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      A terrifying dream sends drifter Adam Rutledge back to the Appalachian hometown he left years ago. A child is missing, and he may be her only hope. But can Adam embrace the gift he’s always denied to find her, or will they both die at the hands of a madman?
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      Traitor, she thought.

      The school bus slowed, and a young girl stood and lurched down the aisle. Her heavy backpack swung wide with every step, swaying into alternating seats. There was no one left to clobber (hers was the last stop), but today she wouldn’t have cared anyway. She gave an extra stutter-step and grabbed a seat’s metal frame to keep from stumbling when the bus finally stopped.

      “Have a good weekend, Rachel,” the bus driver said, opening the accordion door with a screech that cut through the rumble of the diesel engine.

      The girl stared down at the treads of the steps as she exited, staying to the right to avoid stepping on gum. “Goodbye, Mr. Dewey.”

      At the bottom, she took the final long step to the ground in a big hop, landing decisively on both feet. It was, after all, Friday. Even if Evie had betrayed her.

      Rachel paused just long enough to free her long, dark hair from a backpack strap, then started up the hill, hunched forward like a turtle. There were three homes on the dirt road—a trailer, followed by Evie’s house and Rachel’s house—then a long stretch of nothing but vegetation until the route looped around and joined up with another back road. The steep incline and the few leaves remaining on the trees (some orange and yellow and red, but mostly brown) still shielded Rachel’s house from sight. She kicked stray bits of gravel from the road as if they’d insulted her, until the breeze caught a cloud of the roused dust and sent it toward her eyes.

      Well, booger butt.

      Rachel didn’t stop, just ducked her head even more as she rubbed at her eyes. Would she have gone to Melanie’s sleepover—without Evie—if Melanie had invited her instead? No. Because Rachel and Evie were best friends, and best friends don’t do that to each other.

      Except… if Rachel were honest with herself, she knew she would have gone, too. And she knew Evie would tell her all about it tomorrow, with funny stories of who said and did what, stories that would make Rachel feel better, that would remind her that she was better off with Evie than with Melanie and her friends any day.

      Rachel also knew that she’d be lost without Evie. She’d be eating lunch alone, sitting—

      Evie’s dog was barking. A lot.

      Rachel opened her mouth to yell at Trooper to stop (he listened to commands), but when she lifted her head, there was a man. Standing right in front of her.

      Tall and old like her teachers, he didn’t speak. Just stared at her with a funny expression that wasn’t quite a smile.

      Rachel tried to smile at him, but she couldn’t get her face to move. She couldn’t speak either. She knew she should, that there was something wrong, but she was so scared, she couldn’t make a sound. Except the noise of her breath starting to whistle in her chest. She reached toward her jacket pocket.

      Suddenly the man moved in a blur, slapping a hand over Rachel’s mouth and throwing her under his arm in one quick movement, as if she were a football. An eleven-year-old football.

      Rachel’s backpack bounced painfully. She wanted to scream for help, to bite his hand or kick him, but more than that she wanted to breathe. She needed to breathe.

      The man was in no particular hurry now that he had her in hand, but spots appeared in front of her eyes and she couldn’t see where he was going. Was there a car? Her chest grew tighter.

      I can’t breathe! she screamed inside her head.

      Trooper was going crazy. She couldn’t see him either, but she could hear him snarling, lunging against his chain and pawing at the ground.

      Help me, Trooper.

      Then the spots in front of Rachel’s eyes disappeared in blackness and a roaring sound filled her ears, so loud she could barely make out the man’s voice when he spoke.

      “Well, that was easy,” he said, bruising Rachel’s ribs as he hitched her higher on his hip. “And so it begins again.”
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      The girl looked at him with wide, scared eyes, the white sclera visible even in the fading light.

      He twisted in his seat, his sleeve making a synthetic whisper against the seat cover’s cheap, gray fabric as he stretched past the girl for her backpack. She recoiled from him, curling into a fetal position as best she could with her hands and feet secured, while whimpering through the gag.

      “Relax,” the man said.

      Not that it made a difference.

      There was no one to see her, or hear her, for miles. Nothing but silent trees, as far as the eye could see. Well, almost nothing.

      He reached into the girl’s backpack, only to quickly jerk his hand back with a gasp.

      He carefully pulled out the offending item—a spiral notebook. The sharp, bent end of its coiled wire had caught his finger. With everything else they were paranoid about, how was it that parents never saw the dangers in front of them?

      He emptied the rest of the pack on the bench seat next to him—a couple of thin, hardcover textbooks and a zipper pouch full of goodies. There were the usual pens and pencils, a plastic compass she might use once all year, a tiny ruler, a key ring, and some kind of school ID card. He looked at the ID card… twisted to look at her… closed his eyes… looked at the ID card again.

      And then he howled.

      No other word could describe the inhuman, snarling frustration that tore from his throat while the girl trembled in the seat behind him, unnoticed. He slammed his hands into the steering wheel, then squeezed it hard, imagining it was someone’s throat. Imagining it was his throat. But he would come later.

      The man took a deep breath, then sighed it out. It didn’t matter. Who the kid was didn’t matter. What mattered was that he had her. He returned the girl’s belongings to her pack, except for a couple of items. These he took outside, and placed strategically in the spot he’d chosen earlier. The echo from his slamming door had barely faded when he finished.

      Perfect.

      Back in the vehicle, he hardly spared a glance for the girl, except to wonder how much she weighed. They had a long way to go. The engine started on the first try, as he’d known it would, and he reversed until he felt his tires hit asphalt again.

      A long way to go, indeed.
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      Adam Rutledge was cold.

      He leaned forward, peering into the narrow tunnel his headlights cut through the dark. The forest crowded the two-lane road, helping to disguise the rise of the mountain on one side and the occasional precipitous drop on the other. Branches of the mostly leafless deciduous trees crept toward the center line from above, while the conifers kept their distance, upright sentinels. Adam squeezed the steering wheel hard to quell the trembling in his hands.

