
		
			Chapter One

			Detective Theodora Madsen stepped harder on the gas pedal while the car radio crackled with updates. Edwin C. Moses Boulevard snaked along the Little Miami River where water churned beside them in choppy swirls. She’d been sent to follow up on one of the department’s high-profile cold cases—Grace Summers, a missing teen.

			Theo’s partner, Detective Hannah Bishop, was out for the day, and the chief sent the team’s newest member, Cody Michaels, to ride with Theo. Cody’s knee occasionally bounced up and down against the passenger door while he picked his nails. He was wound tighter than the average soul; he always had been. Theo tapped her fingers against the steering wheel and pressed down harder on the gas. She’d just spent the last week walking Cody through their active cases and orienting him with the team. Mentoring this newbie to the murder squad made her anxious.

			It wasn’t really that Cody bothered her, but his father had been her colleague for years. Now Dayton’s police’s chief, Alcott Michaels was better known as The Bull around the station for his outrageous temper. Theo had found herself on the receiving end of that temper more times than she cared to admit, but she knew underneath it all was a person who gave his whole heart to the job. Because of their history, Theo was surprised to find she’d be training his son.

			“Take it for what it is, Theo—a sign of respect,” Bishop had told her when Theo lamented her worries. “The chief knows you’re our best. He wouldn’t put his child with someone who could get him killed.”

			“Rule number one,” Theo now said to the new detective beside her. “Anxiety plagues us all, Cody. Try welcoming that beast. It keeps us awake and aware. Just don’t let it show so much on the outside.”

			The car shivered with December wind, and Theo reached for the thermostat. She cranked the heat as Cody took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. She understood that so much of Cody’s nerves had to do with how hard he was pushing himself to please his father, job performance anxiety times a hundred. She wondered whether Cody would have gone into law enforcement if his father hadn’t been Bull Michaels or the chief of DPD. As a kid, he’d shown interest in law enforcement, but he’d also been interested in mechanics and basketball and the environment—whatever caught Cody’s attention in the moment. Theo and so many of her colleagues believed a person was born with a calling to law enforcement, a lineage of blood passed down from generation to generation. Theo wasn’t sure yet how much of that law enforcement heritage had made it into Cody Michaels’s blood count.

			Theo rolled her shoulders to ease the ache in her tired arms. That morning, on her daily row along the Little Miami River, she’d fought the rushing current. This ache was a good thing—at least, that’s what Theo told herself. It meant she was getting stronger, and she was soon going to need as much strength as possible, both physical and emotional. Bree, her lover, was almost nine weeks pregnant.

			A baby.

			Theo had to say that word a few times to herself to understand, as if she’d never heard that word before.

			Another word that confounded her: parent. Soon—too soon—Theo would be exactly that.

			“Detective Madsen.” Cody broke her thoughts. “You said alibi checks are usually a matter of formality. We could call the employer for reverification on Henry Nerra’s whereabouts, correct?”

			“Cody!” Theo gripped the steering wheel and shook it with exaggerated frustration. “For the millionth time—it’s Theo.”

			“Sorry. Theo.” He chuckled and clasped his hands between his knees. His thick dark curls fell over his eyes.

			Theo took a deep breath and gave Cody the side-eye. After his lifetime of calling her Theo, he now insisted on formalities, and it drove her crazy. He’d even called her ma’am a few times and Miss Theodora. Only once. She almost took his head off. No one called her Theodora except her mother and grandmother, both long deceased.

			“Rule number two. Face-to-face contact reveals more information than a call or email,” Theo said. “And anything that even remotely relates to the Grace Summers case is not typical. The anonymous tip makes the face-to-face even more important.”

			Three months ago, Grace Summers disappeared from Carillon Park, a popular and historic green space along the Little Miami River. She left behind her phone, ID, and a partial bloody handprint on the sidewalk. The large park had a few security cameras in place, but the cameras were offline that week for a systems upgrade. The security company posted guards on-site all night as a stop-gap measure, but Grace had gone missing before dark. Even after an exhaustive interview with the park employee who found Grace’s items and a separate interview with the child’s mother, Theo still didn’t have enough evidence to call the teen endangered.

			On the surface, the disappearance appeared to be a runaway case, although Grace’s mother reported she had no history of running away. And unlike most teen runners, Grace didn’t leave a trail. No debit or credit charges on her card, which she’d left behind in her bedroom. No withdrawals on the small amount of cash left in her bank account. Other than her phone, ID, and bloody handprint, there was very little to suggest anything had happened to Grace. Sure, her silence on social media platforms and with friends was unnerving, particularly given the high rates of texts and posts before she went missing. Unnerving, though, wasn’t proof of a crime. There wasn’t much Theo could do without evidence, but she reported the teen missing to the national database and encouraged the media and her family to keep Grace’s story active.

			From the start, Grace’s strange disappearance needled Theo awake in the early morning hours and left her puzzling over what was left behind. She had a feeling things wouldn’t end well.

