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“When it was evening, after sunset, they brought to him all who were ill or possessed by demons. The whole town was gathered at the door.”

—Mark 1:32
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PART 1




Chapter 1



Demons come out at night.

I’d known that since I learned to talk. I remember this because I watched my first horror movie when I was three. Scared the crap out of me. Most fun ninety minutes I’d ever had in my young life. But the information was clear. The night was a bad and scary place. Everything came out at night: vampires, monsters, ghosts, and especially demons.

It was not a good time to be alone, which was why, when my parents suggested that at age twelve I was old enough to babysit my younger brother Tim, who was ten, and my little sister Egg, who was eight, I told them it was a bad idea. Too many monsters.

But they assured me it would be okay. They were only going to be gone for one hour, just down the road at the Andersons for a brief party, because Emma Anderson, their daughter, was leaving for Europe for the summer, and they wanted to celebrate. Tracy, our usual babysitter, had canceled at the last minute. She said she was sick. Dad said she had a hot date.

“Can’t they have the party earlier?” I asked. “Why does it have to be at nine? It’s dark.”

Mom didn’t know why it was at 9:00, but it was. Something about accommodating Emma’s brother’s work schedule.

I protested, but they assured me everything would be fine. They gave me their cell phone number and promised they’d be back by 10:00, or at least before 11:00.

They were gone for just fifteen minutes when we heard the knock at the front door. All of us froze. Who could it be?

“Don’t open the door,” Egg said. “We’re not supposed to open the door to strangers.”

My sister’s name was Elyse. But we called her “Egg.” My dad said when Elyse was a baby, she had a head that was shaped like an egg. He started calling her Egg, and the name stuck. It was a name she liked, and while she was Elyse at school, at home, she was Egg. 

Another knock, and this time the knock was followed by a voice.

“Hello? Is anybody home? I need some help.”

It was a man’s voice.

Tim, Egg, and I stood in the living room far away from the front door, frozen in fear. I wished at the moment I could have heard the man approaching, because I would have shut all the lights off and pretended we weren’t home.

“Listen,” the man said. “I’ve had a car accident. I’m okay, but I don’t have a cell phone, and I want to call AAA to have my car towed. Could I use your phone please?”

“Call Mom and Dad. Find out what they want us to do,” Tim suggested to me.

“I know what they want us to do. Not answer the door!” I said.

“Do you think he’s hurt?” Egg asked.

“I don’t care if he’s hurt,” I said, and it was true. “I just want him to go away, so everybody shut up and be quiet, and he’ll go away when he realizes we’re not home.”

The man knocked again. This time it was a heavier and louder knock.

Egg yelped.

“Will you shut up?” I said.

“I can’t help it. I’m scared,” she said.

Tim put his finger to his lips. “Shh.”

“Is anyone home?” The man asked again. “I need help.”

We said nothing.

Go away, I thought.

“Damn it! I’m bleeding!” the man said.

“He’s bleeding,” Egg whispered.

“I don’t care,” I said.

“You’re mean,” Egg said.

“You’re stupid!” I shot back.

She hit me, and without thinking, I shoved her. She fell backward and landed on the floor on her butt with a loud thud. She screamed and started to cry.

“Hello? Hello?” the man said. “Is anyone in there?”

“Now you’ve gone and done it! He heard you! Now he knows we’re here!” I accused.

Egg cried even more.

“Stop crying, you little shit!” I said.

“You’re the idiot who pushed her,” Tim said.

Things were going from bad to worse, and I wasn’t helping matters. I knew this babysitting thing wasn’t a good idea.

“I can hear you inside,” the man said. “I just need to use your phone. Look, I can hear kids. Are you home alone, is that it? Is that what’s going on? Are you kids home alone?” That question made me feel very uncomfortable.

“Don’t say a word,” I told Tim and Egg, and I meant it. I mouthed “I’m sorry” to Egg and helped her up. “Please stop crying.”

“Look, if you’re home alone, I don’t need to come in. I just need to call AAA. Maybe you can call for me?” the man asked. “Look, I’m bleeding out here. Maybe you could just call 911 for me and send the police over here. Could you do that for me? Call 911?”

