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Dedication

This book is lovingly dedicated to US Navy Corpsman HMC FMF, James Herkenhoff, deployed with the Second Battalion, Fourth Marine Regiment in Helmland Province, Afghanistan. 

You are my hero, James.

Chapter 1

“I want my mom,” said the girl.

She’d been saying it for a long time now. Weeks? No, longer even than that. He wasn’t sure anymore, but it had been a while.

“I want my mom.”

The words should sound muffled, or mumbled; she said them so many times they ran together in an odd sort of mantra.

But they didn’t.

They were as clean and clear as the night outside of them, full in all its spackled glory. As if this were the first time she’d articulated them. As if it were the first time he’d heard them.

“I want my mom.”

He smiled.

He didn’t mind the demand. No, not at all really.

Maybe it was her delivery. She was such a special little thing, this girl before him. So...perfect. Her sharp cut features denoted a face that could bloom into that of an adult’s in short time. Her body, with its sharp angles and gangly limbs, was changing daily to claim a softness that could fill out the hollows of youth. She was so close, at a crossroads in her life, and the young woman she could be was just a stone’s throw away.

She could be pretty, he thought. The mother, the one she pined for audibly – even in her sleep – was. The passing of time had hardened the same features that splayed across her daughter’s burgeoning face to a degree, alarmingly so lately, but she was still an attractive woman. She would, no doubt, die an attractive woman. He could not entertain an alternative ending.

“I want my mom.”

Part of it, he thought, was the delivery. It avoided annoyance and redundancy because she “mixed it up” a bit.

There was the “I want my mom,” version that suggested entitlement. Oh, how naively childish was this directive, he mused. Like that of a baby’s cry for sustenance or attention.

I want, thus I should receive.

Oh, to want.

Oh, to receive simply for want. Life is hard, he wanted to tell her, but did not. By now, she’d probably figured that one out on her own.

Then there was the “I want my mom,” followed up, as often as not, with, “Bring me my mom.”

This one had both surprised and delighted him.

“I.”

“Me.”

The sheer audacity of it not only signaled entitlement, but defined it so clearly that it was likened, he thought, to those awful women’s team jackets that sported ridiculously embroidered titles like “Lucky Lindsey” or “Big, Bad Barb”. A rite of passage, an endowment of sorts, that suggested “to hell with the rest of the world, I am worthy, no fuckin’ questions asked.”

Yes, that attitude was one he could appreciate. He might have attributed it to her age group, her prepubescent peers with their IPods and cell phones that simply assumed the sun rose and set upon only them. Oh yes, he could have. It was a natural and demographically supported assumption, but he knew her a little better than that, he thought. At least, he knew from where she came, and so it only made sense that his assessment of this fiery little pixie, painted in full, hailed from not an “entitled” childhood with doting parents and a decent shot at getting a fully equipped SUV on her sixteenth birthday but, instead, from that of a lost little girl who would always be fighting just to be heard. To be seen.

To be loved.

He’d heard the tone before, and the words, offered in a voice so like hers it delighted him on one level, and broke the surface of an untamed fury buried several layers beneath.

“I want my mom!” she screamed this time, harder than usual, pulling him away from his attempt to get to the “heart” of the matter, which was always accompanied by a little stroll down Memory Lane. The distraction jarred him a bit on impact but was, he realized, for the best.

At the heart of this matter was something he doubted he could control once unearthed.

There was time. Not much, he thought, but enough.

Just...

...enough.

* * * *

Something was wrong. Something was...oh, God...something was just so wrong.

She shifted into fourth despite the bright red break lights of slowing traffic less than fifty feet in front of her and took the Jeep’s driver side tires, front and back, up onto the curb swerving around the traffic blocking the left-hand turn lane she so desperately needed access to.

“Screw it,” she mouthed to the sound of varied and insistent honks and, probably, to the sight of a few single fingered salutes she could not make out through her half steamed vinyl windows.

“Get a Jeep,” she advised in a something short of a jeer and climbed the concrete divider dodging a yield sign and dropping down on the other side of it just a few car lengths from the intersection and...on the wrong side of it.

Shit.

She was facing oncoming traffic. Doubled up lights moved toward her little canvas-covered vessel illuminating her driving infraction with deadening reality.

“Oh, shit,” she said, aloud this time, though it was washed away by the earsplitting sound of tires pulling to taunt stops just feet away and the blaring horn absurdity of even more automotive objectors.

She cruised, well, no, bounded, onto the frozen, once grassy easement of the Liquor Cellar’s storefront and tore full throttle, now in fifth, through its parking lot.

Oh shit, oh shit, oh...what the hell?

Traffic on the road she needed next, the one she’d woven a near death path to, seemed to part. She didn’t have time to wonder over it, she just rushed through the metal nooks and crannies of vehicles that could crunch her in a heartbeat as if she were making her way to the cookie table at church.

“Thank you,” she relayed softly, audibly, to...someone. God?

It was too early, way too early, to tell.

And this was the least of her worries.

The bright blue lights that swarmed up and swam over did not deter her but, instead, illuminated the long, dark driveway she might have otherwise missed though she’d been here a thousand times before. She plowed through six inches of newly fallen snow getting as close to the house as she could before the layer of ice beneath made it a futile effort. She threw the little door open and it returned by the force of a winter gale.  She pushed harder.

“No!” she shouted in defiance, holding it open and swinging her legs out, landing solidly in a thick blanket of white that swallowed her boots.

Her first steps were those of a runner —even with the thick clunky rubber that encased her feet —hard and determined. And, pushing against the same ice that had rendered the Jeep useless, she fell to her knees.