			There were no new developments for weeks. The case lost steam. Chief Michaels wasn’t happy with any lingering open cases on the docket. At the time of Grace’s disappearance, Dayton struggled with an increase in its crime rate and a reduction of its police force. DPD didn’t have the resources to devote to a case that went cold so fast. Theo managed to make the case for an active anonymous tip line through their department, though it had been a battle.

			That very tip line had remained silent until an hour ago.

			An anonymous caller claimed Henry Nerra, a Dayton resident, had been seen with Grace the day before her disappearance. An officer ran Nerra’s record and found he’d been picked up during a sting to catch online predators with underage teens a few years ago. He showed up at a home in Toledo hoping to find a thirteen-year-old girl alone and curious about older men. Instead, he found police with an arrest warrant. Nerra was tried and sentenced for the felony and served his time. He’d kept himself clean ever since.

			The call to the hotline surprised everyone. They hadn’t had anything other than a few hang-ups on the line for almost four weeks. Most anonymous callers began with the phrase I’m probably overthinking this, but… This caller, a young female, sounded angry, and Theo considered it could be a prank. Tragedies brought out the worst in people. Was she an ex-lover hell-bent on revenge? A relative angry over a family inheritance? A daughter angry at her father?

			While officers tracked down the caller, Theo was dispatched to question Nerra’s employer for an alibi. And Cody, her new shadow, was going with her for the experience.

			“Here we go,” Theo said, rolling into the Castleton Motors lot.

			The building sat against the river, a tired structure that had weathered the surrounding neighborhood’s decline. The rutted lot was a minefield of potholes from the past few winters. Theo bounced her department sedan into a spot while coffee from the console spilled into Cody’s lap.

			“Sorry!” Cody grabbed his freshly laundered pants leg and pulled the cloth from his thigh. The hot coffee spread across the fabric.

			Theo gripped the steering wheel reminding herself to be gentle. Cody’s anxiousness left him with a terrible habit of apologizing for everything.

			“Don’t apologize.” She shut the engine off and pulled the rearview mirror toward her. Theo ran her fingers through her carefully gelled dark hair and realized it was almost time for a cut. She’d need to get an appointment with Lyle soon. Everything about her hair—including her amazing stylist—was an attempt to look as though she didn’t care. Truth be told, Theo gave quite a bit of thought to her style, butch and professional all rolled into one.

			“Tissues in the glove box.”

			Cody unlatched the glove box, and its entire contents emptied on the floor. He reached between his legs and sifted for the crushed box of tissues. “I know, I know. Don’t apologize.”

			“Ah, you’re finally getting it.”

			Theo had been a rookie once, a long time ago. She’d recently celebrated her twenty-five-year anniversary with the Dayton PD. In the metropolitan heartland city, she mostly worked alone or with the members of the small homicide team. Over the years, she’d risen to a senior detective position alongside Hannah Bishop, one of her best friends and current partner. Climbing those ranks had been a long road. She wanted to help Cody Michaels find his own path, preferably outside the Dayton PD. Bull Michaels was a hard man to please, and that was when you weren’t related to him. It must be impossible if you shared his last name and his workplace, full of cops you’d grown up with.

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Close your eyes, Theo,” Bree said. “Think about what it felt like to be in your legs, running, rowing, walking. Feel your knees bend, the roll of your weight along the soles of your feet.”

			Theo sighed. Why did these morning sessions always feel like such a horrible rerun? “I can’t do this anymore.”

			Bree raised an eyebrow over her water bottle. “What’s going on?”

			“I’m done trying to remember what my toes felt like before the shooting. I don’t care how my knees felt against the fabric of my pants when I walked. I’m just done.”

			The porch windows were open, and the slight morning breeze brought with it the sounds of birds chirping. A dog barked somewhere in the distance.

			Bree made her way over and sat down in Theo’s lap. She wrapped her arm around Theo’s shoulders, her touch warm and confident.

			“Come on, you’ve been through a lot,” Bree said, nestling her head against Theo’s shoulder. “Everyone keeps telling you the neurological system is a finicky beast. Look how far you’ve come.”

			Theo sighed. “I still have dreams where I’m in the middle of a six-mile run or on the shooting range with my percentiles kicking everyone’s ass. Did I ever tell you that I was in the ninety-eighth—”

			“Ninety-eighth percentile for shooting. Yes, you have,” Bree smiled. “About a hundred times.”

			“I miss my athletic self.”

			There were so many things Theo missed, including Bree’s body beneath her, the feel of their legs entwined, and Bree’s hot, wanting breath on Theo’s shoulder.

			“You’ll get back to her.” Bree leaned in, hugging Theo tight. “It’s just going to take some time.”

			Bree didn’t pull away. Theo smelled the edges of sleep still on her, a sweet scent of clean sheets, light sweat, and warmth. Theo brushed her lips slowly along the line of Bree’s neck, pausing for a moment against the hardness of her jawline before continuing up to her ear. Theo’s lips traced the outer coil of Bree’s ear, circling before she nibbled on the swell of the earlobe. Bree turned to meet her mouth. They locked in a kiss.

