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      Although Detective Matthias Honeywell had seen more egregious crimes in his years with the Major Crime Unit and as a patrolman, home invasions always ripped open an old wound that never quite healed.

      And now they’d had two in one week.

      Matthias and his partner, Detective Cassie Malone, stood shoulder to shoulder at the end of the driveway, studying the South Shore Drive residence. A quartet of Erie City Police units lined the road. Two uniformed officers stood on the street, directing what little traffic there was away from the crime scene. The absence of an EmergyCare truck indicated a lack of injuries. Or worse.

      “The family has good taste,” Cassie mused.

      “Expensive taste.” The white English Tudor with vivid red awnings was smaller by half than the mansion they’d responded to three days ago, but Matthias suspected it was worth nearly twice as much. Property like this, backing onto Lake Erie, came at a premium.

      “If you’re going to hit a place in the middle of the afternoon, I suppose you need to make it worth the risk.” Her gaze shifted to him and grew concerned. “You okay?” With her short-cropped gray hair and dark skin, Cassie was part mother hen, part Amazon warrior queen. “You’ve got that look.”

      According to her, he always had that look. It kept people from asking him stupid questions. Cassie, however, had long been immune. “I’m peachy.” He made no attempt to cover the sarcasm. “Let’s do this.”

      “Fine by me.” She started across the pristine lawn toward the open garage door where three officers spoke with a woman, mid-forties, who held both fists clenched, shaking. A pair of tearful teens stood at her side.

      “He’s not answering his phone,” the woman said, her voice raw with panic.

      One of the uniforms broke away and approached the detectives.

      “What’s going on?” Cassie asked.

      “Looks like the same crew as the break-in earlier this week. Tied up the family. Except this time, the husband managed to work his hands free when the assailants weren’t paying attention. According to the wife, as soon as they left, he got loose, untied her, and took off after them in the family car. A silver Audi Q5 SUV. He called her right before we arrived, saying he was following them east on West Sixth, trying to get a license number. But she hasn’t heard from him since, and now he’s not answering his phone.” The officer wagged his notebook. “I put out a BOLO on the Audi.”

      “Good. Now we wait,” Matthias said as much to himself as to his partner or the uniform. Patience was not one of his strong suits. “What about the suspect’s vehicle?”

      “Late model white transport van, same as before. I updated the BOLO on it as well.”

      Matthias thanked the uniform, who tipped his head in acknowledgment and strode off.

      “I hope the husband doesn’t try to be a hero,” Cassie said softly as they approached the family.

      Matthias flinched at the word “hero”. Cassie either didn’t notice or decided to give him a pass. “You talk to the first responders,” he said. “I’ll question the wife.”

      Cassie caught his arm, bringing him to a stop. “No way. I’ll take the wife.”

      He faced his partner. She didn’t usually play the seniority card with him. “Why?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because she’s terrified.” Cassie’s tenor turned acerbic. “And you’re so warm and fuzzy.”

      He matched her tone. “And you are?”

      She gave him an exaggerated smile and batted unmascaraed lashes. “When I put my mind to it.” Without giving him a chance to argue, she stalked away. All six feet of her.

      Pissed, he watched her go. Tall, slender, but rock-solid, Cassie Malone was several inches taller than he was. But that wasn’t what annoyed the hell out of him. She was tough, smart, and a damned good cop. She had his back and knew he had hers. One could make a case she was the best partner he’d ever had. No, what bugged him was the fact she was right.

      Cassie guided the woman and her kids away from the remaining two uniformed officers, who turned to Matthias.

      He flipped open his notebook. “Who wants to fill me in on the details?”

      Officers Lyle and Kollmann exchanged a look before Lyle gave his partner a nod.

      Kollmann referred to his notes. “The call came in at sixteen fifteen.” Four fifteen. “The wife reported the robbery.”

      Matthias glanced at the house. “What about security?”

      “They have a system, but it was disarmed. Wife says they never have it armed once the kids get home from school. They’re in and out too much. Just easier to shut the thing off.”

      Same as Tuesday’s job. “What company?”

      Kollmann checked his notes. “Safe At Home Security.”

      Not so safe at home, Matthias thought. “They didn’t smash all the phones?” At Tuesday’s heist, while the crew hadn’t bothered with small-ticket items, they had destroyed the cell phones and cut the wiring for the landlines.

      “The only one they could find was the wife’s. Apparently, the husband left his in the car and the wife confiscated the kids’ phones and stuck them in one of the kitchen drawers. Something about limiting their screen time after school. The assailants didn’t make the effort to search for them.”

      Matthias jabbed his pen in the direction of his partner and the wife. “Whose phone does she have?”

      “One of the kids’ phones.”

      Convenient, Matthias thought. “Go on.”

      Kollmann reiterated what the first patrolman had already told them. Four-man crew. Family tied up. Same as Tuesday. Husband got free and took off after them. Not at all like Tuesday. Someone on the crew had gotten sloppy.

