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She whistled “On the Road Again” as she drove. No more schlepping coffee or emptying office waste baskets. She once asked her mother, ‘Do you think I’m too independent?’ Her mother rolled her eyes, shook her head, and walked from the room. 

The newest deputy in the Geauga County Sheriff’s Department turned south on Route 44 out of Chardon, Ohio. Century-old homes slipped past her window, their yards adorned with the maple trees dressed in red-hued and golden leaves. Lieutenant Brandt Hinds had stopped by the briefing room as she prepared for her first solo duty. His last words, “Take it easy out there, Bauer. Stay safe.”

At the intersection of Route 44 and Route 422, the radio crackled, snapping her attention back to the road. “Unit 12, dispatch.” 

She visualized the gray-haired dispatcher, Connie, bent over the microphone. One of her favorite people in the office. Smiling, Dannie responded, “Dispatch, this is Unit 12.”

“Unit 12, see a woman at 117 Foxtail Road regarding a possible missing child. Name Amy, 13 years old. Brown shoulder-length hair, last seen wearing a blue T-shirt and jeans. Take a report and contact the watch chief with what you learn.” 

“Roger dispatch, 117 Foxtail Road.” She stopped on the road shoulder and typed the address into her computer. Possible missing child.  An icy sensation swept through her body, centering in her heart. Her hands tightened until her knuckles blanched. Four years ago, her friend Julie French disappeared. Then, another, her best friend Carrie. Six girls in all. Six missing and six dead.  She clenched her hands tighter. Julie. Carrie. Her breath quickened as images of Julie and Carrie flashed through her mind. 

She relaxed her hands and pulled her braided hair tighter. “Get a grip, Bauer. It was four years ago.” This would be different. The girl might be lost, with a friend, a runaway. She let out a breath and eased the Explorer back onto the highway with a U-turn on Route 44 and sped east. Just a missing kid. It will work out. 

As the tires crunched into the gravel driveway, she scanned the mobile home, its white exterior weathered gray, weeds enveloping a deteriorated plywood skirt. A crippled black Camaro rested on bare rims. Old lawn equipment, a rusting engine block, tires, and the skeleton of a child’s playset littered the dirt lot. Dannie radioed, “Dispatch, Unit 12, I’m 10-20 at 117 Foxtail Road.”

“Copy,” the dispatcher responded.

Stepping into bright sunlight, she stretched her six-foot frame, threaded her tight, woven braid through the back of her uniform baseball cap, and zipped her bulletproof vest. The odor of old engine oil oozed from the Camaro as she walked past. Indistinct words thumped from the trailer: a man shouting and a woman wailing. She shivered to a stop. Is this a domestic violence situation? Her hand hovered near the radio. Backup? Pressing her lips together, she hesitated, running her hand over her holstered FNX revolver. Routine call. No reason to escalate. A deep breath and up three rickety steps to the door. Knocking, she called out, “Sheriff’s office.” 

The yelling stopped.

Three gunshots blasted through the door. Her world exploded in a red blur of pain, loud ringing in her ears, and a crushing weight on her chest as the bullets ripped into her bulletproof vest. Head spinning, her vision clouded, she fell backward. 

“Damn,” she mouthed, “I’m shot.” 

Images of her love, Bradley, lying in the field, a bloody hole in his chest, burst through her consciousness. The shouting inside rose and fell. Her breath hitched again. She lay at the base of the stairs, gasping. Take a deep breath, roll to the left, ignore the pain. She drew her revolver, rolled, got to her knees, and crawled to the trailer, pain in every breath, her vision narrowed and blurred. Propping herself against the rotten plywood, her world whirled around her.

“Dispatch, Unit 12. Shots ... fired. Officer ... down.” She struggled to get each word out, every breath a painful stab to her lungs. As her vision cleared, she could see a grass field to the left of the trailer, while forest encroached on the lot to the right.

“Unit 12, understand shots fired, officer down. What is your condition and location?”

With labored breath, Dannie replied, “Trailer ... at 117 Foxtail ... Road. I’m hit. Can’t see assailant. Fired ... through ... the door.” 