			“Detective!” Bree pulled away. “You cannot get out of your exercises that easily.” She unraveled herself from Theo and stood up. She handed Theo a resistance band. “Get to it.”

			Theo leaned back against her chair with a groan before she half-heartedly complied.

			“Don’t let the band go slack,” Bree instructed.

			Theo groaned but tightened her grip. “Tell me about your shift.”

			“Here you go,” Bree said in mock exasperation. “Another distraction technique. Working vicariously through me.”

			Since Theo had been on desk duty, she’d wanted to hear all of Bree’s paramedic stories. She wanted details about the medical runs and how Bree nursed her patients through some of the worst moments of their lives. But Bree was only half right. She had an ulterior motive. She wanted to hear these accounts just in case something popped, possibly related to Grace Summers’s case.

			“Keep moving and I’ll indulge you,” Bree said. “Same old, same old. Heart attacks and heartburn. You know how it goes.” She looked over at Theo carefully. “I saw Cody last night. He was on-site when we arrived to handle an injury in a restaurant. He asked about you.”

			Theo looked down at her hands and picked at an already torn fingernail.

			“I know you miss your squad, Theo. And I know that you can’t stop thinking about that missing girl,” Bree said. “But you are so much more than a detective badge and a part-time athlete.”

			Bree’s words caught Theo off guard, and the answer came before she had time to think it through. “Am I?”

			“So much more. I wish you could see that.” Bree reached out and ran her fingers through Theo’s dark hair. “It’s getting thicker.”

			Bree was right. The shooting and surgeries had thrown off Theo’s immune system, and it had manifested in the form of hair loss. She’d always kept her hair short, but over the last few months she let it grow to hide the thinning patches. It fell below her ears now, uneven and long enough to be constantly in her eyes.

			“I always wanted a coif,” Theo told her.

			Bree chuckled. “Rockabilly! I can see it. Lyle will fix you up. No more buzz cuts?”

			“Something new.” Theo wasn’t exactly sure what she meant by that.

			“You don’t have to have all the answers right now,” Bree said.

			She ran her fingers through Theo’s hair again, brushing it away from Theo’s forehead, letting her warm palm rest against the side of her face. Theo closed her eyes to the touch and, for the first time in a long time, allowed herself a few moments to remember what things were like in the before.

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Bishop smiled at Theo from across the booth as she reached for the mustard squeeze bottle. “I can’t pass up a Tanks Burger for the world.”

			“The best of the best. It’s been too long since I had one.” Theo dressed her own juicy burger, thinking about the last time she’d been to Tanks. It had been the day before the shooting.

			It would be easy to miss Tanks Bar and Grill along Wayne Avenue if you weren’t looking for it. Tanks had long been their favorite local place for meetings, celebrations, drinks, and its all-day breakfast and burger menu. She and Bishop found themselves there more often than just for team meetings, settling into one of the side booths where the friendly waitstaff left them alone.

			Bishop swallowed her first bite and watched Theo mess around with her burger. “I’m glad we have this chance to catch up. I’ve missed you, partner.”

			Theo raised an eyebrow. “You’re not having as much fun with Cody, I take it.”

			“No one can replace you, Theo. We need you back in the field.”

			Theo wiped her mouth with a napkin. “I’m doing everything to get back there. Desk duty is not my thing.”

			Bishop agreed. “That’s why I wanted to talk with you today. I received this report two days ago.”

			“Does it have to do with dog shit and desecrated flower beds?”

			Bishop laughed and pulled a case file from her bag. She set the olive-green folder on the table between them, still stiff and new. “I need your help, Theo.”

			“What’s going on?”

			“Another missing Ohio teen. I spoke to the lead detective this morning,” Bishop said.

			When Theo reached for the file, a photograph slipped out. A high school picture of a young woman that looked a lot like Grace Summers.

			“This is Annabelle Jackson from Brecksville. Cleveland area,” Bishop said. “She disappeared about three weeks ago without a word. She was seen leaving high school after the day’s last bell in her own car. On the day she went missing, two hikers reported seeing her in the Brecksville Reserve, a large and popular local park, near dusk. She never arrived home. A few days later, someone in the park found her phone, high school ID, with some dried blood.”

			Theo picked up the photo to examine it more closely. It was uncanny how much Annabelle resembled Grace Summers. Just like Grace, Annabelle was slim, almost like a comma, and her long dark blond hair fell below her shoulders. Unlike Grace, Annabelle had recently had her braces removed, and her teeth were perfectly aligned.

			“The Reserve has video in their parking areas. They have recordings of her arriving alone and leaving alone that day. She did not appear to be injured in any way.” Bishop popped another fry in her mouth.

			Theo bit her lower lip the way she always did when her mind flipped through the catalog of cases inside it. “A few years ago, you remember?” Theo asked. “Those three young women who were held captive for ten years in a home in Cleveland.”

			Bishop nodded. “That bastard, Ariel Castro. Those girls survived him, thank God.”