      “I hope your partner has better luck than we did with the wife and kids. The only description they could give us was the intruders were dressed all in black, wore ski masks, and had big guns.”

      Matthias scanned the lawn. The houses on either side, while relatively close, were shielded by a green wall of trees, providing privacy. For both the family and the armed assholes who robbed and terrified them. However, more upscale homes faced them from across the normally quiet street. “What about neighbors?”

      Lyle waved a finger at the surrounding tree line. “There’s no clear view from either side. We haven’t had a chance to talk to the residents over there.” He pointed toward South Shore Drive.

      “You said the security system was turned off. What about cameras?”

      “Offline.” Lyle removed his hat and ran his handkerchief over his polished dome before replacing it. “I hope the husband gets back to us with a license number. That would be a huge help.”

      Matthias grunted. It would. “Has anyone contacted the cell service provider?”

      “As soon as the wife stated he wasn’t responding to her calls, we put in for an exigent circumstance ping,” Lyle said. “Still waiting to hear back.”

      “While you wait, start canvassing the neighbors, especially the ones across the road. Find out if anyone saw the van and who was in it. And check their security cam footage.”

      “On it.”

      Matthias thanked the uniforms and headed toward the massive pine in the Tudor’s side yard where Cassie had gathered the wife and kids.

      Cassie turned to him as he approached. “Mrs. Simmons, this is my partner, Detective Honeywell.” She introduced the woman to him as Barbara and the kids as Belle and Jake.

      Barbara Simmons still clung to the phone with one trembling hand, but she no longer appeared on the verge of a nuclear meltdown. Belle, a more petite version of her mother, clutched a tissue and chewed her lip. Matthias guessed the boy, the younger of the two, to be about fourteen and unsure whether to tough it out like a man or burst into childish tears.

      “Why don’t you take the kids around back,” Cassie suggested, “while I finish up with their mom?”

      Matthias caught his partner’s knowing lift of one eyebrow. Although he tended to intimidate adults, he’d always had a way with kids. Plus, she probably wanted to ask some harder questions of the mother.

      “Sure.” He gestured for the teens to join him. “I bet you guys have a great view of the bay.”

      Jake hung his head and shrugged. “I guess.”

      But he and his sister obediently followed Matthias to the backyard.

      Calling the view “great” was a vast understatement. The manicured lawn and landscaping bordered a paved walkway leading to the water’s edge. In the distance, Presque Isle’s peninsula separated the bay from the lake. A stiff breeze churned the water’s surface, giving a pair of ducks a rollicking ride worthy of Waldameer Amusement Park.

      Matthias settled the kids on a low cement bench beneath a tree and knelt in front of them. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      Jake, still slumped, gazed at his knees. “We already told the other cops.”

      Matthias gave both teens a smile. “I know. It’s a pain in the ass, but I have to hear it from you.”

      The gentle swearing raised Jake’s face and brought a fleeting grin from the girl. The pair exchanged a look. Belle’s nod was nearly imperceptible.

      Jake straightened. “I was in the family room, you know, gaming. Don’t tell my folks.”

      Matthias held his pen away from the page and feigned innocence. “Tell them what?”

      Jake relaxed. “Next thing I knew, some dude busted down the door, charged in, and yanked me out of my chair.”

      “Did you get a look at his face?”

      “Nah.” Jake waved a finger in front of his mouth. “He had on a ski mask sort of thing.”

      “Okay. He yanked you out of your chair. Then what?”

      “He had a gun and told me if I yelled or anything, he’d blow my head off. Then he dragged me into the dining room, where another guy had Mom and Dad tied up. A third guy came in with Belle. They tied us up too.”

      “I thought there were four men. You’ve mentioned three.”

      “The fourth one stayed by the front door and kept looking outside.”

      “You said the one who came and got you was wearing a mask. Did you see the faces of any of the others?”

      Jake shook his head. “They were all dressed alike.”

      “Did you notice what color their eyes were?”

      “All I saw were the guns they were pointing at us.”

      “All four of them had guns?”

      “Yeah. Big ones.”

      Matthias turned his attention to the girl, whom he pegged to be around sixteen. “What about you?”

      She shot another look at her brother before bringing her gaze back to Matthias. “I was doing my homework.”

      Jake rolled his eyes. “Geek,” he mumbled.

      “Hey. If I finish my homework Friday night, I don’t have to worry about it all weekend, like somebody else I know.”

      Matthias lowered his face to conceal a smile. When he lifted it again, he asked, “Where were you doing your homework?”

      “My room. I had the door open, but I had my earbuds in, so I didn’t hear anything. He was just … there. I think I screamed. He pointed a gun at me and told me to move.”

      “He didn’t touch you?”

      “No.” Belle sounded relieved. “Just waved the gun around. He kinda grunted orders at me and took me to the dining room and tied me up.”

      “Did you see anything to help identify them? Eye color? Maybe a scar?” Matthias touched the long-healed one on his upper lip, a memento from his brief stint with cage fighting back in his twenties.

