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      Zachary had been surprised that Rose Bircher wanted to meet him in her lab rather than at home. Most women in her circumstances would have been at home, unable to focus on work. They would take a leave of absence until things could get straightened out.

      But maybe that was an unjust judgment. He hadn’t known many parents in her circumstances and supposed that a mother could want to bury herself in her work just as much as a father.

      He only waited in the reception area for a couple of minutes. There was a lot of white. White walls, white tiled floors, a sign on the wall with the lab’s name in silver letters mounted on a shiny white surface. It made him think of a school or hospital. Not a restful place. Somewhere important work was being done and people were all focused on their projects.

      The door into the inner workspace opened and Zachary got his first glimpse at the woman who wanted to hire him.

      Rose Bircher was casually dressed. No white lab jacket. She was a thirty-something woman, on the thin side, with straight brown hair and a pleasant face. She wore dark-rimmed glasses and an aqua polo shirt with the company logo. She looked at Zachary, giving him a quick once-over, then held out her hand.

      “Mr. Goldman?”

      “Just Zachary.”

      “Rose. Thanks for coming. Follow me.” She turned away from him, back toward the door. “You want coffee?”

      “Sure.”

      “Good.” She led him first to a breakroom with a coffee machine, stacks of mugs, and a couple of vending machines. The smell of freshly brewed coffee filled the air. “We go through the stuff like water around here. And it’s pretty good.”

      She poured them each a mug and handed one to Zachary. He followed her farther down the hall, through a bullpen with lots of cubicles and young people pounding away at keyboards, their eyes intent on their screens. Few looked up to see who was walking by as Zachary followed Rose to the meeting room.

      Rose poked her head into one of the meeting rooms to make sure it was vacant and then motioned Zachary in. There was nothing special about the room. He’d seen a hundred like it before: a table, chairs, and a small side cabinet with supplies. A whiteboard on the wall. There was a projector and screen controlled by a remote and currently recessed out of view.

      Rose sat down and motioned for Zachary to do the same.

      “I really appreciate you coming.”

      Zachary nodded.

      Studying her, he could see the signs of stress on Rose’s face. Puffy skin under her eyes testified that she hadn’t slept well, though a layer of concealer kept the dark shadows from being visible. Faint lines across her forehead. Her hand shook as she raised the coffee mug to her mouth.

      “I was told that you have investigated missing children before.”

      Zachary nodded. He’d had a little experience in that area. Usually teenagers, though he had also rescued his ex-wife Bridget’s twin babies.

      “I have some experience in that area, though I don’t do a lot of missing persons,” he told her honestly. “It is your daughter who is missing?” He asked it tentatively. She was too young to be the mother of a teenager. But she was not frantic like he expected the parent of a missing baby to be. But Rose had already surprised him in several respects.

      “Yes.” she swallowed and stared past Zachary at the wall. “My daughter Claire. She is five.”

      “Did you report her missing to the police?”

      He had learned not to take this for granted. Not because it was like on TV where kidnappers for ransom told the parents not to call the police or FBI or else. Many parents did not report their children missing to the police because they knew who had taken the child. Often a family member. And they just wanted the child found and returned with the least disruption possible. Without making family business public or making a parent or grandparent look bad in front of their friends. People preferred to keep personal business quiet, even when it involved a child being taken.

      “Yes. I talked to the police. They think that it was Claire’s father.”

      That explained why he hadn’t seen anything about it on the TV or internet news. Parental abductions were routine, of little interest to the public unless there were some unique, attention-grabbing details.

      “Are you married? Or were you?”

      “No. I met him in school. We lived together for a while. But we weren’t really compatible. It didn’t work out.”

      “Does he have shared custody? Visitation?”

      “No. He didn’t want anything to do with Claire, and I respected that. He has never been involved in her life.”

      “And that hasn’t changed lately? He hasn’t come to you asking if he could see her? Talk to her? Maybe he offered to pay something for child support?”

      “No. We have some mutual friends, so I’ve kept track of him from a distance for the last few years. Occasionally, we’ve ended up at a party together or something like that. He asked for a picture once.”

      “Recently?”

      “How long ago is recent?” She held her palms up questioningly. “It was… maybe a couple of months ago.”

      Zachary pulled out his notepad. He made sure that the date was filled in at the top of the page and wrote down Claire’s name and the fact that her birth father had asked for her photo a couple of months before. That could be significant. He had shown some interest in her recently. Depending on what kind of a picture it was, he might have been able to repurpose it for a passport photograph or other identification. Or maybe just a phone picture flashed at someone to prove that yes, he was Claire’s dad, or he wouldn’t have her picture on his phone, would he?

      Rose watched him and didn’t make any comment about his messy, nearly unreadable handwriting.

      “Does that mean you’re taking the case?”

      “Let’s get a few more details first. Why do the police think Claire’s father has her? Have they talked to him? Where did she disappear from?”

      “Such a high percentage of kidnappings are non-custodial parents or family members; that’s just what they assume from the beginning unless you have eyewitnesses who saw her being taken. And no one did. We were at a kids’ play place at the mall. I was… on my phone. You can’t keep an eye on your kid the whole time; there are all kinds of tunnels, slides, climbers, and ball pits. Your kid just gets swallowed up by this place with all the other kids…”

      Zachary nodded. He had seen places like that. A great adventure for kids. Playing tag or dare with their friends, running off excess energy, exploring.

      “How did he get her out of there? Don’t they have ID to make sure you can only take the kid you arrived with?”

      “Yes. I don’t know how anyone could get her out of there. Some of their security cameras were down. I always thought they had really good security: guards, monitors, sign-in logs, all that kind of thing. But someone got in there and got my daughter out without anyone noticing. I called her and looked for her. I got frantic. They thought I was just being a helicopter parent and freaking out because she was out of sight. But when they made announcements and had their staff members walk around looking for her, no one could find her.”

      Rose swallowed hard and sipped her coffee. Zachary wasn’t sure why she felt it necessary to mask her emotions, to make it look like this hadn’t affected her. Most mothers cried. They weren’t afraid to show him just how upset they were.

      “How long has she been missing?”

