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The bell sounded, signaling the end of the day. Students slammed Chromebooks shut, standing and gathering backpacks and personal items. The classroom erupted with weekend excitement.

“I noticed that you guys closed your laptops. Don’t forget to click submit on your assignment, even if you’re not finished. I’ll grade what you have and reopen it so you can keep working on Monday,” Kara announced, raising her voice above the noise.

A collective groan followed. She just smiled. “Have a great weekend, everyone.”

As the room emptied, Kara sat down and took a deep breath. Determined to finish writing the IEP, she reminded herself: Why put off what you can get done now? Moments later, Risha walked in.

“I’m so glad it’s the weekend. These kids are driving me crazy.”

Kara looked up, giving her full attention. “What happened?”

“The history assignment is simple, but they keep asking the same questions just to avoid doing it. I took three students out into the hall and gave them a lecture. Then Jannie asks, ‘Are you mad at us, Ms. Brogan?’ I’m not mad—I’m frustrated.”

Risha flopped into a chair, staring at the ceiling. Kara tried to reassure her.

“They’ve been avoiding work since the end of third quarter. Just keep doing what you do. It’s Friday—take the weekend to unwind. We’ll handle the rest on Monday. Sound good?”

“Sounds good,” Risha mumbled, resting her head on the desk.

Kara walked over and put an arm around her. “You need a distraction. Any plans this weekend?”

“Nope.”

“You do now. We’re going shopping.”

“Did I hear shopping?” Ava entered, grabbing her things.

“Risha’s class is working hard to avoid work,” Kara explained.

Ava smiled sympathetically. “You both need some time off.”

She patted Risha’s shoulder. “Take it easy. Monday will be here soon enough.”

“It’s settled,” Kara said. “I’ll pick you up at ten.”

Risha smiled, gathering her things. “You’re the best. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“See you then,” Kara replied.



As the door closed and silence returned, Kara stretched, trying to shake off the long week. Only two more sections of the IEP were left. She started typing when her phone rang—an unfamiliar number. She hesitated, uneasy, but answered.

“Hello?”

“Hello. Is this Kara Upton?”

“It is,” she answered, still unsure.

A pause. Faint breathing.

“My name is Tamara Jackson. My aunt went missing nine years ago...” The caller’s voice trembled. “...and I’m desperate. Will you help me?”

Kara’s heart pounded. The classroom’s quiet hum felt suddenly colder. The ordinary Friday had vanished.
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The coffee shop had only been open a few years, but it was Kara Upton’s favorite spot. She often brought clients here, and tonight, seeing Tamara seated near the window, she understood the gravity of their meeting.

“Thank you so much for meeting me,” Tamara said, her voice tight with nerves.

“My pleasure,” Kara replied gently. “Just tell me everything.”

As Tamara spoke, the ticking clock seemed to grow louder, marking each minute of her nine-year ordeal—dead ends, unanswered questions, and a case that had turned cold across three agencies. Tamara’s aunt was still missing, and every path had led to nothing. This wasn’t just another consultation—it was a plea.

Kara watched Tamara’s hands tremble as she reached for her phone, hesitating before unlocking it. “I wasn’t going to try again,” Tamara admitted quietly. “I’d finally started to accept not knowing.” She tilted her screen toward Kara. “But then, last week, I got this.”

The email was brief. The subject line was blank. The body contained only six words: “It’s always the last place you look.” No name, no signature, only a string of numbers for the sender’s address. It had arrived in the middle of the night, and Tamara had stared at it for hours, her heart pounding.

“I don’t recognize the address. It’s probably nothing, but... what if it isn’t?”

Kara’s coffee had gone cold, but she barely noticed. The cryptic message echoed in her mind, layering over Tamara’s story—each unanswered question sharpening her resolve.

“I’ll take it,” Kara said softly, almost to herself. “We’ll find her.”

Night pressed against the coffee shop windows, the streets outside empty and still. Kara pulled her coat tighter, the file under her arm feeling heavier with responsibility. Tomorrow, she planned to bring the case to Baseline.

She dialed Risha.

“Hey, Kara.”

“Change of plans—maybe better than shopping. We have a case. I just spoke with a woman named Tamara—”

“Tamara Jackson?” Risha interrupted.

“Yes. Do you know her?”

“No, but I know the story. Her aunt went missing about ten years ago.”

“Nine,” Kara corrected gently.

“Law enforcement came up empty. Even tribal police got involved because of Wind River, but nothing. The case went cold.”

“We’re going to review the case ourselves. Let’s see what we can do for her,” Kara said. “What time are we meeting?”

“Eight o’clock. I’ll contact the rest of the team and see you tomorrow.”

“See you,” Risha replied, then hung up.

Kara called the rest of the group, knowing their weekend was about to get busy.
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Fog still clung to the edges of the parking lot as Kara Upton unlocked the office door, balancing a stack of files against one hip. At 5'5" and in her mid-fifties, Kara carried herself with a calm, quiet authority—years of teaching and leading by example etched into every line of her face.

