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        * * *

      

      
        
        GEM Operator Opal; multifaceted, versatile, a chameleon.

        She hides in plain sight, adapts, and infiltrates.

      

        

      
        When Opal goes undercover in a youth center several teenagers have disappeared from, she’s shocked to find a ghost of her own traumatic past at the helm. However, her worry for the missing kids is greater than her concern being recognized and she risks her own safety to discover the truth.

      

        

      
        To complicate matters, a familiar FBI agent shows up conducting his own investigation and almost blows the whistle on her. It takes some doing to convince him to join forces with her but as it turns out, they work well together.

      

        

      
        In the course of uncovering an organized group of child molesters, they find themselves falling—for each other.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Janey and I get dressed for bed quietly.

      Mostly because we know we’re being watched.

      Compliance comes easy when even at only seventeen you’ve been made to believe you have no rights, no importance, no voice.

      Yesterday we were told it was time for more ‘personal development.’ Like Pavlov’s dogs, we immediately fell silent as we climbed into the van taking us from the group home to our destination, our minds automatically detaching from our bodies. It’s how we protect ourselves, knowing the next however many hours our bodies are no longer ours to command.

      “Kate?”

      I barely get into my bottom bunk after turning off the lights when Janey’s whisper sounds over my head.

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you think Raj will come back?”

      I glance over at the single bed on the other side of the room, barely visible in the dark. Up until two months ago, Raj would sleep there. The three of us arrived here at Transition House within a few months of each other and shared this room for the past three years.

      Raj was a year older than Janey and me, but the three of us became close. As close as sisters, something none of us had ever known. As the eldest, she’d looked after us as best she could, comforting us with the promise of better times ahead.

      I miss her soft voice in the dark room as she would talk to distract us from the dark thoughts that inevitably crept in with nightfall. Especially on nights like these, when I could still feel unwanted hands on my skin.

      She was simply gone one day, without so much as a goodbye. It was the day after she turned eighteen and was of legal age.

      “I don’t know,” I lie, secretly convinced we’ll never see Raj again. “Anything’s possible, I guess.”

      “I can’t do this anymore…” I can barely hear Janey’s voice, but the desperation is clear and it scares me.

      “Yes, you can. You will. Just like I will.”
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      Opal

       

      “…are you there?”

      Janey’s voice crackles through my earpiece.

      I slide my hand under my hair and push the tiny button behind my ear twice for yes. If I wasn’t in the middle of a group of volunteers, waiting to be briefed by a search coordinator, I would’ve stepped away and used my voice, but I might draw attention to myself, which is something I don’t want.

      “Keep an eye on James Genzel, one of Ricky’s teachers. Fifty-one, five foot nine, glasses, dirty blond, and balding. No facial hair.” My eyes immediately roam the crowd and zoom in on the slightly overweight man standing about twenty feet from me, at the edge of the search group, as Janey’s voice continues to fill me in. “School secretary says he left school in the middle of the day for a health emergency, and she didn’t see him until yesterday when he showed up fidgety. Her words, not mine.”

      I hit the button twice more to let her know I got all that and start inching my way in Genzel’s direction. It’s not unusual for perpetrators to join the search for their victims. Some of those sick bastards feed off that, and they’ll often spend more time observing everyone around them than actually doing any searching. It also wouldn’t be the first time a perp tried to steer a search away from where they dumped their victims.

      Either way, if the teacher had anything to do with thirteen-year-old Ricky’s disappearance forty-eight hours ago, his behavior could give him away and I’ll be watching.

      “Can I have your attention please?”

      The rich voice belongs to a tall, gray-haired man wearing sunglasses that obscure a large part of his face. A face, that from the lower half visible, is the kind that would earn him the moniker, silver fox. Luckily, I’m immune to appearances. A good thing, since I’m here to do a job.

      As the man introduces himself as Agent Kenny with the FBI CARD team, I quickly return my attention to the teacher. He appears to be engrossed in the instructions the agent shares, nodding every now and then in understanding. Then we’re split up in groups and I shuffle a little closer to Genzel, to ensure I’ll be in the same group with him, when a hand taps my shoulder.

      “Excuse me, ma’am,” the deep cultured voice sounds behind me.

      I turn to find a pair of intense, hazel eyes focused on me. His shades are shoved up into his hair, and at this proximity, I can see faint freckles dotting his face. Definitely a silver fox.