			Theo nodded, remembering the media coverage. “I considered that case when Grace first went missing. The way those girls vanished in Cleveland.” Theo rubbed her brow. “Something about it just feels so familiar.”

			Bishop nodded her agreement. “I’ve thought of it, too. But Castro’s house was in the Tremont neighborhood. Brecksville is a small suburb outside the city,” Bishop said. “These two places are a world apart.”

			“Upscale community?”

			Bishop nodded. “Annabelle comes from a single-parent household. Mom is a server at a popular high-end restaurant in downtown Cleveland. She works long hours. The detective on the case believes it’s to give Annabelle everything she needs to succeed in that well-heeled world. Annabelle goes to a prestigious Catholic high school in the area, a full ride because of her grades and statements of the family’s financial need. It sounds like Grandma did most of the mothering for Annabelle, particularly when she was young.”

			“Any other similarities?”

			Bishop hesitated before adding, “There are rumors of pregnancy, but nothing confirmed.”

			Theo picked up a stack of photos and shuffled through them. It was a different girl and a different park, but déjà vu hit Theo in a way that made her dizzy.

			“Does this girl have any siblings?”

			“No, just like the Summers case.”

			Theo placed the pack of photographs inside the folder and closed it. “What aren’t you telling me?”

			Bishop gave her a quizzical look over the rim of her glass.

			“Come on. This girl went missing three weeks ago. Why is Brecksville just now contacting Dayton?”

			Bishop reached for the ketchup. “From the start, detectives thought it was a copycat thing. You know, some kind of prank or a way for the girl to get a lot of attention. They said it seemed too neat, too clean for a kidnapping. They thought she must have known our girl from Dayton and decided to try her own vanishing act from her own local park.”

			“It’s possible.”

			“Sure,” Bishop said. “Particularly since there are reported sightings of the girl around the Cleveland city proper. The mother has looked at the videos and admits that the person in them looks a lot like her daughter.”

			“Does she claim any of the images is her daughter?”

			“She’s not sure. The Brecksville PD has her working with a psychologist.”

			Theo shook her head. It was very clear why Bishop wasn’t more concerned and headed to Cleveland herself. Everyone believed this kid was playing some kind of game. Given the circumstances, her mother could be in on it.

			They both fell silent as the bartender called back an order and someone dumped a basket of clean silverware on a table to be rolled.

			“Brecksville PD is relying on the narrative that the teen ran away of her own volition, even if it’s only a handful of miles from her home.” Bishop slid a business card across the table. “One of theirs wants to talk to the head detective on our case,” Bishop said. “And that would be you.”

			Theo pushed the card back to Bishop. “Not anymore.”

			Bishop looked down at the business card and back up at Theo. She held her gaze. “Come on. This case was yours from the start.”

			“Ours,” Theo corrected her. “We were—are—a team. Besides, I’m parked at the desk. I can’t be in the field. You know that.”

			“What I know is you’re the best detective Dayton has to offer. Desk duty or not, you’re the authority on the Summers case.”

			Theo bit her bottom lip, chewing at its edges. “What about Cody? Have you talked to him about this yet?”

			“I have.”

			The front door jangled with folks arriving for dinner. Soon the place would fill up.

			“Cody agrees that you should be the one to contact Brecksville PD,” Bishop said.

			Theo leaned back against the booth and crossed her arms over her chest. Her entire burger had been pushed to the side of the table, and after the server offered them another beer, Theo settled in, watching her friend and colleague closely. She asked again, “What aren’t you telling me?”

			Bishop refused eye contact with Theo as she polished off the last of her fries. A plate of sizzling steak rolled past their table, and the smell of grilled meat was to die for. Theo didn’t say another word. She needed to know everything, and she could wait Bishop out. It was one of her superpowers on the job. She could wait out just about any suspect under her interrogation.

			“Spill it, Bishop.”

			“Okay,” she said. “I didn’t want to get into this, but if you insist.”

			Theo insisted.

			“Bull Michaels gave us the command to leave the case alone. He only wants us giving the Brecksville PD the information they request and nothing more.”

			In other words, the chief didn’t want anyone from their team involved in the Brecksville investigation after the initial consult with their detective. Bull didn’t want anyone going to Brecksville, joining forces with their detectives, or welcoming them into the DPD house.

			“Why not send Cody?”

			“I need my best on this one, Theo. Besides, you’ve always been the one who believed the Summers case was more than a runaway. This disappearance in Brecksville proves something. Best case scenario, we have a teen playing copycat. Worst case, it’s another abduction by the same person or persons. No matter how we spin it, Theo, it’s something.”

			Theo reached for her pickle and took a bite.

			Bishop cracked a grin. “I loooove it. Those wheels are a-spinning.”

			“Any word on Sam Polanski?” Theo asked. She’d been curious about Grace’s mother’s boyfriend. He’d been living with Grace at the time of her disappearance, and word was the two didn’t get along. He hadn’t been heard from since his own disappearing act, five days before the shooting at Castleton Motors.