Inside, Kellen Westcott was already there, hunched over his laptop in the corner, a battered mug of coffee close at hand—as always. He was 5'9", also in his mid-fifties, with sharp eyes behind thick glasses and the air of someone who’d seen it all but still found the world a little amusing.

The door swung open and Risha Brogan breezed in, arms full of pastries from the corner bakery. At 5'7" and in her mid-forties, she radiated energy and warmth, her phone constantly buzzing with updates from her three high school daughters, who kept her on her toes.

Ava Grenshaw arrived next, her boots leaving faint prints on the entry mat. 5'4" and in her late forties, Ava smelled faintly of hay and fresh air—a side effect of juggling life on her bustling farm with her detective work. There was always a to-do list on her mind, whether it involved cattle, chores, or tracking down leads.

Last to arrive was Jada Bayfield—late twenties and effortlessly striking. She knew it, too, and never missed a chance to check her reflection in a window or adjust her hair. The sunglasses perched on her head were as much about style as they were about hiding her nerves. Lately, with the dangers of the 307s looming, Jada’s husband had made it clear: this would be her final case with Baseline.

Kara looked around at her team—so different, but perfectly balanced—and felt a surge of gratitude. Each brought something vital to the table: experience, energy, insight, and an unspoken bond that made them stronger together than apart.

Kellen sipped his coffee, already pulling up the email on his screen. Risha scanned her phone, no doubt already texting a contact or two. Jada leaned forward, her attention laser-sharp. Ava crossed her arms and nodded, jaw set.

Kara smiled. “Let’s do what we do best.”

The Baseline team was on the case.



Kara spread the contents of Tamara’s file across the conference table: old news clippings, missing posters, timelines, and the printout of the mysterious email. The team gathered around, coffee and pastries in hand.

Kara started, “Let’s look at what we know. Tamara’s aunt, Hazel Jackson, went missing nine years ago. The case went cold after initial searches. Last week, Tamara received this email from an untraceable address: ‘It’s always the last place you look.’ Thoughts?”

Kellen leaned over the printout, eyes narrowing. “First, I’ll dig into the email’s metadata. Even if the address looks random, there might be hidden info—IP traces, send times, or code in the signature. Sometimes people use anonymizers but slip up.”

Risha nodded, tapping her phone. “I’ll reach out to my contacts—see if anyone remembers activity around Wind River back then. People talk to me who’d never open up to the police. I’ll also ask around about the email’s language. Maybe it’s a local saying.”

Jada flipped through the photos. “Do we have a list of everyone Hazel knew—friends, coworkers, exes? I can start with interviews. Sometimes people are more willing to talk to someone new, especially if they don’t feel threatened. A friendly face can open doors.”

Ava scrawled notes in her battered notebook. “I’ll go over the old search area. Nine years is a long time, but people on the land remember things—ranchers, hikers, even hunters. I’ll also double-check the original search grid—see if anything was missed or if the area’s changed.”

Kellen added, “If the email was sent from somewhere local, we might be able to triangulate its origin. I’ll need Tamara’s phone and email account access for full analysis.”

Kara gathered their ideas on the whiteboard. “Good. Let’s split up. Risha, check your sources for rumors or anything new. Jada, work up a list of people who haven’t been re-interviewed. Ava, map out the original search grid and see if we can talk to anyone who helped back then. Kellen, get started on that email.”

She looked around the table, determination in her eyes. “We’re not leaving any stone unturned. Let’s find what everyone else missed.”
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Tamara sat curled on the couch, half-watching her favorite show flicker across the TV screen. The laugh track sounded hollow in the quiet apartment. Her phone buzzed on the coffee table, making her jump. She stared at the notification, pulse quickening—a new email.

Hands trembling, she unlocked her phone and opened Gmail, her gut twisting with dread. The sender was a string of random letters and numbers. For a moment, her breath caught. She tapped the message, bracing herself.

Spam. Just another ad for discounted sunglasses.

Tamara let out a shaky breath, relief washing over her. She dropped the phone onto the cushion beside her, rubbing her eyes.

A sudden knock at the door made her heart leap all over again. She froze, listening. The knock came again—firm, insistent.

Tamara stood, nerves buzzing in her fingertips as she crossed the room to see who it was.

Kara knocked softly, and Tamara opened the door, eyes rimmed with fatigue but posture straight. “Thanks for coming,” she said, letting Kara inside.

Hazel’s photos lined the hallway—smiling in a wide-brimmed hat, hugging Tamara at a birthday party, and in one, standing by a river Kara recognized from the case file.

“Is it always this quiet?” Kara asked, trying to ground Tamara in the present.

“Since she disappeared, yeah,” Tamara said. “Some days I turn on the TV just for noise.”

They moved to the living room, where Tamara had gathered a stack of Hazel’s things: a battered address
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