      It was just so cold, too cold for this time of year.

      Yeah, right. That’s why my hands are shaking.

      By now, Ruthie would have found the note on the register. She’d be cursing, probably taking out her frustration on whoever she’d found to cover Adam’s Friday night shift. Maybe she’d fire Adam. He’d grabbed his duffle bag and blanket from the back room, just in case. And because he didn’t know how long he’d be gone. Or, let’s be honest, if he’d be back. He’d lasted longer at Ruthie’s than he’d ever have thought he would, but it was probably time.

      What the hell do you think you’re doing?

      That’s what Ruthie would have asked—yelled at him—if she could have.

      And Adam wasn’t sure how to answer.

      He felt wide awake for the first time in… well, a long time. A very long time.

      It must have rained recently. The asphalt reflected shiny black in his headlights. Adam braked more suddenly than he should have, approaching the familiar sharp turn alongside Dead Hollow. The metal guardrail there was deeply dented, but still technically intact. He held his breath until he’d made it through to the other side without sliding on his bald tires. Thank God the road wasn’t yet cold enough to freeze.

      Adam geared down as he approached the next steep incline, and the car’s engine whined. His beater hatchback got good gas mileage and was handy for sleeping rough, but it definitely was not made for mountain roads. The last hill before JJ’s house was going to be a doozy. Worst-case scenario, he could pull over and walk it.

      Adam felt as though he had been to the Tulley house as many times as he’d taken breath, and he was shocked to suddenly realize that he’d never driven there. Hopefully, Mr. Tulley wouldn’t shoot him before he could identify himself. Eighteen years was a long time.

      The lights from the car’s console seemed too bright, and Adam squinted at the road, wondering if he’d missed his turn already. The high, bright headlights of a large pickup in his rearview mirror didn’t help, reflecting in his eyes even with the mirror flipped up. A glint of red appeared ahead to the left, and Adam tapped his brakes. The glint wasn’t eyes shining—just a simple bike reflector mounted on a pole—but Adam’s relief was tinged with anticipation, and more complicated emotions he didn’t have time to consider.

      The little car bounced as Adam made the turn onto the dirt road over uneven ground. He blinked as the pickup turned left as well, its lights a blinding, mad strobe. Not many people lived up this way. Adam felt a prickle on the back of his neck: was he being followed?

      Adam downshifted even more, but his hatchback still crept up the hill. Maybe the truck could give him a push. He flipped his rearview mirror back down to get a sense of how close the truck was, just in time to see a second pickup following the first. Wait… a third pickup.

      Frick. Why were they following him? Did they know who he was?

      The pickup on his tail laid on the horn. Beeeeeeeep… beep-beep.

      There was nowhere to pull over—the road was little more than a single lane—and it should be obvious that Adam was driving as fast as he could. What did they want from him?

      The truck behind him accelerated, its engine roaring and its headlights looming larger until they filled the back windshield. Adam weaved the car as best he could on the narrow road and braced himself for impact.

      I never should have come back.

      The truck fell back for a moment, until a couple of car lengths separated them. It paused, then sped forward again just as the first residence appeared on the right—a trailer with lights shining from every window. Adam veered toward its driveway and felt the barest tap against his bumper when his car lurched back to the center. He struggled to bring the vehicle under control.

      His heart pounded as the truck slowed again. The world was a kaleidoscope of harsh white light and black sky, with tree trunks flashing gray between, but he knew JJ’s house was coming up next. Or at least, where JJ’s family lived two decades ago. For the first time, it occurred to Adam that they might not live there anymore. What if it was a house full of strangers? Or worse, what if it was empty?

      Adam goosed the gas pedal until his tires spun on the dirt road. The hill leveled out a bit and he sped ahead, catching sight of JJ’s driveway.

      The pickup behind him accelerated, too, and Adam’s stomach rolled as the truck blasted its horn again. The hatchback fishtailed as Adam swung into JJ’s driveway. A porch light flashed on about a tenth of a mile ahead, and he raced toward it like a beacon, gaining a little ground on the trucks when they slowed for the turn. The house was smaller than Adam remembered and oddly silhouetted, front-lit by the porch light with the slightest glow of sky above and behind. The car slid toward an old oak tree, stopping well short of the front steps.

      Adam yanked the emergency brake, threw the car door open and bolted toward the house, just as the first pickup rolled to a stop behind him, blocking his car in. The other two followed suit, spreading lengthways to form a barricade as far as the trees on either side. The porch light reflected from a picture window to the right of the house’s entrance, making a glassy mirror that showed a man with a rifle climbing from the first truck. Adam slowed, now afraid to run, as if he were sneaking past a predator.

      He made it as far as the first step when a deep voice rang out behind him, cutting through the sound of a dog barking, “Stop right there! Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

      It wasn’t the words that stopped Adam, but rather the tone of voice, the arrogant confidence that came from holding a gun on someone. Adam slowly raised his hands, but didn’t turn around. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a couple more men rolling out of the last pickup, pulling rifles from the rack in the back window as they did.

      The air rang with silence as a dog abruptly stopped barking, followed by the sound of protesting springs on the screen door of the house. The squawk was as reassuring as it had been all through his childhood.

      A woman stepped through the door, letting it bang shut behind her. She wore jeans and a hooded sweatshirt. Her long, dark hair hung loose, bits of it caught up in the hood. Taller than Adam expected, shadows hid her face, but the shotgun in her hands was clear enough.

      Despite everything, Adam felt a grin sneaking in as it always did, pulling up the corner of his mouth, even though it was the last thing he wanted to do.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” she asked, her breath clouding the cold air.

      He wished he could say.
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      Jennifer Jane Tulley looked out at the half dozen or so armed men in her yard before returning her gaze to Adam. Tall and broad-shouldered, dark-haired with heavy brows that emphasized the deep shadows the porch light left beneath his eyes. Was the little punk smiling? He still had that damn dimple, peeking through the scruff on his face. She struggled not to smile back, to keep the steel in her voice and her spine. Some days it just didn’t pay to get up in the morning, and this seemed to be one of those days.