			“Nothing. Wherever he landed, the guy’s keeping clean.” Bishop waved the server over and exchanged a few bills for the receipt. “My treat tonight. Take the amazing burger home to Bree.”

			While Theo packed the burger for carryout, Bishop slipped the file across the table. When they stood to leave, Bishop gave her a quick pat on the shoulder, which was the closest she came to a hug. “I miss you. It’s so good to see you back on your feet.” Bishop squeezed Theo’s shoulder. “Thanks for looking into this for me.”

			“Of course.” She understood why the chief wanted Dayton out of the Cleveland case. The last thing the department needed was another round with the media after the highly publicized shooting at Castleton Motors.

			They made their way to the front door, Theo’s cane clicking along the tile floor. Tanks sat below street level. The handicap ramp was steep and led her up and out of the hole. When Bishop pushed through the closed wooden door, the evening sky was aglow with the deep blues and purples of the settling night. She pushed the bangs from her eyes as she checked her phone. There was still time to drop in on Lyle before he closed up his barbershop for the day.

			* * *

			Gravel bit and spit under Theo’s wheels in Mary Summers’s driveway. The lights were still on, and Theo decided to stop on her way home.

			Mary had tended bar at a popular South Dayton lounge for years, working a hectic schedule that would put most to shame. She was generally the one to open the bar and the one to close it in the early morning hours. Once Mary’s daughter vanished, everything changed, which was why Mary was home on a Thursday night to open the door to Theo in pajamas and well-worn slippers.

			“I only let detectives in on weeknights.” She smiled, looking down at her pajamas, and welcomed Theo in. “Have you heard something about Grace?”

			“I’m sorry,” Theo said. This was the worst part about the investigation—letting Grace’s mother down every time she saw her. Those same feelings of shame over the unanswered questions also drove Theo to continue with the case. It was the proverbial double-edged sword.

			Mary and Grace’s home was no bigger than what people used to call a shotgun home. It featured rooms arranged one behind the other, where a single shot could travel through all the rooms, from the front door to the back door. Theo followed Mary to the kitchen and was offered a seat at the table.

			Mary pulled two cold sodas from the fridge and pushed one toward her. “Good to see you back on your feet, Theo.” Mary sat down across from her. Her eyes were swollen with lack of sleep and what looked to Theo like a recent crying jag. “I’ve been thinking about you. Hoping you’re healing okay.”

			“It’s slow going. I need some of your Dayton-famous energy to really get back to my normal.”

			Mary’s boss had claimed she had more stamina than three teenagers put together. She could hustle the crowd on any given night and light up the bar with her laugh. Mary managed the entire bar by herself in a pinch, and over the years she’d become something more to her customers than just a bartender. It seemed like everyone in Dayton knew or knew of Mary.

			She took a few weeks off for the search when Grace first went missing. When Mary returned, she was a very different person. She’d slowed down and confused more than a few orders. Mary Summers was completely off her game.

			Mary cracked a smile. “I miss all that energy, too,” she said. “I didn’t realize how fast things can change.”

			Theo trailed her thumb down the side of her cane and nodded. “Whiplash.”

			“Yes.” Mary pulled her long hair behind her shoulders. After a moment she added, “I’ve been hearing all kinds of things at the bar about what might’ve happened to my girl. When I saw you in the drive, I hoped you had some news.”

			Theo couldn’t imagine what it must have been like for Mary, returning to the bar after her daughter vanished. Everyone had a theory. Some believed Grace ran away and was looking for attention. Others loved to spout off half-baked ideas of where Grace might have gone and what dangerous encounters she might have faced. Unfortunately, Mary heard it all.

			“Your place was on my way home,” Theo explained. She thought about the take-out burger still fresh on her passenger seat and the warm evening. “I wanted to check in with you.”

			Mary’s phone rang for a second time since Theo had arrived.

			“Sorry, it’s Sam’s mom,” she said. “She’s been having some problems. Gotta take this.”

			Theo sipped her soda and scrolled through Cleveland dispatch reports on her phone for any updates on Annabelle’s car. A nationwide BOLO had been issued for the gray 2000 Hyundai Accent registered in Annabelle’s name, which went missing right along with her. Unfortunately, people rarely reported such a common car.

			But Theo wondered if the silence in this case indicated the car wasn’t in use. It could have been ditched somewhere along the way. It had been three weeks since Annabelle disappeared. Public parking areas, businesses, and apartment complexes regularly checked their lots for abandoned vehicles. Someone should have noticed an abandoned car by this point. Theo had to hand it to Annabelle. Just like Grace, she was smart with her movements. But how would two sixteen-year-old girls from Ohio’s suburbs know how to evade police and navigate the world without help?

			Mary returned, tossing the phone on the counter. “Sorry about that.”

			Theo shrugged. “How’s Sam? Have you heard from him at all?”

			Mary shook her head. “He’s just…gone.”

			Gone. It was such an empty word, mysterious and cavernous like a gaping mouth.

