minted boss, Steve Harper, sat with his feet up on the counter that held the monitor, a toothpick in his mouth. He, too, was watching the monitors and probably her. It felt as if he were breathing down her neck.

      “No sign of movement,” she muttered, her eyes glued to the grainy video feed. “It’s very quiet. Too quiet.” Her gut clenched, a surefire sign that her instincts were giving her a warning. She clicked through the cameras they’d installed a week earlier. Nothing looked out of the ordinary. Yet something felt off.

      “Keep your eyes peeled,” Harper said, obviously trying to project an air of authority.

      He was high on the promotion he hadn’t deserved. Rumor was the higher-ups promoted him, knowing he would fail, then they could get rid of him. Stupidest idea ever, in Mallory’s opinion. Until then, she and her coworkers would have to work for him. Worst luck ever.

      For a Tuesday night in early October, the industrial district of Seattle was eerily quiet, the distant hum of interstate traffic the only sound permeating the air. As Mallory continued to scrutinize the warehouse and monitors, trying to figure out what was off, sweat began to bead on her forehead. A hot flash. Perfect timing, of course.

      Mallory rolled her eyes as she grabbed a notepad from the dashboard and began to fan herself furiously. Her doctor said perimenopause was what she was experiencing, and she could expect moments of being out of sorts.

      Being out of sorts was the worst description ever.

      “You finding it hot in here, Bodine?” Harper asked, glancing over at her with a wry grin.

      “Something like that,” Mallory replied tersely. She switched the subject. “Doesn’t this fugitive call his mom every night at the same time?”

      Before Harper could respond, their earpieces crackled with static interference.

      “Status report,” Sumpter barked. “We’ve entered the building and are headed up the north stairs. ETA two minutes.”

      “Still no movement from the fugitive’s floor,” Mallory informed him, her voice tight with irritation. “Nothing popping on the thermal cameras either. Lights on the second floor in a few offices but no bodies. Your entry looks clear.” She adjusted her headset, which was pressing into her ear and adding to her irritation. In her pocket, her cell phone vibrated. Mallory ignored it.

      “Should be easy fishing, then. He’s not expecting a thing.” Sumpter was an arrogant ass.

      Mallory clicked through the cameras again while she reached for the file on their fugitive’s behavior. She plopped it on the desk and flipped to the tab about patterns. She’d been right.

      “Something’s off,” she told Harper. “He always calls his mother at nine.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s seven minutes after. He hasn’t called. Something’s off.”

      Her cell phone had stopped vibrating but started up again. She pulled it from her pocket and slapped it on the table. Her mother’s name was on the screen, which caught her off guard because Cici rarely called and, when she did, it was never midnight Florida time. Dread fluttered in her stomach.

      Both Cici and Mallory’s sister always texted, as they never knew whether Mallory was at work. Mallory hesitated with her finger over the screen as she battled with whether to take the call or send it to voice mail. If she took the call, Harper would probably use that against her. Promising she would call her mom the first chance she got, Mallory sent the call to voice mail. Then she felt sick to her stomach.

      “Seven minutes isn’t that much of a lag,” Harper said, but he was sitting straight up and had moved closer. The tension in the surveillance van was thick. “Maybe his mom had plans tonight. Not everyone is like clockwork like you are, Agent Bodine. People tend to be more flexible.”

      She did not appreciate his characterization of her. Flexible? What does that mean? As far as Mallory was concerned, she was flexible. She was sitting in the van, which was certainly not her first choice of roles for the assignment.

      “What are the odds his mom wasn’t available tonight?” Mallory asked. Every night for the last month, she’d been home.

      Harper took over the mouse and flipped through the cameras. They had three monitors with nine cameras. The video-management software that did the split screen they usually worked with had picked that night to be glitchy.

      That should have been the first omen of the night, Mallory thought. She dialed up her counterparts in the state, requesting extradition. They were supposed to be watching the mom as a precaution.

      As she listened to the endless ringing, her call going unanswered, a second wave of unease washed over her. Her mom calling; the fugitive not calling his mom; the agents on the other end not answering—too much was off. She caught sight of something on the edge of the screen glowing orange as Harper clicked over.

      “Go back.” She hung up the phone.

      She needed the stakeout to wrap up right then.