      Rose looked at her watch. “Three days.” She put her palms over her eyes, warming them. After three days with minimal sleep, she was undoubtedly feeling the strain. Scratchy, sticky, swollen eyes. A fatigue headache. Brain fog.

      “Have the police talked to her father?”

      “No. They tried to track him down to talk to him. But he’s out of the country. They haven’t been able to talk to him or to get other authorities to talk to him.” Her tone was flat.

      “Out of the country? Where?”

      She stared down at the surface of her coffee. Her eyes glittered with unshed tears, but she didn’t let them fall. She just stared as if mesmerized by the reflection of the light on the surface of her drink.

      “Saudi Arabia.”
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      Zachary’s heart sank. He wasn’t going to be able to do anything for Rose Bircher. Saudi Arabia? If Claire’s father had taken her there, there wasn’t much that Zachary—or anyone else—could do about it. That was one of the countries where non-custodial fathers liked to take kidnapped children—a country where he had all the rights, and Rose had virtually none. The authorities there would not cooperate with US authorities. They would not deal with the child’s mother.

      “I’m not sure there is anything I can do to help you,” he told Rose gently.

      She didn’t look surprised, her expression unchanging.

      “I was told that you were unconventional. And stubborn. That you could get results where the police couldn’t.”

      “Well… sometimes that has been true. But I can’t always find something helpful. The police are your best bet. I just… sometimes I can find something else that they missed or follow up on a hunch. But… Saudi Arabia is a long way away.”

      “I know it is. But the police will only follow their specific protocol. And if they think that the child is out of the country and in a place where they can’t reach her… they just issue whatever paper they do to tell the government that they believe she is over there and object to them not helping with the kidnapping case… and that’s it. Then they just put a flag on his passport so that if he ever comes back into the country, they can pull him aside and talk to him.”

      He wasn’t going to bring her back. If he had taken his daughter to Saudi Arabia, he intended to keep her there. He wasn’t going to bring her back to the US.

      “What is his name? Claire’s father?”

      Rose looked at him for a moment before answering, considering his response. Zachary examined it himself. If he couldn’t do anything for Rose and didn’t intend to take the case, then why ask for his name?

      “Amir Osman.”

      “Is he from there?”

      “No. He was born in America. But I guess… with his family name he could get a visa or whatever you need to immigrate there.” She rubbed her temples. “I don’t know all the details of that kind of thing.”

      “So he had been planning this for a while. He asked for her picture. He had to apply for whatever paperwork he needed to take her there.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Do the police have confirmation as to whether she was traveling with him?”

      “He had a child with him. But a different name. Not Claire Bircher. He was also traveling with a woman. The child is supposed to be hers, not his.”

      Zachary nodded. Just enough obfuscating to make it effective. If an Amber alert had been issued under the name Claire Bircher, no one would have connected her with a child of another name. Until it was too late.

      And because Amir hadn’t had anything to do with his biological daughter before that and had never said he even wanted a visit with her, there was no reason for her mother to mention him when Claire went missing from the mall. It wasn’t a case of a non-custodial parent not returning her on time after a visit. There had been no reason to suspect that her biological father had any interest in her until it was too late. And getting a child back from a country like Saudi Arabia… Zachary had heard stories.

      “I’m not sure what you’re hoping I can do for you,” he told Rose. “The police have done everything they can, and I assume you’ve talked to experts in this kind of case. I don’t have a lot of familiarity with international kidnapping and certainly have no experience flying to another country to try to get her back.”

      Rose took off her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose.

      “There hasn’t been much of an investigation into this case,” she said slowly. “I mean, on the surface, they’ve done everything they should. They locked down the mall and made sure that no one could get her out but, obviously, she was gone by the time that happened, because there was no sign of her. They set up roadblocks. They did a search with K9s. They talked about an Amber Alert, but it didn’t go out until quite a bit later because they didn’t have a description of the kidnapper or the vehicle. But once all that preliminary stuff was done and they found out that I am… estranged from Claire’s biological father, they decided that it was him. They put out all those travel alerts and searched to see if he had left the country during the window from the last time I saw Claire until they stopped him from traveling outside the United States.”

      “And that was when they found he had already fled with his daughter.”

      “With his girlfriend’s daughter. They don’t have any evidence that it was Claire.”

      Zachary was starting to get a feeling for what Rose was getting at. “Do they have any footage of Amir with Claire?”

      “No. They have a few fuzzy airport surveillance pictures of him… but there’s no way to tell if the girl with him is Claire or someone else. The girl in the picture is dark-haired.”

      At Zachary’s look, she pulled out her phone and, after finding a picture, turned the screen around to face him. A little girl with long, blond hair and an impish smile.

      “He might have dyed her hair.”

      Rose nodded. “Of course. And that is what the police are assuming. They all assume that the girl Amir had with him when he left the country was Claire.”

      “No full facial views”

      “No. I thought all the airports had those check-in terminals that take a picture of you. But I guess they don’t. Or they don’t take pictures of kids who are too small to reach it, just their parents.”

      Zachary nodded slowly. There were holes in airport security procedures, despite what the officials would have people believe. People still traveled under forged documents. And the holes for children were even bigger than those for adults. Children weren’t terrorists. They were vulnerable, but they were not a danger. It was a different mindset.

      Zachary scratched a few more notes into his notepad and turned his eyes back to Rose.

      “So there have been no confirmed sightings of Claire since you last saw her at the play place.”

      “Yeah. Exactly.”

      So, was she taken by a stranger? Or had she been taken by her birth father, passed off as another child, and flown out of the country? Without putting eyes on her, they couldn’t be sure. The police might be right. They probably were. The ex-spouse or the child’s non-custodial parent was the number one suspect in any child abduction case. It was far more likely to have been committed by a parent or other family member than by a stranger.

      But Amir had not been part of Claire’s life. He would only know where to find them if he had been following them.

      “How many times have you seen Amir in the last six months?”

      Rose shook her head. “Not at all. Well, maybe once, I guess. When he asked about a picture.”

      “You said that you sometimes run into him at events. You have mutual friends? Or are you in the same profession?” Zachary looked around him. “What exactly do you do here?”