      “I asked,” she continued, looking past Adam at the other assorted men in her yard, “what the hell you think you’re doing here? Leslie, you want to speak to that?”

      A man in a heavy flannel shirt spoke from the driver’s side of the first pickup to arrive. “You know what we’re doing, JJ. Now put the goddamn shotgun down.”

      Instead of relaxing her grip, JJ lifted her arms higher to sight along the barrel at him. Not that she needed to at this distance. She watched Adam take a slow step sideways, just to be safe.

      “What do you think my daddy would’ve done if you showed up on his own property and told him to put his goddamned gun down?” JJ asked.

      He would’ve blown your balls off. Everyone knew it, but sometimes they needed a reminder that she was her father’s daughter. Trooper let out a low yip of solidarity from his tie-out.

      Leslie didn’t speak, but he did lower his rifle. The man who’d driven the second pickup—wearing a camouflage jacket and rendered almost unrecognizable by the trucker cap pulled down to his eyebrows—set his own weapon on his seat and stepped away from the pickup, raising his hands. A long-eared hound in the back stood and looked around the cab, only mildly curious.

      “Easy, JJ,” the man said. “It’s nothing to get riled up about. We’d just finished searching the hollow when we saw this guy driving by in a strange car. You can understand why we’d want to check him out.”

      JJ stared at Adam. He took the hint, pulling his baseball cap down, and climbed the rest of the steps in a hurry. Too much of a hurry, in fact. A sneakered toe caught the edge at the top, and he narrowly missed bumping against JJ. She had a sudden flash of Adam slipping while they were climbing a clump of sugar maples as kids, hanging upside down—literally red-faced—until she and Danny got an adult to pry his ankle loose. Good to know some things never changed. Adam moved behind her, and she turned her attention back to the trespassers in her yard.

      “I appreciate that, Malcolm,” JJ said, lowering the barrel of her gun a few inches. The damn thing was getting heavy. “Now that you know everything’s okay, you can get back to your family. That’s where everybody should be tonight, at home with their families.”

      Malcolm nodded and moved his rifle to the rack in back so he could climb in. “All right, JJ. You take care, and let us know if you need anything.”

      JJ nodded back, finally letting her gun barrel point at the ground. “Thanks, Malcolm. Give Marlene my best.”

      JJ watched the men return to their vehicles, but really her attention was focused on Leslie. He’d been a bully when they were kids, and wasn’t much better as an adult. The only thing you could count on was his unpredictability. Leslie leaned in to the pickup next to him and said something to the man inside that JJ couldn’t hear. The other man’s foot came back out to rest on the ground, and he hovered, half in and half out of the truck.

      Damn. She should’ve known it wouldn’t be that easy.

      “JJ,” Leslie called out, “no offense, but how do we know that’s not Marcus hiding behind you? I mean, we wouldn’t want him sneaking his way back into your house and doing something. I hear he’s a pretty mean drunk.”

      “You know damn well it’s not Marcus,” JJ said.

      Leslie shifted so he could grin at the man next to him. “Maybe I should come inside and check your house for you, just in case.”

      JJ felt her father’s temper roll through her. She’d never admit it to anyone—least of all to her daughter—but JJ occasionally wished she were a man, so her physical power could match her fury. But then she’d probably just end up in jail, like most of her cousins on her dad’s side. Instead, JJ turned to her most powerful weapon—her mouth.

      “Thanks, but no thanks, Leslie. If you’re so hard up for company, why don’t you head over to Old Man Prior’s. I hear he’s got some new ewes you could break in.”

      JJ heard appreciative snickers in the dark. Leslie looked around, trying to gauge the source of the sounds, then stepped toward the house, pointing at JJ as if his index finger were loaded.

      “Fuck you, JJ.”

      “Nope. Sorry. I don’t have sex with sheep, even by the transitive property. Now get off my land, before you put me in a bad mood.”

      Leslie pointed again, but before he could speak, a deep growling rolled from the dark. Les jerked, glancing in the direction of the sound, where Trooper’s four-legged silhouette stood, immobile. Then he ran a hand through his wavy dark hair, before swatting dismissively in JJ’s general direction and heading back to his pickup.

      JJ watched while the three vehicles began five-point ballets, trying to turn around in the now-snug quarters. She felt Adam move closer, head near her shoulder.

      “The transitive property?” he asked. “Where did that come from?”

      “I didn’t sleep through math class,” JJ said. “Did anyone recognize you?”

      “I don’t think so,” Adam replied, so close she felt his warm breath stir her hair.

      “You’d better hope Leslie didn’t.”

      She waited until the last of the taillights winked down the driveway, then headed down into the yard. Adam stumbled after her. A large German shepherd mix tied to a doghouse wagged his tail and woofed as JJ approached. Adam flinched next to her. She looked at him, but his face was in shadows.

      “I never knew you to be afraid of a dog,” JJ said.

      “He startled me.”

      JJ didn’t believe him, but didn’t push it. She squatted down and rubbed the dog’s face, back and forth on both sides. She couldn’t see his doggie grin, but she could feel it.

      “Sorry, Trooper,” she whispered, dropping her head next to the dog’s. She ignored the itch of his hair against her face and took pleasure in its warmth. “I hate having you out here, too, but it’s just for a little longer.”

      JJ felt a sudden pressure in her eyes and sinuses. Putting dogs on tie-outs was one of the few things she’d ever fought with her father about. It was ridiculous that seeing her dog on her dad’s old chain could almost reduce her to tears now, when there were so many things in the world—in Beecham County—that were so much worse. But then, she didn’t have control over those things, and she did control how she treated her dog.

      Unfortunately, Trooper was a much better watchdog outside than inside, where he tended to sleep like the dead. On the couch if no one was watching. She hugged him to her leg one last time, then stood to confront everything else, all the bad crap. Maybe there was something she could do about that after all.