Forcing her body up with bare, wrist-buried hands, she tried commanding a more calculated mode of movement. She knew better.

She knew how.

Shaking the snow off of her burning fingers, she began a grand march toward the dark house. It was a mechanical strut — one foot up, a flat stomp down, one foot up – but a tried and true method. And, a slow go. This was taking far too long. She had to —

“Jesus!”

She heard the bark at the same time fingers tightened around the back of her arm hard enough, she thought amid the chaos, to leave a bruise through her jacket sleeve. He was hurting her and...

...she did not care. No. She couldn’t. There was no time. She tried to pull free, but he yanked her around to face him. Away from the house.

“What the fuck, Im?”

She could appeal to him. She didn’t want to, she didn’t have the damned time to, but his hands were on her and...and they were hard and strong and wouldn’t let her go.

And she had to. Go. She had to.

She saw the shovel, its handle forging a slightly askew upright pose, its big metal mouth forced into a thigh high mound of snow indicating it had been used recently and abandoned.

How long ago, she wondered. In the hypnotic whirl of blue light she saw the wood and metal junction were nearing an icy submergence.

Too long, she thought.

She knew.

Too long.

Something was so very, very wrong.

“What in the hell are you doing?” he demanded. Now he had her in an embrace, his arms circling her tightly like a lover’s might. He was not hurting her anymore, not really, but he was stopping her.

“Let go!” she screamed so loud the words hurt on exit. She pushed him away,  this solid male mass, finding her intention achieved only because she’d caught him unaware.

She didn’t bother with the march now. Free of him, she just took her chances with a slip-sliding dance that propelled her toward her destination.

“Im!” he shouted coming up on her, his words, louder now, clawed at her back. “Christ, stop, would ya’?”

In her head the word “no” reverberated like a savage, single-syllable mantra, but she said nothing.

The front steps felt uneven and foreign under her thick rubber soles. It was the snow, she reasoned, accumulating off kilter with the wind and the partial shelter of the roof’s overhang. She reached for the door and tore it open.

Warm air rushed to meet her and delivered the domestic aroma of a simple inside life. Candle wax and micro-waived leftovers and...something else. Cigarette smoke? Yes, that was it.

“I’m here!” she screamed into utter darkness while feeling for the little wall switch she knew was just to her left.

Light did little to quell her panic. In fact, it did nothing at all. Here was an empty house illuminated now by that awful light fixture with its little faux copper cupcake holders, the one thing she’d declared needed replacing when she’d first looked at the house nine years ago.

Empty.

She knew this like she knew, with total certainty, that she would not find her sister.

Here.

That she was gone. That something, that one more thing, had gone wrong.

“What’s this about, Im?”

His tone was not hard this time. It wasn’t soft, but there was a ring of sincerity to it. All at once she felt her limbs weaken and she staggered to the little dinette, pulling out one of its mismatched chairs and falling into it. She leaned forward, covering her wet pant legs with elbows and hair.

“She’s gone, Reck.”

The cop moved closer, did a little two-step “should I touch her - probably not” and asked, “Chloe?”

Chapter 2

She bit down on her bottom lip, shook the hair out of her eyes and lifted her face to level a response. Her face was void of understanding, as if the question had stumped her. Then she looked around the lived-in kitchen with a recently washed cup and saucer drying in the wobbly old plate rack and said, “He took her. Oh, God, I...I knew something wasn’t right. I just...knew.”

“You knew-“

“Hey, Reck, you want us to secure the perimeter?” Mickey Anderson plodded in with a snow-capped hairline that made the gangly young deputy look years older.

It was all Reck could do to keep from rolling his eyes.

“Sweep the house first,” Reck answered. “We’re looking for a Caucasian female, thirty three —”

“Thirty four,” she corrected.

Reck looked at her then, replaced the smile he would have used under normal circumstances with a tight nod and amended his command. “We’re looking for a thirty four-year old female.”

“God, you never could remember our birthday,” she said, shaking her head from side to side.

“Well, I never missed an anniversary,” he fired back.

“Like you had a choice.”

He was encouraged by the sarcasm, by an engagement less frantic. He could work with this.

“So, got any more details on the female?” Mickey asked pulling out a notebook and pen from the deep pockets of his brown deputy’s jacket.

Jesus H Christ, Reck thought but, instead, answered, “Any Caucasian female will do. I don’t know how many of them you expect to find holed up...”

“-She looks like me,” she suddenly countered with a look so serious it cut Reck to the bone.

Then, “But you won’t find her. She’s gone.”

Chapter 3

“Sheriff,” Maryanne Levine called out making her way to the door of the little outpost as her superior entered. Labeled a “big girl” most all of her life at just under six feet and two hundred pounds, she knew her ascent might seem aggressive as she crossed the small space between them in three hearty strides, but didn’t think the circumstances at hand required any particular form of propriety. Then she spotted the waif-like woman in tow, took the ambush down a notch and halted in place.

“Levine?” Reck pulled off his hat prompting her. One word, but it snapped from his mouth and into the room like a towel soaked heavy in impatience.

“Well, uh, sir,” she sorted for words a little more diplomatic than the ones that rushed her head, “there’s, ah, well, there’s...media interest in your last call.” She was stammering like a little rookie twit, which, with all she had to share, just wouldn’t do.

“Fuck,” Reck said as he threw his wet felt hat across the room. It skirted the map desk like a skipped rock and landed, dangling precariously off a corner, as if that had been his intent.

“Fuck!”

Maryanne’s large frame froze, as did that of Reck’s companion.

She’d never seen him like this.