      “Like I said, I met him in college. We were both in computer science together. He went into industrial applications and I went into research, so we didn’t exactly follow the same path. But we were both techies. And… yeah… some mutual friends.”

      “Have you talked to any of those friends about him? About Claire being missing?”

      She shook her head. “No. Do you think I should?”

      “If you could give me names and contact numbers, it might be better if I reach out to them. An unbiased third party rather than the mother accusing her ex of doing something.”

      “Okay.” Rose didn’t argue about it or say Zachary wouldn’t find out anything talking to them. But if she’d been told by whoever referred her to Zachary that he was unconventional and dogged and might be able to find something out, then Rose would be more open to giving him whatever he needed without question. She looked at her phone. “Do you want me to read them out to you?”

      “Why don’t you just share the contacts with me from your phone? Then I won’t get any digits reversed.”

      She nodded her agreement and spent a few minutes reviewing her contacts list and texting some of them to Zachary.

      “Maybe Amir would have talked to one of these people about Claire,” Zachary said. “If we can even get confirmation that he has been talking about her in the last few months, that would be a start. And if he has been saying that he wants to be a part of her life…”

      Rose shook her head. “If he wanted to be a part of her life, then why wouldn’t he come to me and ask me about seeing her?”

      “That would be the logical approach,” Zachary agreed. “But people make choices that aren’t logical. Maybe he figured you would say no, and he didn’t want to tip his hand. Easier to get away with it if he never let on that he wants to be in her life.”

      “I guess,” Rose agreed. “If he’d been trying to get visitation or custody and then she disappeared from the mall or anywhere else, then he is the first one I would have thought of. It wouldn’t have been hours before the police put a stop on Amir leaving the country.”

      Zachary nodded his agreement. “Who was the first person?”

      “What?”

      “You said he would have been the first person you thought of. As being her abductor. Who was the first person you thought of?”

      “Oh… well, I just thought of someone who had been hanging around the play place. Some perv who went to watch the kids and was watching for a little girl to be by herself. A stranger, like on TV. I know parental abductions are more common, but I never thought of Amir as being her parent. I’m the only parent she’s ever had in her life.”

      “What about your parents? Is there anyone else who helps to take care of her?”

      “They’re in New York. They only see her now and then when they come for a visit. And they don’t babysit.”

      “Do you have a caregiver? Who looks after her while you’re at work?”

      “She’s in school now. I have a woman who does after-school care until I can get there. But it’s only an hour or so. A woman in the neighborhood who looks after a bunch of kids.”

      “A day home.”

      “Like that, yes. But just for after school.”

      “Can you give me her information?”

      Rose shrugged and conceded.

      “Did you see anyone at the play place you were suspicious of? Uncomfortable around?”

      “Well, like any other mother, I kept a pretty close eye on any men who were there without a wife or girlfriend. The play place isn’t supposed to let people without kids of their own in. You know, it’s supposed to be a safe place where pedophiles can’t hang around watching kids. It’s just kids and their parents.”

      “I don’t imagine it’s too hard to get around that. Tell them that your wife and kid are already there. Point someone out and say you’re with them. Or go with your sister or best friend and her kid.”

      Rose sighed and nodded. “It’s great if everyone is honest and follows the rules, but the people who really want to get around the rules will.”

      “Like gun registration,” Zachary suggested. “The people who follow the rules are the ones who are not planning to break the laws. Those who are planning to use their guns for illegal purposes are the ones who don’t register them.”

      “Right.”

      “Was there anyone at the play place that day that stuck out to you?” Zachary waited a few seconds to see if she would answer before prompting her further. “Anyone you felt was watching Claire? Or watching you?”

      She hesitated, then shook her head. Zachary raised his brows. “Who did you just think of?”

      “No one. I didn’t think anyone was watching Claire.”

      “Someone watching you?”

      There was another instant of hesitation before Rose shook her head. “No.”

      “Did the police get any surveillance video from the play place?”

      “Some. But they said that only a few of the cameras were recording.” She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “I always thought they were much more secure than they really are. There are lots of cameras around and signs saying that you are on camera. I don’t know if they were even all real cameras. But only a couple were maintained.”

      “Did they show you any of the surveillance videos? Show you any pictures of men who had been hanging around that might have been suspicious? What did you tell them when they first arrived?”

      “They didn’t show me anything. I guess they must not have found anyone suspicious.”

      “I’ll see if I can get copies of them. You never know. The police might have missed something.” He’d been able to spot tiny details on videos before. Details the police had missed or not thought important.

      “What did you tell the police when they first arrived? That Claire had disappeared? That she was gone? That she had been taken? What did you think had happened?”

      “I said… that someone must have taken her.”

      “You’d never had any episodes with Claire before? When you lost track of her for a few minutes, thought something had happened, and then found her again?”

      “No… maybe when I lost sight of her for a minute, but I always found her again. She stayed close by. She’d be on the other side of the clothes rack at the department store. Or looking at a toy or snack she wanted to buy. Something like that.”

      “And at the park? School? The play place? What did she like to do? Did she ever play hide-and-seek? Play a prank on you?”

      “No. She was a pretty easy kid. Lots of energy, but she was a good girl. Mostly, she followed the rules. She was never far away.”

      “So when you couldn’t find her, she didn’t come back to you, didn’t come when you called, you believed that someone had abducted her.”

      Rose nodded. “Yes.”

      “A stranger. You never thought that someone you knew might have come and… taken her out for ice cream or taken her because they didn’t think you were a good parent. Or Amir because he wanted her to be a part of his life and didn’t think you would allow it.”

      Rose shook her head slowly. “None of those things ever occurred to me.”

      Zachary looked at the notes he had written down while they talked. The girl was missing. The police thought the case was solved, but the girl was out of their reach.

      But there was no proof that Claire was with Amir. He understood why Rose felt so unsettled about the case. Not angry because Amir had come and stolen Claire away, but full of questions and not sure the police were right about what had happened to her little girl.

      “Okay.” Zachary dug a card out of his pocket and laid it before her. “Those are my rates. I’ll need a small retainer to get started. I will see what I can dig up.”