      Because Harper wasn’t moving fast enough for her liking, Mallory took the mouse from him. She clicked through the screens quickly to get a feel for which camera she’d seen the image on, and once she figured it out, she moved to the next one in the sequence, knowing if she’d seen a person, they would have to cross that camera at some point as well.

      “I saw something. A person, likely.” She stopped on the screen. “Look. There.” She pointed at the edge of the monitor, where a slight blur was cast across the floor. “See that? That’s the thermal imaging picking up something. The person knows where the cameras are and is staying out of view.”

      “Team leader, be advised,” Harper said into the headset but paused to look at Mallory’s suddenly vibrating phone. He glanced at her and raised an eyebrow.

      That was Cici’s third call. Something bad had happened. Mallory’s mind raced with the possibilities. Cici was no spring chicken, and it seemed the older she got, the more adventurous she became. But if something were wrong with Cici, Natalie would be calling.

      Instantly, worry consumed her. She was afraid something awful had happened to her sister or one of her children. Mallory’s brain refused to even consider a situation in which her niece or one of her nephews was hurt.

      Harper cleared his throat and clicked on his mic. “Be advised. We have an unidentified person in the…”

      “South.” She blinked several times to clear her vision, keeping her focus on the screen.

      “South stairwell.”

      Static came over the headset. “Doubtful it has anything to do with us.”

      Mallory wanted to slap herself and Sumpter upside the head—herself for accepting the position on the same team with him and him for being such an ignoramus.

      She clicked on her mic. “Sumpter, the fugitive is dead, and this person is our first suspect.”

      “You can’t know that. I’ll send Murphy and Kimble down to check them out.”

      “Sumpter, the fugitive hasn’t called his mom. He always calls his mom, and this unknown will be out the door and a block away before you get down the stairs.” Mallory canceled Cici’s call one more time and stood. She knew Sumpter would ignore her and send Murphy and Kimble anyway.

      “You going somewhere, Marshal Bodine?” Harper asked. “Maybe got some personal business that can’t wait?”

      She hated the tone in his voice, which was snide and mocking. Has he never been in the same situation? On a stakeout and getting a personal call? Probably not. Men like Harper didn’t have families. They were hatched from eggs.

      She strapped on her gun. “Yeah, I’m going to catch this unknown, then I’m going to call my mom and find out what’s going on. When Murphy or Kimble come through the door, send them my way, will ya? I’ll be by the south-stairs exit.”

      She eased open the van door and stepped out. Fortunately for her, they’d parked on the east side of the building, with easy viewing of both the north and the south exits. The unknown was going to walk right into her arms.

      She pulled up Cici’s name in her text messages and whispered a dictation. “I’ll call you in five. Sorry.”

      Her phone chimed with a text from Cici.

      
        
          
            
              
        Doug is missing. It’s been 24 hours. I’m scared.

      

      

      

      

      

      Mallory sucked in a breath. Doug was her sister’s husband of sixteen years and her boyfriend for the four years before that. He was just as much family as any of them. Missing? She hadn’t seen that coming.

      Tucking her phone into her back pocket, she told herself to focus on the job. Clinging to the shadows, Mallory crept toward the exit as fast as she could while keeping as silent as possible.

      Missing? Mallory didn’t like the next thought. Or took off?

      She’d seen it before. Men who just got tired of being husbands and fathers just took off and started over with different lives. Doug had never seemed the type, but neither did the other guys

      Focus!

      Mallory crouched against the building, using the corner of it to give her cover. The exit door eased open quietly, and she knew the hinges had been oiled. This had been planned. Their glitch with the video-management software hadn’t been a fluke. Someone knew the marshals would be there. Why strike tonight, though? Because we’re here? To make us look like fools? That didn’t seem like a good enough reason, as the risk of being caught was too high.

      Or maybe the unknown had picked that place to do his deed for the same reasons the marshals had—quiet streets, quiet building, little collateral. The only danger to the unknown were the marshals, and they’d almost missed him entirely.

      A broad-shouldered person stepped out, wearing a sweatshirt with the hood pulled up.

      He hit the pavement and eased the door closed, keeping his body angled toward the surveillance van.

      Mallory stood slowly, her shadow hidden by the building. She’d already eased her firearm from her hip holster, so she took aim and calmly said, “Freeze. US Marshal.”