“We can do that, can’t we?” Tim asked. “Call the police? What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing, but I just don’t want to talk to him. If he knows we’re in here alone, he could break in before the police get here,” I said.

He knocked yet again.

“Please?” he asked. “Please? I’m starting to feel dizzy.”

There was something sad in his voice, and he really did sound like he was hurting.

“Where did Mom put the phone?” I asked.

Tim pointed toward the front door.

“Are you kidding me?” I huffed in disgust.

Mom had left the cell phone on the end table by the front door.

“No way,” I said. “If I get the phone, he’ll hear me.”

“Not if you tiptoe,” Egg whispered.

“Calling 911 is actually a good idea,” Tim said. “I think you should do it.”

“Why doesn’t he just go away?” I said. “I think I should call Mom and tell her. She’ll know what we should do.”

“Why not just call 911?” Tim asked.

“I don’t know, but Dad’s always saying that people call 911 for everything, and it should only be used for emergencies,” I said.

“Isn’t this an emergency?” Tim asked.

“I don’t know, but if Mom and Dad were home, they’d be talking to this man face to face, and they’d know if it were an emergency or not. I just want to call Mom first and see what she says.”

But first, I waited and hoped that maybe the man had left. We didn’t hear him anymore. I took Egg’s advice and tiptoed toward the end table by the door and grabbed the phone.

I pressed the “on” button.

“Hello?” the man shouted.

I whirled around and saw a gray-bearded old man face peering through my front window. I shrieked and jumped backward, causing Egg and Tim to cry out as well.

“Good boy,” the man said through the window with a nod, and I could see the blood dribbling down the side of his face from his forehead. “You’ve got the phone. Will you call 911 for me, please? Don’t be afraid. I’m going to stay right out here.”

“I know you are,” I said. My whole body trembled. And for a moment, I forgot which speed-dial number was Mom and Dad’s.

“It’s number one, stupid!” I told myself. “Just punch one.”

I heard a noise, and I looked back at Tim and Egg, seeing what was standing behind them.

And that’s when I dropped the phone.


Chapter 2



Police Chief Tom Anderson couldn’t take his eyes off the doorknob. He turned to the parents, his friends, Josh and Lynn Holcomb.

“I’ve called the FBI,” Tom said to them.

“You think they were kidnapped?” Lynn asked.

“I don’t know,” Tom answered. “But they’re not here, and the sooner we call in the experts, the sooner we’re going to find them.”

“I thought you and your officers were the experts,” Josh said.

“Come on, Josh, we’re not that kind of law enforcement agency. There’s no need for it in Miller Falls, you know that. Look, I called the state police, and since this involves missing children, they referred me to the FBI.”

Tom again looked at the doorknob to the Holcomb front door. He oversaw three competent officers, but complicated crime scenes weren’t for them. They were out of their league. He didn’t want to admit it, but he was out of his as well, having only been on the job for six short months. He’d joined the force eleven years ago and had worked his way up to George Morgan’s main deputy. When George had retired after serving thirty-five years on the force, Tom was the logical man to take over the position.

At thirty-three, Tom was a confident lawman. But in the small town of Miller Falls, New Hampshire, they just didn’t have serious crimes, not with a population of 850 residents. As much as he didn’t want it to be so, he had the gnawing feeling inside his gut that what he was looking at inside the Holcomb home right now was a serious crime scene.

“Don’t touch anything, okay?” Tom said. “We need to dust everything for prints.”

“So, what are you saying happened here?” Josh asked. “Where are our kids?”

“I don’t know where they are,” Tom answered. “I suggest we sit in your living room and go over things again.”

“We’ve already done that,” Josh said, his voice full of frustration. “We need to get out there and look for them.”

“Officers Pete and Tracy are out there even as we speak,” Tom said

“I appreciate that, but two officers are hardly what I call a search party,” Josh said. “We need to organize volunteers. My kids are missing, damn it!”

“We’ll do all that, but first we have to decide once and for all if they are really missing. For God’s sake, Josh, we haven’t even done that yet. It’s only been an hour since you called me.”

“They’re not here, Tom! Where the hell do you think they went? Out for a walk?” Josh asked. “And if you don’t think they’re missing, why the hell did you call the FBI?”