      She let out her breath in a long sigh. “Thank you. I needed somebody in my court. I really don’t think Amir took her to Saudi Arabia.”
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      Zachary was sitting on the couch, hunched over his computer in a clear demonstration of how he should not sit while working, when he heard the garage door activate and Kenzie’s car drive in. A few moments later, she came in the door adjoining the kitchen and looked through the doorway at him.

      “I’m not slouching,” Zachary told her with a laugh. He sat up straight and then rolled his shoulders to try to loosen the tension in his back.

      “You’re going to be a hunched-over old man by the time you’re fifty,” she told him.

      “I know, I know. I need to sit with proper posture, shoulders back, head up, all of that.” He looked back at his computer, but the screen was too low for him to work from that position.

      “What you should do is use the ergonomic furniture in my office and a separate monitor,” Kenzie pointed out. “One of us should put that chair and desk to use.”

      She was just as bad, sitting on the bed with her laptop or tablet when she wanted to relax. They both knew better, but they liked to be comfortable. And Zachary liked to be in the middle of the house, where he could see everything as it unfolded, rather than down the hall at the end, removed from the doors and the living room and kitchen. In Kenzie’s home office, he felt isolated and alone. On the couch, where he could look out the window and see the activity of the neighborhood, he rarely felt alone, even when he was.

      Kenzie removed her coat, boots, and winter gear and picked up her purse to carry it into the bedroom. “How was your day?”

      “Pretty good. Got a new client.”

      She paused, not going directly to the bedroom. “Yeah? Tell me about it.”

      “A woman with a missing child. The police think that the girl’s biological father abducted her and took her to Saudi Arabia.”

      Kenzie’s brows rose. “Are you planning on international travel? It’s not the best time of year for it.”

      “It would get me away from this!” Zachary looked over his shoulder out the big living room window to the street. Ice and snow. Dark sky. Temperatures that curtailed his outdoor walks.

      “That it would.”

      “I’m not going to Saudi Arabia. I’m going to investigate here and see what I can find. I might phone, email, or video conference with Saudi Arabia, but I’m not going there.”

      Kenzie nodded, her dark spiral curls bouncing around her face. “Good. I would rather you weren’t traipsing all over the globe without me.”

      “You wouldn’t come with me?” Zachary teased.

      Kenzie was just a bit of a workaholic. He didn’t imagine he would be able to get her away from the medical examiner’s office for more than a few days. The week or two that he would need to investigate things in Saudi Arabia? Highly unlikely.

      “Well…” Kenzie’s gaze went to the window. “It would be warmer.”

      Zachary nodded his agreement. “It would.”

      “I’m going to shower,” she announced, stretching. “Don’t leave without me,” she said with a teasing smile.

      “Anything you want me to put on?” he asked, referring to dinner. Sometimes she was okay with Zachary starting something while she was in the shower and sometimes she didn’t want him to touch anything in her kitchen.

      “You can put together a salad if you like.”

      “Okay.” Zachary stood up so that he wouldn’t look back at his computer screen and get distracted. Kenzie would return in twenty minutes and find that he hadn’t even moved from his spot to start making the salad.

      He had learned that “you can… if you like” didn’t mean he could do or not do the thing she suggested depending on how he felt at the moment. It was a polite request for him to do what she asked. He wanted to stay with her and have a strong relationship with her; therefore, he always “liked” to do whatever she suggested. Unless he really couldn’t for one reason or another. Of course, if that were the case, he shouldn’t have offered to start working on supper for her.

      Zachary walked to the kitchen while Kenzie headed toward the bedroom and her en suite bathroom. She must have been doing an autopsy that afternoon. That was when she was most likely to have sore muscles and want a shower as soon as she walked in the door to rinse off the sweat and the smell of decomp that only she could detect.
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      When Kenzie returned to the kitchen, hair still damp and all her makeup washed off, but her bright red lipstick reapplied, she seemed to be in a good mood.

      “How was your day?” Zachary asked, trying to stay focused on setting the table while he listened to her answer.

      “Pretty good. Things are quiet for now.”

      Until the Christmas and New Year rush. That was when the rubber really hit the road at the medical examiner’s office—a bad time of year for a lot of people. Zachary checked the table for cutlery, forcing himself to think of something other than the approaching Christmas season. He was one of those people who had a difficult time at Christmas. He was hoping that this would be the year that he could get through it without a major depressive cycle and enjoy the holidays with Kenzie. He was on a good med protocol and was determined that this year he would be home for Christmas, not in the hospital. Kenzie deserved a nice, quiet Christmas at home with Zachary and with her parents. And if they could get down to see them, Lorne and Pat, Zachary’s chosen family, as well.

      But determination was not enough. Zachary could not will himself into not being too depressed as Christmas Eve approached. The meds were a key factor. And then… he would see what circumstances life threw his way and how his physical and mental health held up. He was doing as Dr. Boyle had suggested, taking time each day to visualize having a nice, peaceful, warm and happy Christmas Eve and Christmas Day with Kenzie. Hoping that by seeing it, he could integrate it into his recalcitrant brain and make it a reality.

      “Zachary?”

      “Hmm?” He looked at Kenzie and smiled, pretending he hadn’t gotten distracted from their conversation.

      “How did you get your new client?”

      Hopefully, she hadn’t asked the question more than once already. Anyone could miss a question once. It was when she repeated it two or three times and he was still lost in his own head that it became a problem.

      “She had a referral but didn’t say who gave her my name. She just said, ‘she had heard’ that I have done missing persons cases before and that I am… persistent.”

      “A bulldog.”

      Zachary shrugged. “She wanted someone to look at it from another perspective and see if… the police are right in their conclusions.”

      “She doesn’t think that it was the father that took the little girl? Are they divorced?”

      “They haven’t been together since before the girl was born. Never married. He’s never shown any interest in raising the girl or being part of her life.”

      “Oh.” Kenzie nodded, considering this. “Then it does seem a little strange that he would take the girl away without warning.”

      “Yeah, it is a bit off. That doesn’t mean it didn’t happen exactly the way the police think it did. It still could have. But I’m the second set of eyes on the case. Questioning all their assumptions and conclusions.”