      Belle was silent for a moment. Shook her head.

      Something about the brief hesitation made Matthias wonder. “Anything at all? When they spoke, did they have any kind of accent?”

      “Uh-uh,” Jake replied.

      Belle took a moment longer. “No. Not really.”

      The chirp from Matthias’s phone interrupted before he could inquire what “not really” meant. The text from Cassie read, Need you up front. Now.

      He withdrew a pair of business cards from his pocket and handed one to each teen. “If you think of anything, anything at all, call me. Okay?”

      Jake studied the card. Belle pocketed hers without looking at it.

      Matthias herded the siblings back to the front of the house. Cassie waited for him halfway between the porch, where she’d left Mrs. Simmons, and the road. At his encouragement, the kids veered off toward their mother.

      He approached his partner and didn’t like the look on her face. “What’s going on?”

      “They found the Audi.”

      Matthias risked a glance at the Simmons family watching from the porch.

      “I didn’t tell them yet,” Cassie responded to his unasked question. “Wesley wasn’t in it.”
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        * * *

      

      Matthias, Cassie, and a dozen assorted city and state police gathered around the silver Q5 parked in the middle of the Erie Sand and Gravel Company. Mountains of crushed rock and stone surrounded them. Not a security camera to be seen.

      “The crime scene unit’s been notified,” one of the state troopers said. “But they’re working a homicide down in Meadville. It’ll be a while before they get here. We already searched the area and are bringing in a K-9 unit to see if they can pick up a scent.”

      Matthias gazed at the heavy machinery and mounds of rocky material and sand dredged from the lake. What the hell had happened here?

      Cassie nudged him. “I’m not waiting for CSU. I’ll get the camera.”

      While his partner retreated to their car, Matthias studied the ground around the Q5. The sandy ground was anything but smooth. Signs of a struggle? Maybe. Or it could be signs of the business’s work crews traipsing through the property. Heavy equipment tracks crisscrossed with those of other, smaller vehicles.

      Cassie returned with the DSLR they kept in the trunk. She clicked several photos of the car’s exterior and the ground before handing the camera to him and heading to the driver’s side.

      He fired off a few more photos of the passenger side before slinging the strap over one shoulder and swinging the chunky camera around behind him.

      Cassie peered through the windows on her side as Matthias wiggled his fingers into a pair of black nitrile gloves.

      She tried the door. “It’s unlocked.”

      His side was too.

      Cassie surveyed the seat and dashboard. “No blood.” She slid into the seat and pressed the start button. The Audi roared to life. Leaning over, she slipped her hand into the center cubby and came out with the key fob.

      Matthias remained outside the vehicle, scanning for anything out of the ordinary. “He left his fifty-thousand-dollar car out here, unlocked, with the fob inside.”

      “Fifty thousand is probably the stripped-down model.”

      “Out of my budget either way.” Matthias bent down and opened the glove box. Owner’s manual, insurance card, and registration. “What about his phone?”

      She extracted hers from her pocket, along with her notebook. Skimming through it, she fingered a page and keyed in a number.

      Symphony music filled the interior. They both looked around for the source. Cassie swept the center cubby again and reached for the console lid.

      Matthias knelt and reached under the seat. His fingers closed around the device. “Got it.” He took one look at the shattered screen and showed it to Cassie. “Looks like a job for the tech nerds.” He pulled a small paper evidence bag from his hip pocket and deposited the phone into it.

      Cassie scanned the interior of the car again and shut off the ignition. Stepping outside, she gazed at the barren landscape. “There’s no blood.” She said it again, firmer this time.

      “Why leave the car here?” Matthias asked, more to himself than to his partner. “If the home invasion crew grabbed him, where’d they take him?”

      Cassie eyed him and, for the third time, said, “There’s no blood.”

      “I’m not deaf.”

      “No, but you’re being dense.”

      He bristled and glared back at her.

      Her expression softened. “Look, you need to consider the possibility that Simmons might not be the hero here.”

      Her suggestion took Matthias aback. “I never said he was a hero.”

      “No, but you’re thinking it.”

      His partner knew him entirely too well.

      “He got loose,” she said. “How? Did someone get careless? Or maybe it was intentional. He conveniently left his phone in the car rather than bring it into his house. The home security system was conveniently shut off.”

      Matthias wanted to point out the same had been true with the earlier robbery but kept quiet. Cassie raised some interesting questions.

      “Now, he’s conveniently disappeared. The whole thing is too freaking convenient if you ask me.”

      “You think he knew them?”

      “I think I want to look into Simmons’s financials and phone records. And I want to see a list of stolen items. It wouldn’t be the first time some rich son of a bitch faked a robbery to collect the insurance payoff.”

      Matthias considered his partner’s theory. He pictured the two kids and the wife. Frantic. Terrified. Vulnerable. If the husband had been involved in a risky get-rich-quick scheme, Matthias would bet his last dollar the rest of the family knew nothing about it. “Let’s get the car impounded and the phone to the lab. Both have GPS. I want to know where Simmons went. If he—and they—stopped elsewhere, we’ll have another crime scene to process.”