      “Yes?”

      “Were you planning on joining the search?”

      My feathers are instantly ruffled, I hate being underestimated, but I remind myself this is exactly what I hope for when I’m in the field. The terrain we’re supposed to search is a stretch of wooded area along the Potomac River, just a mile or so from the middle school Ricky went missing from the day before yesterday. A rugged stretch with ample undergrowth, fallen limbs, and dense trees.

      I’ve been in much worse terrain, but he wouldn’t know that.

      “That’s why I’m here. This isn’t my first search,” I can’t resist adding.

      Agent Kenny raises an eyebrow, clearly not convinced, but he doesn’t press the issue and points me to the group that started forming a few feet away. Fortunately, my target is in that group.

      We line up about six feet apart, most of us carrying a stick or a pole, and start slowly moving into the trees, occasionally calling out Ricky’s name. I’m right beside the teacher, glancing his way from time to time, while still scanning the ground in front of me for any signs of Ricky.

      It takes us a couple of hours of inching our way through when the trees open up and we hit the bank of the river. Kenny orders a small break before we retrace our steps downriver from where we ended up. I pull a bottle of water from the small backpack I have strapped on. I notice Genzel didn’t bring any so I take my second bottle from my pack and hand it to him.

      “Thanks,” he says, twisting the top off and taking a swig. “I’m clearly not that well prepared. This is my first time doing anything like this. It’s a little unnerving.”

      “Are you family?” I ask innocently, hoping to keep him talking.

      He shakes his head. “No. I’m a teacher at Springfield. Ricky is in my math class. You?”

      “Just a concerned citizen.”

      I don’t detect any subterfuge in the man, but he could be a good actor.

      He opens his mouth to say something when Agent Kenny’s voice calls us all to attention. A few minutes later, the two groups are lined up with our backs to the river, and we start working our way through the next stretch of dense growth.

      We’ve barely hit the trees when someone down the line calls the boy’s name and I hear a sound from up ahead. I stop in my tracks.

      “Hold up!” I yell out before cupping my hands around my mouth. “Ricky!”

      Again, I can hear what sounds like a whimper and turn to glance at Genzel, who is looking at me, surprise on his face.

      “I heard that.”

      “Keep calling out to him,” I tell the teacher, as I start moving forward, trying to pinpoint where the sound is coming from.

      Five minutes later I find him, the FBI agent close on my heels. His skinny body is mostly hidden by the large trunk of a felled tree. His leg sticks out at an unnatural angle.

      Keeping my back to the man behind me, I mumble in the microphone tucked under my hair.

      “Found him. Looks like an accident.”

      “Ten-four,” I hear Janey’s voice in my ear.

      “Hey, buddy.” I kneel down beside the pale boy and grab his hand. “You’re gonna be okay.”

      Behind me I hear yelling down the line of volunteers, and Agent Kenny’s voice barking our coordinates into his radio. I ignore them and keep my eyes on the child, digging up my water bottle so I can give him a few sips. The kid must be dehydrated.

      It takes another hour and a half for EMTs to find us, stabilize Ricky, and carry him out.   

      “Glad for this outcome.”

      I’m watching the stretcher being loaded in the back of the waiting ambulance when the agent steps up beside me. I glance over at him and grin.
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        * * *

      

       

      Mitch

       

      Wow.

      She definitely should smile more.

      It would seem I underestimated this woman on more than one front.

      I’m not sure what drew my eye to her in the first place, but something about her looked out of place in the group of volunteers. I guess she looked almost too innocent. I’ve been at the occasional search where a volunteer would not be prepared for the kind of scene we found and ended up more trouble than they were worth. Maybe I was afraid this woman would be like that. 

      Don’t think anyone was as surprised as I was when she took control of her group and, without hesitation, walked ahead to discover the injured boy. She stayed with him, talking to him quietly, and keeping him calm until the medics arrived.

      I didn’t believe her when she said this wasn’t her first search, but it’s clear I was wrong. I also thought she looked unremarkable, but now that I’ve seen her smile, I realize I was wrong about that too.

      “We should grab a sandwich before they’re all gone,” I find myself saying.

      I point to the crowd at the back of a van belonging to a local restaurant kind enough to provide lunch for the volunteers. She looks over and seems to hesitate for a moment before she makes up her mind.

      “Sure. I could eat.”