She hadn’t wanted to be the messenger. Hell no. She’d wanted to be out on patrol tonight, as if that was a secret to anyone, let alone her boss. Instead, she’d been relegated to answering calls and filling out paperwork about possible building code violations, a missing yield sign and tonight’s episode of an ongoing saga that included a Labrador and two missing chinchillas. Never mind ordinances that declared raising undomesticated animals within county limits just as illegal as allowing their domesticated counter parts, and mortal enemies, free and unleashed reign. This was not what she’d spent four years of college and a year and a half in the required minimum wage field of training to accomplish, Maryanne thought with indignity to match Reck Regan’s tantrum. Hell, she had shit out more brain cells this morning than Deputies Mickey Anderson and Randy Beckstrom owned combined.

And this was probably not, she thought assessing the immediate situation, the time to point any of this out. She had his attention, though, something she’d been trying to get for months.

She took a breath and regrouped.

“So far, it’s just been Kevin Langenhoward from KTTN. He wanted to bring a crew out here to interview you. I told him -”

“Shit!” Reck said using, yet again, another carefully chosen response.

“I told him,” she raised her voice, just a subtle notch, in an effort to communicate effectively something that might actually save his pissy ass for the time being, “that you were out in the field and would not be available for comment for at least a couple of hours.”

Reck’s shoulders seemed to fall a bit with what she interpreted as relief.

“How long ago?” he asked.

“Same time I saw your lights coming into the parking lot,” she fired back.

“I radioed in return over twenty minutes ago,” he said looking a little puzzled.

“Your point?” she asked fighting back the smirk trying to make its way onto her face.

He smiled then. Not big, not showy, but the telltale dimple on the side of his face that harbored the remnant of a half moon scar dipped just enough to tell her it was there. “Good work, Levine.”

And it was, the kind of damned quick thinking he was never going to get out of Mutt and Jeff on their best day. But she already knew that. Now he did, too, and, for some reason, it made all the difference.

“They’ll head on out to the scene,” Reck said.

“Well, yeah, of course they will. But they’d head on out there anyway, get a good shot of the yellow tape and all. I bought you an hour, maybe more.”

“How ya’ figure?” he asked, his rugged features crowding together on the wide plain of a weary, but always handsome, face.

“I figure like this,” Maryanne prepared to hatch her plan audibly. It had just occurred to her but it held promise. “They go out to the scene, take a few snaps and find out you’re not there.”

“And then they come out here lookin’ for me. They were probably halfway to the scene when they called you. I’ve probably got less than an hour before the blood suckers show up.”

“Unless,” she licked her lips coming in for the kill, “you radio Mutt and,” shit, she’d almost used her secret code names for Reck’s silly sidekicks, and that wasn’t very “team” like, “I mean Mickey and Randy, and tell them that you’re coming back to take another look. Langenhoward and crew will hold tight if they think they can kill two birds with one stone. I’d give it double time.”

“But when I don’t show it might confuse my men,” Reck said not completely dismissing the idea, just feeling it up around the edges.

It was great strategy. Genius. And, she’d just about had it up to her eyeballs punting for her imbecilic coworkers. Screw the team.

“Hell, Reck, Daylight Savings Time confuses them. I doubt they’ll suffer any overt trauma over a little misunderstanding. You need time and I think you’ve got a pretty good shot at buying some. Take it if you want it, the window’s open for about another,” she flipped up her wrist and looked at her Timex, “nine minutes, give or take.”

“She’s really smart.”

Reck swung around to the sound of her voice and Maryanne leaned to the left to take the woman in.

She’d seemed a little bit of a thing just moments ago in the wake of Reck’s entrance, trailing behind him with her head ducked and clad in his oversized jacket, but Maryanne saw now that she was above average female height. The way her pretty face turned up to their conversation in progress was telling, too. She didn’t have that “caught in the headlights” look victims, or witnesses, of a crime often sported at the get-go. She looked worried, there was a tightness around her small, heart shaped mouth and a slightly off center grove between her eyes Maryanne guessed was just visiting, but she didn’t look manic. She looked...serious, Maryanne thought, though suspected it was something more than that. Something deeper.

Holding the floor now with her wispy frame and soft words, the newcomer elaborated. “I think we need her. She’s really...smart.”

Maryanne held her ground waiting for Reck to accept the accolade, digest its validity and, just maybe, offer up a supporting one.

Oh, right. And Sara Lee would invent a fat free turtle cheesecake in the meantime.

God, why did she need this man’s approval? What could mister “Hot Cross Buns” ever do to make her feel worthy? Sleep with her?

Yeah, like that was going to happen.

No, as much as she’d like to lay claim to the fact that her ability could forgo his acknowledgment, it would be just this side of a lie. Something about Reck Regan touched her on both the professional and...not so professional parts of her psyche. Until she’d come to Lourie County two months ago, she was pretty sure she had all of her vulnerable holes sewn up tight enough to exclude serious self doubts. At least well enough so they didn’t show on the outside.

Then Reck plodded in with his sexy, commando thing and she...spent way too much time thinking about what he thought about her. Oh, God, she was such a-

“Levine,” Reck said with a sharp authority, though short of the earlier bark, pulling her away from her thoughts, “you’re command central on this. This is your baby. You make the calls.”

“Sir?” she replied, slightly stunned at the offering but realizing that it was...something. Something big. “Oh, yes, sir.”

Her baby. Her frickin’ baby. Oh, God, this was it. She was getting a real, God help her, case that did not include barking dogs or disseminated mailboxes. Oh, yeah. God opening up the skies and raining opportunity down upon her.

Then it hit her.