      Cassie nodded. “And we’ll check for nearby security and traffic cam footage. Just because there aren’t any cameras here doesn’t mean we don’t have this car recorded somewhere.”

      “With any luck, we’ll get a glimpse of the van he was following.”

      She keyed another number into her phone and wandered away. Matthias slammed the car’s passenger door, picturing the man he’d never met behind the wheel, his laughing wife next to him, the kids in the back seat. A happy family.

      Until a few hours ago.

      He tried to shake the feeling of dread. Tried to gaze beyond the stark brown hills of gravel and sand to Presque Isle Bay.

      Their home invasion case was now a missing person’s investigation. Possibly insurance fraud.

      He hoped like hell it didn’t turn into a homicide.
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      Most folks avoided cemeteries at dusk. It was one of the reasons Emma Anderson favored wandering through the crowded rows of graves as the shadows lengthened. She preferred the privacy. And she didn’t want to intrude on others who might be visiting their loved ones, especially since she lugged a Nikon and a backpack laden with lenses, filters, and a spare camera body. Alone, she didn’t feel so much like a ghoul, a vulture, profiting from others’ pain.

      Not that it was much of a profit. Freelance work took on many faces. None of them paid well.

      She paused to read the names carved into the granite markers. In her jeans pocket, she carried a folded scrap of paper, a short list of dead strangers, but she didn’t need to refer to it. She’d memorized them. An old friend from her former home in the southwestern corner of Pennsylvania had hired her to help trace his family history. He had ancestors from Erie. He’d done the research, made the phone calls, and learned several were buried in this section of Trinity Cemetery. He wanted her to provide photographic evidence of their final resting spots.

      Emma moved on. The cemetery was huge, the graves crammed together. Even knowing the general vicinity of the burial plots wasn’t speeding the process. She might not mind strolling the grounds at dusk, but she’d watched too many spooky movies as a kid to want to stick around after dark.

      The next row of stones didn’t contain any of the names she searched for either, although another name, farthest from where she stood, stirred a shiver of dread. Anderson. Her surname. She tamped down the anxiety. The cemetery was Catholic, most of the graves old. Emma and her younger sister, Nell, had been raised Presbyterian. Emma started doing the math. Nell had been missing a little over two years. Emma’s last contact with her had been about six months ago—shortly before Christmas—when she’d confessed she was living here in Erie, waitressing at a local restaurant. Nothing since then. Surely if Emma’s little sister had died, someone would’ve notified her.

      Emma picked her way down the row, careful to avoid stepping on a grave. Her father had pounded that into her brain when she’d been a child and they’d placed flowers on her grandparents’ plots.

      The Anderson marker stood watch over a couple who’d passed in the early 1900s. Relatives? Probably not. Anderson was a common name. She lifted her camera, focused, and tripped the shutter. Zoomed in and snapped a few more pictures. One never knew. Someday she might sign up for one of those ancestry websites and research whether she had family up here in Erie.

      Besides Nell.

      A nearby sound jarred her from her thoughts. A short, rattling crackle she couldn’t quite identify. She moved toward a large shade tree and the direction from which the sound had come. Easing around the trunk, she realized she was wrong about being alone. Less than twenty feet away, a man sat on the ground in front of one of the granite markers, his back to her. His dark hair renewed the chill and stirred a tsunami-force wave of panic.

      Clay had found her. Dear God, he’d found her.

      Before she could bolt, her phone rang. The man at the grave turned towards the sound and her, his expression fierce. Even in the fading light, she could tell, other than the hair, he bore no resemblance to Clay.

      Relieved, she lifted a hand toward the man and called, “Sorry,” before ducking behind the tree. Caller ID displayed Robert DelGrosso, editor of PA Living Magazine. “Bob. Hi.”

      “You busy?”

      “Always,” she lied. “But never too busy for you.” Not a lie. He paid well.

      “You’re in Erie, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Judy Post just turned in an article about the beaches at Presque Isle. Nice piece, but her pictures suck. I want to get this in the next issue, so I need you to get me some photos by Monday. Can you do that?”

      Judy Post was Bob’s pet contributor. Emma had tried writing articles for the magazine, only to have Bob pay her for the photos and ask Judy to rewrite the copy. Other times, like this, he turned to Emma to provide the visuals for Judy’s words. “Sure.” Emma searched the ominous gray skies. The forecast called for storms tonight with gradual clearing Saturday. If the weathermen told the truth, Sunday would be glorious.

      “Great. I’ll email you the article. That way you’ll know what kind of pictures I need. You’re the best, Anderson.” He ended the call.

      Emma looked at the phone’s screen. “Yeah. Thanks.”

      Bob was notoriously full of BS, layering on the praise, provided she told him what he wanted to hear.