			“He’s never done this before, Theo. His mother hasn’t even heard from him. I guess he’s not coming back.”

			“Do you think he left on his own?” Theo asked. “Or do you think something else has happened?”

			Mary shook her head. “On his own, I guess.” She held her head in her hands, pulling at the ends of her hair. “Everything’s strange, you know? I miss Grace so much.”

			“I do.” Theo reached out and squeezed her arm. “I’m so sorry, Mary.”

			After a few moments, Mary looked up at Theo and ran her fingers through her shoulder-length hair. She looked like she could sleep for a solid week. Mary wiped her eyes and reached for her soda can. “I’ve been thinking a lot about whether Sam had anything to do with Grace disappearing. They didn’t get along, but he only wanted the best for her.” She traced the edge of her fingernail over the markings on the can. “Sam and I did all those searches together, driving and walking for hours. He wore himself out, even more than I did. I can’t believe he had anything to do with this.”

			Theo nodded. “I’m not saying he did.”

			“Everything with Grace was a lot of pressure, you know? And the media.” Mary sat back in her chair. “Sometimes I think he just couldn’t take it anymore.”

			“Take what?”

			“The sadness,” Mary said. “It’s so heavy.”

			Theo nodded. She understood the weight of worry. “Did Sam take all his belongings with him?”

			She nodded. “He must have really wanted to cut things off. His old number is out of service. One of our friends saw him at a bar up north, and he said he just needed some time.”

			“Up north?”

			“Toledo, maybe?” She lit a cigarette. “He likes to fish on Lake Erie.”

			Theo made a mental note of how close that was to Brecksville.

			Mary blew out a stream of smoke through her nostrils. “I know I’m better off without Sam,” she said. “I’ve learned that these past few weeks, but I sure did love that man. His mother’s a mess without him. The bastard.”

			Mary’s phone rang again.

			“Has anyone contacted you about Grace?”

			Mary took another pull on her cigarette. “One of the counselors dropped off some of her schoolwork. Seems ridiculous, honestly. I mean, I’m terrified my girl’s been killed, and they’re worried about a missed biology test and English paper.”

			“Does Grace have any friends in the Brecksville area? It’s a suburb of Cleveland.”

			“Never heard of it. I doubt she has, either.”

			“What about other kids at school. Did any of them move to that area? Or maybe a coworker at Wendy’s?”

			Mary shrugged. “I don’t think so. Grace was a really quiet kid. Nothing like me.” She chuckled. “She didn’t really have any friends she saw outside of school and work.” Mary blew out another stream of smoke. “What’s going on, Theo? What’s this about?”

			Theo shifted her weight away from her damaged hip. “There’s another sixteen-year-old in the Cleveland area who has gone missing. Her case is like Grace’s.”

			“What?”

			Theo could see the wheels turning in Mary’s mind, the way she was putting her daughter together with this unknown girl from Brecksville. “Oh my God. The same person could have taken both girls.”

			“Hold on,” Theo cautioned Mary. “There are a lot of unknowns here. All I can really tell you at this point is that the Brecksville PD thinks their girl ran away.”

			“Of course they do!” Mary threw her hands up in the air. “It’s a whole lot easier if she just took off on her own, right?”

			“Mary…” Theo cautioned again.

			“What if they’re together,” she said. “Maybe there’s a whole group of kids, you know? Grace was never the brave one in any group. She’d never run off on her own like this. But if there are others…well, it makes some kind of sense.”

			“Possibly,” Theo said, “but we need evidence. We need something that shows where Grace might’ve gone.”

			“What if she’s captive in a house? That happened in Cleveland. He had that houseful of girls. For years. And they survived.”

			Before Theo could say anything about the Castro case, Mary jumped up. “Theo, this means Grace might still be alive.”

			The phone rang again.

			“Sam’s mom.” Mary slammed her open hand on the table in frustration.

			“What’s going on?” Theo asked.

			The phone went quiet for only a few seconds before it rang again.

			“Someone’s damaging her property for the millionth time. I told her to call the police.”

			“Wait…is her last name Miller?” Theo asked.

			Mary looked surprised. “Yeah, it’s Sam’s stepfather’s last name.”

			Theo grabbed her phone and keys.

			* * *

			Gertrude Miller met Theo on the doorstep, ready to rumble.

			“You believe me now, Detective?” she barked, pointing down at the plastic bag of dog shit that had recently been burned.

			“Mrs. Miller—” Theo started.

			“Save it.” Gertrude held up her hand. “Find the girl who keeps doing this.”

			“Where’s Sam?” Theo asked. “It’s important that I talk with him.”

			“Sam? He’s not here. Can you blame him with all this neighborly love going around?” Her words dripped with spitting sarcasm. “I told you that girl wasn’t missing.” Gertrude held up an old flip-style phone. “I took some pictures of her this time.”

			Theo flipped it open and tried to make out the blurry images. A young person in a hoodie filled the small screen, but the darkness of the night made it hard to see any facial features.

			“Mrs. Miller, I need to know when you last spoke with Sam.”