      “So you heard about the girl?” she asked.

      Adam was still backlit from the porch, and JJ wished she could see his face, but she didn’t very well have the time to take him inside and interrogate him about where he’d been and what had brought him back. She heard Adam let out a breath before he said, “Yeah.”

      “Well, then, let’s go,” JJ said, striding back toward the house.

      “Go where?” Adam asked, struggling to keep up as they crossed the unfamiliar yard.

      Out of the corner of her eye, JJ saw him make a last-minute, wild leap over Evie’s prone bicycle. She wished she could laugh. “Down the road to see her parents.”

      Adam stopped following her.

      JJ slipped inside to grab her keys from the dining table. She didn’t always lock up, but she’d been more diligent about it lately, even though she suspected one determined run at the front door with a strong shoulder would be enough to bring it down.

      Adam was still standing at the bottom of the steps when she came out. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” he asked. “Don’t you think maybe the parents want to be left alone?”

      The key stuck in the door, and JJ cursed under her breath as she yanked it free. “No, I don’t. I think they want their daughter back. And we’re going to find her.”

      Adam blinked in the glare of the porch light. His eyes glistened, and his nose was pink with the cold. He looked twelve years old again. Okay, maybe fourteen. JJ felt a thickness in her throat.

      “Do you really think so?” Adam asked. “Do you think we can find her?”

      JJ put her hands firmly on his shoulders. She could feel her lips pressing together, hear the branches tickle each other in the breeze. She had the sensation that time had stopped, and something was waiting for her answer.

      “Yes, we will,” she said. “This time, we will.”

      Adam dropped his eyes to the ground.

      JJ leaned forward, kissing him on the cheek. “Welcome home.”
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      JJ led Adam to an old Bronco, color indistinguishable in the porch light she’d left on. The passenger seat was patched with a strip of duct tape, but it seemed to be holding, so Adam flopped down, suddenly exhausted. No, that wasn’t quite true. Part of him was still wired, too. It was just hard to tell where one part left off and the other picked up.

      “Sorry, Janie—what?” He’d missed whatever she said. It must have been directed at the exhausted part.

      “I said, how’d you find out about the girl so fast?”

      Excellent question, but one he couldn’t answer, at least not in a way JJ could understand. Not yet and maybe not ever. “Does it matter?” he asked.

      Adam shivered. JJ didn’t bother with the heat, either because the SUV hadn’t had time to warm up or because the heater didn’t work. His money was on the latter. Adam leaned his head against the window and felt the chill radiating through his cap. He stared into the dark, but couldn’t see anything except his breath fogging the glass. JJ switched on the headlights, and as she turned her vehicle in the driveway, the high beams spotlighted a familiar poplar tree. Mr. Tulley once caught him and Danny and JJ carving their initials in it with Danny’s pocketknife. He’d threatened to tan their hides if they ever so much as breathed on that tree again. Adam had never been so scared in his life. But that was a few months before Adam, and everyone else in Beecham County, learned what real fear was. Sometimes, he felt like he’d never forgotten it.

      They reached the bottom of the driveway, and JJ turned left, drove about fifty yards, and turned left again at another nearly hidden driveway. This house sat closer to the road than JJ’s, and it was lit up like a Christmas tree, with most if not all of the interior and exterior lights turned on.

      “You didn’t mention they were your neighbors,” Adam said.

      JJ slowed, keeping her eyes locked on the short, steep drive ahead. It had a few gullies that took swerving around, but surely JJ knew them by heart.

      “Their girl is best friends with my daughter,” she said.

      “You have a daughter?” Adam asked, incredulous. He shouldn’t be, but he couldn’t help it.

      Now JJ glanced at him, grinning. “Yes, I have a daughter. Evelyn. Evie for short. Almost twelve years old. She’s at a sleepover tonight.”

      “Wow,” Adam said. JJ Tulley, a mom. Adam found himself grinning, too. He thought of all the times JJ had gotten him and Danny out of trouble, usually with her smart mouth, but with her fists if necessary. He wouldn’t exactly have thought of JJ as maternal, but she had been a Protector, just like her dad. “I’ll bet she’s an amazing kid. Do I know her dad?”

      JJ’s grin disappeared as she pulled her Bronco off to the side of the driveway, mashing down some high grass. “She barely knows her dad.”

      “So you’re not married?” Adam asked.

      “Not anymore,” JJ said, with a that’s-the-end-of-the-conversation tone. Then she cut the engine and reached for her door, ready to bolt from the SUV, but Adam grabbed her arm.

      “Wait,” he said. “Give me a minute.”

      JJ turned to him, and Adam found himself lost in her face. He couldn’t make out details, but the light from the car’s interior and the house’s exterior gave him the broad strokes, a blurred version of the adult that his mind overlaid on his memories of the child. It wasn’t that JJ’s face had changed with age, so much as time had refined what was already there. Her cheeks were less full, brows sharper. She still had that deep divot beneath her nose and above her lip. Was there a word for that? Same shape to her eyes, same determined set to her mouth. But now there was another child that wore her face, nearly the same age that they had been when everything fell apart. Adam was shocked when he felt his own eyes start to tear, and quickly looked away.

      “What’s the family’s name?” he asked.

      “Nicholson—Dorothy and Otto. I doubt you know them. Dorothy was a couple of years behind us, and Otto’s from somewhere over toward Kentucky. Their daughter’s name—”

      Adam heard JJ hesitate, stumbling over the verb tense.

      “Their daughter’s name is Rachel. Just let me do the talking.”

      “Okay,” Adam said, and they climbed out of the Bronco into a night that felt even colder than it had a few moments ago. Adam rubbed his arms and almost complained, but JJ was halfway to the front door already. And she was probably wearing less than he was.

      The Nicholson house was a simple, two-story affair with white siding and black shutters. A gray-painted concrete slab served as an entryway, topped with an overhang supported by slim, white pillars and a strip of decorative, black-painted metal scrollwork on either side. There was a doorbell, but JJ didn’t bother, banging on the screen door instead.

