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      "There are really just 2 types of readers—those who are fans of AJ Scudiere, and those who will be."

      -Bill Salina, Reviewer, Amazon
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      She stepped out onto the small front porch, into the circle of yellow light created by the old bare bulb. Finally alone, both kids in bed and asleep. The dishes were done, the kitchen counters cleaned and sanitized. She fished in the pocket of her big sweater for her crumpled pack of cigarettes. It should have been perfect.

      There was still just a little bite at night at the beginning of the summer. Pulling out the pack without making it crinkle—as if the kids could hear that from upstairs—she fished out the lighter she’d shoved down in.

      The kids didn't know she smoked. Her mama didn't know she smoked. As far as Kara knew, no one knew she smoked. Her gaze narrowed to the flick of the wheel and the burst of one tiny flame at the end of her lighter. It was all she needed.

      Holding the cigarette up, she took that first drag, letting the nicotine hit her lungs. It flowed through her body, providing a relaxation she was no longer able to achieve on her own.

      Taking a second long inhale and feeling her shoulders sink further, she looked up beyond the porch light at the stars hanging in the sky. She saw Orion’s belt, and the North Star. So much dark cut only by the dim yellow bulb she should have replaced a while ago.

      Movement caught the corner of her eye and she saw him then. A man hunched over, walking up her driveway, his fists shoved down into the pockets of his jacket.

      He was already halfway up the drive. Had she not seen him turn in at the street? But the street was dark, too. The light was a few houses away. His head was down, the hood obscuring his face. He seemed almost mad about something.

      “Hey!” Kara called out, “real late for a visit.”

      She knew him though. . . Kara took another drag on the cigarette. Whatever he wanted, he needed to work it out, maybe not with her. She would send him on his way, promise to help tomorrow. Out here, neighbors helped.

      He was close by the time he tipped his head back, the hood sliding just enough for her to see his face. She did know him. But did she?

      Somehow, she hadn't seen this before. There was something almost feral in his gaze tonight.

      She would have called him a friend if asked—a new one, but a friend. Now when she took another drag on the cigarette, she didn't inhale quite so deeply. She stepped backwards, uneasy. Her heel hit the concrete of the stair and she took another step up, hoping to become just a little bit taller than him.

      “Give me one of those cigarettes,” he said.

      “Please,” she replied automatically, maternal instincts kicking in. She was reacting too harshly to being demanded of yet again. This time from someone who wasn't her own child.

      Her normally mild-mannered acquaintance stared her hard in the eyes, not repeating any of it. Again, the unease grabbed her. It was enough that she figured maybe if she gave him a cigarette, he would state his purpose and go away.

      For the first time Kara realized how dark her yard was, how far back the house sat from the street. And how infrequent the streetlights were. If something happened to her here on her own front porch . . . She looked left and right. No, the neighbors wouldn't see.

      She didn’t fight it. Just handed over the one cigarette and the lighter, but he didn't take the lighter. Leaning forward, filter already tucked between his lips, he motioned for her to light it for him.

      Something was wrong here. Very wrong.

      She thrust the lighter at him, moving up the last two steps onto the landing. “You take it, I'm going inside.”

      Dropping her cigarette directly by her side, she ground it out. She wasn’t even halfway done, but she wasn’t thinking about the waste. “Have a good night.”

      It was such an odd interaction, but she didn’t quite know how to leave. She couldn't open her own front door normally without turning away. She didn’t want to take her eyes off him. Backing up would show him that she was, for the first time, scared of him.

      “Are you worried about your two brats?” he asked.

      “They’re good kids,” she replied almost rotely, but she was searching her mind, frantically wondering when she had told him that she had children. That she had two of them. That they were young enough that he might have referred to them as brats on purpose.

      He grinned and his eyes gleamed. What she had thought was feral before now looked positively evil.

      “I know about them,” he said as he stepped up on the lowest step.

      Could she get through the door and lock it fast enough? Would it keep him out? This house wasn't designed to be a panic room. It was a small country home—one she could afford on her salary. A big yard for her kids to play in. Neighbors that she smiled at as she drove by or when she was standing at the end of the street, putting the kids on the bus.

      She stepped out here to smoke every night. No one knew that. Not unless . . .

      She didn't have time to react. His hand shot out. He’d lit the cigarette and it was now a weapon. Feeling it sear into her skin. Kara almost cried out, but his hand was too fast. Pressed over her mouth, it was gloved and muffled her scream.

      Kara panicked and fought.

      

      Cindy bolted up right in her bed, breath sucking in, hands clenching the covers. But there was nothing she could do.
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      The night had gotten dark quickly, too quickly. Georgia Dunham was losing hope.

      The neighborhood was only passably lit and she wasn’t stupid; that pretty places like this often only looked good on the surface. Basements could hide terrors; darkened corners could hide predators. She honestly wasn't sure quite what was lurking in her own heart. Still, she was determined.

      Climbing the three short steps up to the small landing she knocked on the door. The car sat in the driveway just to her right. Lights were on in the back of the house and some faint noise she couldn’t place was playing from somewhere.

      Someone was home.

      She waited a few impatient minutes, but nothing happened.

      Hitting the door again, she told herself this wasn't her last chance to find her mother. Even if Jesse Nash couldn't do it, there had to be someone else. Right?

      Georgia didn't want to admit that she'd exhausted the long list of every “someone else” she could get to. Some simply said they were too busy. The few who initially agreed to help backed out quickly when they figured out who her mother was. And maybe, by extension, who she was.