The dispatcher responded, “Roger, Unit 12. All units, all units, shots fired, officer down at 117 Foxtail Road. Repeat, officer shot at 117 Foxtail Road. Active shooter. All units switch to tactical channel 18.”

The radio crackled, “Unit 8, got it. Switching to tactical 18. Enroute, ETA four minutes.”

“Dispatch, Unit 6 en route, tactical 18,” then, “Hey Brandt, it’s Dannie.”

With lights and siren, Lieutenant Brandt Hinds accelerated from Chardon’s town square. “I know. I know,” he answered.

Dispatch again, “All units, we have two more units leaving the station now. Ohio State Patrol is on the way, ETA four minutes.”

“Unit 12, Dannie, what is your condition?”

Her breathing calmed even as intense pain radiated from her chest to her back—control, control. Need to get control. Should I wait? Should I go inside? The loud arguing continued from the trailer, and now sirens sounded in the distance. No windows near where she sat against the trailer – only a door, a few feet to her left. She racked the slide on her revolver, chambering a round. 

“Unit 12.” Her radio again. She turned the volume down. “Are you okay? Where are you hit? Come up on tactical channel 18.”

Dannie switched her radio frequency. “Hit in my vest. All three shots are in my vest. No blood. Shooter ... in the trailer,” she caught her breath again. “I hear a man and a woman arguing. I’m out of the shooter’s line of sight.”

The sirens, now louder, came from two directions. A banging noise came from inside the trailer, followed by a woman screaming. Should she go in? Is the woman in trouble? Dannie tried to rise as a sheriff’s cruiser skidded to a halt at the end of the driveway.

A deputy jumped from the car, and Dannie waved him off, signaling him to get down. Revolver drawn, Lieutenant Brandt Hinds crouched behind the hood of his vehicle. From the opposite direction, an Ohio State Patrol car came to a halt twenty yards to Hinds’s left. Another cruiser screeched to a stop behind Hinds’s unit. 

“Dannie,” Hinds shouted, “Are you okay?”

Dannie signaled a thumbs-up, still leaning against the trailer. 

“Where’s the shooter?” Hinds called out.

She pointed to the trailer where the banging noise and shouting continued. Rolling left, she struggled to her knees.

Hinds motioned to the trooper to move to the side of the trailer. He motioned to the other deputy to do the same on the opposite side. The trooper dashed from his car into the wooded area, flanking the trailer. The deputy dodged right through tall grass. Two more units pulled up, and the deputies jumped out, converging on Hinds.

The people in the trailer were quiet now. Her heartbeat, almost regular, Dannie took a deep breath and tried to stand. 

Hinds said, “Dannie, stay there. Stay there.” Speaking to the deputy next to him, “Griggs, go around through those woods, cover the back of the trailer.” Deputy Griggs moved toward the woods.

A door slammed, and a woman sobbed. Dannie called out, “Someone might be going out the back.” 

The trooper started toward the back of the trailer, and the deputy moved to the right.

A dirt bike thundered to life behind the trailer. The trooper called out, “Runner, we have a runner on a dirt bike.” The rumble of the bike faded into the forest behind the trailer.

Hinds motioned to the deputy with him, “Okay, we’re going in. I’ll be on the left of the door, you on the right. Ready?”

The deputy nodded, shotgun in hand.

“Let’s go.”

The two ran, sliding to a halt on either side of the trailer door, weapons ready.

“Sheriff’s office. Come out with your hands up.” Turning to Dannie, he whispered, “You okay, you’re not bleeding?”

Dannie shook her head and moved toward Hinds, but he motioned her to stop.

“Sheriff’s office, come out with your hands up,” Hinds said. There was some shuffling noise inside the trailer. The door to the trailer opened. A sobbing woman, hands up, stepped out, hesitated, and moved down the three stairs.

The second deputy shouted, “Face down, on the ground, now.”

The woman dropped to her knees, crying, falling forward.

Up in an instant, Hinds sprang through the door, the second deputy on his heels. Dannie moved, pain spreading to her arms and back, and knelt on the woman, handcuffing her. She rolled off the woman; the throbbing in her chest kept her on her knees. The woman sobbed and shook next to her. 