      A bearded man in jeans and a Washington Redskins sweatshirt opened the main door, pausing just a moment before unlatching the screen.

      “Hey, JJ,” he said. His bulk filled the doorway, but he was the kind of fit that came from a lifetime of hard chores, not from going to the gym every morning.

      “Any word?” JJ asked.

      He shook his head and stepped aside. “Grant’s coming by again later tonight. Come on in. Dorothy will be glad to see you.”

      JJ squeezed through, trying not to let the heat out, and Adam followed suit, closing the door behind him. Otto led them through a mudroom and kitchen into a living room where a woman sat on a flower-patterned sofa. She leaned forward so her long, brown hair curtained her face, and stared down at the cordless telephone clutched in her hands. The two men stood awkwardly while JJ negotiated around the coffee table to sit on the cushion next to her.

      “Dorothy,” JJ said softly, reaching out to take her closest hand. “How are you holding up?”

      Dorothy lifted her head and nodded, as if that were an answer to the question, but didn’t speak. Her face was tear-streaked, and her eyes and lips were deep pink and puffy. She looked barely out of high school herself—too young to have a daughter in middle school—but Adam suspected Dorothy was one of those people who appeared even more vulnerable in times of trouble. Sitting next to JJ, the woman was a thin-limbed, spring-blooming dogwood sheltering alongside a solid, straight-trunked red oak. Something about Dorothy—the high, even cheekbones, the deep brown eyes and skin that was just a shade or two darker than most people in Beecham County—looked vaguely familiar.

      “You used to love Smarties,” Adam said, the words out before he knew they were there.

      Dorothy looked up at him, surprise snapping her out of her lethargic confusion for a moment. “Do I know you?”

      “I remember how Mrs. Mitchell from the corner store would pull a roll of Smarties from a dish behind the counter to give to the kids before we left with a loaf of bread or whatever. But you couldn’t wait until you got home. You’d sit outside on the sidewalk and peel back the wrapper,” Adam said, demonstrating with his hands, “and you’d examine each little individual candy pellet before you ate it, like you were trying to figure out what flavor it was.”

      Dorothy’s head tilted and her eyes lost their focus. Her husband, Otto, went so rigid next to him that Adam could feel the man’s stillness as if it were movement.

      “Did they actually have different flavors, or were they all just sour?” Adam asked.

      A ghost of a smile appeared on Dorothy’s lips. “That’s what I was trying to figure out, but I don’t think I ever did.” She paused, staring at him. “You’re Adam, aren’t you? You were JJ’s best friend.”

      Dorothy’s head swung to JJ for confirmation.

      “Best instigator,” JJ said. “He was always getting me into trouble.”

      JJ quickly glanced at Adam, but he knew not to challenge her. “I haven’t thought about Mrs. Mitchell in years,” JJ continued. “She moved to North Carolina to be near her grandkids when Mr. Mitchell died and the 7-11 people bought her store. I wonder what ever happened to her.”

      Adam bumped his elbow on the entertainment center behind him. The top shelf held photographs, the bottom one video games and DVDs and other miscellaneous, stackable entertainments. Adam picked up a photo from the top shelf.

      “Is this Rachel?” he asked.

      Dorothy nodded without speaking, her eyes filling with tears again.

      The girl looking sideways at the camera seemed a little small for her age, a little unsure, but healthy. Maybe she just hadn’t hit her growth spurt yet. She had her mother’s dark hair and full lips, but her father’s pale complexion and vivid blue eyes that stared out at the world.

      “She’s beautiful. She has your eyes,” Adam said, meeting Otto’s intense stare. Adam was suddenly seized by nausea and a sense of falling. He swallowed, afraid to blink, and in a moment the vertigo was gone. The last time he’d slept was this afternoon before his shift, but when was the last time he’d eaten?

      Adam turned to carefully place the picture back on the crowded shelf. His eyes were drawn to a photo of a nicely dressed Dorothy and Otto (wedding?), and a picture of a boy in a baseball uniform, with a smaller candid of him and Rachel tucked into the frame. The boy looked a couple of years older than her.

      “How’s Jacob doing?” JJ asked.

      Dorothy mashed her lips together until she could speak. “He’s been in his room all evening. I think he feels guilty. Like if he’d been here, she wouldn’t have wandered off.”

      Wandered off. So that’s what she was telling herself. Adam thought that was probably a good thing, for now, although a quick glance at Otto’s grim face indicated the girl’s father harbored no such illusions.

      Dorothy looked at Adam again, then back at JJ before shaking her head. “Adam Rutledge,” she confirmed to herself, obviously pleased her brain was still functional enough to bring his full name to mind. “You were always hanging around outside Mrs. Mitchell’s, waiting for JJ.”

      “Never helped me carry anything home,” JJ groused.

      Like you’d have let me, Adam thought, but he just smiled.

      “You’d lean up against the ice box,” Dorothy said, “like the world was too heavy to stand up straight anymore. You and that fidgety boy, the one who couldn’t stop flipping the little metal door open, until Mr. Mitchell would finally come out and yell at him for melting the ice.”

      Crap. Adam should have listened to JJ and kept his mouth shut. JJ glared at him, and he saw the same thought running through her mind.

      “Dorothy, we’re gonna go now, but you know I’m right next door if you need anything,” JJ said, standing quickly. But it was too late.

      Dorothy’s brow furrowed. “That boy… that other boy…” Then her mouth dropped and her eyes opened wide in comprehension.

      “Danny,” Dorothy said.

      And she started to scream.
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      “Dorothy, calm down,” JJ said, placing her hands on the woman’s shoulders.

      But her screams continued, and it was all JJ could do not to cover her own ears. Otto momentarily froze, and Adam stood rooted to the spot, face pale and mouth open. For just an instant, JJ feared Adam would start screaming as well.