      She knocked again, pounding on the door this time. She leaned in close, putting her ear to the panel to listen.

      The sound was a television. Someone was home and simply refusing to answer her. Glancing over her shoulder, she made sure no one was watching.

      Then, quickly, she grabbed the knob and twisted it as though she belonged there. It yielded under her touch—not locked at all.

      “Jesse?” she called out. “I'm looking for Jesse Nash.”

      The sound and light pulled her toward a room at the back. Georgia kept calling out because her usual stealth could scare a person. The last thing she needed was Jesse Nash facing her down with a gun.

      But, as she arrived in the back room, she realized Jesse Nash was absolutely not going to lift a gun at her.

      Georgia felt her lips press together as disgust settled in her chest. But more than that—and it bothered her so much that she even felt it—was the disappointment.
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      As Jesse sat up, everything assaulted her at once: the light, the noise, the pounding of her own pulse inside her skull. She had a fleeting thought of not again, before she had to acknowledge to herself that yes, she had in fact done it again.

      Then, she saw the woman sitting across from her on the couch.

      Yelping, Jesse scrambled back, as if pushing herself deeper into the cushions would protect her. Despite the throbbing pain in her head, and the thickness in her throat, she growled out, “Who are you? What are you doing here? Why are you in my living room?”

      The woman—who on second inspection, looked much younger than Jesse had originally assessed—raised one eyebrow. “I've been sitting here for eight hours. I've used your bathroom twice and had four glasses of water, with ice, from your fridge. Now you want to know what I'm doing here?”

      Jesse felt her eyes fly wide. What the hell had she done last night? The woman must be lying.

      Either she'd said it out loud, or it was clear on her face. Sharp blue eyes bored into her as if looking at her very soul and finding her quite wanting. Brown hair fell just past her shoulder, shiny and clean, it had a bit of a wave. It emphasized a straight nose, high cheekbones, and lips that might have been rounder if they weren't pressed together.

      Jesse managed to push herself just a little further back into the cushions. She felt every joint, every beat of her heart pulsing in her neck and her head. Her next move involved only a flick of her eyes. Glancing at the coffee table she saw the bottle of Blanton’s Black Label lying there and she was pretty certain it had been full yesterday.

      Gene deserved for her to drink his most expensive bottle of whiskey, but she’d deserved to enjoy it and she didn’t even remember it. The bottom now held only enough to run laboratory tests that would prove that yes, it had been the real deal. Two glasses sat next to it. One upright, the other on its side though thankfully not shattered. It had dribbled a little whiskey across the coffee table. She figured for a moment there was at least a couple bucks worth in the drops.

      Breathing in through her nose, Jesse realized it was a mistake. Her stomach rolled. It didn't matter though. She wouldn't vomit. She'd feel better if she barfed up everything that she had done the night before.

      The woman stood up, black jeans and white tank top in contrast with what looked like a high-end blazer, cut to fit. Half thug, half businesswoman? Jesse wished her brain was working better.

      When the woman returned, she set a glass of ice water on top of the coffee table just across from Jesse, clearly indicating that it was for her.

      The sound of the glass tapping made her ears feel as if they were shattering. She had no one to blame but herself. When Jesse didn't move, the woman made a harsh gesture indicating she should drink it.

      Jesse couldn’t stop her eyes from widening. She might be hung-the-fuck-over, but she knew a predator when she saw one. There was something in the roll of the wrist, the angle and way the fingers lay together in the motion, that let her know this woman was highly trained.

      Reaching out, Jesse wrapped her fingers around the cold glass and took a gulp. Only too late did she think maybe it had been drugged? Though why anyone would want to drug her when she was doing such a damn good job of it herself was a mystery.

      She hated that she had put herself here, so far away from her own A game. And her A game was good. She drank another slug of the cold water wishing it would actually help, instead it just felt good.

      Cradling the glass between her hands, she assessed the woman again and hoped that she did it with more clarity. “Who are you? And why are you here?”

      “My name is Georgia Dunham and I was hoping—” her hand waved up and down indicating all that Jesse had become. Her lips pressed together one more time just in case Jesse had missed the obvious disappointment, “—that you could help me find my mother.”

      “Birth mother?” Jesse asked, trying for all she was worth to be something of a professional.

      Georgia tipped her head back and forth. Jesse was proud of herself for having held on to the name.

      “Yes, but she's actually been missing.”

      “For how long?”

      “A year.”

      Jesse almost barked out a laugh at that but reminded herself that she did not want to fuck with this woman. A year and she was only just now seeking help? There had to be an expression on her face that said just how ridiculous she thought this was. Though she tried to rein it in, there was no way she was succeeding. “And where did you last see her?”

      “I didn't,” Georgia told her. “I haven't seen her in three years.”

      Damn, better and better, Jesse thought.

      “This is her last known location.” Georgia pulled a folded page from her back pocket, producing it seemingly out of nowhere. Unfolding it, she laid it out on the table facing Jesse. An article.

      Gingerly, Jesse picked it up. The headline alone was enough to make her eyes fly wide.
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      She had to get her shit together. Jesse felt her tongue swell in her mouth. Once again, her pulse pounded behind her ears and at the back of her skull, which surely she had cracked somewhere along the way.

      “There are no women in this story.” She pointed to the page and handed it back. Georgia wouldn’t take it.