      She’s made herself comfortable sitting on the open gate of a maroon pickup truck when I return with a couple of bottles of water and some sandwiches.

      “Yours?” I indicate the late-model Silverado, trying to hide my surprise at her choice of vehicles.

      “It is,” she says, her mouth tilting up at one side. “Hop on up.”

      I set the food and water down before hoisting myself up beside her. 

      “Nice.” I settle in with a bottle and unwrap one of the sandwiches, sneaking a glance at her. “Name’s Mitch Kenny.” I wipe my hand on my jeans and hold it out.

      “Nice to meet you, Mitch,” she says, firmly gripping my hand with her smaller one. “I’m Opal.”

      The name seems a bit frivolous. She strikes me as unpretentious and simple, but then she pulls the ball cap from her head and a wealth of hair drops down to her shoulders. Thick, wavy, russet-blond hair you’d want to bury your fingers into. My body involuntarily responds and I quickly focus on my sandwich before I give myself away.

      “So, Opal,” I start, after swallowing my bite. “What brought you out today? Are you local?”

      When I turn to her, she eyes me with a hint of suspicion.

      “Nope. I’m a Kentucky original, but I happened to be visiting Hagerstown when I heard about the boy’s disappearance. I thought I could help.”

      “And you certainly did.”

      She opts not to respond to that and instead takes a decent bite of her sandwich. Even that suddenly seems appealing. I like a woman with a healthy appetite. One too many times I’ve taken someone to a nice restaurant, only to sit across from them while they play around with a few lettuce leaves on their plate. It’s annoying as hell. 

      “How long have you been with the CARD team?” she asks in between bites, turning the tables on me.

      “2006.”

      “Wow,” she says, surprised. “You’re one of the original ones, then.”

      She clearly knows more about CARD than most, which I also find intriguing. Few people know what the Child Abduction Rapid Deployment team is, let alone the year of its inception.

      “I was already with the Crimes Against Children Unit so it seemed like a logical step. Never looked back.”

      “Really?” She looks at me dubiously. “It’s gotta take a toll on you, dealing with young victims day in and day out.”

      There’s a hint of an edge to her voice.

      “That part eats away at you, but each sick bastard we bring down makes it worth it,” I admit.

      She nods as if she gets what I’m saying. I’m not sure how she could, since she doesn’t know me from Adam. Even my ex didn’t understand and she knew my history.

      “Excuse me?”

      One of the guys in the search party—he looks a little like George from Seinfeld but older—walks up, his eyes flitting between Opal and myself.

      “Oh, hey. I’m sorry,” she says with a kind smile for the man, “I’m afraid I never got your name.”

      “James. Look, I don’t mean to interrupt, but I just wanted to thank you again for the water.”

      He avoids looking at me, which is probably good because I’m afraid my annoyance at the interruption may be showing. A sharp whistle draws my attention and I look up to see one of my teammates wave me over. Reluctantly, I slide off the tailgate and turn to Opal.

      “I’ve gotta run.” I hold out my hand to her and she places her palm against mine. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Opal. And thanks again for your help today.”

      I give the guy a nod and just as I start walking toward my team, I hear him say, “Opal, care for some company?”

      It’s probably for the best. Despite my initial impression of a plump, somewhat frumpy-looking woman, Opal managed to surprise me in ways that had my libido sit up and take notice. Apparently, I’m a sucker for smarts and confidence, and this woman has both in spades. The truck, the abundance of hair, and the sharp gray eyes only add to her appeal.

      Any more time spent with her might’ve proven to be a distraction, and I have a job that requires my full attention.

      “We need to roll out,” Matt Driver informs me when I join my team. “Just got a call. We caught another one. Sixteen-year-old female in Huntington, West Virginia. Left work at the local Walmart last night around eight thirty, but never made it home. Feed from one of the store’s surveillance cameras caught her being forced into an old cargo van in the rear parking lot.”

      I check my watch. It’s one thirty, she’s been gone for seventeen hours; it’ll take us at least another five on the road.

      That’s a lot of fucking hours in the hands of a predator.

      “Let’s go,” I confirm, swinging my pack on my back and jogging to the black, Bureau-issued Expedition.

      Right before I climb behind the wheel, I throw one last look over my shoulder and catch a glimpse of russet-colored hair.

      Then we roll.
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      Opal

       

      “We need more people.”

      “We’ve been over this.”

      I grin as Raj rolls her eyes at me.