      “Adam,” JJ barked, pointing toward the front door, “get out of here. Now.”

      The sound of JJ’s voice spurred Otto into action. He moved to the cushion on the other side of Dorothy, putting one hand on her shoulder and the other on her thigh while murmuring reassuringly. Adam finally closed his mouth, but his eyes were still too wide as he turned and left the room, his legs awkward as though he’d forgotten how to walk. JJ heard the front door close behind him when Dorothy paused. The woman’s face was pink with effort, and she sucked air in great, heaving gasps.

      At least if she hyperventilates, she can’t scream. JJ felt a twinge of guilt at the thought—briefly—before flinching as Dorothy began wailing, a long, drawn-out extension of the sobs that racked her small body. JJ was suddenly aware of how cold her hands were as she took Dorothy’s warm cheeks between them. “Hey, Dorothy, you need to calm down.”

      Tears streamed down Dorothy’s face from eyes that had squeezed shut against the world, and she continued to keen for her daughter.

      “Dorothy,” JJ said, gripping the woman’s cheeks more firmly with her fingers, “if you don’t calm down, I’m going to slap you. Hard.”

      JJ squeezed for emphasis, and Dorothy opened red eyes. Her breath continued to wheeze, but without the previous moaning exhales.

      “Good girl,” JJ said, gently massaging the back of Dorothy’s head as she rested her forehead against Dorothy’s.

      “JJ,” Dorothy whispered, “where’s my little girl?”

      JJ’s voice was strong as she said, “We’re going to find her, sweetie. I promise. But you have to hold it together.” She squeezed Dorothy’s shoulders and smiled. “Now why don’t you go wash your face?”

      Dorothy looked at Otto. The big man nodded and touched her hair. “Go on, honey. It’s okay.”

      JJ and Otto leaned over the back of the couch, watching until Dorothy shut the bathroom door behind her. JJ sighed and closed her eyes for a moment, letting the emotions wash over her. What the hell was she thinking, making a promise like that? It was the same promise she’d made to Danny in her heart, but never shared out loud. Even as a child, she’d had more sense than that. So what had gotten into her tonight?

      “You might want to give Doc Hammond a call,” JJ said. As time went by, it would become more and more difficult to calm Dorothy—or get her to sleep—without pharmaceutical help.

      “I will,” Otto said. Already standing, he towered over her.

      JJ pushed herself reluctantly from the couch and headed toward the front door. She made it as far as the kitchen when she felt Otto’s hand on her elbow.

      “Why is he here?” Otto asked, flicking his eyes toward Adam waiting outside.

      “He grew up in Cold Springs. Why wouldn’t he be here?”

      Otto stared at JJ, unspeaking, mouth set and the slightest quiver in his jaw. JJ instinctively looked at his hands; they weren’t clenched into fists. Yet. She tucked one hand behind her and reached for the kitchen table with the other, gripping the tabletop.

      “So you know what happened when we were kids?” JJ asked. Otto didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to. “Who told you?”

      Otto shrugged. “People talk.”

      JJ narrowed her eyes. People do talk, but she found it hard to believe someone had been callous enough to tell the man about a twenty-year-old unsolved kidnapping the day his own daughter disappeared. Otto must have known about Danny prior to today.

      “Why is he here now?” Otto reiterated, crossing his arms.

      “For God’s sake, Otto, Adam was a child, too, when it—”

      “Why?”

      JJ forced herself not to flinch when he yelled, to hold her position. “I called Adam,” she lied, effortlessly. She lifted her chin, almost begging Otto to challenge her. “I wanted him here.”

      Dorothy’s voice called out from the living room, looking for the two of them, asking if everything was all right. Otto’s face softened, and JJ could almost believe she’d imagined his hostility just moments ago. Almost.

      “Thanks, JJ,” he said. “I know it means a lot to Dorothy having you here.”

      JJ nodded. “I’ll drop by again in the morning.”

      Otto returned her nod and patted JJ’s arm as he passed. She watched him follow his wife’s voice into the other room, as if nothing had happened. And it hadn’t, not really. Except that was the first time in the five years she’d known him that she’d ever heard Otto Nicholson raise his voice.

      JJ gazed out the kitchen window at her car, her anxiety for the man inside it turning to anger, as her anxiety usually did. If even-tempered transplant Otto was suspicious of Adam, what chance did the damned fool have with the people who’d actually lived here twenty years ago?
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      Adam sat in JJ’s Bronco, shivering. His teeth had begun chattering right about the time Dorothy’s screams stopped inside the house. Not that there was exactly a connection between the two, but the silence did make his skin crawl. He rocked in his seat, trying to warm up, trying to make the creeping sensation go away. But it wouldn’t. Adam set his feet on the dash and tucked his knees into his chest, trying to help his mind and body relax. When that didn’t make him still, he pinched the bridge of his nose until his fingers ached and his eyes watered.

      Please forgive me, Danny.

      The sense of familiar and utterly freaking crazy were at war in Adam’s mind. He tried to sort through some of what he’d heard this evening. Twenty years of catching up in twenty seconds. That’s what it felt like. Otto Nicholson had said Grant was coming over later. Grant Mason had been a couple of years ahead of them in school, and his father was the Beecham County Sheriff when Adam and JJ were kids. Grant must have followed in his dad’s footsteps.

      Adam had tried to block out the details of what happened back then, when Danny was taken, including the many times Sheriff Mason had questioned him. As a child, Adam was sure he knew something, something that would save his friend Danny, that would help them find him. The Sheriff was sure, too. But neither of them knew what it was. No matter how many times and how many ways Sheriff Mason asked him, they couldn’t tease the key from Adam’s mind. And then Adam started having difficulties figuring out what was real and what was… well, something else. All in his mind.

      Maybe it—the key—was never there. Or maybe it was still waiting for Adam to find it. And so was Danny. And everyone else who couldn’t let go.

      Jesus, Danny, I’m sorry.

      Adam sighed. And yet here I am, freezing my buttkus off.