      There were only two men with a list of crimes tacked to their chests with a throwing star. A big red bow tied the two together.

      “My mother is the one only briefly mentioned.”

      So Georgia Dunham thought her mother was the killer. Holy shit.

      More things Jesse did not need on a morning like the one after last night.

      “You want my help finding her?” Jesse asked even as she considered asking what's in it for me? Usually, she was paid to do jobs. Though lately that had been shit-all.

      It would have taken a certain kind of predator to accomplish what was in the article. She added a brief thought about Georgia Dunham's clean, precise movements that only offered a threat if you knew what you were looking for. Unfortunately, Jesse did.

      She’d learned to spot a predator at far too young an age.

      Jesse wasn’t taking the job, but she asked, “Why are you starting to look for her now?”

      “I've been looking for a handful of months,” Georgia replied smoothly.

      A lie, Jesse saw, grateful that skill remained through the haze that pushed at her from every corner. “Well, maybe I can help if she's still missing in a few months, but I'm in the middle of a murder case.”

      On either side of the tipped over bottle of Black Label were printed papers, notes and a tablet. The screen had gone black, and she suspected the battery had died.

      “It looks like a missing person, not a murder, and what you're in the middle of is a bottle of Jack,” Georgia said with such disgust that Jesse realized it wasn't just about her.

      She couldn't deny it, though that sure as hell wasn’t Jack. So she simply tipped her head as if to say, well, what are you going to do about it?

      “If you sober up, can you help me? Was this a one time deal?”

      Jesse looked away and took another drink of water. She knew she couldn’t cover her own lies very well. She opted instead to not tell them.

      Georgia looked around pointedly. “The house is nice. The carpet is clean. You've either cleaned it yourself recently—which means you’re better than this—” She pointed at the bottle this time, “—or you have a maid who hasn't left you for failing to pay. There's food in the fridge, although not that much. So someone went shopping recently, but you’re overdue for the next trip.”

      Georgia wasn't so bad at investigating. She could probably find her mother herself. “Look, I'm sorry you're struggling to find your birth mother, but I'm in the middle of a murder case. I think you should go.”

      With one last look, eyes narrowing in a way that Jesse couldn't quite calculate, Georgia Dunham simply said, “Okay.”

      She put her hands on her knees, palms pressing down as though she were older and had to push herself upward. Jesse wondered if it was calculated to make her appear less dangerous than she was.

      Following Georgia to the door, Jesse felt the bottoms of her feet. They reacted angrily to the weight she was putting on them and her hips were mad about how long she'd been on the couch. With a, “Goodbye and good luck,” she promptly bolted the door behind her, fixing a mistake she made last night before sinking onto the couch and into the whiskey.

      It took a moment to realize she should watch out the window and be sure Georgia Dunham actually left. Her acquiescence had been far too easy. But when she watched the car pull away, Jesse turned around and surveyed the landscape in front of her.

      She could see through to the back of the house. To the messy coffee table and tipped whiskey. Had she damaged some of the files? She wondered. Many of the papers were irreplaceable and necessary. Spilling whiskey on them would be disastrous.

      Had Georgia noticed the gruesome images?

      Of course she had. Georgia had already proven herself far too observant.

      With her hands flat on the door, Jesse braced herself so she didn't sway. Was there alcohol still in her system? Surely she couldn't be this hung over and drunk at the same time.

      To her left, the dining room table still held two sheets of paper. Halfway worked with fourth grade math, they’d been sitting there for a month. Jesse didn't consider moving them. She thought by now it would have run its course and her daughter would have come home, but that hadn't happened.

      Veering into the kitchen, she opened the top cabinet and found only one half of a bottle of red wine. Fuck. She’d gone through all the good whiskey.

      Georgia’s words burrowed in deep and bit at her insides.

      It hadn’t been a one-time thing, but it had to be the last time. She had to accept that her daughter wasn’t coming back.

      Water, she thought, then, orange juice. She was pleased to open the fridge and find she had a little bit left. Chugging it right from the bottle, she let the sugar hit her veins.

      Better. Not her best, but better.

      The investigation work she picked up for the FBI here and there wasn't enough to pay the bills. So now she headed back to the coffee table. First cleared the glasses and the empty bottle, she then wiped the table dry before she spread the papers out one more time, pointedly ignoring the one Georgia Dunham had left behind.

      Jesse reminded herself that Hannalyn Burkhardt's murder wasn't going to solve itself.
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      “You need sun,” Carter told her in a brusque tone that declared intent.

      Cindy was grateful he knew her well enough not to just yank open the curtains. He didn't even move toward the window anymore with the threat of it. Good, he’d learned.

      “I'm good,” Cindy told him. They both knew it was a lie.

      “You can't stay in here forever,” he replied. Another thing he'd said far too often and was saying more often lately.

      Oh, but she could.

      “What triggered this episode?” His brusque tone demanded answers.

      He was the only one who could push her like this. Hell, he was the only one who could even come into the room and speak to her at times like this. He called them her “episodes.”

      “An article,” she confessed.

      “This one has gone on for far too long.”

      He didn't know the half of it.

      He didn't know that the article had been good. He didn't know that the police were reporting that they caught a man responsible for two rapes and two additional rapes that had turned to murder. What the police didn't know—and Cindy did just from touching the article—was that those four were nowhere near the extent of the damage this man had done. She told herself to be grateful he was in prison, and that he couldn't do any more harm.