      Kenzie was working some magic at the stove, the rich, savory smells of some kind of soup or stew starting to fill the kitchen. Neither of them had a natural talent for cooking, but they were improving. Not just warming up frozen dinners and setting out bagged salads and bottled dressings on the table. Not every night, anyway.

      Zachary had not made the homemade salad dressing in a jelly jar that he had set out on the table. That had been Kenzie’s doing. It was Zachary’s job to adjust to dressings that were different from the grocery store dressings he had grown up eating in foster care and not to complain about new tastes and textures.

      He had also cut up the vegetables for the green salad without cutting off any digits. He could be proud of himself for that.

      “But she didn’t tell you who had recommended you?” Kenzie asked. “Why not?”

      “She didn’t say and I didn’t ask. I thought maybe… it might have been someone who didn’t want their name mentioned.”

      Kenzie looked at him, frowning. “Why would someone refer her to you but not want you to know they had?”

      “Maybe Gordon. Or maybe Joss. Or one of the cops who worked one of the human trafficking cases.”

      Gordon wouldn’t want his name mentioned because he wasn’t supposed to have any more contact with Zachary. Kenzie had made it very clear that she did not appreciate Zachary’s ex-wife’s new partner contacting him anymore. Zachary always ended up going off the rails after any contact with Bridget, even through Gordon. But Zachary had done a couple of investigations for Gordon in the past, had protected Gordon’s and Bridget’s twins when they had been in danger, and rescued them when they had been abducted.

      Joss was a different matter. She was Zachary’s oldest sister. He wanted to be involved in her life as much as she would allow. But Jocelyn was prickly, and whenever Zachary’s cases had anything to do with human trafficking or the cartels that Joss had been involved with for so many years, she always discouraged him in the strongest possible language. If she had referred a kidnapping case to Zachary, she would not want him to know the referral had come from her. She wouldn’t want to be seen as “soft” or encouraging him to have anything to do with the type of organizations that kidnapped children.

      None of the law enforcement officers he had contact with on previous cases would want it to be known they’d had anything to do with a private investigator. Cops and PIs did not mix—not at the cops’ behest, anyway.

      “Hmm. I suppose you’re right. But I still think she should have said who sent her to you. It’s common courtesy. You should be able to make a judgment about the case based on who sent it to you.”

      Which was another reason the referrer might not have wanted his name mentioned. If it were someone who had burned Zachary in the past, he wouldn’t want Zachary to know he was the one behind the new case.

      Zachary should just take each case on its own merits.
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      The next morning, Zachary had breakfast with Kenzie and saw her off to work. Then he finally had a chance to get started on his new case.

      He dove into his email, which was not the most productive way to start his day. Heather, the other of his older sisters, had been helping him with the private investigations business. She had taken it upon herself to keep track of his emails and to sort and collate them as they came in, adding the jobs that needed to be done to his task list and filing or putting the rest of them into folders marked “personal” or “to be read” where they were out of sight until he was ready to deal with them. She had raised two kids with ADHD and learned a lot of strategies for helping them keep themselves on track, so she had some really good ideas to help Zachary keep his distractibility under control and put his assets to good use.

      She had first taken over his email the previous year when he had been in the hospital, and she seemed to have a better idea of how to manage everything that came in on a day-to-day business than he did by now.

      After glancing over the few emails she hadn’t had a chance to sort yet and finding nothing urgent, Zachary opened the project and task manager they shared. It was amazing how much Heather helped him to stay organized when they didn’t even live in the same town. Zachary created a new project for the Rose Bircher kidnapping case, and it was immediately populated with a checklist of the administrative tasks they each needed to do to get a new file set up. He followed the checklist, setting up a folder on the cloud storage to store any notes or documents he created, dropping Rose’s contact information and the other contact cards he had collected from her into the folder, filling in a little form that Heather had set up with a summary of the case, checkboxes to indicate that he had given Rose his rate sheet and collected a retainer, and a few other miscellaneous items.

      As he had known she would, Heather called while Zachary was setting everything up. She was notified whenever Zachary created a new project, and they would talk it through if it were something other than a skip trace, insurance file, or one of the other routine matters that were the daily bread and butter of the investigations business. Things like the kidnapping only came along now and then and, while they could be lucrative, Zachary and Heather needed other work to keep the coffers full between such cases.

      Zachary tapped the answer button on his phone, tapped the speaker button, and kept typing the intake form. “Hi, Feathers.”

      “Hey, Zachy. New file?”

      “Yeah.” He knew she could see on her computer what he had done so far, everything being updated in real time. “Kidnapping of a little girl. Four days ago now. Police think the non-custodial parent took her out of the country. But there isn’t any proof either way, so we’re going to do some digging.”

      He was probably being generous with the “we.” He would do most of the investigative work. But Heather would do her part.

      “Father is Amir Osman? That’s who they think took her?”

      “Right. Could you run background on him? Start a profile. Family, education, work history, residential, credit check, ties to any middle eastern countries. He apparently has a girlfriend and she has a child, so anything you come across for them could be helpful too. According to the TSA, he took his girlfriend’s daughter to Saudi Arabia. The police think it was actually Claire.”

      “They can’t tell?”

      “No.”

      “I’ll see what I can pull together.”

      Zachary could see the tasks she was creating for herself popping up on the project manager. When they finished talking, he would switch the filter so that he would only see his tasks and not be distracted by hers.

      “What else do you need me to do?” Heather asked.

      “Uh… background on the client, too. I want to know if what she’s told me is reliable. Credit check there, too. She said she hasn’t had any involvement with Amir since Claire was born. Let me know if that turns out not to be true. If they’ve actually been battling over visitation or custody for Claire, then that will change things. If she’s active on social media, watch for anyone who might have been stalking her. See how much she posts about where she and Claire are going to be or places they visit regularly. Would someone watching her social media have known to find them at this play place?”

      “In case it was a stranger kidnapping.”

      “In case it was a close family member or friend who sees her social media feeds. Strangers aren’t always strangers.”

      “I can do that. Anything else?”

      “Not related to this case.”