      He wasn’t wearing a watch. Adam wondered how long he’d been waiting for JJ—fifteen minutes? He squeezed between the seats to the back of the vehicle and rummaged around in the storage space behind the back seat. If he knew JJ… yes. He found two gallons of distilled water, a set of jumper cables, a first aid kit, and a paper grocery bag with a flashlight and a musty wool blanket.

      Climbing back into the front with the blanket, Adam banged his head on the roof and narrowly missed knocking the vehicle out of park. Focus. He pulled the blanket tightly around himself. Good Lord, he was hungry. Normally, he would’ve grabbed something right before his shift at the bar, but he hadn’t given a thought to food when he’d jumped in his car and started driving.

      The SUV’s cup holders and storage trays were filled with random keys and bits and bobs, but nothing edible. Adam tried the glovebox and found it locked. It had been a while since he’d picked a lock—

      JJ flung the driver’s side door open. “What are you doing?”

      “Looking for something to eat. Why’s the glovebox locked?” Adam asked.

      “Not to keep people out of my Twinkies.” JJ slammed the door behind her and reached for her seat belt. “I have a child. I’m not about to carry a handgun in my vehicle without locking it up.”

      Adam blinked hard. “You carry a handgun?”

      There was a whining sound when JJ turned the ignition, and for a moment Adam thought they’d be getting the jumper cables from the back. As soon as the engine caught, JJ threw the SUV in reverse and said, “Why are you surprised? You just saw me point a shotgun at a passel of people on my front porch.”

      “Well, yeah,” Adam admitted, struggling to get his own seat belt on as the vehicle spun in a wide arc, throwing him sideways against the window. “But that was a shotgun, from your house, on your own property. That’s different. Is everything okay?”

      Adam clutched the door handle as JJ veered around a rut, but he pressed on. “Janie? What’s going on with you?”

      “That’s right—you don’t live here anymore, so you wouldn’t know what’s going on with me.” JJ shook her head. “My daughter’s best friend disappeared today. That’s what’s going on, and that’s all that’s going on. I didn’t think we’d ever get Dorothy calmed down. And you… what the hell were you thinking?”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Adam said, trying to keep his voice even.

      JJ snorted. “You didn’t have to.”

      “Exactly.” Adam gripped the dash as JJ swung the vehicle around, from the Nicholson driveway onto the road and into her own driveway, without so much as a rolling stop. “You stayed in Beecham County—lived here your whole life—so people don’t automatically think of Danny when they see you. Once they recognize me, it’s hard for them to think of anything else.”

      “No shit, Sherlock,” JJ said, dripping sarcasm. “Why do you think I told you to keep your mouth shut?”

      “You use that language with your kid?” Adam snapped.

      He could feel the anger radiating from JJ as she held her tongue. JJ always had been the one with the “potty mouth.” That was Iris’s term, the first and only time she’d laid down the law with Adam about bad language. They’d been in kindergarten at the time, and JJ had gotten in trouble for calling Leslie Beck an “ath-hole.” Subsequently, her adult front teeth filling in did wonders for her swearing abilities.

      JJ parked next to her house and shut off the engine before answering. “No, as a matter of fact, I don’t swear in front of my daughter.” Her voice softened. “I guess you still bring out the best in me.”

      Adam’s breath caught in his throat.

      She doesn’t hate me.

      Not that he’d really thought she would, at least not rationally, but that nagging doubt had hung over Adam for years. It was the main reason Adam didn’t leave the house on the rare occasions that he returned to visit Iris. But knowing that he and JJ were still okay, that was something. Adam felt a rush of uncharacteristic—not optimism exactly—contentment. Like one less piece of him was missing, and he was one step closer to being whole.

      “Then I guess it’s a good thing I came back,” Adam said.

      “I guess it is,” JJ said, reaching over to tug the bill of his baseball cap down over his eyes. “Come on in. Let’s make a game plan.”

      But first she headed toward the doghouse, cooing to her furry friend. After a quick pat, JJ unclipped his collar from the tie-out. The big dog followed them to the house and shoved a cold nose in Adam’s hand while JJ swore at the front door key. Adam’s heart pounded faster and his mouth grew dry and sticky.

      “His name is Trooper,” JJ said, finally shoving the door open.

      Adam squatted next to Trooper to get acquainted while JJ wandered around flipping on lights. JJ was right; Adam wasn’t afraid of dogs as a rule, and he wasn’t sure what it was about this one that had made him so uneasy. Trooper was calm and affectionate, giving a measured lick when Adam rubbed behind one crooked ear. The other ear stood at attention.

      “You’re a handsome boy, aren’t you?” Adam whispered, putting his face close enough for one last lick before standing.

      Looking around the Tulley house, Adam experienced a disorientation that was becoming familiar. The basic layout of the entry appeared the same. A bench sat next to the door with pairs of boots beneath it. There was a small, functional kitchen to the left off the otherwise open floor plan, but the bare subfloor he remembered from their youth had finally been covered by wood laminate. A twelve-point buck still watched from above the mantle, but the adjacent wall sported school papers on a cork board, hanging above a small desk. The sofa looked like it had been purchased in the past decade, but the dining table… Adam walked over for a closer look. There were two place settings, and the rest of the surface was covered with bags of chips, mail, and a permission slip. Adam went to the chair that faced the windows and slipped his fingers under the edge of the table. Nothing.

      “Try the next seat,” JJ said, with a hint of a smile that looked almost embarrassed.

      Adam reached beneath the table and felt imperfections in the underside surface. He got down on one knee and looked up at his initials in the wood, rubbing his index finger over the evidence of the past. It was real. He was here. Even if everyone else wasn’t anymore.

      “I’m sorry about your dad,” he spoke from the floor. “When did he pass away?”

      JJ folded her arms over her chest. “Last year. It was quick.”

      Adam looked at her angry, challenging eyes. She was lying. Cancer, maybe? Whatever, she was still raw. At least, as raw as JJ ever got. Adam kneed up into a chair. “He was a good man. Closest thing to a father I ever had. How’s your mom? And your brother?”