“Are you hurt?” Dannie asked. “Do you need medical attention?”

“He hit me. He hurt me.”

“Okay,” Dannie said. “We have aid on the way.” Looking up through the open trailer door, she saw a Nazi flag.

Two more units arrived, along with an ambulance and fire engine.

As Hinds and the other deputy stepped from the trailer, Dannie attempted to stand, shaking. Hinds took her arm, supporting her and pointing to her scarred vest.  “Three shots, Dannie? Right in the chest. Jesus, you are lucky. Looks like a large caliber.”

“I don’t feel lucky.” She hung her head. “I’m sorry, Lieutenant. I didn’t know. It was a routine call, a possible missing kid. I just knocked on the door. I’m sorry. I messed it up.” 

“You couldn’t know that knocking on a door would get you shot.” 

“Any sign of the kid? The girl, Amy? Is she here?”

“No, only the woman who came out and whoever fled on the dirt bike.”

EMTs came to Dannie’s side. “Okay, Deputy, what do you have here? Where are you hit?”

She put her hand over the holes in her vest. 

Hinds signaled to the other officers. “Let’s get after the suspect that fled on the dirt bike. Get K9s out here. Trooper, can you describe the suspect and the bike?”  Hinds turned to Deputy Griggs, pointing to the woman on the ground, “Take this woman and get her to the station.”

“Wait a minute,” Dannie said. She stepped to the disheveled woman. “Are you Amy’s mother? Where is Amy?”

Her head down, the woman mumbled, “No, I ain’t, and I don’t know where she is.”

Griggs took the woman and walked her to her cruiser. As the officers mobilized, the EMTs carried Dannie to the ambulance. Clouds obscured the sun as if to mirror her darkened mood.
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Amy opened her eyes, shivering as she did. Bars. Iron bars. Light shone through a large door to her right. Reaching out, she touched cold steel. I’m in a cage. She folded in on herself, pulling her knees tight to her chest. Where’s Mom? Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to picture her mom; the evenings at the kitchen table, her mom coaching her through her homework and then snuggling on the couch to watch a movie together. 

The image faded, and she shuddered as the face of that man, Charlie, seemed to glower at her from a haze. When he came into the house, everything changed. The kitchen table that once held frilly placemats and flowers at the center now held needles, lighters, small tins for cooking dope, and glass pipes. No more studying at the table. No more snuggling on the couch. Instead, she would half-carry her mother to bed, clean her up, and lie next to her. 

As Amy closed her eyes, she imagined Charlie’s face hovering over her, his tattooed arm gripping her neck, his stinking breath in her face. A missing tooth and bald head made him as ugly as his breath.  He forced the pills into her mouth and covered her face with his hand until she swallowed. The room tilted. Her limbs floated, heavy and loose. The edges of her world blurred—then nothing. Faces drifted in and out. Charlie. A truck. A trailer. A woman’s voice, she couldn’t place. Everything was like a dream—now a nightmare. 

The bars weren’t a dream. The bars were real. The cage was real. Pulling herself up on the bars, the shape of several cars, benches, and a winch loomed in the darkness. The pungent odors of motor oil and gasoline caught in her throat. To her left, two more makeshift cages—animal pens with chicken wire on top.  Above her, cobwebs hung from the bare timber supporting a metal roof. Stalls on the opposite wall overflowed with car fenders, bumpers, and headlamps.

The crunch of footsteps on gravel broke the silence in the barn. Amy scuttled to the back of the cage, holding her breath. A woman entered, paused at the door, and walked to Amy’s cage. She had a brown paper bag in her blue-veined hand. Tattoos snaked up her arm to her neck and the side of her face. Her dirty blonde hair was bunched close to her head like a perm gone bad. With a sharp nose and thin lips, she wasn’t pretty, but as she knelt in front of the cage, she seemed to force a smile. Amy gripped her hands together to stop them shaking. 

“What’s your name, girl?” the blonde lady leaned forward. “My name’s Barbie Doll. I brought you some fried chicken.” She held the bag out. “My momma’s recipe; good.” She pushed the greasy bag through the bars. “You best do what you’re told, girl. Don’t you mess with no one. They gonna’ move you soon.”