      Our boss, Jacob Branch, is right; we have been over this more than once. That doesn’t mean Raj will let it drop. If anything, it will make her push even harder. Rajani Agarwal enjoys going head-to-head with the boss, and to be honest, I think she’d be disappointed if he ever gave in.

      “Look…” She leans into the speakerphone. “I don’t think any of us had a day off in the past two months. None of us are spring chickens anymore, and pretty soon the bodies are gonna start falling apart, then where would you be?”

      “Hey, speak for yourself,” Janey pipes up, looking away from her computer screen for the first time this morning to throw Raj a dirty look.

      Raj makes a good point though. We may not be old—just starting our forties—but we also don’t bounce back as easily as we once did.

      “Nowhere without the three of you,” Jacob admits, “but we’re still not hiring. Now, can we get back to the list of potential cases?”

      The cases he refers to are those of missing children.

      Two years ago, Jacob Branch founded GEM, which stands for Gather, Evaluate, and Mobilize. The group’s objective is to search for, rescue, and recover missing and exploited minors. Our focus is mainly on disenfranchised kids, the most vulnerable ones, who often slip between the cracks. The runaways, street kids, those bounced around the foster system, or from unhealthy home lives.

      Having lived a childhood like that myself—and still carrying the well-hidden scars—I didn’t have to think long when offered a chance to join the crew. An opportunity to stand up for forgotten and vulnerable children, the way I wish someone had stood up for me.

      Jacob had been convincing; despite the fact I never met him in person. The first time he called me I almost hung up on him, but then he mentioned the names of the other two women I’d be working with. Names I hadn’t heard in two decades. He offered assurances in the form of high-ranking law enforcement officers he suggested I contact for references, including my commander at the Kentucky State Police Academy, where I worked as a firearms instructor. I took that to mean he was law enforcement too. Whoever Jacob Branch was, he had friends in high places.

      With the promise of being reunited with Janey and Raj, the offer of a salary I never thought I’d see in my lifetime, and a chance to seek justice for the powerless using the skills I’d honed these past twenty years, I jumped.

      “Opal!”

      Jacob’s sharp voice snaps me to attention.

      Opal is the code name he’s given me. Janey is Pearl and Raj, Onyx. It all seemed a little over the top to me at first, until he pointed out some of the work we do might put a target on our backs and it was safer to create alternate identities.

      We use the code names in communications, but when it’s just the girls and me in the office, we tend to forget.

      “Sorry, what was that?”

      “I asked if you are ready for a case that may be a little close to home.”

      I look over at Raj, who eyes me with concern. Clearly, I missed something important.

      “Close to home? What do you mean? Hebron or Dry Ridge?”

      Hebron is where the GEM office is located, conveniently close to the airport. I have a place about thirty miles south, just outside the small town of Dry Ridge, only I rarely get to spend time there. I’m mostly on the road, staying in hotel rooms.

      “Neither. I’m talking about Lanark.”

      Janey rolls her chair away from her desk and closer to the conference table, her eyes holding the same concern as Raj.

      “Lanark?” Even just the name of the town I grew up in has me swallow hard. I left when I was eighteen and never went back. I take a deep breath and force myself to ask, “What’ve you got?”

      “Got a call from a volunteer at The Youth Center in Lanark. She’s concerned about a girl who suddenly stopped showing up about a week ago.”

      “It’s a youth center, don’t kids come and go all the time?” Janey points out.

      “Maybe, but according to the woman, this girl was a regular. Showed up religiously for the after-school homework program and she always stayed for a meal. Sally Kendall, the volunteer, said she’d been in touch with the girl’s mother, who confirmed she hadn’t seen Melissa in five days, but didn’t seem to care much. She admitted the school had called and she’d lied, telling them her daughter was sick, just to get them off her back. According to Sally, the mom’s a meth head whose only worry is where her next hit is gonna come from.”

      I start jotting down information on my notepad.

      “Melissa, what is her last name?” I ask.

      “Romero. Fifteen years old, five foot two, slight build, dark, shoulder-length hair, brown eyes, pierced nostril and earlobes.”

      “Why is this Sally woman calling us?” Raj wants to know. “Why doesn’t she contact local law enforcement? And why is a volunteer sounding the alarm on this anyway and not the center’s program manager or director?”