What was her case? Something about a missing person, important enough to capture media attention, okay, but why?

“I need info,” she said. “I understand there’s a missing party —”

“My sister,” said the woman, jumping in before Reck had the chance to. Stating what should be obvious to Maryanne given the circumstances. “She’s gone.”

“So, one absent adult female?” Maryanne asked looking to Reck for clarification. Confirmation. A little bit of help in verbal form.

“Maybe not, maybe more,” Reck added a little off-handedly for her taste. “That’s the reason for the newsies. The woman we’re looking for, well, a couple of months ago her daughter went missing.”

Maryanne fell into full-tilt cop mode. “How old was the girl?”

“It’s all in a file some —”

“Eleven,” the woman offered. “She’ll be twelve in three days.”

“Shit,” Maryanne. “Not the one on the posters?”

“Yes,” the woman said with a look so sad and searing shifting onto her delicate features that Maryanne almost wanted to abandon her post as an officer of the law and take up the “don’t lose hope” chorus she was sure this woman had already heard a hundred times, or more, before. “She’s got to be okay,” or “she’ll come back when she’s ready.”

Shit, the kid had been missing for a couple of months now. And eleven? Runaways were getting younger all the time, but...eleven? Out here in poor man’s Mayberry? Chances, hell statistics, all but screamed dead and buried. Somewhere. Cold, probably, damned foot, or two, of snow covering her little girl body.

Maryanne forced herself from the dismal musings, and away from the “rah, rah” squad mantra. She wasn’t here to give stats or solace. If she was going to do her job, and she was damned set on just that now that she’d been delegated a leadership role in what was looking like a major case, she needed to take more than give. At least for now.

“I’ll need the file on the girl,” she said addressing Reck.

“Becca,” the woman supplied the name Maryanne should have known. The flyers had been posted since before she’d gotten here, the left over scraps, faded black and white photocopies stapled to wooden utility poles, flapping a sorry, wind torn welcome.

Reck seemed to study the woman for a few seconds, as if he was afraid of breaking into a place she held too close and dear.

The funny thing was, Reck never seemed to afford anyone that kind of space. He was always, as far as Maryanne had observed, all hands and words. Push and shove. Here and now.

“Cassie!” he called out suddenly, interrupting the slight of silence that had ascended upon them.

“She left over an hour ago,” Maryanne reminded him.

“Shit, yeah, she would have.”

“I can look for the file,” Maryanne offered. “I think I have her system down by now.”

“Yeah,” Reck agreed, “that’d be a start.”

Maryanne turned toward Cassie’s workspace when the soft summons came.

“She should sit in with us, Reck,” the woman said. “She’s not as close to this as we are. I think...it might help.”

“Levine,” her boss said, and she turned to his call. “Let’s go to my office. We’ll get you that file later.”

“Sure thing,” she answered, a million questions biting at her resolve.

She’s not as close to this as we are.

What in the hell did that mean?

Something. And, whatever it was, it signaled that the two of them, Reck and the woman, had “this” in common.

For the umpteenth time since coming to battered little Lourie County, Maryanne felt like the odd one out. The loner.

She’d been warned about this very thing when she’d considered the assignment. Small towns, she’d been told, had nothing on high schools. Cliques and allegiances were made, forged and forever held tight. As close as you might think you were getting to the people of a little community like Lourie, you’d never be as close as they were to each other. God only help her, Maryanne thought, if she remained here through the passing of a decade.

Oh, well, she thought. It was only advice, received at the time and taken with the grain of salt it warranted. It looked now, to her, as if she was being invited in and, one way or another, she’d find a way to stay. This was, after all, her baby.

Well, hers and Reck’s.

Chapter 4

They all got coffee.

They all sat down.

And then no one said anything for a very long time. Or, at least, it seemed like a long time to Maryanne.

The woman spoke first.

“She would never have left like that.”

Maryanne pounced. “Who?”

“My —”

“— her sister.”

Maryanne took the two of them in with an odd sort of fascination. The woman wanted to talk but, for some reason, Reck seemed to feel the need to speak for her. To stop her. To protect her from...what? Exactly?

Maryanne directed her next words to the woman.

“I’m obliged to inform you that this interview is being taped,” she nodded toward the laptop perched on the opposite edge of Reck’s desk.

“That’s fine —”

“I was kinda’ hoping we could forgo the formality for now,” Reck cut in. Again.

Maryanne sighed and closed the little computer. “Okay, what’s going on?”

Reck ran a hand over his chin, stubbled in that “I am man and one clean shave a day is not enough to save me from my man-hairy self” that damned near brought her back to her fantasy land.

Oh, yes, he was a hardy specimen of the opposing sex – as if that had ever been in doubt – but screw it all to hell, she was a colleague in charge of an investigation. And, from the look of it, a promising one. “Mister Big Sexy” would have to come clean with the details and she would have to stop thinking of him, for now, as “Mister Big Sexy”. It wouldn’t work otherwise. Of this, she was certain.

“She should tape it,” the woman said laying a hand gently on the arm of Maryanne’s boss. It was an intimate gesture, and a damned smart call. She looked over at Reck who reluctantly nodded, and lifted the screen open. She touched “audio” and then “record.”

“This is Lourie County Deputy Sheriff Maryanne Levine. I am conducting an interview for case,” she checked the county’s case ledger for a number and stumbled over an ominous offering: 666.

Superstition, let alone twisted, titillating tidbits taken out of context from a religion she’d never completely been able to embrace, had never held much of a role in her mental stage. She didn’t believe in “signs” simply because she wasn’t sure that, even if such things existed, she possessed the ability to correctly interpret them. Still, she wasn’t the only one involved here. Her mind raced forward over a scenario, a ridiculous one she knew, but it practically leapt to life in her mind. A still frame of a headline in the local papers:

Lourie County Sheriff’s department possessed over case 666.