Amy cleared her throat, her voice breaking, “Why are you doing this to me?” 

“I ain’t doin’ nothin’ to you, girl. I feed you. I gotta’ take care of you ‘til they find a buyer.”

“What buyer? What’s a buyer?” Her voice stronger now, but unsteady.

“Don’t worry about that. Other people take care of that. Now I’ll take care of you. I’ll feed you, but you gotta’ listen to me. You can’t try to run away. You got to do what I tell you, and it will be okay.  Don’t you mess with Buck. Don’t you talk back. He’ll hurt you. I promise that.”

The woman left. Amy, breathing as if she had been running, squeezed her hands and held them out until they stopped shaking. The smell of the fried chicken caused her stomach to rumble. Crawling forward, she took a piece of warm chicken from the bag. The first bite filled her senses with flavors of salt, spices, and oil, sending a ripple of pleasure through her body. She chewed and gulped, chewed more. For moments, there was nothing in her world but the chicken. She pulled a second piece from the bag and devoured it as she had the first. Lying back on the dirty blankets, Amy stared through the wire at the ceiling. I don’t want to be here. I want to be back with my mom and in school. Why am I here? What is happening? What did she mean about a buyer?
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Dannie sat straight-backed in the chair opposite Lieutenant Hinds, her mentor and the man she admired most after her father. I can’t let him see it hurts when I sit or stand. She forced her shoulders back despite the increased pain.

“I hope you’re feeling better, Dannie,” Brandt said, leaning forward, eyes locked on 

“Yes, sir. Great.”

“Great? I doubt that.” He shook his head. “You took three shots. It’s okay if you’re not feeling great.”

Dannie nodded.

“Well, we have to get some paperwork out of the way. Your administrative leave shouldn’t be more than a week to ten days. It’s policy. Any shooting, you need time, and the office needs time to review all the circumstances. We’ll straighten this out soon.”

Straightened out soon. What would they straighten out? How badly had she screwed up? How did she get shot on her first solo shift when most officers spent a career without being shot? What would the other deputies think? Her first time on duty by herself, and she had been shot. She wrung her hands, her stomach tightening, eyes fixed on the floor. She shook her head. Hinds was still talking.

“Dannie, the department intends your administrative leave as a break after a difficult situation.”

A break. That’s what they call it? Feels like punishment. 

“And of course, you’ll need to complete three meetings with a counselor. “More if the counselor deems it necessary.” He paused, his lips pressed together. “Deputy, just take your time off and get better. You’ll be back in your cruiser in no time.”

“Yes, sir. I will.” She stood, pushing up with one hand on the chair arm to reduce the strain on her aching ribs. 

Smiling, Hinds stood, put out his hand, and said, “Things will be fine, we’ll be in touch.”

She shook his hand, hoping her rigid posture didn’t reveal the pain. Despite his reassurance, there was a gut-twisting sense of humiliation. Someone would ask if the vest worked. Someone else would laugh. They’d smile to her face, but there would also be talk behind her back and questions about whether a young woman was up to the job of deputy sheriff.

What would another deputy have done? How could she have avoided being shot?  No contact. No information. She wouldn’t be on the case of the missing girl or that of the man who shot her. How could she walk away from what happened? Someone had shot her. A thirteen-year-old girl was missing. The guy who shot her was gone. She had to know more. 

There is a way. She still had her credentials from her information technology internship at the sheriff’s office. She’d log in to the office network. No one would know she was accessing the case file remotely. 

Logging in, she accessed the case file for the shooting. The file revealed that fingerprints at the trailer led to a prison record for the alleged shooter, Charles Stiller, a two-time loser for assault and drug possession. The interview with the woman at the trailer, Carley Johnson, revealed little, as she told officers she didn’t know much about Amy. The girl had only been there a couple of days. That woman must have known more than she told the detectives. Carley Johnson was the place to begin, to understand why a little girl disappeared and why she, herself, was shot. She grabbed her keys.

As Dannie pulled in the gravel driveway behind the old Camaro, she shivered. The deafening sound of three shots, the blinding pain, now a dull ache in her chest. She swallowed, took a deep breath, and stepped out of the SUV. Approaching the dilapidated trailer, her back and neck tightened. Heart thudding in her ears, she knocked on the trailer door. 