      Though she wanted to tell Carter, she hadn't been able to get those particular words out.

      “You've been dealing with this since we were twelve,” he said as if she didn't know that. But this time, he sat down across from her, taking her hands.

      His were the only hands she could touch for months on end. The connection between them had always been there. She’d never asked if he could see what she saw. Just assumed that since he didn't shudder in revulsion, or yank back in fear, that he didn't see it.

      “It was awful,” he told her again. “It was terrifying for me, and I know it was a thousand times worse for you.”

      She nodded. She’d been kidnapped while walking home from school one afternoon. It was exactly the kind of kidnapping that parents were afraid of, but she now knew statistically didn't happen much at all. They lived in a decent neighborhood and the car had simply pulled up next to her and her best friend as they meandered along the sidewalk.

      A man had jumped out of the backseat and grabbed Cindy, lifting her off her feet before she could even react. She was tossed like trash into the trunk of the car. The lid had popped open for him which she now understood had been a planned and concerted effort. But he slammed it down, shutting her into utter darkness as tires squealed beneath her.

      She could still hear Annie screaming on the street. The sound had quickly faded as the car peeled away. Reaching out, Cindy screamed herself hoarse as she tested her environment, palms against the rough carpet in the trunk. That was the first time she had felt it.

      When she touched the sides, she instantly connected to every other young girl who had been there before her. She saw their grisly fates.

      With a squeeze of her hands, Carter seemed to pull her back to the present. “You need therapy. I'll find someone who can come to the house.”

      He’d told her this before, too. She used the same argument. “They're going to lock me up. Who would even believe it?”

      “Let me see what I can find.”

      Only this time did she actually react as he tried to slip away. Before he could go make his phone calls, she lunged forward, grabbing him. Her hand slapped onto his and didn’t let go. She squeezed tightly enough to break bones. “Don't you dare! Just asking around will alert people. A therapist will lock me up, and I do not want to touch the walls in the hospital!”

      Getting thrown into a psych hospital was a threat she had used against him before. At least it was effective in stopping him.

      But she couldn’t trust that was enough. “Even just asking around will bring people here.”

      He didn't live here with her because it was his ideal life. He lived here because she desperately needed him and couldn't manage things on her own. This time, he said, “Okay, but tomorrow you have to get out of this room.”
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      Not quite confident she was fully sober, Jesse pushed aside the article Georgia Dunham left behind and moved the remaining paperwork around on the tabletop.

      She'd been staring at the case notes for a while now, knowing she had to find something. She was getting paid to investigate. She would still get the money even if she didn't turn up anything, but she doubted she'd get the next job if she didn’t get somewhere.

      Hannalyn Burkhardt was last seen just over a decade earlier, leaving a club with a man no one could identify. Hannalyn's mother was pushing the investigation forward though the police had closed it some time ago, declaring it a cold case.

      Mrs. Burkhardt held out hope that her daughter would be found alive. Jesse didn’t believe that for a hot second. Hannalyn was dead and had been for a decade.

      Jesse had had a serious heart-to-heart with the woman before she said yes. But instead of knocking the woman up against the cold, harsh truth, she’d tried to frame some questions that might lead her that way. What if they found Hannalyn, but what they found was her body? What if they found concrete evidence that Hannalyn was dead, even if they didn’t find her? What would Mrs. Burkhardt do then?

      “At least we’ll be able to offer her a proper burial and mourn her,” the woman had replied calmly, surprising Jesse. The mother had espoused a firm belief that Hannalyn was alive somewhere and simply just not bothering to contact her family . . . for a reason none of them could fathom.

      That was a possibility, Jesse knew. People sometimes disappeared on purpose. But usually not from nightclubs.

      Flipping through the pages, she searched for anything she’d missed before. While there were security cameras on the gas station across the street there had been none at the entry to the club. Inside the building, cameras were mounted in the hallway leading to the bathrooms. Those had caught Hannalyn with the friend she'd come with earlier in the evening. There was no photographic evidence of the man she'd left with.

      The young woman had not used her credit cards or her cell phone after eleven that night, and the phone had traveled a short distance away then promptly turned off. The police had done crap-all looking for the phone which was only slightly worse than they'd done looking for Hannalyn herself.

      The parents had filed a missing persons report at 4p.m. the following day. At which point the police had agreed to file it. Before that they said things like “legal adult” and “probably walked away on her own.” Jesse knew that song and dance.

      Once she'd located a runaway teenager who did not want to be found. She was proud of herself for bargaining that part up front with the parents. She’d told them that plausibly all she would be able to say was “your child is safe.” In the end, that was what she told them—and collected her final check.

      She looked at Hannalyn’s information again. Usually, Jesse didn't take a case unless there was something more than what previous investigators had already covered. Witnesses that hadn't been interviewed. A plausible tip that the police simply hadn't followed up on. Evidence that hadn’t been processed.

      That happened more often than people thought. The police were overburdened and undermanned. Sometimes they just simply didn't think something was credible, so they wrote it off. They dealt with preconceived ideas, pressure to close cases, and limitations of hours in the day.

      The problem here wasn't that the Police hadn't followed up—though they hadn't. It was that there simply wasn't much to follow up on. Tapping on the tablet, she pulled up images of Hannalyn’s bank accounts and phone records. Her parents could have had her declared legally dead a few years ago, but they'd refused.