      Jacob explains the woman apparently did go to management but was cautioned not to cause waves for the center. It was a conversation she indicated ‘left her feeling uncomfortable.’ She found our name when she scoured the internet looking for information on how to find missing children.

      “Sounds fishy,” Janey comments.

      “The volunteer or the situation?” I direct at her.

      “The situation. Management at the center. The mother. Lanark,” she clarifies. “It’s all fishy to me.”

      “I agree, which is why I want to move on this. It could be just a coincidence, but what if it isn’t? What if something is still happening in Lanark?”

      None of us respond. We don’t need to because what he suggests is already worming its way into our thoughts. I don’t even have to look at the others to know their minds. We were all victims, and Jacob is aware of this.

      I asked him once how he knew about what went on at Transition House, to which he cryptically responded the house may have burned down, but the ghosts linger. I always assumed that to mean he perhaps knew someone there, or lost someone connected to the group home. He never clarified, but it’s clear—just like the rest of us—he’s never been able to let go.  

      It’s why Jacob picked us for GEM. Our common trauma.

      It’s what ties all of us together.

      It’s what drives us to do what we do.
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        * * *

      

       

      Mitch

       

      “It’s a camping trip, Sawyer, not an extended stay at a luxury resort,” I mutter at no one in particular, lugging her massive suitcase to the truck. The damn thing is going to take up half the space in my tent. 

      She comes bouncing down the porch steps, wearing short-shorts, a skintight tank, and her feet in the new Birkenstocks she just had to have, but are no match for the kind of terrain we’re heading for. Sturdy hiking boots would be more suitable for the rocks and sandstone cliffs. I give her a stern look, but she grins back, her blond hair framing her happy face, and as usual, I cave.

      Sawyer owns me and she knows it. 

      “Can we stop at Starbucks on the way out?” she pleads, pushing her luck. “Pretty please?”

      “You know a Keurig pod costs less than fifty cents, right?” I grumble.

      She’s heard it before and laughs at me, the happy melodious sound a balm to my dark mood.

      We just closed a case earlier this week that won’t let me go. The sight of that small, broken, and violated body in a farm field north of Greensboro, North Carolina, is one that will stay with me forever. Just like many others before.

      It gets to you: this job, the predators, the innocent victims, the level of depravity, and lack of humanity. It eats at you. Which is why taking an occasional few days away is so important. Time to rebalance all the ugliness in the world with some beauty and the company of loved ones.

      That is the plan for the upcoming long weekend with Sawyer. An hour-and-a-half drive to Daniel Boone National Forest, setting up the tent at the campsite, and then three days of nothing but the sound of nature, fishing, hiking, and hanging out with my girl.

      Sawyer isn’t new to camping, which is why the size of her suitcase annoys me. She knows better, having joined me on camping trips since she was just five years old. My daughter was always a bit of a spitfire, her fearlessness something that terrified me as much as it made me proud. This past year she went from a fifteen-year-old tomboy to a sixteen-year-old young woman.

      Let’s just say it’s an adjustment for a father. Where before she was happy as a clam hanging out and watching Sunday football on the weekends she was with me, now she’s more interested in hanging at the mall, endlessly chatting with girlfriends, and leaving her makeup all over my damn bathroom because ‘the light is better.’ At least she still got excited when I asked if she wanted to go camping with me for the weekend.

      “Starbucks is coming up on the right,” she reminds me when we head out of town.

      I respond with a grunt, but still pull into the drive-thru. I don’t even bother ordering; I never get it right anyway. Instead, I move back as Sawyer leans across my body, spouting off what sounds like an entire Italian menu to get a couple of measly coffees that takes them almost ten minutes to make. 

      The caffeine hits the spot though. One thing I’ll say, they know their coffee. Dark, rich, with a hint of bitter, and a whole lot of punch.

      “Better?” my smart-ass daughter grins over the rim of her foamy, frou-frou drink.

      “Much,” I admit.

      Four hours later, when I finally cast my line in Cave Run Lake, I’m feeling even better. I look over my shoulder at our campsite, where Sawyer is hanging in one of the folding chairs reading a book. She wasn’t even that upset to discover cell phone reception here is spotty at best, and she wouldn’t be able to chat on her phone all day long. Thank God she loves reading and snapping pictures because, apparently, fishing no longer holds appeal.

      This is the kind of quality family time I remember from when I was younger, before life took a drastic turn. I tried to find it again when I met Sawyer’s mom, Becky, but she never was one for camping, definitely not outdoorsy, and the few attempts we made ended in disaster.