      Pocketing the device, she peered around the tree. The man at the grave was gone. Curious, she approached the stone where he’d been sitting.

      The tombstone was a newer one surrounded by older monuments bearing the same last name. Glossy granite with an inset of a badge. An eagle topped a circle bearing the words Bureau of Police, City of Erie, PA. The carving identified the fallen officer as Nicholas Tucci and his date of death five years ago. Emma did the math. He’d been forty-nine. According to the other engravings, he’d been a beloved husband, father, and grandfather.

      The ground in front of the stone had been dug up, red and white geraniums planted and recently dead-headed. Less decorative, two crumpled beer cans rested among the flowers.

      That was the sound Emma had heard. Aluminum being crushed.

      She searched the grounds for the man who’d left them behind, but only the dead and the long shadows cast by the trees remained. She knelt, lifted her camera, and captured several photos of the grave and the beer cans. There was a story here. But she remembered the ferocity of the man’s expression when he realized he wasn’t alone. Somehow, she didn’t think it was a story he wanted to share.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Emma climbed to the top of the sandy rise between the parking lot and Beach Ten at Pennsylvania’s Presque Isle State Park. The wind that kept her up most of the night had diminished, but the clouds remained threatening, the lake choppy. Whitecaps punctuated the gray water, reflecting the dark sky. Waves rolled in, crashing on the sand. She closed her eyes, allowed the breeze to toss her hair, and, for a moment, imagined she was by the ocean. The fantasy was her favorite part of living here. Lake Erie was big enough to conceal the Canadian shore beyond the horizon. On a more settled day, boats—fishing, sailing, yachts, even the USS Brig Niagara when it was in port—dotted the vista. She opened her eyes again. Only one vessel risked the rough water this Saturday morning, a mere speck where the lake met the sky.

      She sloughed down the slope toward the lake’s edge, sand filling the old canvas sneakers she kept for this very purpose. Before reaching the waterline, she veered left.

      The article Bob had sent her dealt with the kite flyers who met almost daily on the beach, taking advantage of the lake’s constant breeze. Emma knew the spot where they gathered, just west of Beach Ten. They weren’t likely to be there right now, but if the weather cleared as forecast, they’d be around later. Tomorrow for sure. This trip was a scouting mission. At least that was her excuse for taking a morning walk along the shore. She’d driven her twelve-year-old Subaru instead of riding her bike, and carried her phone instead of her heavy camera equipment.

      She loved when the lake was like this. Angry. Roiling. Morose. Not the kind of pictures Bob wanted for his touristy magazine. No, he only wanted vivid blue skies and vibrant colors. Not the muted, moody stuff she captured on days such as today.

      The overnight storm had washed debris onto the beach. Having long heard the stories and listened to the songs about shipwrecks in the Great Lakes, Emma dreamed of finding pieces of such a wreck among the other chunks of wood, water weeds, and trash. Squawking seagulls looped overhead. Some skittered along the sand, foraging for dead fish or bits of food left by yesterday’s picnickers. Emma knelt with her phone set on camera, clicking a few pictures of the fearless scavengers before continuing down the beach.

      She’d been partially right. There were a couple of kite flyers setting up, but she kept walking, the sand in her shoes rough on her feet. In the distance, she could make out a group of people but not what they were doing. Curiosity drove her on, stopping to grab shots of an interesting piece of driftwood or an especially brazen gull. Halfway to the group, she determined they were practicing yoga using beach towels instead of mats.

      She debated sneaking some pictures and decided against it. If she’d had her Nikon with one of her long lenses, maybe. And she’d have to get permission to do anything with the photos. Maybe not legally. Out here on a public beach, there was no assumption of privacy, but common courtesy held her to her own rules, stricter than those of the legal system. She even hesitated to get any closer and risk disturbing their focus. But she could see a massive pile of debris on the beach beyond them. Her shipwreck fantasies drove her onwards.

      She slipped off her shoes and stepped into the water, the cold snatching her breath. Standing still, she let her lower extremities acclimate to the temperature as the waves lapped at her shins, burying her toes and feet deeper in the sand. It didn’t take long for the water to feel almost tepid. Barefoot, she skirted the yoga class, which was being led by a shapely young woman with a purple-streaked ponytail and wearing violet yoga pants and tank top.

      The woman spotted Emma. “Hey, come join us.”

      Emma lifted her hand, clutching her phone. “Maybe next time.” She meant it. Sort of. It had been years since she’d taken one of Nell’s yoga classes, although the memory of the inner calm it produced made her repeat, “Maybe next time,” softer to herself.

      The jumbled mass of lake trash bore no resemblance to any shipwreck Emma had imagined. A half dozen or more gulls were perched on it. Sodden plastic shopping bags, weeds, and what appeared to be a fair-sized length of old wood-slatted snow fence bound by rusty wire made up the bulk of the mess. From her photographer’s eye, the birds were the most interesting part of the scene. Rather than risk scaring them off, she kept her distance. She clicked a few pictures, experimented with the rule of thirds composition, and toyed with zooming and exposure as much as she could on the phone.