      The list of witnesses was short: those who'd seen her that night, her roommate, an ex-boyfriend. No one had much of anything to offer.

      Jesse had been too desperate to say no. Honestly, she hadn’t had to take this case for the money, though. Her bills had dropped considerably without Ciara around. Without summer camp or school supplies, she paid her bills and got groceries and ate out too often.

      What she was desperate for was something to fill the time—something other than that half bottle of wine still sitting up in the cabinet. She thought about Georgia Dunham's ill-timed visit last night and her request to solve yet another case with very few threads to pull.

      Jesse flipped over the witness list again, reading through it and the short, concise police notes. Suddenly, she knew what she needed to do.
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      Georgia planted herself at the local library. She could hear the quirky inflections of someone reading and asking questions, then children talking over each other as they tried to answer. It was in direct opposition to the articles she was reading.

      She'd needed to get out of that hotel room. Her mother had called and woken her—her real mother, Annika Dunham—and asked how the hunt was going.

      Georgia hadn't wanted to say that it wasn't. Her parents would be footing the bill for this search, and she didn’t want to let them down. Her parents could afford Jesse Nash, but it wasn’t throwaway money for them. They were as worried about her birth mother as she was.

      Georgia’s eyes glazed over as she stared into nothing, thinking about her birth mother. The three Dunham girls had seen her occasionally. Aunt Sin would turn up in town, stop by with a pizza, or take them to a movie.

      Though it had only been recently that her father and mother had sat her down, and given her the truth about her birth, Annika had slowly been feeding Georgia clues her whole life.

      Though she'd never just asked if she was adopted, Georgia always wondered. Her parents’ names appeared on her birth certificate. There were pictures of her mother pregnant with her. Yet, in some space between a tragedy and a last-minute trade conducted in secret, here she was.

      Owen and Annika were her real parents, she knew that in her heart. But “Aunt Sin” could be the thing that got them all killed. She had to find her.

      Even as Georgia left to find Sin, both her parents had issued warnings that, just by looking, she could be putting a target on her own back. They'd raised her as their own because they wanted a baby, they knew Sin couldn't keep her, and because it would keep Georgia herself much safer.

      Recently, however, little things had started to hint that the net of safety all three had woven around her wouldn’t stay safe much longer.

      Shaking her head, she scrolled further before giving up on finding any reports involving victims tied in red bows. There was nothing even mentioning throwing stars or mafia assassinations.

      Aiming her focus in a slightly different direction, she thought about the case on Jesse Nash's coffee table. In the library so as not to record the history on any of her own devices, Georgia once again loaded Jesse's lone page of a website. It listed her as working with the FBI. It linked to several cases she had closed and far more articles than Georgia could count. Clicking on the last one, she saw the date was recent.

      Functional alcoholics could do that, she knew. It took a lot to put away an entire bottle. Jesse hadn't taken any medication, not that Georgia saw. Though she had clearly been in pain, the woman didn’t cringe or put her hands to her head. She had simply stayed rigid and had a calm, logical conversation.

      Reassuring herself that the real Jesse was likely a better choice than the woman she'd appeared to be last night, Georgia went with her curiosity and typed in: Hannalyn Burkhardt.

      The missing college student disappeared a decade ago but had only been a year younger than Georgia was now. There wasn’t much else.

      Annual reports showed the family asking the police department to reopen the case. Like victims who had to show up to parole hearings repeatedly, the family suffered the disappointment as the request was denied each time.

      As Georgia scrolled through the list the search engine had returned, she could see that Mrs. Burkhardt managed to get a few interviews along the way. She would beg for anyone who knew anything related to Hannalyn to come forward. She offered forgiveness—both personal and legal—if they would just let her know where Hannalyn was.

      Georgia closed the window. Jesse certainly had more information than what could be dug up here. Lord knew, Georgia had read all of it last night when she’d gotten bored as hell waiting for Jesse to wake up.

      Before she stood up, Georgia cleared the history from the browser and pulled everything off the desk. She kept her head low and turned her face casually away from the camera at the front door.

      A short while later, she pulled up in front of Jesse Nash's house again only to find that this time the car was gone.
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      Jesse struggled to fit her key in the front door lock. Plastic bags of groceries were cutting into her skin where she'd lined them up her forearm, because of course she could carry it all in one trip.

      “Here, let me help you.”

      Startled, Jesse jolted backwards, almost losing her footing at the edge of the tiny front porch. She wasn't a fan of this house. It had been Eugene's house. She'd married him back in his better days.

      Jesse would have moved, but it was her stepdaughter Ciara’s home. She’d just lost her father, brutally. Now Ciara was gone, too. Jesse stayed in the house anyway, as though the girl might show up one day. And she might.

      Her heart beating faster now, she could feel through her sneaker that one foot was still hanging halfway off the edge of the porch. Flimsy plastic bag handles still cut into her arm. She watched almost helplessly as Georgia Dunham plucked the keys from her hand and easily opened the door. She gestured for Jesse to go through as if this were her own home.

      Though it took effort and the grocery bags swayed, trying to tug her off balance, Jesse snatched the keys back. “What are you doing here?”

      “Waiting for you,” Georgia said it evenly as though that wasn’t creepy at all. “I knew you were out because your car was gone.”

      Jesse stepped inside, irritated but not surprised when Georgia followed her. Despite what she read as Georgia's ability, she didn't quite perceive the woman as a threat to anything other than her own desire to get out of town quickly. “What if I parked it in the garage?”

