
The Child No One Is Looking For

A 60 Minute Mystery Romance

Volume 8

––––––––
[image: ]


Gene Uhlig

AuthorGene6152@gmail.com

Copyright © Gene Uhlig
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or information storage and retrieval systems, without prior written permission from the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or real events is coincidental.

First edition.

Series Note

60 Minute Mystery Romances are short reads designed to be experienced in a single sitting.

Each story stands alone.
Each explores a private mystery that intersects with intimacy, memory, and moral consequence.
These are not puzzles meant to be solved quickly, but reckonings meant to be understood slowly.
Love does not erase the past in these stories.
It decides what survives it.
This story is about accountability without spectacle.

Some characters return to ask forgiveness.
Others return to see whether they deserve it.
What matters most is not the answer—but who is willing to stay present long enough to hear it.
Thank you for reading with patience and attention.

Contents


Chapter 1 – The Vanishing

Chapter 2 – Numbers He Refuses to Accept

Chapter 3 – The First Line He Crosses

Chapter 4 – What She Carries

Chapter 5 – The Agreement

Chapter 6 – The Near Loss

Chapter 7 – The Child’s Voice

Chapter 8 – The Rescue

Chapter 9 – After the Noise

Chapter 10 – What Comes After Saving









	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – The Vanishing
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No one notices at first.

That is the quiet horror of it.

The park is loud. A late-afternoon chaos of plastic slides and shouting children and parents half-watching from benches with phones angled low enough to feel responsible. The boy is there. Then he isn’t. And the space where he stood holds for a second longer than it should, like an echo refusing to collapse.

His name is Noah Kline. He is six. He has a blue hoodie with a dinosaur on the back and sneakers that light up when he runs. He was last seen near the swings.

This is how it always begins. Not with screams. With absence.

A mother turns. A name is called once, casually, the way you call to say it is time to go. Then again, louder. Then the sound changes. The word fractures. Panic does not arrive all at once. It creeps in, methodical, rearranging the air.

By the time the first 911 call is placed, fifteen minutes have already been lost.

By the time the police arrive, the park has turned into a grid of movement. Parents checking bathrooms. Volunteers forming lines. A patrol car parked crooked on the curb, lights off at first, then on. Someone says “probably wandered.” Someone else says “he wouldn’t.”

That is when he gets the call.

He is three blocks away, finishing a meeting he has already decided doesn’t matter. The voice on the phone does not say the words carefully. It does not need to. A missing child collapses everything else by default.

He is moving before the call ends.

When he arrives, the scene is already unstable. Too many people. Too many assumptions. A circle forming around the mother like gravity, as if proximity could keep something else from disappearing too.

He kneels in front of her, not touching, keeping his voice low. He asks for the details others rush past. Name. Height. Last confirmed location. Clothing. Any medical issues. Anything unusual today. He listens for the fractures in her answers, the places fear is editing memory.

The mother keeps apologizing. That is what breaks him.

He straightens and starts issuing instructions that snap the space into order. Perimeter checks. Cameras within a five-block radius. Transit notifications. He does not ask permission. He assumes it.

And it works. People respond to certainty when panic is rising. Radios crackle. A command post takes shape. The park stops being a park and becomes a search zone.

Still, something is wrong.

He feels it in the delay between steps. In the way the answers come back too clean. No witnesses. No confirmed sightings beyond the swings. No sign of wandering.

Children wander loudly.

They do not vanish quietly.

He looks at the space near the swings again. The scuffed dirt. The dropped juice box. The empty air where a small body should have continued existing.

This is not a lost child.

This is a taken one.

And somewhere nearby, without lights or sirens, a second set of eyes is already on the scene. Watching the way the search is forming. Measuring the response time. Counting the minutes that have already been burned.

She has not spoken to him yet.

But she will.

Because she has seen this before.

And because this time, the pattern is already moving faster than his heart is willing to accept.

He did not raise his voice when he began giving orders. That would have suggested uncertainty, or worse, performance. Instead, he spoke the way people do when they already know there will be consequences and have decided to accept them.

The first thing he did was narrow the room. Not physically—emotionally. He let the panic burn itself out around him while he focused on what could still be controlled. Cameras could be checked. Timelines could be fixed. Assumptions could be kept from hardening into facts too early.

He asked the questions others skipped because they were uncomfortable. How long had the child been alone. Who last saw him without a parent. Whether anyone had noticed an unfamiliar adult standing still for too long. The answers came haltingly, edited by guilt and fear, but patterns began to form even where certainty did not.

What troubled him was not what appeared on the screens, but what did not. No clear direction of travel. No small figure wandering toward an exit. No sudden burst of motion that would explain an accident or a child’s impulsive decision. It was as if the moment had been lifted cleanly out of the afternoon.

He had seen that before.

It was the kind of absence that invited optimism if you wanted it to. The kind people told themselves would resolve on its own if given enough time. But time, he knew, was the one thing that could not be spent casually here.

So he spent authority instead.