      “Okay. You got something else for me?”

      Zachary hesitated. It was something that had been on his mind for months, but he hadn’t yet shared it with anyone.

      “Zach?”

      “Well… it’s not related to work at all, actually.”

      “Mm-hmm?”

      “I was wondering… what you thought about getting together for dinner. About all of us getting together for dinner sometime?”

      “All of us?” Heather repeated. “You and Kenzie and me and Grant?”

      “No… I meant all the siblings.”

      Heather was silent.

      Zachary wasn’t sure what he had expected. He and his siblings had been separated when Zachary was ten and had grown up in different homes. The younger children had mostly been together, but the older children, including Zachary, had been by themselves after that. In the last couple of years, Zachary had been reunited with each of them. But always separately. They had never gotten everyone together in one place.

      Maybe that should have told him the others were not interested in a big reunion. They were okay with meeting one or two at a time, but were reluctant to get everyone together in a room at one time.

      “That sounds like a nice idea,” Heather said eventually, but her voice sounded strained. “Have you talked to any of the others about it?”

      “No. This is the first time I’ve mentioned it to anyone. I just thought… well, we know where everyone is now. Don’t you think everyone would agree?”

      “Hard to say. Joss isn’t big on any family stuff. You tend to get overwhelmed, even if it’s just me and Tyrrell. If T feels pressured… he’s never been good about stress. He’s in a good place emotionally right now, and I don’t think any of us want to take the chance of him falling off the wagon.”

      Zachary made a noise of agreement, though there was a lump in his throat. Heather’s points were all good.

      “And Vince and Mindy?”

      “They’ve been a unit by themselves… I don’t think they feel connected to the rest of us. They were too little to remember anyone but T. Mindy’s always been kind of cool toward me when I’ve called. And she has to check everything with Vince. If he doesn’t agree, you know she won’t either.”

      “But you haven’t ever asked them.”

      “I’ve never gotten further than talking on the phone and saying we should get together sometime. I haven’t bothered to try to set something up. Never felt like I had the green light.”

      “Would you want to get together with everyone?”

      In her summary of all the reasons it might not work out, Heather had left herself off the list completely.

      Heather cleared her throat. “Well… if everyone wanted to get together, I would agree. But I don’t know if it would work. We’re all… so different.”

      And traumatized. They had each reacted to a childhood of abuse and being separated from each other in different ways. The younger children had been able to be raised in one foster home and had eventually been adopted by their foster parents. Zachary had moved from one foster family to another every few months, or else bounced into institutional care when he couldn’t manage living with a family.

      Heather had mostly been raised by one family, but had been through a lot of trauma there too, and had eventually been out on the street. Joss had been trafficked and addicted for years, living a life that Zachary would not have wished on his worst enemy. She was in a better place now, sober and helping to rescue street kids from the life, but she was not friendly or easy to get along with. Any interaction had to be initiated by Zachary, and she was very prickly about his overtures.

      “So you don’t think it is a good idea.”

      “I didn’t say that. I just think it would be hard, and I don’t know if everyone will agree or be really happy doing it. You know? Maybe… Goldmans are better in small doses.”

      Zachary laughed at that.

      He had to admit that even though it was his own idea, the idea of getting everyone together made him anxious. He wanted them to be all together again, as a sign that they were healing and overcoming their past. A sign of solidarity and family closeness.

      “And what about the rest of them?” Heather asked.

      Zachary didn’t have to ask what she meant by that. He knew that she didn’t mean their parents. While their father and mother were both still alive, as far as Zachary knew, he would never try to put parents and children in the same room again. He had met his father recently and had no desire to have a relationship with him. Not like Tyrrell did.

      While Zachary had begged for years for the social workers to reunite his family, he knew as a grown man that he never wanted to see his mother again. He was never going to be able to be the child she had wanted him to be, and she was never going to love him the way that he had wanted her to. She had told Zachary at age ten that he was incorrigible and she wanted nothing more to do with him, and she never had. He had wanted for years to fix that rift and earn her love and approval, not understanding that she was just as messed up as he was. It wasn’t his fault that she had dissolved the family, even though that was what he had always believed.

      Maybe that was why Zachary wanted to get the family back together again in a big reunion. He believed the dissolution of the family had been his fault and it was his job to bring them back together.

      “The others” Heather referred to were the other siblings they had discovered. The other children that their dad had fathered after the family had broken up. There were quite a few of them. And probably even more that they didn’t know about because they hadn’t sent their DNA to any of the ancestry companies. And their mother could have had other children, too. But Heather didn’t mean all of them, only the ones Tyrrell had found through DNA analysis.

      “I wasn’t thinking of them. I just meant… the siblings we grew up with. Our family.”

      “Well, that’s good. I think our little group will be hard enough.”

      “Yeah. Well,” Zachary decided it was time to move on from the conversation. “It’s something to think about, anyway.”

      He decided not to ask Heather to help him to pull together a family reunion. Not yet. As close as they had grown working together over the past couple of years, he couldn’t ask her to do something that was obviously so difficult for her. He didn’t want her to pull away from him.

      It would have to be up to him.
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      Zachary let his eyes travel over the play equipment that filled “All Played Out,” the activity center from which Claire Bircher had disappeared. There had been nothing around like that when he had been growing up. It would have been an ADHD boy’s dream. So many places to run, hide, climb, and slide. Ball pits and foam pits to jump into and burrow in. Energetic pop music blared over the speakers, and the smell of pizza and fries from the concession scented the air, sweetened with popcorn and candy floss. Of course, many parents resisted the pull of junk food by bringing apples and carrot sticks for their kids to eat when they took breaks from their noisy play, but it was a losing battle.

      Most of the sweaty kids looked happy, unless they were being dragged out after long hours of play by their parents, exhausted and tearful. But there were a few who must have felt like Zachary did now, overwhelmed by the color, the noise, and the activity. While he would have loved it as a kid, that was when he could have immersed himself in his play and focused on having fun. As an easily distracted adult trying to focus on a case, it was a different story. He felt like his head was about to explode.

      “I would like to talk to the manager,” he said to the heavyset security guard as clearly as he could. “Somewhere… quiet where we can talk.”