      There was one streetlight, which cast a yellow glow near where they were standing. But neither of them was in the light. He couldn’t make out details about her, and she couldn’t about him, except that he’d straightened in surprise and hadn’t done as she’d requested. Instead, he’d shifted his weight to his back leg, and Mallory knew then he was going to run.

      She seriously did not have time for that. She had to call her mom and her sister.

      He paused for a second then took off running.

      “Dang it,” she said then went after him. Mallory might have been forty, but she still had her long legs and speed. Running had been how she’d worked out all her perimenopause frustrations.

      While running, she holstered her gun. Mallory caught up quickly, then leaped onto his back and took him down. They hit the ground with a thud and curses. He tried to buck her like a horse. Mallory was quicker to recover and managed to keep him on his stomach so that she could straddle him across his back. She pulled his arms behind him and cuffed him. The whole sequence happened in mere seconds.

      “I did say freeze.”

      A scuffle of running feet came up behind her, and seconds later, she was joined by Murphy and Kimble.

      “Nice,” Kimble said.

      Mallory pushed off the individual and stood then helped the hooded man get to his feet.

      “What did I do?” he protested.

      “You ran,” she said and handed him over to her colleague. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to call home.”

      She stepped away but not before hearing Kimble say to her suspect, “Am I going to find a ligature in your pocket? Strangling a man at his desk. I bet he didn’t see you coming.”

      Knowing she would likely get reprimanded for stepping away to make a personal call, Mallory decided she didn’t care. Heck, she’d caught the guy fleeing, and the team upstairs were covering that scene. She could fill out the paperwork later.

      She dialed her mom’s number.

      Cici answered on the first ring. “Mal.” She sniffed, and her voice sounded strangled, a sure sign she’d been crying. “She’s sitting in her closet with the door closed. I can’t get her to come out.”

      Natalie was hiding, refusing to face what was in front of her. There had only been one other time her sister had hidden. Not when Nora got her autism diagnosis, not when Whit was born premature and was in the NICU, but the day they learned their father had died.

      “I’m coming home. Tell Nat I’m on my way.”
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      Having caught the red-eye, Mallory pulled into her sister’s driveway in central Florida early the next morning, weary from the flight and lack of sleep. But there would be no time to rest. Mallory already felt as if they were eons behind where they should have been in a missing persons case. For the entire flight, she’d run through all the possible scenarios of why Doug had vanished, and the ones that were plausible, she did not like. She’d been in law enforcement for sixteen years, and all the cases with terrible outcomes were coming to mind, so she hoped that was what was skewing her perspective and killing her hope. Any scenario other than Doug’s coming home alive and well, she would not accept. Of course, if he didn’t want to come home, that was a different story.

      The morning sun cast a warm glow on her sister’s one-story ranch house, making the white paint shimmer like porcelain. Outside, everything was calm and looked perfectly ordinary. The weather was mild for fall—enjoyable, even. Yet inside her sister’s house, turmoil was brewing. Everything was upside down. Natalie would be putting on a brave face for the kids when she had to but was keeping it together with bubble gum and duct tape.

      Mallory rapped on the front door and waited for someone to answer.

      Her mother was the first to greet her, whipping open the door. “Oh, Mal, I’m glad you’re here.” She looked over Mallory’s shoulder before stepping aside to let her in. Cici’s smile was forced, but relief filled her eyes. Her hands were full of lunchboxes and backpacks, and she set them against the wall near the door for a quick pickup when they exited. She waved Mallory in.

      Mallory knew her mom was hoping she’d brought a miracle with her and somehow had already found Doug on her way there. “I’m alone. I’m good but not that good. I called Bo to let him know I was in town, and he’ll be stopping by to give me the rundown.”

      Cici gestured for Mallory to keep her voice down. “The kids know something is going on but aren’t sure what. We don’t want to worry them. We told the two youngest that Dad was on a trip.”

      Mallory bit her tongue. She wanted to tell her mother that by not saying something, they were worrying the kids. But Mallory saved that fight for later. The house was uncharacteristically quiet, with only the sounds of Bob Barker’s The Price Is Right on in the background. Standing in front of the TV was her niece, Nora. Over her school clothes, she was wearing a plaid suit jacket that hung to her knees. She stared at the TV, intently focused.

      “Oh, looks like you lost, Wilma,” Bob Barker said as he patted a woman on her shoulder. “Too bad. Maybe you’ll do better when you spin for the showcase showdown.” He gave the woman a gentle push to leave the stage.