He expanded the search radius before anyone suggested it. He initiated transit alerts that would irritate commuters later. He authorized the pull of private camera feeds that would require paperwork he had not yet earned the right to complete. Each choice moved the needle forward and tightened the margin for error.

He felt the weight of those decisions even as he made them. They would be reviewed later. Possibly criticized. Possibly reversed in theory, though never in consequence. But children do not return because adults waited their turn.

Still, something resisted him.

The data came back too clean. Too orderly. No chaos. No trace of improvisation. It carried the unsettling calm of something that had been planned, even if only briefly.

He found himself standing again near the swings, looking at the scuffed ground, the small abandoned shoe print already beginning to soften under other feet. He understood then that the danger was not only that the child had been taken, but that whoever had done it had already moved past this moment.

That was when he felt it—the pressure to go further than he was supposed to. To move faster than the system would allow. To trust instinct over structure.

It was also when someone new entered the perimeter.

She did not announce herself. She rarely did. She watched first. She always did. And as she took in the shape of the response he had built, she recognized the signs of a man who was about to cross a line he would not be able to uncross.

She had seen that, too.

They arrived without drama.

No convoy. No visible assertion of authority. Just two vehicles that parked where they were told and people who stepped out already knowing where to stand. It was the kind of arrival that suggested they were not here to take over, but they were not here to ask permission either.

He noticed her immediately, though he could not yet have said why.

She did not look at the mother first. That was deliberate. She let someone else handle the immediate human gravity of the moment while she took in the larger picture—the search radius, the pacing of the teams, the way decisions were being made faster than protocol would normally allow.

She watched him for a long second longer than courtesy required.

Then she introduced herself.

The credentials were real. The tone was measured. The words were chosen carefully enough to sound almost gentle, which should have been reassuring. It wasn’t.

They moved a few steps away, not out of secrecy, but out of respect for what was about to be said. She did not lower her voice. She did not need to.

“This is not an isolated disappearance,” she told him.

He did not answer right away. He waited for the part that would justify the statement. She understood that pause and did not rush to fill it.

“There have been five in the last fourteen months,” she continued. “Different cities. Different circumstances. Same age range. Same timing window. Same early absence of trace.”

He felt the instinctive rejection rise immediately. He had expected it. The mind resists patterns when the subject is singular and small and still possibly alive.

“This is a child,” he said. Not angrily. Not defensively. Just as a statement of fact.

She nodded. She did not contradict him. That was important.

“It always is,” she said. “That’s why people miss it.”

She explained what had taken months to see the first time. How early hours are flooded with hope. How resources scatter. How optimism creates blind spots. She spoke about how these cases rarely announce themselves as connected until it is already too late to treat them as anything else.

He watched her face as she spoke. There was no satisfaction in being right. No distance for safety. Only control. The kind that comes from having already paid the price for letting emotion take the wheel.

She did not speculate about outcomes. She did not talk about worst cases. She confined herself to what was known and what was likely, which somehow made the situation feel heavier, not lighter.

He felt something tighten in his chest as the shape of the search changed in his mind. The park was no longer the center. It was the opening. The first page, not the whole story.

He could hear the mother’s voice again in the background. Asking if there was any news yet. Asking the wrong question because it was the only one she could afford to ask.

He looked back at the agent.

“If you’re right,” he said, “then we’re already behind.”

She did not soften the answer.

“Yes,” she said. “You are.”

There was a moment then, brief but defining, where he could have pulled away. He could have insisted on keeping this local. He could have treated her as an external complication instead of a necessary one. He could have told himself that this time would be different because he wanted it to be.

He did none of those things.

Instead, he asked the question that mattered.

“What do you need from me?”

Something shifted in her expression at that. Not relief. Recognition.

And with that, the search stopped being his alone.
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Chapter 2 – Numbers He Refuses to Accept
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They sat at a table that had not been meant for this kind of conversation.

It was meant for coffee cups and quick briefings. Not for histories that did not want to be spoken aloud. A map lay open between them, its clean lines already beginning to feel dishonest. She adjusted it once, then left it alone, as if acknowledging that no amount of straightening would make what followed easier to look at.

She did not begin with the child.

That, more than anything, unsettled him.

Instead, she talked about time. About windows. About how certain crimes rely not on chaos, but on predictability. How response patterns, media rhythms, and human hope itself can be studied and quietly used.

She traced a path across the map with her finger. Not dramatically. Just enough to show movement. Cities that had nothing obvious in common. Neighborhoods that did not fit a single profile. She explained how that absence of consistency was not a flaw in the theory, but the theory itself.

“This isn’t about opportunity,” she said. “It’s about timing.”

He listened, but his attention kept pulling back toward the park, toward the mother, toward the very specific weight of one child missing in one afternoon. Patterns, in his mind, belonged to distance. To analysis done after the fact. They belonged to rooms like this only once something was already over.

She spoke calmly, carefully, as if she were laying down something fragile that could shatter if pressed too hard
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