“Because your children are not here, and the sooner we get the ball rolling, the better. However, and I know this sounds wrong, we need to keep cool heads about this and think this through, just in case we’ve missed something. Now, tell me again exactly what happened here earlier tonight.”

“We don’t know what happened here. That’s why we called you!” Josh yelled.

“Josh, please,” Lynn said to her husband. She turned to Tom. “We went out to the Andersons’ for Emma’s going-away party. We were only there an hour.”

“What time was that?” Tom asked.

“We left just before nine and got back about ten-thirty,” Lynn said.

“What happened when you returned?”

“It’s like we said. We came in and the house was empty,” Lynn said. “The kids were gone.”

“And you said the front door was still locked?” Tom asked.

“Yes,” Josh answered. “And the chain was on.”

“If the chain was on, how did you get in?” Tom asked.

Lynn answered, “I can fit my hand through. Tiny wrists.”

“Do you leave the kids home alone often?” Tom asked.

“No. Tonight was the first time,” Lynn said.

“Now, it’s quite possible that they’re just being mischievous kids, and they’re outside playing somewhere,” Tom suggested.

“At eleven-thirty at night? I don’t think so,” Josh said.

“They might have gotten lost. It’s possible that Pete and Tracy might radio in that they’ve found them wandering around out there,” Tom said. “I mean, there’s no sign of a struggle here, or that there was any foul play.”

“Our kids would never leave the house on their own!” Lynn said.

Tom shook his head. “Lynn, I know you have good kids, but kids are kids. You never know what they’re capable of.”

“I’m telling you, I know my kids! They wouldn’t have wandered out in the middle of the night!” Lynn said.

“So, let’s assume there was foul play involved,” Tom said. “I’ve looked the entire house over, as have both of you. Nothing looks out of place. They couldn’t have simply vanished. So, what happened?”

“Stop asking that question!” Josh roared. “We don’t know what the hell happened! That’s why we called you!”

Tom said nothing, and the room fell silent.

“Are you telling me the truth?” Tom asked. “Were the kids gone when you got back?”

“What the hell kind of a question is that?” Josh asked.

“I have to ask,” Tom said.

“You’re accusing us?” Josh asked.

“No. I’m just doing my job,” Tom replied.

“Why the hell would we lie to you?” Josh asked.

“Was anyone else staying here with you? A friend or a relative?” Tom asked.

“No,” Lynn answered.

“Is Ian in town?” Tom asked.

“No, he’s at college,” Josh said.

“You sure?” Tom questioned.

Josh answered, “Yes.”

There was a knock at the door, and Tom’s brother-in-law Officer Pete poked his head through the door.

“No sign of them in the woods,” Pete said. “Tracy’s taken the car and is expanding the search around area roads.”

“Thanks, Petey,” Tom said. “Anything else?”

“As a matter of fact, yes. Could you come outside for a minute?” Pete asked.

Tom joined his officer outside the Holcomb home.

“I was looking around out here before I went back inside. Look over here, Tom.”

Pete aimed his flashlight at the outside windowsill of the Holcomb front room. Two dark shiny red spots stained the sill.

“Is that blood?” Tom asked.

“It looks like it. There’s more on the grass down there,” Pete said. “Someone was bleeding over here, and not too long ago by the looks of it. I’d say we have ourselves a crime scene.”

Tom grimaced. It had been a quiet first few months on the job. Something told him that the honeymoon was over.


Chapter 3



“Tell me about the doorknob,” she said.

“What?” Tom asked.

“The doorknob. You’ve mentioned it a couple of times now that you were looking at it, the doorknob on the Holcomb front door. Why the interest?”

Tom Anderson looked his visitor in the eye. It wasn’t exactly the question he’d been expecting. The doorknob? What the hell did an FBI special investigator want to know about a doorknob?

Tom leaned forward in his chair and eyed Special Agent Dani Cerra.

“I was looking at it because I wondered how many people had touched it. We hadn’t dusted for prints yet, and I didn’t want to blow the chance to find some valuable evidence,” Tom said.

Agent Cerra squinted at him in disapproval. “Why hadn’t you dusted for prints?”

Tom hesitated, as he hated admitting to mistakes. “We’re a small department, three officers and myself. We don’t exactly deal with major crimes on a daily basis.”

“But you did dust for prints eventually?”