From the trailer, “Who is it?

“Ah, hi, my name is Dannie Bauer. I want to ask you some questions.”

“Questions about what?

“About the 911 phone call you made and about the man who shot at me three times.” Carley made no response, her silence bleeding Dannie’s hope. She pushed again, “Ma’am, I only want to talk. Nothing official.” The three holes in the door, splintered outward, spawned gooseflesh. “Please, it would help me.”

The door opened two inches. A brown-toothed woman stared at Dannie. “You the one he shot?”

“Yes, I’m the one.”

“Wasn’t me. Police says I was okay. That he did it.”

“I know. That’s why you have nothing to worry about. I just want to talk.” 

The woman opened the door wider. Dannie pushed it farther. “You are Carley Johnson, right?” Gaining a foothold in the doorway, her breathing calmed.  

“Yes.”

“Let’s sit and talk.” The woman backed away from the door. Dannie stepped onto a dirty throw rug covering worn linoleum that curled to soiled walls, yellowed from cigarette smoke. Two folding chairs sat askew, a wooden table, cracked and worn with age. Dannie walked to the table, sat, and stared up at the woman. She looked to be fifty years or more, but the case file noted she was thirty-eight. Her face had the early creases of a chain smoker, her dark hair, streaked gray. The Budweiser emblazoned T-shirt hung like a sack, a man’s T-shirt. Like the trailer itself, the shirt was dirty and worn, her nails chewed to the quick, and one nail, bloody.

“So, you lived here with Charles Stiller?” Dannie asked. The stale smell of cigarettes mixed with a rancid garbage odor caused her to gag.

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“Few months.”

“How did you know Charlie?”

“Met him at a bar. In Steubenville.” Carley looked at the kitchen wall, her hands wringing in her lap.

“So, you met him, and you moved in here with him?”

“No, we hung out for a couple months. Him and his friends. He asked me to come up here. To the trailer.”

“What does Charlie do? Does he work?” Carley pushed her hands under her armpits, her elbows pressing into her sides. Was she shaking? 

“Ah, yeah. I think.” 

“You think?” Dannie’s voice hardened. Carley’s response was evasive. What was she hiding? What did she fear?

“He said he worked. He and some of his boys sold car parts. I think a junk yard. He was always doin’ stuff with that Camaro. He kept stuff in it. Kept it locked. Told me I shouldn’t touch it."

Dannie continued. “The girl, Amy. Where did she come from?”

“He said she was his niece.”

“His niece,” Dannie repeated. “His sister’s or brother’s child?” Carley’s left knee bounced. She leaned farther forward.

“Sister or cousin or something. I don’t know. She couldn’t take care of the kid.”

“You know she’s his niece, but you don’t know who her parents are?” A niece she couldn’t place, parents she couldn’t name. Either Carley was lying, or the child was not his niece. “You don’t know?”

“No.” She pulled her hands from her armpits, wringing them, white-knuckled. Carley hunched completely forward.

“Carley, why are you lying to me?”

“I don’t know anything. He told me the girl's mother worked at a café in Steubenville.”

“What café?’ Dannie leaned across the table.

“I don’t know. Near Waterstreet.” Carley, still hunched forward, began to sway. 

Dannie took a deep breath, restraining her worst responses. She could have screamed at the woman. “So, your boyfriend brings home a thirteen-year-old girl, says it’s his niece, and two days later, you wake up, and she’s gone. And you call the sheriff. Is that right?”

“Yeah.”

“Where did she go?”

“I don’t know.”

“How could you not know? Did you ask?” 

Carley sat up, biting her lip. “He hit me.”

Dannie paused, “Your boyfriend, Charlie, hit you? Why?”

“Because I asked him where he took Amy. He told me to mind my own business. I said it was my business, and where was Amy? He hit me. Told me to shut up and not ask questions.” She shuddered, glanced toward the back room, then the door.

Dannie sat back, taking a deep breath. Leaning forward, she softened her voice. “I’m not here to hurt you. I’m sorry he hit you. I guess that happened before?”