She made an executive decision and pushed it forward a notch.

Lourie County Case No. 667, she typed. Missing Person.

She added, in parenthesis, possible connection to existing LC Case No.?

She’d fill in the details later if, in fact, there was a connection.

She resumed the audible formalities of the interview, “Case number 667, and a possible missing person’s investigation. In attendance, and participating in this interview, are Lourie County Sheriff Reck Regan and...” Maryanne looked over the screen to the woman, once again needing more information that she had just to get started.

“Imogene Regan,” Reck offered.

Now she got it.

They were related. Cousins, maybe, though resemblance seemed to have skipped over these two. Or, it could be a matrimonial connection, Imogene picking up the name from one of Reck’s male relatives. She really knew nothing about this woman before her, nothing about her personal life, anyway. Reck, either, for that matter.

“My niece is gone,” she stated in a voice that sounded, to Maryanne, on the verge of cracking. She took a quick little intake of breath and directed her next words toward the computer, her eyes to Maryanne. “Someone took her. Becca. She wasn’t a runaway. No way. She’s just a little girl. Now my sister, her mother, is gone.”

“How long has your sister been missing?” Maryanne asked.

“I-I don’t know. I’d guess, from the looks of things, a few hours. It started snowing around noon, I talked to her about then, and it looks like she shoveled, but not for a while.”

“Your best guess, Ms Regan?”

“My best guess...” she took her time, chewing things over with tiny pearl-like teeth gnawing lightly on a perfectly carved lower lip, “...well, I called her at around four. No answer. Again, a few minutes later, same thing.” Big blue eyes void of anything but distress fell full on Maryanne. “I think I knew before then, but...I don’t know. This whole thing with Becca has been so awful for us. I probably call too much. But, she’s always there. Waiting so that, just in case,” she caught a half breath and barked it out like a cough, “ it was Becca, or someone with...information about Becca. Oh, God, I know I’ve been bugging her, but that’s our thing. We’re twins. I’m supposed to be able to read her mind but, well, that’s never worked. I use the phone but, this time, it didn’t work so well either.”

“For clarification,” Maryanne paraphrased for the benefit of the taping, “you are concerned over the fact that you are unable to locate your sister —”

“Chloe Lindstrom,” Reck supplied the name.

“Chloe Lindstrom,” Maryanne accepted and repeated the name for prosperity. “And, her immediate unavailability seems troublesome due to the fact that her underage daughter has been missing for about two months.”

“Oh, yes,” Imogene answered, as if she’d finally been heard by someone who mattered or cared. “He took her and now —”

“Im, we don’ know that,” Reck said in a tone Maryanne was unaccustomed tagging him with. Soft. Gentle. Careful.

Maryanne watched as the woman, Imogene, pulled fully away from Reck’s odd attempt at comfort and aimed her words her way.

“I know. I know my sister is gone. I know my niece is gone. And I know this is not a coincidence. I need help.” The lithe body seemed to separate from its captor/savoir in a full-bodied lunge that put her halfway across the big, gray desk. “You’ll help me, right? I really need help.”

“Okay,” said Maryanne logging in the plea as the reality if felt like. “Yes. Okay.”

* * * *

“She’s a little ...overwhelmed,” Reck explained with a hushed tone and a backward glance as he edged Maryanne out of his office, his hand cuffing her elbow.

“You think?” she scoffed, pulling her arm free of his. She had noted how considerate he’d seemed of the woman, of Imogene Regan, and how odd, but somehow endearing, it had seemed to her.

These words, these new excusing words of his, broke that spell all to hell. They were blatantly insensitive and she waited for Reck to pull the office door shut behind him before letting him know it.

“For God’s sake, Reck, she’s lost her niece and now, maybe, her sister. And all in about, what, a couple of months? Under the circumstances, I think she’s holding up considerably well. Overwhelmed? Christ! Don’t make any excuses for her.”

“Maybe,” he said cutting her rant off in a semblance of a calm she knew he wanted her to adopt.

Good fuckin’ luck with that.

“Maybe what?” Maryanne demanded.

“Maybe, you know, the sister thing,” he shrugged his massive shoulders in a way she might have found suggestively enticing an hour ago, but now appeared dismissive. She could actually feel the blood pumping in her temples. “We don’t know she’s gone missing,” he added. “Not really.”

“Oh,” Maryanne swallowed his words of indifference, choked them down, and then spit them right back, “so you have a line on this Chloe, then? You know where she is?”

“I didn’t say that,” Reck pulled back, regrouped. “I’m just not ready to jump to any conclusions. Especially not ones that’ll spook the folks around here into sleeping with loaded shotguns. It’s been a couple of hours —”

“We don’t know how long she’s been gone. It’s almost eight. If she’s been gone since noon, since right after her sister last spoke with her, then she’s been gone a hell of a long time. Especially for a woman who’s been holding a vigil for the last two months hoping to hear from her daughter who, it just so happens, is also MIA. You got something to diffuse my concern, Sheriff, ‘cause right now, I’m just not hearing it.”

Reck looked at her then with...something. He almost did the “shucks” smile and headshaking thing she’d become so accustomed to in her weeks of observing him, but seemed to reconsider at the last moment. A good thing for him, Maryanne thought. A damned good thing.

“Those folks at the academy told me you had a ‘take charge’ attitude, but I just thought they were bluffin’. Seems that might have been a mistake on my part.”