			“He’s got nothing to do with this.”

			Theo reached for her own phone and scrolled through emails. She opened up an image and magnified it, holding the screen out to Gertrude Miller. “Have you seen this man, Henry Nerra, with your son?”

			She leaned in closer and squinted to get a better look at the photo. “He’s the one that died. The car store shooting, a while back.”

			Theo nodded. “Nerra knew your son. I’m wondering if that’s the reason you’ve been targeted for the recent damage to your property.”

			“He stayed here for a while, when he first came out of prison. Sam said Henry had nowhere to go. He was only supposed to stay a few weeks.”

			“Where did Sam meet Henry? Prison?”

			Theo had located Sam’s records. He’d served time for drunken and disorderly conduct and a bar fight. By all accounts, Sam lost control. The target of his rage permanently lost his hearing and had to have multiple surgeries to rebuild his face.

			Mrs. Miller looked away from Theo.

			“I know about Sam’s history, Mrs. Miller. I’m only trying to help, as you asked me to do.”

			Miller shook her head, then finally spoke. “Sam knew Henry before prison. They ran in the same circles, I guess. He spent a lot of time here.”

			“When did Henry start coming around?”

			“I don’t know. Two years ago? Maybe a little more.”

			This confirmed things for Theo, but the connection between Sam and Nerra ultimately called into question who the burning dog shit was really about.

			“Sam is a good boy,” Mrs. Miller said, more of a plea than a statement.

			Mrs. Miller took a sharp breath. “There!” she yelled. “There she is.”

			Theo turned. The girl in the dark hoodie froze in a neighbor’s yard about thirty feet from Theo. Their eyes met and held for a few solid seconds.

			Then the girl took off.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Three different locks held down the accordion door of the storage container. When the first lock snapped open, the blood rushed inside Annabelle’s ears so loudly, she thought her heart might explode.

			In that wave of noise, she heard Gran’s soft but persistent voice: You are special, Annabelle. She felt the weight of an invisible hand on her chest, and the touch that calmed her racing heart.

			When the second lock opened, Annabelle backpedaled and wedged herself into the far corner of the container. Cowering. Shivering with fear.

			The last lock clicked open.

			Sensitivity. It’s your superpower.

			Slowly, the steel door rolled open. The brightness of the morning sun assaulted Annabelle with such force, her eyes teared. Annabelle threw up her hands for protection from the light and tried to turn away. Her belly was so swollen she couldn’t pull her knees up to her chest, so they splayed out to the sides, butterfly style, with the soles of her feet planted together in front of her. Slowly, Annabelle moved her fingers, letting her eyes adjust to the sudden light. A rush of fresh air rolled through the container.

			Annabelle sucked in a scream. In the morning light, the container looked like a full-on horror movie set. Daniel’s skin had turned purple, and he was misshapen like an overinflated balloon. Fluid leaked and pooled beneath him. His lips pulled back from his teeth, and maggots crawled everywhere.

			Pearle stood at the entrance, her figure blacked out against the burst of a new day behind her. She stepped in, a cutout of herself in the light, and the heels of her boots echoed against the steel bottom of the container.

			Pearle dropped a full plastic jug of water on the floor and kicked it toward Annabelle. Then she flipped over an empty milk crate and sat down beside Daniel’s body, not far from Annabelle’s feet. She toed him once, and then again, harder. A gassy noise shot from Daniel’s body, and Annabelle gagged at the odor.

			Pearle pulled the bandana around her neck up over her mouth and nose. “He’s ripe, your man.” Turning back to Annabelle, Pearle hitched her chin toward the water. “You’re worried I poisoned it?” She laughed, a laugh that froze Annabelle’s heart. She turned away, remembering what Daniel had said the minute she told him about Pearle: Something’s definitely off with that woman.

			Annabelle choked back a laugh and a sob. Daniel was right. Something was definitely off with Pearle, but it was so much bigger than that. How could she have missed it? She’d given up everything for this woman.

			“Drink!”

			Annabelle reached for the gallon jug and popped off the plastic top. She couldn’t contain her thirst any longer. The water poured into her mouth, filling her cheeks and throat. It felt like her entire esophagus had been scorched, and she couldn’t get her body to follow her mind’s directions to swallow. She retched.

			“Look at you, wasting nourishment. Brains have never been your strong suit, have they, Annabelle? At least you could show some gratitude.” Pearle leaned closer to Annabelle, the crate tipping at the backside. “Don’t go thinking I care one iota for you. This is all for the baby. There’s enough food and water here for a few days.”

			“Thank you,” Annabelle managed to squeak out. She wasn’t sure if she was thanking Pearle for the water and food or the fresh air that rolled into the unit like a tsunami. It swam up her skin, leaving goose bumps, and it was the first time she understood exactly how excruciating the heat had been the last few days. Annabelle took a deep breath, and the abundance of fresh air left her light-headed.

			The baby rolled against her ribs, and more of the water came up.

			“Sitting in your own filth,” Pearle chided. “You disgust me.”