      So did our marriage, eventually. In the end, we weren’t compatible at all. She didn’t like the amount of time I spent on the job, and I didn’t like the amount of time she spent with her fitness instructor. It could’ve been ugly, but I don’t think either of us had the heart to invest that much energy. We’ve gotten along a lot better since our divorce, which works out well for everyone, our daughter included. 

      “Good fish, Dad,” she mumbles around her last mouthful.

      It’s our second night here and I finally managed to land a couple of nice-sized smallmouth bass. Enough for a meal. Sawyer likes my beer batter fried fish, so I made that while she was in charge of the roasted veggies.

      “Have some more,” I tell her, grabbing for the cast iron pan holding two more fillets, lifting one on my plate.

      “I’m full. You finish them,” she says, as she gets out of her chair. “I’m gonna fetch some water for dishes.”

      I watch her grab the bucket we use for that purpose and head down the trail. There’s a water tap by the outhouse on the other side of the inlet we’re on. It’s the only place you’ll occasionally see other people, which is why I suspect Sawyer so easily volunteers to get water.

      I quickly finish the last two pieces of fish and walk down to the lake to rinse the pan when my phone rings in my pocket. The number on the display is familiar, and with it comes a feeling of dread.

      “You’re lucky you caught me where I have some reception,” I tell Matt.

      “Fuck, man, you know I wouldn’t call unless it’s an emergency.”

      “I know. What’ve you got?”

      “More cases than teams. I just sent Lampert, Punani, and Byron to Delaware this morning, and now I get a call about the abduction of a ten-year-old boy right outside his home in Frankfort. I’m stuck in Cincinnati, I’m gonna need you on this, Mitch. A neighbor watched the kid get off the school bus on the opposite side of the street. He started crossing the road when an SUV stopped in front of him, blocking the neighbor’s view. When the vehicle drove off, the kid was gone.”

      “How long ago?”

      “We’re already two and half hours behind,” he tells me, and I curse under my breath.

      The memory of the last victim, about the same age, is still too fresh in my mind. He hadn’t been gone that long either. By the time I pack up, drive home, and drop Sawyer off at her mom’s, it’ll be dark out.

      “Give me three hours,” I tell him before I hang up and run back to the campsite.

      When Sawyer returns a few minutes later, I’ve already taken down the tent.

      “Let me guess, duty calls?”

      I bristle at the words I so often had tossed at me by her mother. It’s the first time I’ve heard them from my girl and it stings even worse. I drop the tent poles with a clatter to the ground.

      “Yes, a ten-year-old boy already missing for more than two hours. Do you know what can happen to him in only a couple of hours? A child stolen right outside his house. I see the fucking damage done by sick perverts every goddamn day.”

      I don’t even need to see the tears start rolling down my daughter’s face to regret every goddamn single word that came flying out of my mouth. There’s no amount of soul-deep fatigue that justifies taking it out on her.

      “Jesus, Pumpkin,” I mutter, walking up to her to apologize, but she neatly ducks under my arm.

      “Come on, then. Let’s get packed up,” she says, grabbing the poles off the ground and shoving them in the bag. I’d rather she kneed me in the nuts.

      Thirty minutes later, she’s beside me, quiet, as we leave the campground behind.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t even tell you how wrong I was to lay that on you.”

      She turns her face to me.

      “I’m sorry too. It wasn’t fair of me to say that thing about duty. I was being a brat.”

      I grab her hand and kiss the back of it before she easily slips her fingers between mine.

      “Nah, this was on me. Sometimes it just gets to me.”

      “I know, Daddy, and I’m sorry for that too.”

      Christ, don’t know how I got this fucking lucky.

      “Love you, kiddo.”

      “Love you more.”

      We don’t say another word until I drop her off at her mother’s place, but the entire drive her hand firmly holds on to mine.
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      Opal

       

      “Morning, Opal.”

      I lift a hand and smile at one of the center’s social workers walking through the small cafeteria.

      It’s been a frustrating couple of days. 

      Sally has been wonderful, managing to get me a volunteer position as kitchen help, and I’ve been able to chitchat with some of the staff and kids, but it hasn’t really given me a chance to ask many questions. I would’ve preferred a job where I’d be in closer contact with the kids, but the program director apparently decides on those, and he’s supposed to be back from vacation today.