      “Mom’s still married to The Dweeb.” JJ rolled her eyes and Adam grinned at their childhood name for JJ’s stepfather. “But she loves Evie and makes a great grandma. My brother moved out west. Haven’t seen him in years. You eat dinner?”

      “Yeah,” he lied. He’d been starving a few minutes ago, but seeing Trooper again had thrown his stomach off, and it hadn’t quite settled yet. Plus, Adam didn’t want them to get sidetracked. “Why don’t you tell me what happened today?”

      “Okay.” JJ joined him at the table, took the clip off a bag of cheese popcorn, and set it between them. “Here’s what we know. Rachel and her brother Jacob and my daughter Evie are the last kids off the bus. It’s hard for the bus to get turned around on our road, so the driver just drops them at the bottom of the hill. Jacob had football practice and Evie had a sleepover that Rachel wasn’t invited to, so Rachel was walking by herself. Bus driver dropped her off at the usual time—just before four o’clock because it’s a long route—and didn’t see anything unusual.”

      “But he wouldn’t,” Adam said. Despite his lingering queasiness, he found his hand reaching for the popcorn once the smell hit him.

      JJ shook her head, but she was agreeing with him. “No line of sight. Dorothy was a little late getting home from work—she waitresses part-time at the River Lounge—and didn’t see Rachel, but she wanted to get dinner started and just figured the girl was playing outside. Rachel had been in a little bit of a funk over this sleepover thing, and Dorothy thought she might need the space. Dorothy didn’t get worried until Otto came home and they couldn’t find her. They went ahead and called the law—”

      “That’s Grant Mason?” Adam interrupted.

      JJ nodded. “He’s the Sheriff now, and Luther Beck’s one of his deputies. I can’t remember the other one—somebody from Plattsville, and then there’s a new woman, too. Anyway, there was only an hour or two of light left, but they used the volunteer fire department to get a bunch of people out searching as soon as they could. Even with Malcolm’s best tracking dog, nobody found hide nor hair of her.”

      The powdered cheese left a nasty taste in Adam’s mouth, and he coughed a random kernel loose from his esophagus. “So how do we find her?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” JJ admitted. “I was hoping you would.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Deputy Luther Beck stumbled through the front door of the Sheriff’s Department to the smell of coffee hours past its prime. He shook the water from his coat by the door and hung it on the coat rack the new girl had improvised. Then Luther put half a sandwich in the fridge and made his way back to Grant’s office.

      The Sheriff’s door was open, and Grant sat behind his spotless desk. Luther knocked on the doorframe to get his boss’s attention before entering.

      “I take it you’re not planning on going home tonight?” Luther asked.

      No doubt Grant had shaved this morning before work, but that must have been sixteen hours ago or more. His face was shaded with auburn stubble, and he looked exhausted. Luther reached up to check his own dark mustache, but nothing felt out of place. His burgeoning beard was a whole other story. Luther couldn’t quite seem to figure out where it was supposed to grow and where it wasn’t.

      Grant sighed and rubbed his hands over his face. “Maybe in an hour or two.”

      Luther waited, but Grant didn’t say anything else. In addition to being a neat freak, his boss was not the most chatty bastard he’d ever met. “That coffee recent?” Luther asked.

      “Maybe an hour or two—”

      The two men looked at each other, caught in a moment of déjà vu, and chuckled.

      “I’m gonna make a fresh pot,” Luther said. “Why don’t you do some jumping jacks or something? Don’t worry—you won’t scare the new girl. She must’ve gone home already.”

      Grant rose and followed Luther. “Beth’s over at the Command Center. They’re trying to get the hotline set up by morning.”

      “Command Center, huh? You mean the War Memorial Building?” Luther asked, hearing a hint of snark in his own voice. And there wasn’t any point in it. He’d already told Grant he wasn’t happy about the woman having a responsibility that should have been his. But Grant didn’t take the bait. He rarely did.

      “Yes,” was all his boss said. Grant leaned against the kitchen table. It was solid wood, built for leaning on, and Grant’s own daddy had probably brought it in. It almost made Luther laugh sometimes, him and Grant working together, the son of a Sheriff and the son of a Beck, a family not known for their law-abiding ways.

      “Alibi checked out on the last of our local boys on the sex registry,” Luther said, scooping coffee. “He was at the VFW—drinking—from three p.m. until almost seven.”

      “Damn. I expected as much, but we gotta check off the boxes.”

      “No news on any other fronts?” Luther asked.

      “Nothing good,” Grant said. “I’ve notified everyone, put her in all the databases, there’s an AMBER alert out. Everybody’s stretched pretty thin, but I managed to pick up a few deputies on loan from Sheriff Tucker and Sheriff Webster. Just for the weekend. We can use them knocking door-to-door, searches, checkpoints, whatever. Bad roads between us and the interstate are slowing things down, but the Feds are on their way. A couple of guys from an advance team are helping Beth right now, and the rest of them’ll be here first thing in the morning. Which brings me to your brother.”

      Luther waited, and his jaw clenched in anticipation before he could stop it. Forcing the muscles to release, he ran his tongue over his teeth, as if to get rid of a nasty taste. “Yeah?”

      “I appreciate Leslie helping out with the searches this evening. To be honest, I was hoping they’d find her. That she’d just gone off somewhere and didn’t make it back before dark hit.”

      Luther relaxed a little, hearing thoughts that echoed his own.

      Grant continued. “It was worth a shot anyway. My only concern is, now we’ll have everybody and his Federal agent brother in here. I’m grateful for the help, but all these alphabet soup guys are particular about how they do things. You think that’s gonna be a problem with Leslie?”

      Luther considered. He’d been surprised how gung-ho his brother was, quickly dividing up the search areas, organizing the teams and assigning them territories. The man hadn’t shown a lick of enthusiasm for anything in a long time. It was
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