“Yes.”

“How long did it take before you dusted for these prints?”

Tom grabbed his right ear lobe. “About an hour. My officers were out searching. I didn’t have the equipment on me.”

“And did you find any prints on the knob?”

“Sure, but none that we couldn’t identify—the parents, mine, one of my officers, and two of the kids. Their prints were on file due to an identification program run by the local school.”

Dani looked at Tom with probing eyes that made him feel like a grade-school kid sitting in the principal’s office. There was something about her, an air of superiority, perhaps, that was off-putting.

He also wasn’t sure where she was going with this line of questioning. He was growing increasingly tired of sitting in his office talking to this woman. He wanted to be out and about looking for his friends’ missing children, back at the crime scene looking for evidence, or on the road chasing down leads… anything but sitting here listening to this smug FBI agent grill him about stuff he already knew.

She went on. “It’s a strange case, isn’t it? Three kids disappearing like that. No sign of forced entry. No sign of a struggle. No obvious exit clues, so to the casual observer it looks like they never left the house. No fingerprints that didn’t belong at the scene. Only some blood on the outside windowsill, blood that wasn’t the same type as the kids’. And we’re talking about a small amount of time here. They were only home alone for little more than an hour?”

Tom nodded. “That’s right.”

Dani said, “Yep, I’d say that the clues all point to the same thing, that those kids never left that house. It’s as if they simply vanished into thin air.”

“That’s impossible,” Tom said.

Dani smiled. “Of course it is. You and I know that for certain. We know that people don’t just vanish into thin air. They either leave on their own, or they’re taken. If those kids had left that house on their own, we would have seen evidence. An open window, a door ajar, dirty hand marks on a knob, but we saw nothing.”

She continued, “Still, let’s assume for a moment that through an odd occurrence, they did leave on their own, and they made it out of the house without leaving any clues as to how they did it. Where did they go? The woods? There’s a lot of land out there. A lot of forest, they could have easily gotten lost.”

“Well, yeah, and that’s why there’s a massive search party out there right now combing the woods looking for them,” Tom said.

“The search party that so far has turned up nothing,” Dani said.

“That’s not so strange,” Tom said. “I don’t think people realize how difficult it is to find lost folks in the woods, especially if the folks you’re looking for keep moving.”

Dani nodded. “You’re right. It’s not easy. Then again, it’s not any easier finding a stationary corpse.”

“You think they’re dead?” Tom asked.

“No. Well, at least not dead in the woods. I don’t think those kids left the house on their own. We just spent hours scouring that house. Did we find any evidence that indicated those kids left the house?”

“No,” Tom answered.

“Now, the parents said when they returned home, the chains were still on the locks. How did the parents get inside the house, then?” Dani asked.

Tom said, “Lynn said she fit her hand through. She has tiny hands.”

Dani shook her head. “Not much of a security measure. So, as long as the parents are telling the truth, we can assume the chains were on the doors.”

“Look, I know them; they’re not lying. Plus we dusted the chain for prints, and there were a fresh set of Lynn’s prints on it,” Tom said.

“Whatever,” Dani said. “For the purposes of making my point, I’ll take their word—for now.”

Tom felt the heat rising in his face. He was good friends with Lynn and Josh Holcomb, and he didn’t like the way this woman was speaking about them.

She continued, “Now, if anyone left through either the front door or the back door, the chains wouldn’t have still been on. They couldn’t have been. Then again, if mommy has hands small enough to reach inside and take the chain off, who’s to say someone else with small hands couldn’t have done the opposite? Say a child, for instance? Did you find any other prints on that chain?”

Tom answered, “No, just Lynn’s.”

“That still doesn’t prove anything. The person could have been wearing gloves. Anyway, moving right along, the bulkhead door to the cellar was also locked on the inside. Even the windows were locked.”

“So, the kids didn’t leave the house. In that case, where are they?” Tom asked.

“Stuck in a trunk somewhere, or in a locked closet.”

Tom cringed. “Are you always so morbid?”

Dani didn’t answer right away because the answer was an unpleasant one: yes. She had been told—hell, she didn’t have to be told, because she knew—she was morbid, bitter, fresh, stubborn, a real pain in the ass. Yes, it was a challenge to like her. She wasn’t proud of this fact, but there was no denying it. It was true.