      Most of what I know comes from Sally, who apparently didn’t stop poking around after she called GEM. She was able to tell me Melissa had not been the only kid who stopped showing up all of a sudden. She found three others who dropped off the roster in the past year. One of them, fourteen-year-old Georgia Braxton, a kid from a broken home and a regular for a meal and counseling with one of the social workers at the center, has apparently missed her last few sessions. 

      Sally talked to the counselor, who reported trying to get in touch with the father without any luck. Sally was ready to go knock on his door, but I immediately told her to cease and desist her sleuthing. If there’s any truth to the disturbing pattern she paints, she may well be putting herself in danger.

      I passed the information on to Janey right away, with the additional name to look into. She messaged me this morning to let me know the girl’s mother had contacted law enforcement. Knowing my team is on the case, I can focus on my job of gathering as much information as I can on this end.

      The backstory we’re working with is simple. I’m an old friend of Sally’s from her college days at Ohio State in Columbus, new to town. My fictitious twenty-year marriage just ended and I’m looking for something meaningful to fill my life. The center’s volunteer coordinator swallowed it whole and fit me in to the kitchen rotation on the spot.

      I put the last of the muffins for the kids’ after-school snack in the basket and carry the baking tray back into the kitchen. Brian is sitting on a stool at the long stainless-steel counter, peeling a bucket of potatoes for dinner.

      The center has two cooks on rotation and I’m one of a handful of kitchen volunteers. Brian is one of the cooks, a sixty-seven-year-old former restaurateur, who retired two years ago and passed his restaurant to his son. Widowed only eight months later, he quickly got lonely and ended up at the youth center for something to fill his days.

      Why people spill their stories to me without much prompting, I don’t know, but Brian sure had me up to speed on his life fast my first shift with him. He’s a nice man, adores his children and grandchildren, and deeply grieves the loss of his wife. If there is a connection to be found between the center and the disappearing kids, I have serious doubts Brian would turn out to be in any way involved.

      “Need a hand with those?” I offer, slipping the baking tray in the large double sink.

      “Grab a peeler and pull up a stool.”

      So far, I’ve let Brian initiate all conversation, something he does naturally, but today I plan to probe a little.

      “So I hear the program director is back from vacation today,” I start, as I pick up a potato and start peeling.

      The only response I get is a snort. I wait to see if more is forthcoming but he remains silent, so I push a little.

      “What? Is he not nice? Sally seems to like him.”

      “Oh, the women like him just fine,” he mutters under his breath but doesn’t expand on that. Instead, he seems lost in thought.

      I toss the potato in the big pot and put my peeler down, touching my hand to his arm.

      “Brian? What do you mean?”

      His eyes flick up. “Just be careful with that one. That’s all I can—” He stops talking abruptly, his eyes focused over my shoulder.

      “Brian, I see you’re keeping our new volunteer busy.”

      The voice seeps like ice water in my veins, freezing me on the spot.

      I know him.

      It feels like minutes go by, when in fact, it’s a fraction of a second before my training overrides my paralysis. I’m not the same person I was then and besides, I’ve altered my appearance for this assignment. The wig I’m wearing is a mousy brown bob, barely able to contain my own hair, and the glasses I have on conveniently distort my eyes. On top of that, I carry around an extra fifty or so pounds I didn’t have back in the day.

      I’m also not afraid. Not anymore.

      I square my shoulders and turn around, expecting to be confronted with the familiar handsome face that haunted my nightmares for years. Instead, I find a stranger. A man I would’ve sworn I’ve never met in my life if I hadn’t heard his voice.

      Then he looks at me, the cold blue eyes staring back at me, familiar in a stranger’s face.

      “Ms. Berry, I believe? Welcome to The Youth Center.”

      “Opal, please, Mr. Kramer,” I respond, placing my hand in his offered one. I fight against the shiver of revulsion his touch triggers in my body.

      “Opal it is. What a lovely name. Please, call me Mason.” I resist the temptation to rub my palm on my pants when he finally lets go of my hand. “Why don’t we have a chat in my office. Brian? You can spare her for a few minutes?”

      The look he throws the older man is everything but friendly.

      “Of course,” Brian answers, adding, “you’re the boss.”

      “Yes. I am.”

      With a last look at Brian, I follow Mason down the hall to the offices in the back of the one-story building. As he waves me into his office and closes the door, I wish I’d at least had the foresight to wear a wire. I sit down in the chair he indicates on the other side of the desk and wait for him to speak.