      Nora turned to her younger brother, Whitman, who was sitting on the couch, eating dry cereal from a bowl while watching the TV and his sister.

      “Too bad,” she said, mimicking Bob.

      On her last phone call with Natalie, her sister had mentioned Nora’s latest obsession was The Price Is Right, with only Bob Barker as the host, and whether fortunately or not, the show streamed twenty-four hours. Nora went through phases when she got stuck on one thing. Though her true loves that never wavered were stars and space. But she already knew everything about that, so pop-up obsessions occurred. Natalie liked to say they were trending today and gone tomorrow. Nora’s past fixations had been pirates, airplanes, whales and dolphins, bears, Pokémon, and eventually, Bob.

      “Hey, sweet faces,” Mallory said as she went to them. She took turns pulling each of them into a hug. Whit melted into her. Nora let her hug her but watched the TV over her shoulder.

      “Three hundred ninety wins,” Nora said. She met Mallory’s gaze when she pulled back.

      Nora clarified, “They all overbid. Except three ninety. Three ninety is on the money.”

      Mallory glanced at the show and sure enough, a bell chimed, and people started to bounce with excitement.

      “There’s a crisp hundred-dollar bill in this pocket,” Nora said. She turned her body so that Mallory had access to her right-side pocket. She looked at Mallory, waiting patiently for her to dig into the pocket. On the TV, a woman was digging into Bob’s pocket for her own crisp hundo.

      “Don’t worry,” Whit said. “It’s not a real hundred-dollar bill.” He slid off the couch. “It must be bad if you’re here.” He was the youngest of the three, had a Mensa-level IQ, and wasn’t one for mincing words. Once, in the Target restroom, having been forced to go into the stall with Natalie, he told her she had a big butt and that thirty minutes of focused exercise would be good for her, according to the latest recommendations from doctors. He’d been three at the time.

      While reaching into the sports jacket’s pocket, Mallory said, “Things aren’t as bad as you think. They just needed a smart adult in the room, and that’s me.” She gave him a wink.

      Whit liked jokes that poked fun at people for not being smart. It wasn’t easy being the smartest and quirkiest person in the room nearly every time.

      Mallory pulled out a fake yet crisp hundred-dollar bill, surprised. She smiled at Nora. “What should I do with it?”

      Deadpan, Nora said, “Don’t spend it in one place.” Then she returned her focus to the show, sliding onto the couch.

      Whit picked up Nora’s empty cereal bowl and turned like he was going to the kitchen. “Mom has a tray on the counter. You can put it there. Nora will collect more when she needs them.”

      Curious, Mallory asked, “Who would have pulled out the money had I not been here?”

      “Me,” Whit said matter-of-factly.

      She followed him into the kitchen, where CiCi was putting dishes in the dishwasher.

      Mallory stripped out of her jacket and draped it over the barstool, revealing her gauzy blouse and her gun in its shoulder holster. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail. “Nat in her room?”

      “You can’t have that thing in here. It’ll freak the kids out.” She pointed her chin at Mallory’s gun. “And yes, she came out briefly to talk to the kids.”

      “Doesn’t freak me out,” Whit chimed in. “Aunt Mal knows how to use it. It’s the goofballs that scare me.” He turned to his aunt. “Mom said she was getting dressed, but I think she’s back in the closet.” He didn’t miss a thing.

      Cici gave his shoulder a squeeze. “I bet she’s taking a shower. I’ll drive you to school in a bit. Tell Nora to get ready. Just need to find Cy and make sure he’s ready. His ride will be here any minute.”

      Mallory caught sight of Cy through the kitchen window. He was standing alone in the front yard, his shoulders hunched and anger radiating off him like a heatwave. She knew that look—she’d worn it herself many times over the years. She gestured to the window. “Must have snuck out while we weren’t looking.”

      “He’s having a hard time.” Cici sighed. “Poor kid.”

      “Leave Cy to me, Mom,” Mallory requested, already heading for the door. “I’ll talk to him.”

      The door clicked shut behind her as she made her way to her teenage nephew. He was taller than she remembered, his sandy hair a wild mess. He glanced over his shoulder at her when the door had closed. The anger in his blue eyes was unmistakable, even at a distance.