She answered, “Yes, I am, but not to worry, because in this case, that’s not what happened. We just spent eight hours turning the inside of that house upside down, and the kids weren’t in it.”

“So, what happened to them?” Tom asked.

“For my money, they were taken out,” Dani said.

“How? The evidence doesn’t support that theory either,” Tom said.

“No, it doesn’t. Whether they were kidnapped or left on their own, we saw no signs of anyone going in or out of that house, and with everything locked up neat and tidy, it makes things rather difficult, doesn’t it? Hell, we didn’t even see evidence of a cover-up. The doorknob wasn’t even wiped clean. It had all the prints on it that should have been there. It was normal. Well, when I see normal at a crime scene, I see a red flag.”

Dani leaned across the desk at Tom. “That’s why you kept looking at that doorknob, Chief. You saw the same red flag.”

Tom thought to himself, No, I saw amateurish police work and was none too happy about it.

“What do you mean by red flag?” Tom asked.

“I mean something is rotten in the state of Denmark.”

Tom knew the reference was Shakespearean but still didn’t understand what Dani was getting at. His expression must have said as much.

“I mean things aren’t what they seem,” she clarified. “Someone went to extraordinary lengths to take those kids. Somewhere, we’re dealing with some very deep feelings of hate or pride.”

Dani rose from her seat and walked towards the window.

“So, what are you saying?” Tom asked.

Dani said, “It’s been my experience that when dealing with the impossible, it’s best to ignore it and look only at the possible. Those kids vanishing into thin air is impossible. Those same kids leaving the house and being careful enough not to show any signs of exit is also, for my money, impossible. No, for someone to leave that house without evidence of doing so takes careful thought and planning. So, what is far more possible is someone took them out of that house in a way that we simply haven’t discovered yet, which is why we have to go back to that house and find out how they did it.”


Chapter 4



Upon entering the Holcomb household and seeing a man she didn’t know standing next to Mr. and Mrs. Holcomb, Dani swore.

Had they lawyered up already? This guy in blue jeans and a sweatshirt certainly didn’t look like a lawyer.

“Come on in,” Lynn said to Dani and Chief Anderson. “I’d like you to meet someone. This is Father Sean Ryan.”

Ryan cleared his throat. “Actually, I’m not a priest. Not anymore.”

Dani and Tom stood in the doorway, and Josh Holcomb closed the front door behind them.

“He’s here to help,” Lynn said.

Dani tasted bile. “He’s here to help?”

Lynn Holcomb cleared her throat. “He’s a—paranormal investigator. He specializes in these types of cases.”

“A paranormal investigator?” Dani repeated. “Who specializes in these types of cases?”

She aimed her eyes in a disapproving scowl first at Lynn, then at the man she had just been introduced to.

“What sort of cases do you specialize in?” Dani asked him.

“Missing persons cases, sometimes—”

She quickly cut him off.

“This is an FBI investigation,” Dani said. “It’s no place for amateurs, and frankly, Mr. and Mrs. Holcomb, for me to find your children, I need to work unencumbered.”

“I beg to differ, but it’s been three days and you haven’t found them yet. You need the help,” Josh shot back, stepping up behind his wife and putting his hands on her shoulders.

“Not his kind of help,” Dani said.

“Technically, I’m not a paranormal investigator, either,” Ryan said.

“You’re not a priest. You’re not a paranormal investigator. Just what are you, then?” Dani asked.

“I—well, for lack of a better description, I sense things.”

“You sense things? Are you a psychic?” Dani asked.

“N-no. I’m more of a spiritualist.”

Dani rolled her eyes. “Even worse. The bottom line, Mr. and Mrs. Holcomb, you don’t need his kind of help. It’s based on fantasy and intuition, not facts.”

“I’ve actually assisted quite a few police cases,” Ryan said

“Did you solve any?” Dani asked.

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I did.”

“On your own? Without the police’s help?”

“No. The police worked the case. I helped them.”

“Of course you did,” Dani scoffed.

“Father—Mr. Ryan comes highly recommended,” Lynn said.

“By whom? Ronald McDonald?” Dani asked.

“Friends of ours. Close friends,” Josh said.