      “You don't. Your garage is full.” Georgia stated it with utter clarity.

      Jesse narrowed her eyes, rapidly rethinking her decision that Georgia wasn’t dangerous to her.

      Then Georgia added, “I've been here far longer than just yesterday evening. You came out of the garage door ducking under it just a couple of days ago and I saw that it was full. This is why your car is always in the driveway.”

      Jesse narrowed her eyes again, wondering how she could get rid of the young woman.

      “See? I'm a good investigator, too.”

      “Then you find your birth mother,” Jesse said, thinking the best way to get Georgia to move on was to refuse all requests. Setting the bags on the kitchen counter, she made a shooing motion at the young woman as if that would work.

      Georgia, not surprisingly, stayed put. “If I could, I would have found her already. I need help.”

      “I understand that,” Jesse didn’t look up this time. Just tried to keep on about getting ready. “But I don't even know her name. And I don't have time to help.”

      “Cynthia Beller.”

      With the groceries laid down now, red marks across her arms, Jesse simply raised her hands out in a huge shrug. She didn’t want the case.

      Georgia seemed to catch on and made a major swing in subject. “Was last night an aberration?”

      Ignoring her again, Jesse began laying things out and organizing them across the countertop.

      Georgia stepped slightly closer. “I need to know.”

      “You're not hiring me, so you don't need to know.”

      “So it was a one time thing.”

      Once again, Jesse didn't really answer. Maybe she should be oddly grateful. Georgia Dunham breaking into—or more likely walking right into—her home and sitting on the couch across from her all night had been a serious wake up call.

      Jesse had been raking through all the evidence the Burkhardts had turned over. She’d been doing the work and gathering anything they didn’t already have. She knew when nothing came to her, she had to go to the case.

      Instead of doing that, she had gone to the liquor cabinet, feeling sad and sorry for herself. Today, she still felt sad and sorry for herself. She missed Ciara more than anything, but there was nothing she could do about it.

      Something had snapped, some kind of determination had set in around 10a.m. this morning. She couldn't bring Ciara home, but maybe she could find closure for the Burkhardts.

      “It looks like you're going on a trip.” Georgia swung the topic yet again.

      Because she was. At the store, Jesse had picked up a cheap amusement park rain poncho and flashlights—one of the packages clearly advertised that it had not only infrared, but blue light, and several other options.

      She had snacks and sodas. A small cooler and even carrot sticks. She almost muttered out, “Great job, Sherlock,” but it would be stupid to admit to somebody who'd already pushed her way into the house that she was leaving for a few days. Maybe longer.

      “You need to go interview the people on the case.”

      “I'm not taking your case,” Jesse ground out through closed teeth.

      “No. In Hannalyn Burkhardt’s case.” Reaching into her back pocket, Georgia Dunham produced another slip of paper. As she pushed it along the countertop, Jesse read Sun City Library across the top.

      “I found out where the college roommate and the friend who was out that night with Hannalyn live now.”

      “So did I,” Jesse sighed.

      “Why haven’t you interviewed them?” Georgia had both hands on the counter, now leaning forward as if she’d been invited into this conversation, let alone this case.

      “Where the hell do you think I'm going?”

      “Great!” Georgia replied. “I'll trade you. We work on finding my mother while we find Hannalyn Burkhardt.”

      Taking a deep breath as if that could steady this whirlwind, Jesse tried to figure out how to shut down this “we” Georgia mentioned. But before she could say anything, Georgia replied to herself, as if it were clear as day, “I'm going with you.”
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      Jesse was going to murder Georgia Dunham.

      Maybe she could “disappear” the young woman, keep the body in her trunk while she helped everyone look for the missing girl.

      She'd said No, three times, clearly. But here was Georgia in the passenger seat, snacking on a can of chips and crunching in the most obnoxious way. Honestly, Georgia was probably eating like a perfectly normal person, but Jesse was used to car trips on her own. She was listening to an audiobook which she didn't need Georgia adding a soundtrack to or interrupting with questions.

      After the three no’s, Jesse had actually agreed to this. She was regretting her choices.

      Georgia had begun her assault while Jesse was still organizing her purchases for the trip. Tall and lean, she looked like she wouldn’t get much done. Jesse had quickly learned, Georgia was a steamroller.

      “Do you have protection?”

      Jesse had snarkily replied, “Yes, I carry condoms all the time.”

      “Like a gun,” Georgia had immediately protested.

      “Yes, also like a gun.” Jesse had emphasized each word, hopefully letting Georgia know that she meant no in no uncertain terms. This was her trip and her case.

      “But do you know how to use it?” Georgia had casually leaned on the counter, one hand on her hip, eyebrows up, as if confident that Jesse would just say no to this as she had to everything else.

      It had been tempting to just tell her yes. But Jesse could already tell that would make the indomitable Georgia Dunham ask more questions. Instead, she replied, “I guess your research on me wasn't as thorough as you thought.”

      It was intended to be a conversation ender. Jesse would throw everything in a suitcase and hit the road. Instead, Georgia talked her into letting her buy lunch, where she’d been given a full rundown on why she shouldn’t be alone on this trip.

      Jesse had been tempted to say no again. There were articles out there about how Jesse Nash could face down the worst of the worst. That Georgia had missed those was a point against her, and Jesse was definitely looking for points. On the other hand, she was willing to let Georgia pay for lunch. Hopefully it would be a good way to shake her loose.