Okay, was this the part where she was supposed to pull back on the reins a little? Where she was supposed to remember that she was the subordinate and consider the fact that, perhaps, she was overstepping her boundaries a bit? To make a little hair twisting, eye batting gesture that would redefine their respective rungs on the food chain that represented their livelihood? He ‘Alpha Male’, she ‘Much to Learn Pet of Alpha Male’? Yeah, she pretty much guessed that this was it.

And right now, there a woman in the room behind her who had asked for the kind of help no one should ever have to.

“I don’t’ think we should get personal here,” she started, a defense in ready.

“Oh, Levine, it’s all personal here.”

She thought that over. And, he was right.

“Evaluations at the academy are thorough. I have no quarrel with the assessment.”

“I’m happy to hear it. Actually, it was the reason I decided to bring you on board.”

“I question authority,” she admitted.

“I’m okay with questions,” Reck countered. “I do, however, expect the kind of loyalty to the job that demands accountability.”

“I understand.”

“Accountability comes with a mighty high price tag. I expect my people, especially those I’ve deemed worthy of case management, to be fully briefed and informed enough to do their jobs well and effectively. I do not delegate lightly, Levine.”

“Sir, that would be a given.”

“Then all information regarding a crime, even a possible crime, should be considered before taking action.”

“Well, yes,” Maryanne agreed, thought part of her did not. Completely. “Time permitting, I would agree.”

“Yeah, it’s always a race to the finish line, right? At least it is in movies and books. But here we are, Levine, in little Lourie County, and what you see may very well be...what it is. Missing kid, missing mom.”

“It looks very much like that,” she answered, an urgency pumping in double time up her pant legs and into her groin. There would be no stopping its journey north, and she braced her heart for the onslaught..

“The thing about Chloe,” Reck looked behind him as if making sure he’d shut the door, “is...how do I put this delicately, and in a way that doesn’t make you want to knee me in the balls for being the truth bearer and, incidentally, a man?”

“I’ve known Chloe all of my life. We grew up together. She was golden. Pretty. Smart. Popular. Homecoming Queen, and all that. You know what I’m talking about, right?”

Maryanne merely nodded. Oh, she knew. On the matrix, Chloe was her polar opposite. Her projected nemesis. Had she grown up in Lourie County, this was likely the girl who’d have labeled her “Fat Ass Annie.”

“Well, the crown got a bit tarnished after graduation. I don’t want to belabor the point, but she had a reputation around town. Her sister went to college in California and, at their wit’s end, her parents sent Chloe down after her.

Imogene came back with an English degree, Chloe with a little bundle of joy, father – according to local lore – unknown.

Chloe’s parents, if not exactly overjoyed with the prospect of a third generation underway without ever throwin’ a wedding, bucked up as was their nature and made the down payment on that little bungalow the press is probably staking out as we speak. And, for a while, things were good. Chloe seemed to gravitate to the ‘mommy” thing’. ‘Course, she had Imogene as backup, but we all gave her the benefit of the doubt. Probably because of Imogene. She’s always been fiercely loyal to Chloe, wouldn’t hear a bad thing about her even when it was staring her in the face. She’d just look the other way. And, if you knew Im, you’d just as soon not tell her something she didn’t want to know. ‘Specially if it was ‘bout Chloe and, in turn, Becca. But sometimes things just don’t wanna’ go away on their own and they don’t stay buried so well.”

Maryanne braced herself for what she knew, just knew, was coming. The ‘not so good’ ending to a story that was already fraying around the edges in the telling.

“When Becca went missing, we all felt it. I mean, oh, you just had to be here.”

And I wasn’t, Maryanne thought. According to most of Reck’s constituents, she was barely here now.

Reck paused as if reading her mind, then continued. “Levine, no doubt you’ve heard the ‘it takes a village to raise a child’ thing. Well, that’s pretty much what happened with Becca.

It didn’t take long for the maternal card to fall off the top of the pile. She settled in and was on the prowl again in no time at all. Her sister, the woman you met, kind of moved in and became a second mother to this kid. But, we all got into it. Becca needed to be at soccer practice, someone got her there. Lunch account low, we all kicked in. Im was too proud to ask, and never did, but she couldn’t be in two places at one time, and we all saw how hard she tried to be. Someone, after all, had to make a living. Chloe hasn’t held a job for more than a few months at a time for as long as I’ve known her, and then there was...oh, the other stuff. Booze and dope and all kinds of reasons not to pay for lights and groceries.

“Social Services,” Maryanne offered. “Someone must have come looking after that little girl.”

“Oh, yeah, they did at that,” Reck answered. “And, as always, Im came to the rescue. Enlisted everyone she knew to come forward and sing their praises over the care and nurturing that little Becca was receiving. It wasn’t too hard a sell, either. That little girl is as pretty as pretty gets and as sharp as a tack. She’s warm and sweet and can talk your ear off it you let her. She hardly fit anyone’s idea of a neglected kid.”

“So, Imogene has been picking up her sister’s slack for all these years,” Maryanne mused to herself though the thought was spoken aloud.

“You could say that.”

“No wonder she’s so...oh, God, Reck, it’s got to be hell for her. Sounds like she raised that girl herself and, in a way, the sister, too.”

“It’s done something to her. Hit her square on the head like a big, closed fist. It’s all part of what’s goin’ on tonight, I’d bet on it. I think she feels like she failed Becca. Like, somehow, as much as she’s done, it just wasn’t enough.”

Of course, Maryanne reasoned, she would. As much as she’d done, as many times as she’d probably saved the little girl from hurt and humiliation, she would think that her efforts were lacking and the proof was Becca’s “missing” status.