      The guard gave him a grin, showing off his even white teeth in what looked more like a shark’s predatory smile than someone who intended to help him.

      “You cannot enter unless you are accompanied by a child. That’s the rule.”

      “I don’t want to go into the play area. I want to talk to someone who is in charge.”

      “They won’t change the rules for you, buddy. You want to get your jollies, you’re going to have to go somewhere else.”

      Zachary presented one of his business cards, which had a large yellow shield that looked like a police crest, even though the card clearly stated, “Private Investigator.”

      “I’m investigating the disappearance of Claire Bircher a few days ago. From this facility.” He tried to draw himself up taller, though he had no hope of making himself look as tall as the guard. “Were you on duty when that happened?” he demanded, pulling the notebook out of his pocket and holding his pen at the ready.

      The guard frowned and looked from side to side as if he suspected that one of his friends might be playing a prank on him.

      “What is this?” he asked. “I didn’t have anything to do with that. That was my day off, man; I wasn’t even here.”

      “Are you sure? Do you have someone who can verify that? An alibi?”

      “I don’t need an alibi. The cops that were here that day know that I wasn’t on. They questioned everyone who was on when it happened. I was nowhere near here. It’s the honest truth.”

      “What would you say if I told you that your card had been swiped that afternoon? What would you have to say about that?”

      “That’s not possible. I wasn’t here. Why would I come in to work on a day when I wasn’t scheduled?”

      “Because you wanted to take that little girl, and you wanted to be able to say that you weren’t here. Just swipe yourself in and out, nice and clean, and take that little girl. And no one would have been the wiser except that your card was logged.”

      “You’re crazy. There’s no way that my card was used that day.” He looked around for an answer that didn’t pop up. “Unless someone cloned my card. That could happen, you know. It isn’t hard.”

      This was something that hadn’t occurred to Zachary. He had no reason to suspect the security guard and was only trying to scare him into cooperating. But it was a good thought. How had the kidnapper gotten in and out? Whether it was Amir or someone else, he had to have a way to get into the play place. With an employee swipe card, he could have the run of the place. There would be no need to bring a kid to get in or convince a guard that he was with someone already inside.

      Since Zachary already had his pen and notebook out, he made a note to investigate the possibility further.

      That made all the employees suspects, whether they had been on shift or not. There must be a swipe card log somewhere on the computer system. They could weed out whether anyone was there who shouldn’t be. And everyone who had been on site when Claire had disappeared. He had heard that phones and credit cards could be cloned just by someone walking close by. The same must apply to the simple proximity cards used to unlock the supposedly secure doors.

      “So you have someone who can verify that you were not here when your card was swiped?” he asked the guard.

      The man was paler than he had been when he’d been giving Zachary a hard time. Starting to rethink his entire career in the security sector, maybe. Was it worth getting fingered for a kidnapping? After all the other things a guard in a place like this must have to deal with. Parents who thought they deserved special rules, vomiting children and pooping babies, spilled drinks and thrown fast food, management who didn’t think that their employees had lives outside of work. Was it worth being a suspect in a child abduction, too?

      “I’ll get the boss,” the guard told him. “Can’t hear a darn thing out here. Wait right here.”

      Zachary waited. Another guard standing at a nearby security gate kept an eye on him. If the original guard didn’t show up with the manager, Zachary would harass one of the others. Sooner or later, he would get his way and would get in to see someone with more authority. Though whether they would be able to tell him anything of value was debatable. They couldn’t produce closed-circuit footage that hadn’t been recorded. They had provided whatever they had to the police already, and there was no reason to think that Zachary could find anything the police hadn’t.

      Zachary was pleasantly surprised when the security guard he had talked to came back into view, accompanied by a tall, skinny kid who didn’t look older than nineteen.

      “You’re the manager?” Zachary asked, aware that his tone had taken on a note of disbelief. But it was noisy. They wouldn’t be able to hear his intonation. A conversation in a place like this consisted mostly of lip reading.

      The young man nodded. “I’m older than I look,” he said, pushing back a paper hat that suggested the guard had pulled him away from working the concession stand.

      “Well, you’d have to be!” Zachary shook his head. “What are you, twelve?”

      “I’m over twenty!” he retorted, which probably meant he’d only just passed his twentieth birthday.

      “Is there somewhere quiet we can go to talk?” Zachary asked, pointing to his throat, which was getting sore from yelling over the music.

      “Yeah, yeah.” The boy nodded at the guard to return to his post, and he gestured impatiently for Zachary to follow him. They entered the employee-only hallway through a hinged wall section painted to look exactly the same as the rest of the wall. The noise of the play area was muffled, but could still be heard at a low roar.

      The manager swiped through a couple of security doors and, eventually, they reached his destination, a closet-size security booth with several camera feeds. A guard even more paunchy than the first sat watching the screens while chewing on a fried chicken drumstick. It was mercifully quiet.

      The boy manager pointed to the chairs at the small table behind the guard, and he and Zachary sat down.

      “Now, what’s this all about? We already answered all the cops’ questions the day that little girl disappeared. They haven’t found her?”

      “No. They haven’t. It is clear at this point that she was abducted. She didn’t just wander off.”

      The boy ran his fingers through his hair. “It wasn’t anything to do with anyone here. And we have good security practices in place. Corporate has developed all the policies and procedures and we follow their guidelines rigorously.”

      “And, Tim, is it?” Zachary asked, looking at the young man’s name badge. “Does that include only having two live cameras to keep track of a hundred kids and everyone around them? You have all kinds of cameras mounted out there, and only two that work?”

      Tim nodded reluctantly. “I know it looks like there are more than there are. Most of the cameras out there are just deterrents. Dummies. They’re just shells. They look like the real thing and even have a red light, but there’s no guts. They don’t record anything. They don’t feed anywhere.” He tapped his fingertips on the table. “Some of the ones that are supposed to work are down. We should have a view of the entire floor. We’ve put in service requests, but Corporate hasn’t fixed them yet.”

      “Even after you had a kid abducted?”