“He helped the cousin of one of our friends locate her missing teenage daughter,” Lynn said.

“Whoop de do,” Dani said.

“Excuse me, Special Agent Cerra,” Sean Ryan said. “It’s obvious you don’t think highly of people in my line of work, but the fact is, the Holcombs have hired me.”

“That’s irrelevant,” Dani said.

Sean ignored the comment. “We can either work together, and by that I mean I can offer suggestions, or we can work separately. But experience tells me that when I work side by side with law enforcement, I get better results.”

“Of course you do. Law enforcement does all the work,” Dani said.

“Look, arguing is counterproductive. I’m not here to argue with you.”

“Then don’t. Just step aside and let me do my job. There’s nothing more to say. We’re wasting time.”

“We disagree,” Josh Holcomb said. “The way we see it, you need his help.”

“The FBI is more than capable of solving a missing persons’ case.”

“This isn’t just a missing persons’ case,” Sean said.

“What do you mean?” Dani asked.

“From what the Holcombs have told me, their children disappeared from this house without any evidence of someone breaking in or taking them out. I wouldn’t call that cut and dry, would you?”

“No, I wouldn’t,” Dani said. “So, because I have an unusual case, I’m supposed to open my arms to your kind of help, where you’re going to offer me—what? Your feelings? Get out my way.”

“Agent Cerra, we hired Sean, and we want him to assist on the case,” Lynn said. “He’s assured us that he’ll keep out of your way, but he’s also promised us better results if he’s allowed to shadow you during your investigation. Please, don’t shut him out.”

Dani Cerra shook her head, then looked at Tom.

“Would you work with a guy like this?” Dani asked him.

Tom shrugged. “We’re a small town. We’re accustomed to accepting all the help we can get. If I were in charge of the investigation, Ryan would be welcomed.”

“Then you welcome him. Ryan, you can come along, but only when Chief Anderson here is present. You report to him, not to me. You have any feelings you want to share, you tell him, and if he thinks they’re worthwhile, then he can pass them on to me. How’s that work for you?”

“Fair enough,” Sean said. “Although it would be of better use if I—”

Dani cut him off. “You’re with the chief. Keep out of my way when I’m investigating, which means, when I’m at work, I don’t want to see you.”

“Then, how am I supposed to—?”

She cut him off again. “Not my problem.”

She turned to the Holcombs. “The chief will fill him in, so he’ll be in the loop. That’s the best I can do. Chief, you’re with me. We have a house to search.”

“You’ve already searched my house,” Josh complained. “How many times are you—?”

“Until I find what I’m looking for,” Dani interrupted him. She looked directly at Josh. “Your kids didn’t just disappear into thin air. Something happened to them, and it happened here in this house. The evidence we need in order to find them is also here. I’m searching your house until I find it.”


Chapter 5



For a basement, it was pretty darn clean. No dust, no cobwebs, no closed-in musty smell. Sure, Dani had seen nicer finished basements. Some being as immaculate as a formal living room; before they were spattered with crime-scene blood, of course, but for an old-fashioned, unfinished farmhouse basement, this one was as clean and orderly as they came.

Every box, bike, toy, and laundry basket seemed as if it were in the perfect place.

“Does she hire a maid to care for her basement?” Dani asked. “This cellar is cleaner than my house!”

Agent Kelsey Bellow stepped up behind her and laughed. “It’s cleaner than my apartment, too.”

“I’ve seen your apartment,” Dani said to her junior agent. “That’s not saying much.”

Agent Bellow was Dani’s favorite agent to work with. She reminded Dani of herself ten years ago, only Dani pegged her as being even more talented. No one had an eye for detail like Kelsey. All she needed was a few more years of experience, and she’d be the one giving the orders.

“All right,” Dani said, “we’ve searched this house thoroughly. Twice. And that’s just today. What do we have?”

Kelsey shrugged. “Not much. It’s still the same problem we’ve had since the beginning of this case: no evidence of forced entry or any kind of an exit.”

Kelsey started to say something else. But hesitated.

“What is it?” Dani asked.

“No bodies either,” Kelsey said.

“Well, that’s a good thing,” Dani said. “Let’s hope the discovery of bodies isn’t part of this case.”