      “Hey, Cy,” Mallory said softly. She wished she’d taken off her gun. “How ya holding up?”

      He looked away, his jaw clenched, and didn’t answer for a moment. Then after taking a deep breath, he finally spoke. “I want to know what’s happening with Dad. Nobody will tell me anything.”

      Mallory studied her nephew’s face, seeing the strain of worry etched across his features. “Ask me anything. I’ll do my best to give you answers. I haven’t been briefed yet, but I can tell you what I know. Bo should be here soon, and after he leaves, I’ll know more, so when you get home, I can fill you in.”

      Cy gulped, struggling to find the words that had clearly been burning inside him for days. “Did Dad leave us? You can tell me. I’m not a baby,” he blurted, his voice cracking.

      Mallory could see the desperation in his eyes, pleading for some semblance of truth. She moved in closer, coming to stand beside him, and flung an arm around his shoulders. She’d learned that being directly across from a person in a turbulent state felt confrontational to most, and Cy was presenting that way. “You know you are your momma’s baby. Always will be. That’s why she’s not telling you anything. She wants to protect you,” she said softly. “Did your dad leave? I’ll be straight with you. I don’t know. But I’m going to find out.”

      Cy stiffened. It was important to keep him talking, to get any information that might help her unravel the mystery of Doug’s disappearance.

      “Right now, I’m in the fact-gathering stage,” she continued, her voice steady and reassuring. “Is there anything you want to tell me? Anything you thought was weird with your dad or your parents? Something that might make your dad want to leave?”

      Cy stared at the ground, scuffing the toe of his sneaker into the dew-damp grass, as he leaned against her, seeming to draw comfort from her side hug. He took a deep breath before looking back up at Mallory, resignation in his eyes. “I don’t know if this means anything, but... Dad seemed really stressed lately. And he and Mom were low-key fighting.”

      She figured “low-key” meant they were trying to hide it from the kids. “More than usual?”

      “Felt like it.”

      “Anything specific?” Mallory probed gently, trying not to push him too hard.

      “Money, mostly,” Cy admitted. “And... something about therapy?”

      “Therapy? For real?” Natalie hadn’t mentioned it.

      “On God, came out of nowhere.”

      Mallory filed away that tidbit of information. Everything was a piece of the puzzle, one that could lead them closer to finding Doug. “Thanks for telling me, Cy. Every little bit helps. Was he doing anything new or different?”

      “I guess,” he mumbled. “He was missing things like games and not coming home for dinner.”

      Before Cy had gone to high school, Doug was always one of the coaches for Cy’s teams. Missing games wasn’t like Doug.

      Cy cleared his throat. “I think he was drinking. He hadn’t done that before. Promise me you’ll find him, Aunt Mal,” Cy implored, his voice wavering slightly. “Even if he did leave us, he’s still my dad, and I want to know he’s okay.”

      Ugh, this kid. He was breaking her heart. If Doug had left, she was going to crack him upside the head with her gun for putting his kids through so much pain. “I promise,” Mallory vowed, her eyes never leaving Cy’s. “We’re going to get through this, all of us. This whole thing is a mess. No doubt about it. But we’re going to figure it out, okay? You’ve got me and your grandma on your side, and we’re not going to let you down.”

      “Thanks, Aunt Mal,” he murmured, offering her a small, grateful smile.

      “Anytime, kiddo.” She ran her fingers through his curly hair to help it lie flat.

      The distant rumble of an approaching car signaled the arrival of Cy’s ride to school. Mallory gave his shoulders an extra squeeze before letting go. “Now, go on. Get to school. Call me if you need anything.”

      Mallory liked that Cy was hung up on thinking his dad might have left them. She didn’t want Cy to get stuck on the other worse option. Doug could be dead. That possibility was a mountainous weight pressing on her.

      She gave Cy a wave as the car full of teens drove off.

      “All right, Doug,” she murmured, staring into the distance. “Where the hell are you?” No matter where he was or what he was hiding, she wouldn’t let him slip through the cracks.

      The opening of the front door drew her attention, and Cici came out with the littles, ushering them to her car. Nora was still wearing her sports jacket, her long hair pulled into a clip at the base of her neck. Whit was wearing suspenders and a bow tie. He carried a leather messenger bag instead of a backpack.