Carley nodded her head in the affirmative, eyes down.

“No one should hit a woman. Did he hit the girl, Amy?”

She shook her head to say no, eyes still averted.

“Did Amy talk to you? Did she tell you why she was here?”

“He wouldn’t let her talk to me. He kept her in the spare bedroom. She came out to eat and to use the toilet. He told me she was shy and not to talk to her, that I would scare her.”

“I’m sorry, Carley, but I don’t understand. This girl is in your house for two days, doesn’t talk, and then she’s gone. And you don’t know why or where? If that is so, why did you report her as missing?”

Carley stared at her hands. Dannie could see her tense up, her shoulders forward, cowering. “Carley, why did you report her missing?”

“Because he hit me. Told me to shut up. To mind my own business.” She paused, taking in a ragged breath. “I was so mad that he hit me like that. And he yelled. We were drunk. I don’t know. I was mad and called, and I knew I shouldn’t have.”

“Why? Why did you know you shouldn’t have?”

Carley hesitated before saying, “’Cause I knew, if he found out, he would hit me again. And I was right.” She moved a hand to the black eye and bruised cheek as if remembering the pain.

“I’m sorry. That is awful. So, is that what he was yelling about when I responded to your 911 call?”

“Yeah. I told him right before you got here. He was so mad. I never saw him like that. He threw a chair. Pushed me down, slapped me, grabbed my hair, and punched me.” She closed her eyes. “I deserved it. I shouldn’t have called.”

There wasn’t much she could learn from Carley, abused, fearful, and cowed by this Charlie Stiller. 

“And, Carley, you don’t remember anything else about Amy, where she might be?”

“No.”

There was nothing else to learn here. “Carley, thanks for talking to me. It’s between you and me. I appreciate it.”

Carley took a deep breath. “He was mean, you know. Deep down mean. I heard him talk about people he hurt. Hurt real bad.”

“Oh, he must have scared you a lot.”

“Him and his friends, they wuz Nazis. They hated everyone. You know, black people, Jews, Mexicans.” 

“Thanks.” She laid a hand on Carley’s shoulder. “I appreciate your help. You take care of yourself.” Dannie walked to the door and let herself out. Nazi tattoos. Prison record. An abused woman. A locked Camaro. But was he a trafficker? Did he traffic Amy? Follow Stiller, find Amy.
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Dannie typed in a command, and the computer screen scrolled through a series of characters as the software installed onto another laptop. Administrative duty, better than administrative leave, but not the same as being in her cruiser. She proceeded with the routine of updating the deputies' laptops with the latest operating systems. 

“Hey, deputy,” Lieutenant Brandt Hinds’s large frame filled the doorway. “Welcome back, how are you feeling?” Hands folded under his arms accentuated his already prominent biceps. He had been a friend, a mentor, and now her supervisor. He kept the relationship professional, almost distant, for good reason. He was dating her Aunt Peg, her father’s younger sister. He would show no favoritism. That professionalism, along with his devotion to his colleagues and the sheriff, earned her admiration.

Standing, she said, “Good, a little sore, but acceptable. Anything new on Charlie Stiller?”

Brandt unfolded his arms and leaned against the doorjamb. “Yeah, that’s why I dropped by. It seems that in prison Stiller belonged to a white supremacist group.  We’ve contacted a state police task force that was investigating groups like that here in Ohio. The state police have begun to round up known members of these white supremacist groups for questioning. They’re putting pressure on to see if they can get a lead on Stiller. These groups, or I should say gangs, traffic drugs, engage in burglaries and stolen goods, and they might be involved with trafficking young girls.”

At that, the hair on Dannie’s neck raised. “Trafficking. That might explain the girl, Amy. If someone trafficked her and Carley contacted us, that would set Stiller off. If Carley’s call threatened their operation, the gunfire made sense.” She didn’t mention to Brandt that Carley said he was a Nazi – Brandt couldn’t know that she had visited the trailer.

“Maybe. But that’s not your concern, Dannie. You keep your nose clean in here for a few more days, and we’ll see you back in your cruiser.”