      Jesse decided to bill Georgia for the most expensive local burger she could, even though it would take a bit longer. Leaving her things on the counter—mostly afraid Georgia would follow her into the bedroom while she packed—she ushered them out the front door. And even made Georgia drive her own car.

      Not unexpectedly, Georgia had interrupted her first bite. “You need backup. Chances are high that one of the people you interview will be the person who murdered this young woman. For a decade they’ve thought they've gotten away with it.”

      It was easier to just agree. “Yes.”

      “I can get places you can't.” Georgia added.

      “Like what?”

      “I can pick a lock and get through most any security system. I was raised by an FBI agent. He trained all us girls to watch for details, to pay attention to our surroundings, and that the best predators come with the cleanest credentials.”

      “All of that is lovely,” Jesse replied. Still hoping to enjoy the meal, she took another bite of her burger, lifted a big fat fry and dunked it in truffle ketchup. “But those are all things I can do for myself.”

      The last part was a lie. She couldn’t pick her way through most security systems, and she wouldn’t. She didn’t need to do time for breaking and entering.

      “You can't be two people,” Georgia responded as if that were her ace. “You can't be in two places at once . . . And I can help keep you sober.”

      Fuck her. The burger suddenly went tasteless in her mouth. Jesse chewed, swallowed, and set the angry thoughts aside. She should have lied and said no when Georgia had first asked if it was a one-time thing.

      Instead of addressing the painful bullshit, Jesse said only, “You cost too much.”

      “I pay my own way.”

      “Do you have Daddy's credit card?” Jesse knew her mocking tone was a slap back and she shouldn’t do it, but it was too late.

      It stilled the younger woman for a moment. She lost the disapproving expression. Her lips had pressed slightly and for a moment Jesse had thought she would lie. Instead, she calmly took a bite of her own burger, finally and said, “I do. They know my birth mother and my parents are very worried about her too.”

      Fuck this. Jesse was tired of this argument, she wanted to travel by herself and do this on her own! She tried a different tack, no longer working toward the impossible task of shaking Georgia Dunham loose but asking out of sheer curiosity. “Why did you even come to my door? Why didn't you just email me?”

      “I. Did. Five different times!” Georgia smacked her own fry down for emphasis. Jesse was just glad there hadn't been ketchup on it, or it would have stained both of their shirts in a way that far too closely resembled blood spatter.

      Then Georgia had gone oddly silent.

      She’d ignored an email request that came five times? She wasn’t as upright as she’d thought. Fuck all of it.

      No matter how much she didn't want to admit it, two was often better than one. Maybe she could let Georgia get arrested for breaking and entering if they needed it. Jesse paced the whole thing out in her head, able to do so now that Georgia was finally being quiet.

      Jesse was far closer in age to what Hannalyn Burkhardt would be today had she lived. But Georgia was closer to the age she was when she disappeared. She might have insights.

      She didn’t need a sober companion, but it had been a month since she’d lost Ciara and she’d stumbled more than once. Now, as she rolled down the road, listening to the audiobook, Georgia snacking in the passenger seat, Jesse realized she desperately wanted a drink.
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      Cindy threw short sleeve shirts and jeans into her suitcase. She had too many t-shirts and nothing nice. When had she become that woman who hung out in her t-shirts and sweats all day?

      Well, she could pinpoint a number of days that had led her here.

      To be honest, she wasn't quite sure if the jeans even fit anymore. Too tight or too loose, she didn't even know which direction it might go. How long had she been sitting in that room, watching the sun go up and then fade at the end of the day?

      She'd been trying to close out the world and it hadn't worked.

      Underwear, she thought and grabbed fistfuls of it out of the drawer. Not knowing how long she would be gone, she tried to estimate packing an extra pair for every day.

      Carter startled her when he spoke. She hadn’t heard him—or even felt him—come in. “I don't know what you're doing, but it looks like you intend to shit your pants each day that you're doing it.”

      Turning around, she raised one irritated eyebrow at him. “I'm getting out, like you wanted.”

      Okay, this wasn’t what he wanted, but it was what she needed. “I'm just going away for a while.”

      Carter tipped his head toward the open suitcase. There was enough underwear for far more than a while.

      “Fine,” she conceded dramatically to his lack of a demand.

      “Where are you going?”

      She was going to get in the car and just drive. He wouldn’t like that. “I'll call when I get there.”

      Maybe she could rent a little house in the mountains. Maybe she could be where she could touch things and it wouldn't trigger yet another memory that wasn’t her own. Once they were there, she was unable to shake them loose, living and reliving people’s worst tragedies over and over.

      She was going to go clinically insane.

      Why couldn't she pick up people's wedding days? Or the birth of their first child? Why couldn't she be there when a family adopted a new puppy or put the keys into the door of their own home for the first time? No. She got murders, abductions, torture.

      Somehow, when she was twelve, her own kidnapping had unlocked a key to even more of them. Now she was past desperate to find something to close that open door and seal it for good.

      Offering a quiet penance, she zipped the suitcase and turned to Carter, hoping her concession would pave a smooth path out the front door for her. “When I get back, I'll see a therapist.”

      “I can find someone?” His tone was tentative. Of course it was, she usually raved at him when he suggested it.

      “Yes. However, please be very discreet.”

      “I know. I'm not going to get you locked up.” The relief in his voice smacked her with the realization that he needed things too, and she’d been sorely neglectful. “I know what that would do to you.”