      I don’t have to wait long.

      “So, Opal, Sally tells me you’re new to Lanark?”

      “I am. I’ve only been here a week.” I try hard not to fidget in my seat.

      “What made you come here?”

      I dive into my role as a recently jilted wife, and even manage to squeeze out a few tears for authenticity as I share my recent woes. As expected, the man looks uncomfortable and quickly changes direction.

      “Why The Youth Center?”

      “I’ve always wanted to work with children,” I gush. “I’ve always worked administrative jobs but when Sally mentioned volunteering at the center, I thought perhaps it might be a good way to test the waters.”

      He leans his elbows on his desk and tents his fingers under his chin.

      “I see.” He purses his lips in a way that has bile surge up my esophagus. “Well, I don’t have openings on any of the programs we run at the moment, but we could use some help in the office. Filing, correspondence, scheduling, those kinds of things. You wouldn’t be working directly with the kids, but you’d interact with them daily.”

      That might work. The closer I can get to what this sick bastard is up to now, the better, and maybe I can sneak a peek at his files when he’s not around. He wants me to come in from one-to-five daily during the week, because those are the high traffic hours.

      “I need you to look into someone,” I tell Janey when I step outside the center to make the call.

      “Who?”

      “Mason Kramer. The program director.”

      “I already did, along with the rest of the staff. Clean as a whistle. The man doesn’t even have a parking ticket to his name.”

      “Check deeper. It’s an alias.”

      That silences her, but only for a minute.

      “How do you know?”

      Her question is sharp, almost a challenge. For a moment it rattles me and I hesitate, but there was no mistaking that voice, or those cold eyes.

      “I know,” I tell her firmly before adding, “I recognized his voice.”

      “Recognized? From where? Who is it?”

      I take a deep breath before I share the name of a man I believed to have been dead for the past twenty years.

      “Josh Kendrick.”

      I can hear the phone clatter to the desk on the other end.
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      Mitch

       

      Jesus, what a mess.

      Cases like this make me grateful my ex and I were able to keep Sawyer as our priority, even after we split.

      Hard to believe just three days ago, I was sitting around a campfire with my daughter, roasting marshmallows to celebrate the start of our mini vacation. Two days ago, I was racing to join the search for a missing ten-year-old in Frankfort, who turned up at a local arcade where he was forced to sell dime bags of pot by a gang of teens.

      Then this morning I get a call from local law enforcement in Lanark about a fourteen-year-old girl gone missing. She was last seen five days ago. The parents are in the middle of an ugly divorce. The girl wasn’t getting along with Mom and chose to live with Dad, who is a long-haul trucker. The man is gone from home days at a time and left the kid to fend for herself.

      It wasn’t until early yesterday they discovered her gone.

      Unbelievable. Some people are seriously messed up.

      “Did you get anything more?” I ask when Matt climbs into the passenger seat.

      “Not much. Get this, she ate most of her meals at the local youth center,” he says, his disgust evident. “Two damn parents living in the same town, not five blocks from each other, and somehow between them they can’t manage to feed their own daughter?”

      I grunt in agreement. Sadly, Georgia Braxton is not the only kid who slipped through the cracks while the parents were busy fighting with each other.

      “Local cops talk to someone at The Lanark Youth Center yet?”

      “They planned to meet with the director today. I told them we’d go instead.”

      “Good. Bring up the address in the GPS.”

      It’s forty-five minutes after noon when I pull the SUV into the almost empty parking lot of a large, one-story building, just steps from Lanark’s downtown. I wait for Matt to get off the phone with the local detective in charge, to let him know we arrived, before getting out.

      “Any new developments?”

      “They tracked down the father in Reno,” he says in a grim voice as we approach the front doors. “Killing time at the slots while waiting for a load to haul back to Louisville. He’s looking for a replacement driver so he can fly back.”

      “What a prince,” I mumble, as I open the door and walk into a large space.

      On the right side of the entrance is a wall of lockers and to the left what looks to be a large rec room with tables and chairs, a small bar with an industrial-sized coffee maker and a vending machine. The opposite side of the room holds two pool tables, a foosball table, and a few pinball machines.

      The place is empty.

      Straight ahead a man steps into the narrow hallway running to the back of the building and walks toward us.

      “Gentlemen, can I help you?”
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