Dannie smiled. “Yes, sir.” Brandt left. Keep your nose clean. Right. I don’t think so. Hinds’ admonition was like an invitation to dive headlong into mud. She turned to her computer and typed in ‘white supremacists.’ She clicked and copied and pasted her way through racism, hate speech, hate-fueled vandalism, drug trafficking, extortion, murder, robbery, and neo-Nazi propaganda. It was like cataloging the country's underbelly. Many organizations began in prison, and most of those maintained members in and out of confinement. In Ohio, a small number of white supremacist groups practiced a religion called Odinism – an ancient Nordic belief that included Aryan purity. The notes revealed no details of an Odinist Aryan Brotherhood in Ohio. She leaned back in her chair; hands locked behind her head. Oh, yeah. I remember. The FBI Special Agent. She lunged forward. Opening her desk drawer, she pawed through papers piled there, pulling out a business card. Special Agent Jan Pearsall, Behavioral Analyst, FBI. Agent Pearsall had left the card with her a few years ago, when the FBI was assisting the Geauga County Sheriff in a missing child case. She hesitated, then pressed the call button.

“Agent Pearsall here.” 

“Hello Agent Pearsall, I am not sure you remember me, Dannie Bauer, from Geauga County, the sheriff’s office.”

“Oh, yes, Dannie. I remember. I remember the amazing research you conducted on that serial killer. That was excellent work.”

“Thanks, Agent Pearsall, I appreciate that. I was calling because I’m working on a degree in criminology, and I’m doing a paper on white supremacists and neo-Nazis in Ohio.”

“That’s great, Dannie. With your research skills, criminology is a natural for you.”

“I hope so. Anyway, I have a lot of information. Still, I’m having a hard time finding anything about a small splinter group people call Odinists, located here in Ohio.”

“Odinist, yeah. A splinter group is a fair description. I don’t know a lot about them except that they can be secretive, and they kind of mix neo-Nazism with an old Nordic pagan religion. I understand that purporting to be an ancient pagan religion gets them off the hook of claiming Christianity while representing everything antithetical to Christianity. I think the national leader is in a California penitentiary.”

“Thanks, Agent Pearsall. That is helpful. Any more on these Odinists? Especially Ohio.”

“I can check around and see if we have any unclassified information on them.”

Dannie leaned back and took a deep breath. “Perfect, thanks so much. I’ll send my email address.”

“Glad I can help. So, criminology. Where are you going with that degree?”

“Oh, I’m a Deputy Sheriff in Geauga County. I’ve graduated in math and computer science. This will help me pull all that together. You know, I like research and statistics.”

“Congratulations, Dannie, and good luck. Keep in touch. The Bureau can always use a good analyst.”

“Will do.”

“And Dannie, these people are some of the more vicious and brutal people you can find. Research is fine, but these are people to keep a distance from.”

“Right, Agent Pearsall, I will keep my distance.”
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​​​​Chapter Five
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As Dannie parked, her dog bayed a bloodhound howl from the house. In the foyer, Forrest, on his hind legs, gave her a tail-wagging, sloppy bloodhound kiss. “Hey, big dog, how are you?” Forrest, on all fours now, pranced around her legs with happy whining. “Okay, Forrest, let’s get you some food and a walk.” As Forrest took his dinner, Dannie pulled a sweatshirt over her head and slipped into Case Western Reserve University cross-country sweatpants.

Out the back door and off the deck, she let Forrest wander, following his nose. In the afternoon sun, a light breeze ruffled the leaves of maple and oak, the only sound in her sanctuary. The tightness in her back from a day at her computer slackened. Forrest continued his slow, nose-down examination of every branch, rock, and plant he encountered.  She sat on a bench under a large beech tree, the tranquility of her surroundings slowing her heartbeat. Her mind swept clean of work. Memories of Bradley, almost always present, streamed into her consciousness; her first love, dead now these four years. She closed her eyes and could see his face. A blonde tussle of hair to his eyebrow, a soft smile with one dimpled cheek. And his blue eyes. A wave of loss swelled in her chest; her eyes began to water. She swallowed hard, trying to contain her emotions. Breathing deep, relaxing, she let herself remember the special times: the beach at Mentor Headlands, the fields where they hunted together
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