      He didn't. Though he came the closest anyone could to understanding, no one truly knew what it would do to her. Still, she couldn't go on like this.

      Cindy thought about advice she'd been given once years ago when she was at a job that she hated. Back when she still held a job, back when the images were much fewer and further between, when she saw them but didn’t live them. The advice had been that no one would leave until the pain of staying was greater than the pain of leaving.

      She picked up the suitcase off the bed, surprised at its weight, and headed off as if she knew what she was doing. She was praying that her car keys were still in the dish by the door where she'd left them. When? A month ago? Two months ago?

      Her phone was already in her back pocket. She had a car charger—she would be okay. Turning back at the doorway, grateful for the key fob in her hand, she looked at Carter. “I have to.”

      The pain of staying had become greater than the pain of leaving.
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      “When do we look for my mother?” Georgia steeled herself to ask it, and she wasn’t confident about the answer.

      At least she was on the trip. She’d somehow talked Jesse into letting her come along. She had told her parents, but in the message, she might have made it sound like the research was a fifty/fifty split.

      Jesse was busy with the current case, but if Georgia took some of the work off her hands, they could investigate both. Right? She hadn’t lied to her parents, but it was absolutely not what Jesse had said.

      “I don't know,” Jesse replied.

      Honestly, it was the best answer that Georgia could have expected. Pulling back the covers, Georgia looked around the chain motel they had checked into just outside Magnolia, Arkansas. They were close to Shreveport and would head into town tomorrow to check out the location and hunt down anyone who could remember anything about Hannalyn.

      Jesse had suggested that they stay in cheaper chains as she didn’t want to spend more than she could recoup. Georgia had sighed her agreement though she was actually grateful. She might be putting it on daddy's credit card, but keeping the tab low would help. Jesse wasn’t the only one who would have to account for her expenses.

      Georgia picked up the tab the first night as a solid gesture. Jesse could get tomorrow. They were also staying in one room to save money. Or so Jesse had said. Maybe it was so Jesse could keep an eye on her, but she wasn’t going clubbing or buying coke on the street corner or anything.

      She’d been all bluster, pushing her way into this trip with bold comments she wasn’t sure she could back up. In the tank top and shorts she usually slept in, she slid between the cool sheets of the queen bed. She felt smaller now and the chill calmed her, though the too-puffy pillow made her more aware this wasn’t home.

      Georgia had convinced her folks that if she could just talk to Jesse, she could convince her to take the case. She’d pushed because she couldn’t fail. But now? Failure was definitely an option.

      And Aunt Sin was a master at not being found.

      When she’d asked about the trip, Georgia had watched her parents have an entire conversation without words. Then her dad handed over the credit card. “Four days.” There had been other demands. “Check in at least twice a day. Check in every time you stay somewhere new.”

      Georgia easily agreed. She wasn’t in any shape to cover this herself. Everyone in her family wanted to find Aunt Sin, but she was the only one who could pick up and leave.

      It all felt odd. She'd missed her own college graduation for this. She’d graduated pre-law. She was supposed to sit for the LSAT this summer. She’d left her study materials in her car in Jesse’s driveway. Only now admitting that it wasn’t going to happen.

      She would have struck out to find Jesse sooner, but she'd had to finish her senior year. She’d handed in her thesis, waited for approval, and bolted. Her folks had wanted to see her walk. Hell, she’d wanted to.

      But they’d all waited longer than they should—hoping something would turn up, something that would show Sin had just been lying low. Georgia’s dad still had friends at the Bureau, ready to feed him info if anything popped. Nothing had.

      This week was the first time they had admitted to the very real possibility that Aunt Sin was already dead and had been for a while. Just the idea of it hurt. It was Georgia’s job to find out.

      The things Sin did could get her dead very easily. Any normal mortal would have been gone long before now. But, for all the risks that she took, there seemed to be some fated element keeping her alive.

      It had been Owen, as he handed over the credit card, looking Georgia in the eyes with an expression that reminded her, no matter her blood or her line, she was his daughter. And wasn't she? Economics, philosophy, business classes, headed toward a law degree. She couldn't be his daughter more if she tried.

      But the look had been meant to remind her—now that she knew the whole story—that her birth father had died saving Sin. He, too, had escaped more scrapes than any one person should. Yet they had eventually caught up to him.

      Georgia knew his name now: Lee Maxwell.

      But here was Georgia Dunham—the least Dunham by blood, but somehow the most Dunham of any of the three girls.

      Charlotte, the oldest, was a concert violinist. She liked to say she was never going to be Yo Yo Ma. However, Charlotte had played backup orchestration on more than one song that had hit the top 100 charts and had bought herself a very nice house with the proceeds.

      Virginia, the middle child, who’d been quiet and soft until she wanted something, had gotten an engineering degree. Then she freaked the crap out of everyone by enlisting in the Marines. She was now an attaché in a foreign country. When they asked what she did, she jokingly answered, I could tell you, but I'd have to kill you.

      Georgia, the youngest, had her humanities degree in hand, stitched together with bits and pieces of all the things she’d wanted to study. She had forged her own sword at a summer camp one year. She had a black belt, like every family member, but she ate popcorn and watched horror movies and grew to be the tallest of them.

      She secretly went through her father’s stash of newspaper clippings that, over the years, had turned to digital printouts—the ones he kept in the
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