And, she would be right.

As unfair as it might look on the outside, on the inside – where Imogene lived a tortured existence with a guilt that did not know reprieve, let alone offer it – it was clearly a matter of coming up short. A missed concert or a misdiagnosed birthday gift. A late pickup or a forgotten orthodontist appointment. Oh, hell, it hardly mattered, did it? The girl was gone and Imogene Regan had adopted the fault of it as she most surely would. Because she could. Just as Maryanne – another place, another time – had. This was hardly Rocket Science, she reasoned. Rocket Science didn’t bite your heart in two as far she knew.

“There’s more,” she said, looking up into the handsome face of her boss, creases she had not noticed before claiming his brow and the space between his nose and mouth. She was suddenly hit by the thought that he would wear well, his face taking on the ravages of time with adjectives like “rugged” and “worldly”. And, just as suddenly, she felt like beating herself up over straying to something so incidental while something so monumental lay before her with its beggar’s hands wide open.

Reck seemed to consider the weightiness of ‘the more’. He nudged her further away from his office and, when he spoke, his tone was low. “This thing with Chloe, well, it’s got Im all fired up. It’s like, well, she can keep Becca alive with it.”

“You think Becca’s dead.” It was not a question, but she looked to him for an answer anyway.

“I pray to God she’s not, Levine. Believe me, every fuckin’ day. Ten times a day, hell, maybe more.” Reck ran a hand through his dirty blond hair and shook his head before continuing. “She’s been gone two months now. As I’m sure you know, Levine, this is not a good sign.”

“It’s not a death sentence, either.”

“No, it’s not. And, don’t get me wrong. We haven’t stopped looking for Becca.”

“Thank God.”

Reck looked torn. He was juggling something around that handsome head of his and leery of sharing it.

Leery?

She was command fuckin’ central, if his earlier directive were to hold true. She needed it all.

“What?” she prodded.

“Well, you’ll find out, sooner or later,” Reck said, stalling.

She was now incensed over his slow and tedious delegation of information. This was total bullshit. And, it was really starting to piss her off.

“Enough, already,” she said breaking rank and not a bit worried over it. “What the hell is going on here?”

Reck brushed back a stock of hair in an uneasy gesture. “The feds are looking at it.”

Maryanne exhaled, audibly. Hallelujah and Amen, she wanted to say but offered, instead, “That’s normal procedure, isn’t it? Under the circumstances —”

“—what I mean to say, Levine, is that they’re looking at her.”

Now she was confused. Again. Even more so than before, if that was possible.

“Who?” she asked, scrunching her brow and leveling a quizzical demand on him. “Becca?” It seemed improbable to her that the tables would have turned on the girl, putting her under the microscope, but what did she know about any of them? Really?

Less than she needed.

“Chloe,” Reck answered.

“Oh, shit,” she cut loose with an expletive of her own. Oh, somehow this was so much worse than she’d first suspected. So damned much worse that implication surged her thoughts and strangled her throat so that no other words, had she been able to summon them, were able to fall out into the open.

What danced in her head was dark and nearing vile even without facts or further explanation. Oh yes, oh God, this was bad. For everyone.

So very, very bad.

* * * *

She couldn’t sit.

Reck had asked her to, quite thoughtfully she thought considering the circumstances but, shit, the circumstances sucked. In less than a minute, she was pressed up against the door trying to decipher the strangled bits of conversational toss-and-fetch between Reck and the lady cop. She couldn’t hear much, but she could tell from their tones that the woman was angry with Reck, and that Reck was...

...what? Noncommittal? Cautionary? Wary?

That just wasn’t going to cut it. Her sister was missing. Gone, just like her daughter. For all she, or any of them, knew, they could both be-

-No, don’t even think it. You can’t. Not yet.

She shoved the thoughts from her mind and paced the small space before the door, weighing her options.

The woman wanted to help. She could see that when they’d all been in the room together. She needed the woman. She’d seemed smart and resourceful and a little pissed off at the world, or at least Reck, and that was good. That was exactly what this...this situation called for.

But it wouldn’t be enough. She needed Reck, too, and he was a harder sell. Odd, he being family and all, but that was part of the problem. When it was Becca who’d gone missing, he’d jumped in headfirst and it had brought tears to her eyes how hard he’d pushed himself looking for any trace of her.

This situation, though, didn’t seem nearly so pressing for him.

Reck had known Chloe as long as he’d known Imogene. Truth be told, it was Chloe he’d first been drawn to all those years ago.

His name was actually Richard, but the nickname “Reckless Regan”, something he picked up from playing varsity ball, was shortened to “Reck” along the way, and it stuck. It was appropriate, particularly to those who’d known him as long as the two sisters had.

Reck and Chloe met at the tender age of seven while waiting on the emergency room of a little hospital one town over.

“You’re that girl from the jungle gym,” he said with a near toothless smirk. “The one went up against Murph.”

“The one who beat him,” Chloe answered, her good arm crossing over the front of her flat little chest, her chin pulled up in pride.

“Yeah, well,” the little soldier blinked his good eye, the one not swollen shut to a mere slit, “this time.”

“Next time, too,” she assured.

The boy, still Richard at this point, seemed to take this declaration under consideration.

“What happened to your arm?” he asked, skirting the subject.

“Bike,” Chloe answered. “What the hell happened to your-“

“Chloe Christina Lindstrom,” her mother jumped up from her seat to admonish her daughter, “I think that is enough. I just,” she said turning apologetically to the other two adults in the waiting room, presumably the boy’s parents, “do not know where she gets the language from.”