“Amen to that,” said Chief Tom Anderson, who had just entered the basement.

“Where’s your buddy?” Dani asked.

“He’s upstairs with the Holcombs,” Tom answered.

“That’s a good place for him,” Dani said.

“How’s it been going? Any luck?” Tom asked.

“Luck has nothing to do with it,” Dani said. “But no, we haven’t found anything new. Yet.”

“What about the possibility that they were victims of—an accident?” Tom asked. “You know how kids are, playing where they’re not supposed to play. Like those kids who locked themselves in a car trunk and suffocated to death.”

Dani nodded. “You mean like a game of hide and seek gone wrong?”

“Yes.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time,” Dani said. “Kids are playing in the basement, they find a huge trunk, they jump in and out, the trunk locks, they kick and scream but no one’s home to hear them, and they die of suffocation. It happens. But we’ve searched everywhere, and they’re not here. We’ve opened every crate, every chest, every box, and we haven’t found them.”

“We’ve searched closets, the attic, the heating vents, nothing,” Kelsey said.

“How can kids just disappear?” Tom asked.

“They can’t,” Dani said. “Something happened to them.”

“But you can’t find any evidence, and that’s why you shouldn’t be giving that guy upstairs a hard time. We need all the help we can get!” Tom said.

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” Dani said.

“Yes! I’m desperate. I want to find those kids!”

“Me, too, but listening to some quasi-religious quack isn’t the way to go about it!” Dani said.

“I’m just not a big believer in refusing help, that’s all,” Tom said. “Here’s a guy who wants to help us find those kids, who’s done this sort of thing before, and you want no part of him.”

“He’ll be in my way, and the way I look at it, I’m the best chance of finding those children. If someone is impeding my work, that’s not a good thing. Get it?” Dani said.

“You’re the boss. It’s your case,” Tom conceded.

“Thank you,” Dani said. “Let’s get back at it. “

“What’s the plan?” Kelsey asked.

“I’m glad you asked. We’ve been looking at doors and windows; because they are the obvious exits, but it’s clear from the lack of evidence that they didn’t leave through an obvious exit. So, it’s time we start looking for the less obvious exits.”

“Less obvious exits?” Tom asked.

Dani nodded. “Follow me.”

“What the hell are they looking for down there?” Josh Holcomb complained. “I mean, how many times are they going to search the basement? The kids aren’t there! Any idiot can see that!”

“Josh, please, take it easy,” Lynn said.

“Don’t tell me to take it easy. You know how angry that makes me!”

Sean Ryan cleared his throat. “If I may, it seems that your FBI investigator is a very thorough agent, and I think we should take her at her word. She’s going to search your house until she finds the evidence she’s looking for.”

“And how long is that going to take?” Josh asked. “She’s down in the cellar farting around while my kids are God knows where in trouble! It’s pissing me off!”

“Josh, please,” Lynn said. She turned to Sean. “So, Mr. Ryan, I know you’re not down there investigating like you wanted to, but do you have any feelings or intuitions about our kids that you can share with us?”

Sean nodded. “Yes, I do. I don’t feel the children here in this house, at all.”

“No, shit, Sherlock!” Josh exploded. “Tell me something I don’t already know. The kids aren’t here. Really? That’s insightful, very helpful! I’m beginning to think that FBI broad was right about you!”

“Josh, please! You’re not helping.”

“I didn’t say the kids aren’t here. I said I don’t feel their presence,” Sean said. “Which tells me that more than likely, they are not here in this house.”

“Isn’t that the same thing?” Josh asked, shaking his head.

“No. What I say isn’t fact. It’s intuition. My job when I work a case is to assist and guide.”

“Is there anything else that you’re sensing? Anything at all?” Lynn asked.

“Honestly? Not much, but this might be a good thing.”

“What do you mean?” Lynn asked.

“When a tragedy occurs, and there is a struggle and bloodshed, there’s pain and anguish, and it leaves a residue, a stain if you will. It’s as if the spiritual bleeds out like the physical. There’s almost a smell in the air. Of death.”

The image made Lynn wince.

Sean continued. “I don’t feel any of that here, which tells me that whatever happened the night your children disappeared wasn’t violent.”

“So, what are you saying? That you think our kids may have just up and left on their own?” Josh asked. “Because that’s stupid! You’d better not be saying that!”