      Nora made it to the back passenger door first and flung it open. As she pulled herself into the back seat, she said to her brother, “I have an empty spot here, John. How about you tell me who the next contestant is?”

      Cici swooped in and helped Nora get in the car. “You are the next contestant, Nora Edwards. Put your seat belt on before we’re late.”

      “I can’t be the next contestant, Mimi. I’m Bob,” Nora said while settling into the seat.

      “My bad. Sorry, Bob.” Cici dropped a kiss on Nora’s nose then started for the driver’s seat.

      Mallory made sure they were buckled in before shutting the door, her heart aching over the confusion and fear they must have been feeling. She gently grabbed her mom’s arm before she could get into the car. The kids were shut out of their conversation.

      “Cici,” Mallory said, searching her mother’s face for answers. “What do you know?”

      “Nothing,” Cici insisted, her voice trembling. “There was nothing. Everything was normal.”

      Mallory clenched her fists, irritation simmering beneath the surface. In every case, one person tried to keep everything smooth, no rough waters. Their denial was a large barrier to the investigation. Cici was that person. “C’mon, Mom. This is not the time to bury your head in the sand. Was Doug drinking? Running around on Nat?”

      “Of course not! I would tell you if I knew something like that,” Cici snapped, her words coming out more defensively than she’d probably intended.

      But Mallory could tell her mother was holding something back—likely protecting Natalie. It was written all over her face, in the tight lines around her eyes and the way she’d shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

      Her mother finally met her eyes, the corners of her lips pressed together in a tight line. “Doug... He just seemed so... normal. I don’t know what else to tell you, Mal.”

      “Normal?” Mallory asked, incredulous. “A man doesn’t just vanish into thin air, Cici. There has to be something, anything, that might give us a clue as to where he is.”

      Cici shook her head, her expression pained. “I don’t know, honey. I really don’t.”

      “All right,” Mallory said, forcing herself to remain calm. It wasn’t fair to take her frustration out on her mother. If only she knew how important time was. “Just... think about it, okay? If you remember anything or if you noticed anything that seems off, let me know immediately. We have a ticking clock here. You get that, right? So keeping things to yourself could actually impede the investigation.”

      Without waiting for a response, Mallory stepped back and watched as Cici climbed into the driver’s seat. Her mother gripped the steering wheel so tightly that her knuckles turned white.

      As the car pulled away, Mallory thought of the tumultuous road ahead for them. She’d tracked people before, probing into the private lives of strangers. Next, she would be scrutinizing her family and looking into every nook and cranny of their lives.

      As she turned to head back inside, a gust of wind sent leaves skittering across the pavement, their brittle edges scraping against the concrete. The sound was eerie, a reminder of how fragile life could be—and how easily one man’s disappearance could shatter the lives of those left behind.
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      Back inside, Mallory found her sister in her walk-in closet, among her dresses and pants. She sat with her back against the wall and her legs pulled up, her chin resting on her knees. Across from her were Doug’s clothes. Natalie stared at them.

      Mallory sat next to her and took a similar position. In the hours after they found out their father had died in a car accident, the house had become chaotic and loud. Mostly, people came to support Cici, but they were also there to gather info for gossiping. Natalie and Mallory had been in high school at the time, and everyone expected them to handle it like adults. After all, they looked like adults. But when a child lost a parent, they would always be a child, regardless of age. And the pressure of expectation on how they should react had been too much for Natalie. She’d disappeared into her room, and Mallory had found her tucked in her closet, hidden among the clothes.

      “What could I have done differently?” Natalie mumbled.

      “Don’t think about the past. Think about now, tomorrow. And for a start, you could come out and join us in the main part of the house.” Mallory knew that wasn’t what Natalie was saying. She also knew by her sister’s statement alone that Natalie believed Doug had abandoned them.

      Natalie said nothing.

      Mallory continued, “Why do you think Doug left?”

      “Because only one in twenty thousand people are victims of homicide. Only one percent of missing adults are homicide victims. The remaining ninety-nine percent either come home or stay missing forever. You know how I know those facts? My sister is in law enforcement. She’s told them to me a million times.”

      And when Mallory had told those stats to Natalie, it was to comfort her. But they were haunting her.

      “Well, your sister sounds lame. And there are lots of factors to consider with those stats.”

      “Nope. I don’t want to hear it. If Doug’s been killed in an accident or something, I would know. They would have found him by now.”