      He shrugged. “That’s at least got some movement on it. They’re supposed to be here Monday to fix them. That’s pretty good, considering some have been down for a year or more.”

      “How many people know that your security surveillance is so lax?”

      “Uh… I don’t know. It isn’t really that bad. We have live eyes out there on the floor, too. That’s far more important than a camera feed. People who can analyze human behavior and be right there to intervene if necessary.”

      Zachary agreed that was important. “But none of your live eyes knew what happened to Claire Bircher or when they had last seen her.”

      “Yeah. That was too bad. We get so many kids through here… you can’t expect them to be able to track the kids’ movements. It’s just not possible.”

      “Which is why it is important to have them on camera. You said that the whole floor is supposed to be visible on camera.”

      “Yeah. If all the cameras are working.”

      “What about inside the play equipment? All those forts and tunnels and ball pits.”

      “What about it?”

      “No cameras can see in there. What if you’ve got older kids bullying or molesting younger kids? Or employees who have an eye for the little ones? There are so many places that are out of sight.”

      Zachary looked at the screens the security guard was watching. The little “rooms” between the slides and hamster tunnels were not solidly covered; the walls were just tubes and netting so, if a person were standing close by, they would be able to see if there were a child inside them. But they were fairly well screened and, in some cases, two or three cells deep. It wouldn’t be hard to get a kid alone and take advantage of their vulnerability. Zachary tried to ignore the squirmy feeling in his stomach.

      “We have Play Assistants everywhere,” Tim explained. Standing up, he approached the security monitors and pointed a few times. “Here, here, here… they can go anywhere the kids can, and they help them to climb or to slide if they are afraid, help them find their friends, get back out to their moms, whatever. They keep an eye out for any bullying and are the only adults allowed there. It’s a safe place. Ask any of the moms out there.”

      “How about Claire Bircher’s mom? Is that what she said to you the day that Claire disappeared? Thank you for looking after her so well? For all these great security measures you have in place?”

      Tim’s mouth twisted into a sneer. “Of course not. She was pretty upset. But that’s the first time anything like that has ever happened.”

      “And have you figured out what did happen? How someone got in and took Claire out quietly without anyone noticing?”

      Tim sat back down across from Zachary. “Not yet.” He shook his head. “We’re still working on it. We’re supposed to have some sessions this weekend to brainstorm security holes and figure out what happened. I know it’s like closing the barn door after the horse is gone—that’s how the saying goes, isn’t it?—but we don’t want it to happen again.”

      “I’m glad you’re doing something.” Zachary sighed. “I would like to get a copy of the footage you gave the police. The more people we can get looking at it, the better the chances are that we’ll be able to find something.”

      Tim frowned, his brows furrowing. “I thought you were the police.” His eyes widened. “Are you FBI?”

      When asked directly, Zachary couldn’t lie about who or what he was. There were penalties for impersonating a cop or federal agent. “No, this is a private investigation.”

      “Private?”

      “We were hired by Mrs. Bircher to investigate what happened here. I hope I’ll have your full cooperation. We want to be able to tell Mrs. Bircher that there is no fault on behalf of All Played Out. I’m sure Corporate wouldn’t want to hear that she was filing civil charges for negligence that took place here…”

      Tim’s face went pinched and white. He shook his head. “There was no negligence. We have done everything we were supposed to.”

      “I’m sure you tried,” Zachary allowed, clearly implying that Tim and the other employees had fallen down on the job, and their negligence had resulted in Claire’s abduction. Zachary sighed and raised his hands, palms up. “And maybe the video will exonerate you.”

      “The police said that there wasn’t anything on it. No abduction. No one hanging around looking suspicious. They don’t know what happened.” He lowered his voice and shot a glance toward the guard’s back. “If it was me, I’d be looking at the mother.” He nodded and sat back, looking proud of himself. “She comes in here with a friend and pretends that she’s lost her daughter. And maybe the girl was never even here. Maybe the mother did something to her, and she came here to establish an alibi and make it look like there was an abduction. Throw the cops off the trail. How many times have you seen these moms making appeals on TV to help them find the person who stole their kid, just to find out that they killed ’em and buried ’em in the basement or drowned them in the lake?”

      It happened. Zachary knew that. He hadn’t gotten a bad vibe from Rose, but a person couldn’t always tell. That was why people got away with it. If Zachary and the cops could always tell who was lying, there would be no innocent people in prison, and those responsible would always be arrested and convicted.

      “You think Mrs. Bircher came in here without Claire?” he asked, keeping his voice as flat and neutral as possible.

      “I’m not saying that’s what happened, but you gotta consider it, don’t you? It could all be a cover-up.”

      “How hard would it be for her to do that? Don’t you ID and check everyone in? And no one gets in without a kid, right?”

      “Sure. But we don’t have any proof of what kids belong to what people. If I get a group at the gate, three moms and six kids, I don’t grill them on which kids belong to which women. I don’t demand everyone’s birth certificates and interview the kids to make sure they really are who they say they are. We don’t fingerprint or do mugshots or facial recognition or anything like that. We let in the three moms and their six kids, and the adults sign the logs with their names and the names of the kids. They sign their waivers, and they’re off to the races. The kids can play for as long as they like and, when the group leaves, one mom checks everyone off the log.”

      “So one of the moms checks off herself and her kids and leaves Claire and Mrs. Bircher on the log, even though Claire was never actually there.”

      He nodded and folded his arms, waiting for Zachary to acknowledge the cleverness of his scenario. He’d obviously had some time to think about it and construct a scenario where a parent could game the system and fool All Played Out and the police into believing that a child who had never actually been there had disappeared.

      “But that would require someone else to be complicit in the plot,” Zachary pointed out. “The other mother who puts Claire on the log and then doesn’t check her off, knowing she was never there in the first place.”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Why would someone do that?”

      “I don’t know. Because they’re friends and she wants to protect her friend.”

      “Was Mrs. Bircher here with a group that day?”

      “I don’t know. She could have been.”

      “I’ll need a copy of your log sheet, too, along with the closed-circuit recordings.”

      Tim looked at him, trying to figure out how to tell him no. Then he finally shrugged. If Zachary could prove that Rose had just been faking her
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