      “Hey.”

      Emma spun to see the yoga teacher approaching. Beyond, her students were stretched out, face up on their beach towels. Savasana. Corpse pose.

      The teacher kept her voice soft, as if not wanting to disturb the class, although, from this distance, Emma doubted they’d hear her over the rush of the breaking waves. “I’m Kira Petersen.” She extended a hand holding a business card. “I have a studio in town and teach classes here on the beach a few times a week, weather permitting.”

      Emma studied the card, printed in restful pastels. She felt the woman watching her expectantly and looked up. “Sorry. I’m Emma Anderson.” She really needed to get new business cards made. “Freelance photographer.”

      Kira seemed surprised. “Oh. I thought maybe you were waiting to talk to me after class.” She waved a hand at the mound. “And were just killing time by taking pictures of … garbage.”

      Emma choked a laugh. “No, I really am taking pictures of garbage.”

      “I guess it could be considered pop art.” Kira sounded doubtful.

      “I was hoping for wreckage from a long-lost ship.”

      Kira’s eyes brightened. “The wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald?”

      “Wrong lake. But that’s the idea.” Emma automatically looked out over the water. “To be honest, I’m scouting.” She gestured in the direction from which she’d come. “I have an assignment to shoot the guys who fly the kites, but I’ll have to come back when the weather clears.”

      “Sounds like fun.” Kira glanced toward her students before returning her gaze to Emma. “Seriously, though. You really a photographer?”

      Realizing she looked like any other selfie-shooting tourist, she grinned sheepishly. “I am. I have actual cameras and lenses and flashes and everything.”

      “I’ve been thinking I should get some photos of me and my classes for my website and social media. You interested?”

      “Sure.” Emma hoped she didn’t sound too eager.

      “Great.” Kira struck a dramatic and fashion-model-worthy pose. “How’s this?”

      Emma laughed and snapped a quick shot. “Perfect. Maybe not for promoting your yoga classes, though.”

      “What can I say? I’m a frustrated model.” Kira wagged a finger at her. “You have my card. Call me. I’ll see which of my students want to participate, and we’ll set up a date.”

      “I will.” As if on cue, Emma’s phone rang and sounded ridiculously loud, although none of the resting yogis appeared to notice.

      Kira turned to go. “Thanks. I better get back to my students.”

      Emma checked the screen. Caller ID only identified the incoming call as “Unknown”, and the number wasn’t familiar. Probably a scammer or telemarketer. She hit the red button, declining the call. Guilt, doubt, and regret slammed her. What if it had been Nell? True, Emma hadn’t heard from her in months, but finding her sister was one of the reasons she now lived in Erie. As far as she knew, Nell was still here. Somewhere. Emma did her best to leave breadcrumbs, hoping Nell would reach out to her. What if that declined call was the one Emma had been waiting for?

      Or it could’ve been Clay, the other reason Emma was in Erie, a hundred and fifty miles from the home she once loved.

      Clay couldn’t possibly have her number. Could he? She’d ditched her old cell—same as she’d hacked off her long red hair and dyed it a nondescript shade—before she’d moved. Since then, she’d battled with every decision regarding her contact information. Her clients in and around Erie had her number, as did Eric Baker, her best friend from back home … the only person she trusted to keep her secrets … and who’d sent her on the search for his ancestors’ graves.

      But she’d also trusted waitresses at seedy bars around the city with photos of Nell, Emma’s number scrawled across the back. She prayed one of those photos never found its way into Clay’s hands.

      Between her sister and her ex, Emma teetered on a fine and very sharp blade, desperately wanting to be accessible to the first while remaining concealed from the other.

      As if sensing her quandary, the phone rang again. This time, Emma answered. “Hello?”

      Only silence responded.

      She plugged her other ear, drowning out the surf and the seagulls. “Hello?” she said louder, hating the tremor in her voice.

      The line went dead. Emma stared at the phone as if it might give up the caller’s true identity. Family or foe?

      Or someone trying to sell her an extended insurance policy on her car?

      Hoping for the latter, she shook her head, took one last look at the pile of lake trash, and decided she’d had enough for one morning.
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        * * *

      

      When Emma first moved to Erie, she’d made every attempt to wash or wipe all the sand from her feet and beat it off her shoes, before getting in her car. She soon learned it was an impossible task. Her Forester was now officially a beach vehicle with grit coating the all-weather floor mats.

      She settled behind the wheel. The skies were already starting to lighten. Beach Ten’s parking lot was filling. Families lugged coolers and towels towards the beach, anticipating the emergence of the sun. A lifeguard planted a flag indicating the beach was open and climbed to his perch on a high white chair.

      Emma retrieved her laptop from under the passenger seat and pulled a cord from the center console. She plugged her phone into the computer to get a clearer look at the photos she’d taken.