      Not necessarily. But Mallory didn’t say that. Natalie’s headspace was about being abandoned. As minutes ticked by, she would move out of that into another stage, all based on how the events of the future unfolded. “Okay, so maybe Doug left. You can’t keep saying he’s on a trip, and do you plan to stay in here forever? Your kids need you.”

      “I know. It looks like I’m hiding, but I’m actually getting my thoughts together. Trying to figure out what to do from here. I need to be calm for the kids. I don’t want to freak them out any more than they already are.”

      “Knowing you’re in here is freaking them out. Whit knows, you know. I’m sure he’s talked to Cy.” Mallory kept her voice neutral and not accusatory because she wasn’t faulting her sister for anything, just sharing the facts. “He said to me it must be really bad if I’m here.”

      Tears rolled down Natalie’s face. “He’s not wrong.”

      Mallory leaned toward her sister and rested her head against hers. “I got you, you know. You aren’t doing this alone. You have me and Cici.”

      “Doesn’t it kinda feel like when Dad died? Aunt DeDe swooped in like you have and picked up all the pieces. She kept Mom together.” Natalie sucked in a shaky breath. “I don’t want to be a single mom. You know how hard it was on Mom, and I have three kids, one with special needs. Doug balanced me out with them. We were a good team.”

      “I know this is hard, and I know you’re scared. I’m scared. We all are. Everything is upside down. But if you do some of the things you normally do, it helps with feeling normal. It’s like an anchor of sorts.”

      A faint chime rang through the house. Mallory barely heard it from where they were.

      “Doorbell,” Natalie said.

      “Bo is here. You think you can meet us in the kitchen? You won’t be able to be idle in this. I’m going to need your help.” Mallory shifted, moving to a position to get up, but watched her sister before moving any further.

      Natalie wiped her eyes and cheeks one at a time by rubbing them across each knee. “Can I splash my face first?” Something crossed her face, a shift from adrift to purposeful. Giving Natalie a job would be essential, and the instant change of her sister’s mood told Mallory just how much that was true.

      Mallory hugged her sister, squeezing her tightly. “What does ‘on God’ mean?”

      Natalie gave a chuckle. “I swear to God.”

      “Kids are weird.”

      “No cap,” Natalie said. “That means totally true.”

      A person needs an urban dictionary to understand kids these days. Jeez, she sounded old just thinking that.

      When the bell chimed again, she got up and went to answer it.

      “Hey, Mallory,” Bo said. He stood with his head slightly ducked and his feet apart. He wore his uniform like a second skin, the starched fabric hugging his muscular frame, the badge gleaming on his chest. As put together as he presented, he looked too tired for the early-morning house call. His short hair managed to look mussed, and dark circles were blooming under his eyes. He handed her a manila folder.

      “Bo.” Mallory smiled. She stepped out, pulling the door closed behind her, then gave him a quick hug before she snatched the folder out of his hand. That was what she liked about Bo. He didn’t waste time or mince words. Having him run the investigation to find Doug gave her a certain peace of mind she typically didn’t have on the job when working with other law enforcement. But Bo, she trusted him.

      “Got some preliminary info for you,” Bo said as he watched her open it. “It’s not much, to be honest.”

      “Thanks,” she murmured, flipping through the few pages included. Bo had personally taken witness statements from Bucky, Doug’s best friend, and Matt, Doug’s supervisor, Natalie, and Cici, and written notes recounting what the kids had said. There was a timeline. It was all there, laid out in cold, clinical detail. But what was missing was something more elusive: the motive. What drove Doug to abandon his family? Was it something he did or something that had been done to him?

      “Bucky doesn’t seem to have a lot to say.” The statement was just one page. Doug came to work, did his work, and left work a few hours early because he was upset about being passed over for a promotion.

      “Promotion?”

      “Apparently, this is the second time he was passed up. Which is why Bucky said Doug was pissed. You going to go out and interview them some more?”

      She nodded. “Just to get a feel. And you know how this goes. Sometimes a second conversation reveals more.” She knew he wouldn’t be offended, like she was checking his work.

      “Good. I think Buck was pulling his punches with me.”

      “How so?”

      “He didn’t seem worried. Either he knows where Doug is, or he knows why he left.” Bo grimaced. “Sorry. I know we’re talking about family
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