“No apologies needed,” said the big, barrel-chested man two seats down. “We got our own little fountain of profanity,” he nodded toward the boy. “It’s crazy how easy they pick that stuff up.”

“My husband seems to have forgotten his manners,” a woman in an oversized t-shirt, tiny in stature, crossed the small waiting room space and offered her hand to the girls’ mother. “I’m Amelia Regan. This is my husband Ralph. Our little patient here is Richard,” she beamed lovingly at her son. “And if I hear so much as a word of swearin’ coming from his mouth, well, I got a bar of Ivory sitting the back of the cupboard that’s got no plans for the night.”

Imogene watched the exchange of parental concern with mild amusement, but soon turned her attention back to the boy. And, to her sister. She seemed almost mesmerized at the sight of them and the way they shared the moment, almost as if the parents existed in another world.

Later that night, back in the little bedroom they shared, as Chloe was banging her plaster cast against a number of inanimate items gauging the hollow or solid sounding thuds this produced, Imogene broached the subject.

“Maybe you’ll marry him,” she said. “Maybe one day, he’ll give you a ring, and you’ll get married.”

“Who?” Chloe asked to Imogene’s utter amazement.

“That boy,” she chided back. “From the doctor’s.”

“Oh, yeah,” Chloe scoffed, tapping the elbow of her cast against the closet door. “Maybe.”

“Didn’t you think he was cute?” Imogene asked.

“I guess,” Chloe answered distractedly. She tapped the aquarium glass with her encased forearm, then with the other for comparison. “Did you?”

“Yes,” she answered her sister with enthusiasm she didn’t bother to conceal. “I think,” Imogene said placing a hand under her chin and folding her legs under her “Indian” style, “he’s really cute. I bet he’s going to be handsome pretty soon.”

“Maybe,” Chloe replied. She had tired of inventorying the room for sound effects and plopped down on the bed across from Im’s. She picked up the little transistor radio on the nightstand they shared, preparing to test its “thump” value, but was restricted by a too short cord. “Shit,” she mumbled, looked at the wall socket and, perceiving the chore of getting up to unplug too taxing, instead flailed her body across the bed in frustration. “This sucks,” she told Imogene. “My whole summer is screwed.”

If the language was offensive to her sister, it didn’t play out on her features or words. “It’s just a few weeks,” Im consoled.

“Easy for you to say.”

“So, is he your boyfriend?”

Chloe sat up and sighed. “I guess so,” she said, not looking the least bit pleased. “For now.”

“He’s so cute.”

“Well, if he’s that cute,” her sister seemed exasperated now as the tried to remove her gray bottomed socks sans two hands, “maybe you should marry him.”

“Right,” Im rolled her eyes and giggled. “Like that would ever happen.”

History, theirs, even as innocent as it all seemed so long ago, may now be their undoing. They were tied, knotted, together. The three of them. Secrets and sorrows keeping them too far apart and, at the same time, too close. She realized as the memory faded, that they could not do this amongst themselves. It was too big. Too much. They needed help. They needed...everyone and anyone willing to get involved.

The woman, Mary...what? Maryanne? They needed her. They need more, and soon, but she was a start. Seemed smart enough.

She slumped to the floor and put her face in her hands.

Help us, she pleaded to no one in particular. Please, please help us.

Chapter 5

“What do you mean?” Maryanne asked once she’d digested the implication, needing more information and knowing it would sink her heart even deeper. “Why were they looking at Chloe?”

“Becca was gone,” Reck said in a kind of monotone that chilled Maryanne to her core, so indifferent and unlike his normal “laid-back-but-punchy” speech.

“No doubt about it. Chloe called it in about one in the afternoon on a Sunday. Said she’d been gone the day before, said something about going to a friend’s house and, when she didn’t make it back Saturday night, just figured that Becca had a stay-over she’d forgotten about. It wasn’t a stretch, Chloe’s parenting style was...loose, I guess you’d say. And, she was pretty hung over, also less than surprising.”

“We got right down to it and started calling her friends, searching the area, eliciting knowledge of Becca’s possible passing by from all the local sources. Nothing. Not a God damned thing. So, yeah, I called a guy I knew at the bureau, an old college roommate, and he got in touch with the crew up here. They were out here in no time flat, doing what we did with the same lack of success. I could have waited, you know. At some point, they probably would have shown up, but this was Becca.”

There was a pause in his telling, and Maryanne felt, rather than thought, the words that spilled from lips she unconsciously realized were trembling. “You did the right thing.”

Reck’s head bounced up as if snapped by an invisible thread. “Yeah, guess I did. Thing is, they stumbled onto something I’d missed. Turns out, it was a pretty big thing. At least, they seemed to think so.”

She’d thought, a hundred words ago, that he’d been torturing her by withholding words. Taking in his pained face, she reconsidered. It was his personal torture to speak them. “What did they find?” she asked.

“It’s what they didn’t,” Reck answered, an agony blazed across every harnessed feature of his face. “Im got Becca a computer for her tenth birthday. All the bells and whistles. And an Internet connection.”

“Chloe used to carouse the local bars. I make no apology for this declaration, I know women are perfectly capable of going to bars for reasons other than finding men, but in Chloe’s case, well, let’s just say that that was not the case. I would hardly stand alone in this summation.”

“Do you think she brought someone home who —”

“Levine, I’m not done here.”

She was a little impatient. Lives hanging in the balance, and all that. “Sorry.”

“For years we were worried about guys she’d drag home. We’d patrol her house, Im would stay over, we thought we had as good a handle on it as we could, all things considered.”

“Sounds like you did,” she said.

Reck shook his head.

“Once
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