			Annabelle’s stomach lurched and seized until there was nothing left inside her. She used the back of her hand to wipe her mouth as tears sprang from the corners of her eyes. She wasn’t in control of her life or her body any longer.

			“You didn’t have to kill him,” Annabelle eventually choked out. “Daniel wouldn’t tell anyone. The baby was always yours, Pearle.”

			Pearle’s hazel eyes had a razor’s edge to them, a darkness that Annabelle hadn’t seen before. A hard glint against her sun-weathered face. “This was never about Daniel, dear heart. It’s always been about you. And your lies.”

			Annabelle’s breath caught in her throat. She heard the rumbling whine of an old boat motor.

			“About time,” Pearle said. “I give that boy everything.” She shook her head and looked over at Annabelle. “Just like you.”

			“Please, Pearle. I didn’t lie to you.”

			Pearle held up her open palm in a full-stop signal. “We’re beyond that now, Annabelle. Eat up. Nourish the baby. It’s the only thing keeping you alive.”

			The boat motor stopped. Soon another motor rumbled closer until she could make out Emmett driving the four-wheeler to the opening of the container. He climbed down and lumbered toward his mother, his large figure throwing Pearle into shade.

			Pearle leaned down and set an object on the floor that looked like a doorbell. “We don’t have much time, you know. This is the alert. If you begin to have contractions or cramps or your water breaks, ring me.” Pearle nodded at the button. “Go ahead, try it.”

			Annabelle set the water jug down. “You’ll help me? With the baby?”

			Pearle nodded again. “Ring the bell.”

			Annabelle reached out, hesitating before pushing the button. Pearle took that moment to lunge for her, wrestling her to the floor.

			“Emmett! Dammit, clamp her!”

			Emmett grumbled under his breath, and soon Annabelle felt his paw of a hand grab hold of her calf. She screamed and kicked at him, her heel making contact with his chin. But the pressure of his grip was too much. In seconds, he closed the steel cuff around her ankle. Annabelle was too weak and overcome with nausea and terror to put up much more of a fight. Soon Emmett had attached the other end of the chain to a thick metal ring along the side of the container.

			“I can’t have you running off on me now, can I?” Pearle stood just beyond Annabelle’s reach. “This heat! The baby needs fresh air. I’m going to leave the door open today.” Pearle gave Annabelle a wicked grin. “Go ahead and scream all you want, love. There’s only the trees and water to hear you.”

			Emmett swiped his forearm across his brow and glared at Annabelle. A heavy forehead shadowed his dark eyes. Annabelle realized she’d never heard him speak.

			“Emmett! Get him out of here before he ruins the container,” Pearle said.

			Emmett obeyed, leaning over Daniel’s body. He tried to grab Daniel under his armpits, but Daniel’s skin peeled off in his hands. Emmett coughed as a new wave of odor from the body filled the container. He wiped the skin and ooze from his hands on the thighs of his jeans.

			Emmett tried again, this time taking hold of Daniel’s T-shirt, heaving his body toward the container’s entrance. Emmett’s pants drooped in the back. He grunted while pulling Daniel’s disintegrating body across the container floor, leaving a mucous trail.

			“Where are you taking him?” Annabelle felt a sudden pang of terror. She didn’t want Daniel to go, even if it meant his body might completely liquify beside her in the container. “Leave him here.”

			Emmett ignored her, shoving Daniel’s body off the lip of the container and hoisting him into the back carriage of the four-wheeler. Emmett’s shoulders hunched against his thick neck in a way that reminded Annabelle of Shrek as he walked around the vehicle.

			“I’ll catch a ride with you, Emmett,” Pearle called out to him. “This heat is wearing me out.”

			Emmett waited for his mother to get in before he reversed the machine, and then they slowly drove away. Once Pearle had her back to Annabelle, she spread her arm out above her head and gave Annabelle a giant wave.

			Annabelle lunged for the entrance, the chain snapping and flinging her to the floor. “Bring him back!” she screamed. “Daniel!”

			Annabelle crawled to the stain of him, the dried blood around the outline of his body. She screamed Daniel’s name and her apologies over and over again until her throat bled. Annabelle fought against the chain until her knees gave out, and she collapsed with exhaustion on the steel floor.

			Eventually Annabelle woke to a warm wet tongue across her cheek. Tillie licked Annabelle’s tearstained face while gazing down at her with those wide honey-golden eyes. She circled her tail a few times before collapsing against Annabelle’s belly. The dog’s body heat warmed Annabelle all the way to her heart. She put an arm around Tillie, her hand burrowing into the dog’s thick black and white fur, welcoming the creature’s warmth against her skin.

			“Thank you, Tillie,” Annabelle whispered. She took a deep breath of the fresh air rolling through the container. “I’m going to get us out of this mess.”

			Annabelle closed her eyes, letting exhaustion overtake her. But all she could see was Emmett dragging Daniel’s body into the four-wheeler, his legs and feet dead-thumping against the base of the container.
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