“I’m only saying I’m not sensing anything violent here. Except—”

“Except what?” Lynn asked.

“By your front door. I felt—something dark, a presence, if you will, lingering there.”

“What do you mean by presence?” Lynn asked. “Like a ghost?”

“No. Like a sound captured on tape. A scream perhaps, a cry, the loud noise of a door slamming, something harsh and jarring, that’s what I felt by the door. But nothing so dramatic as a ghost.”

“What does it mean?” Lynn asked.

Sean shook his head. “I’m not sure. But if I were leading this investigation, I’d start by re-examining your front door.”

Dani shined her flashlight on an old decrepit safe.

“You think they’re inside there?” Tom asked incredulously.

“Help me move this,” Dani said.

Dani gripped one end of the safe, and Tom came around to the other side and put his hands on that end.

“You push, and I’ll pull,” Dani said. “On three.”

Tom leaned into the safe and pushed.

“This thing is heavy,” Tom said with a grunt.

“Put your back into it,” Dani said.

Tom pushed again, and with Dani pulling, they moved the safe from its place.

Dani quickly flashed her light onto the spot where the safe had been, revealing a dusty square of wood.

“What’s that?” Tom asked.

“A piece of wood,” Dani said.

Tom frowned at her smart-ass answer. He reached for the wood.

“Wait!” Dani said, stopping him. “Don’t touch it. I’ll get it.”

She slipped on a pair of latex gloves from her pocket. She then grabbed the wood by its edges, and it gave way. She lifted the board, which was about two feet by two feet, and underneath was a hole.

Dani placed the piece of wood on the floor and flashed her light inside the opening.

“We may have just found their way out,” she said.

She dropped to her belly and aimed her flashlight into the hole. She saw the bottom just a few feet from her. She pivoted the light around the side and saw what she was looking for: a tunnel.

“There’s a tunnel dug into the side,” Dani said. “And I see footprints in the dirt. Hey! Anyone down there? Dylan? Tim? Elyse? Can you hear me? Are you down there?”

The only answer was silence.

“Those footprints. It looks like a lot of people were down there, and not just kids. Kelsey, call in our evidence team. I want to know everything about those prints.”

“What about the kids?” Tom asked.

“What about them?” Dani said.

“Aren’t you going down there? We have to look for them!”

“Of course I’m going down there! But just me. I want to keep contamination of the evidence to a minimum.”

She jumped inside and slowly lowered herself into the hole. Upon reaching the bottom, she crouched on her haunches and shined the light around her.

“It’s definitely a tunnel. It looks like it goes off quite a ways,” Dani said. “It’s all very crude, but there is wood down here. There’s a wooden plank beneath me.”

Dani reached into the tunnel and felt along the bottom. There was wood there as well. As she continued to feel around, she discovered there were wooden beams around all four walls.

“Someone definitely put some time and effort into building this thing,” she said.

“Who builds a tunnel underneath a farmhouse?” Kelsey asked.

“It’s possible it was built years ago. How old is this house reported to be?” Dani asked.

“I think it goes back a couple of hundred years,” Tom answered.

“This could have been part of the Underground Railroad in slave times, or more recently, a bomb shelter during the Cold War. What I want to know is, why didn’t mom and dad up there tell us about it?”

“Maybe they just forgot,” Tom said.

“Yeah, right.”

“Hey, if you’re implying that they were keeping something from us, or that they’re somehow involved, you’re barking up the wrong tree! I’ve known Josh for ten years, and Lynn for longer than that! She’s from this town. They’re not about to have done anything sinister with their kids.”

“I’m not making any judgments here,” Dani said. “I just know better than to exclude any options. You have to consider them all and investigate each and every one, regardless of how disturbing they might be.”

She again called out the names of the children, and again there was no response.

“I’m going to see where this tunnel goes,” Dani said.

“I think I should come with you,” Kelsey said.

“No. You stay here with the chief. Put in that call to our evidence team. The sooner we find out who made these prints, the sooner we can get after them. I’ll be back as quickly as I can.”

“Good luck,” Kelsey said.

“Thanks. If I find anything, I’ll holler.”

Kelsey nodded.

Dani hoped if she
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