      Clicking through, she deleted some blurry seagull photos. Several of the angry lake pictures looked potentially good enough to print, frame, and offer for sale at one of the summer’s arts and crafts shows. Or at one of the local eateries that displayed her work.

      The pictures of driftwood lacked contrast and definition due to the flat lighting. Maybe when she came back to photograph the kites, she’d take another walk and try again.

      The last photo was the purple-haired yoga instructor. For a quick shot, it wasn’t bad. The flat lighting that didn’t work for landscape shots was exquisite for portraiture.

      As for the pictures of the mound of trash and the seagulls flocking over it, the yoga teacher had been right about the closeups of the tangled snow fence. They could almost be considered pop art. Almost. But not quite. Emma skimmed through, went back, and was about to hit delete when something caught her eye. Something that didn’t fit with the rest of the plastic and wood and wire.

      Emma touched the screen, enlarging the image. She squinted. Enlarged it again.

      Realization took her breath away. That wasn’t some random piece of plastic or a dead fish.

      That was an arm protruding from the lake junk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The beach northeast of the Presque Isle lighthouse had already been cordoned off with yellow caution tape by the time Matthias and Cassie approached on foot. Park rangers from the PA Department of Natural Resources and officers from Pennsylvania State Police and Erie Police joined the Erie County Coroner at the scene.

      “The gang’s all here,” Matthias said.

      A homicide in the state park ordinarily wouldn’t have landed in their laps but would’ve fallen under the PSP’s jurisdiction. When Matthias’s attempts at sleeping in on a Saturday morning were interrupted by his lieutenant, ordering him to the scene, he knew better than to ask why. He did, however, wisely choose an old pair of hiking boots as footwear.

      Matthias lifted the tape for Cassie before ducking under it.

      One of the state troopers spotted them and approached, nodding a greeting. “Detectives. Trooper Alex Gooding.”

      “Matthias Honeywell.” He pointed at his partner. “Cassie Malone. What have we got?”

      Gooding thumbed toward a jumble of rubbish at the water’s edge. “The body’s tangled up in that mess. Must’ve washed up overnight.” He re-directed the thumb towards a young woman standing alone just outside the taped perimeter, hugging herself as if she were cold despite the rising temperature. “That’s the reporting party. She was taking pictures with her phone and says she didn’t notice him until she looked at the photos on her computer.”

      Matthias eyed the soggy pile of debris. “Taking pictures of trash?”

      Gooding shrugged. “That’s her story. She came back to make sure she’d seen what she thought she saw and then called it in.” Gooding checked his notes. “Name’s Emma Anderson. Gives her home address as Sara’s Campground.”

      Cassie fixed the trooper with one of her withering glares. “Not that we don’t love spending a Saturday morning at the beach, but isn’t this a case for you guys and the rangers? Do you mind telling us why we’re here?”

      “Because of the decedent’s ID. He came up in the system as a missing person in one of your investigations. Wesley Simmons of South Shore Drive.”

      Matthias sensed Cassie stiffen. “Has the family been notified?” he asked.

      Gooding gave them a pained smile. “It’s your case now. Looks like that task falls to you.” He turned and walked away.

      “Dammit,” Matthias muttered. He glared at his partner. “I guess this rules out your insurance fraud idea.”

      “Not necessarily. No honor among thieves, as they say. Maybe he and his buddies had a falling out. Or he became a liability. Or they decided they didn’t want to share.” Cassie pointed towards the body. “If anything, this adds credence to my theory. Let’s go talk to the coroner and then question the woman who found the body.”

      Matthias trailed his partner towards the water’s edge, but his gaze drifted to the woman standing outside the yellow tape. Short dirty-blonde hair. A Pittsburgh Pirates T-shirt. Jeans rolled up to mid-calf. Something about her felt familiar, yet he was certain he’d never met her before.

      Looking like a surfer dude with unruly sun-bleached hair, Felix Hamilton, Erie County Coroner, knelt beside the body. He directed two of his deputies, who struggled to disentangle the decedent from the water weeds and some wood pickets bound by wire.

      “Hey, Ham,” Cassie said. “Know anything yet?”

      Hamilton lifted his pale blue gaze to the detectives before pointing at the body. “Our decedent suffered a deep penetrating wound, left side, just below the rib cage.”

      That brought Matthias’s full attention to the victim. “He was stabbed?”

      “Maybe. The wound could have been created by a knife or from some of this debris. I won’t know anything for certain until I get him into autopsy.” The coroner stood and stretched. “I understand he’s someone you were looking for?”

      “So we’ve been told,” Cassie said.

      “Mind if I take a look?” Matthias asked.

      “Be my guest.” Hamilton stepped back.

      Matthias squatted and tipped his head sideways to view the man straight on. The victim must’ve washed up face down. The sand appeared disturbed, where someone had repositioned his head for a better look. The open, unseeing eyes were opaque. The skin was pale and waxy. Matthias thumbed through his phone’s photo gallery to pull up the picture of Wesley Simmons the man’s wife had given them yesterday. “It’s him.” Mental images of the two kids swam through Matthias’s mind.

      He stood and met his partner’s gaze, betting from her expression she was thinking of them too.

      “Let us know what you find out, Ham,” Cassie said.

      The coroner gave a nod before returning to his spot beside the body.

      Without a word, Matthias trudged through the soft sand toward the crime scene tape and the blonde.

      As they approached, Cassie whispered, “She’s cute. You gonna ask her out?”

      “Jesus,” he muttered. “You’re sick, you know that?”

      She shrugged. “You’ve never been one to pass up an opportunity. Just sayin’.”

      The blonde looked up, her face tense. Her wide eyes reminded him of pictures he’d seen of the Caribbean Ocean, equal parts green and blue. Almost teal. He still sensed he knew her from somewhere.

      Matthias introduced himself and his partner. “And you are?”

      “Emma Anderson.”

      “You live around here?”

      “At Sara’s Campground. Site five eighteen.”

      Matthias studied her. “But where do you live?”

      She met his gaze without wavering. “At Sara’s Campground,” she repeated, enunciating her words more clearly as if speaking to a child. “Site five eighteen.”

      “That’s your mailing address?”

      “It’s the only address I have.”

      Matthias jotted a note. Was this woman a transient? The campground wasn’t open year-round. She had to have another address.

      While he puzzled over Emma’s residence, Cassie stepped in to continue the questions. “I understand you found the body?”

      “I guess so.” Emma told them about walking along the beach taking pictures and about how she’d seen an arm sticking out of the debris once she’d blown up the photo on her computer. “I came back for a better look. That’s when I saw it really was a person in there and called 911.”

      “You didn’t see him before? When you were taking the pictures?”

      “No. I wasn’t paying attention to details. I was mostly trying to get shots of the gulls. I was using my phone.”

      “Do you always take pictures of garbage on the beach?” Matthias asked.

      Those teal eyes came back to him. “I’m a freelance photographer. I take pictures of anything and everything.”

      That was why she looked familiar. Last night. At the cemetery. The woman lurking by the tree with the camera. He watched a flicker of some veiled emotion dance across her face before she blinked and masked her expression.

      “I’d like copies of those photos, if you don’t mind,” Cassie said.

      The “if you don’t mind” part was Cassie’s way of finding out how cooperative their witness was. Matthias expected an argument. Expected the blonde to say she did indeed mind.

      “No problem.” She tapped, swiped, and tapped again on her phone. “Give me your email address and I’ll send them now.”

      Cassie moved to Emma’s side and watched over her shoulder while spelling out the address. Emma didn’t protest, didn’t try to shield the screen. To the contrary, she held the phone so Cassie could see what must have been her photo gallery.

      “These are the shots of the…”—Emma glanced toward the trash heap—“of where the body washed up. Do you want all of them?”

      As the two women conferred, heads bent over the phone, Matthias turned his attention to the coroner and his deputies working over the decedent and to the lake beyond.

      Presque Isle was a peninsula, jutting north into Lake Erie, narrow at the base, widening as it swept east. On the southern edge, Presque Isle Bay separated the peninsula from the city.

      They’d found Simmons’s car at the Sand and Gravel Company, on Erie’s northern shore, across the bay from Presque Isle. If he’d been killed and dumped in the water there, his body would’ve had to make the unlikely journey through the channel, east into the Lake Erie Harbor, north around the far tip of the peninsula, and west through the lake to wash up on this sandy beach. A long trip for a dead man in a very short span of time.

      “Who’s that?”

      His partner’s question brought his focus back to the photographer. Cassie pointed at Emma’s phone.

      “Her name’s Kira something. She was teaching a yoga class over there.” Emma gestured. “We spoke briefly about doing some promotional photos.” She dug in her pocket and came up with a business card. “Kira Petersen.”

      Matthias held out a hand for the card. “May I?” Like Cassie’s “if you don’t mind” comment, his question was more of a test of Emma’s cooperation than a polite request.

      Again, she passed, handing him the card.

      From his experience in the martial arts and eastern philosophy, Matthias recognized the circular design on the front as a sri yantra. Namaste Erie Yoga was printed in a font resembling Sanskrit. In smaller block letters, Kira Petersen, Proprietor, plus an address downtown and a phone number. “Mind if I keep this?”

      This time, Emma hesitated. “Could I take a picture of it first?” When he gave her a look, she pointed at the card. “She was interested in hiring me for some work. Provided you don’t arrest her for murder, I’d like to follow up.”

      He met her gaze, searching for any indication she was holding back. There was definitely something there, lurking in the depths of her eyes. But instinct told him it was less about the case or the yoga chick and more about him.

      He scared her.

      He’d been told he had that effect on people.

      Matthias softened his expression and held the card toward her on the flat of his palm. “Don’t wanna get in the way of a small business owner trying to make a living.”

      She snapped her photo, thanked him, and turned back to Cassie. “Any other shots you want me to send
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