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      This book is dedicated to the victims of human trafficking around the world as well as those who are fighting to bring them back safely and put an end to this despicable industry.

      If you’re in the United States, you can visit the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children for a wealth of information on how you can help.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        The Watchers

      

      
        Where’d I Park?

      

      
        The Dark House

      

      
        Dinner and Fireworks

      

      
        Nemesis

      

      
        Eyes All Over

      

      
        Disappeared

      

      
        A Cold Realization

      

      
        Stop the Presses

      

      
        The Nuclear Option

      

      
        Despair and Hope

      

      
        The End In Sight

      

      
        Enter the House of Death

      

      
        Something New

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Jeb Bohn

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THE WATCHERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten miles north of Raleigh, along a winding two-lane road, sat an old, stately manor. Few people knew of its existence, thanks largely to the thick belt of oaks which lined the perimeter of the property on which it stood. None of those who could be considered neighbors—all of whom lived at least two miles away—ever saw a car enter or leave the estate. As far as any of them were concerned, there was nothing more than wilderness, so they paid no mind.

      To the people that occupied the house, that was perfect.

      At 10 p.m., long after any traffic would be expected on this lonely stretch of road, a van turned on to a dirt path at the edge of the tree line. Twenty feet down, the road hooked sharply and was bisected by iron fencing. The van’s driver rolled his window down and punched a code into a control box and waited for a heavy gate to open. Once it had, the van followed the path to the right before meandering for a half mile over rock and gravel. Deer would occasionally poke their heads out, sprinting away at the sight of the approaching vehicle. A small hill led down to a final turn which fed into a wide opening. Sitting dead center was the house, a Georgian mansion with a well kept lawn and an expertly manicured hedgerow.

      The beauty of the architecture, striking as it was, was undermined by a lingering sense of menace. There was an air of grief, fear, and evil that seemed to permeate every brick, every shingle. It was the type of place that was whispered about on playgrounds or at sleepovers. Sure, you might be mocked for putting the idea out there but the laughing would stop once those making fun laid eyes on it. The fact that it was so isolated, so intentionally secluded, only magnified the effect. If someone were to stumble upon this house in the midst of a zombie uprising, they would likely decide to take their chances on foot in the woods.

      The van eased onto a concrete slab along the southern edge of the house, its brake lights flashing before the engine shut off. The driver exited, the vehicle almost sighing in relief that his weight was temporarily off its back. Walking with a shuffling waddle, he approached the rear doors of the van and tapped the glass before opening both. A rear dome light came to life, illuminating a wooden crate approximately five feet by three feet. Two figures, each clad in hooded robes, emerged from the rear of the house, one towing a flatbed cart. They walked towards the driver, ignoring his greeting as they loaded the crate onto the cart and returned to the structure.

      Two minutes passed before they reappeared, again pulling the cart along with them. As before, they stopped at the rear of the van, this time loading two thick plastic bags—each approximately four feet long—into the vehicle before closing the doors. The driver, muttering about another ignored pleasantry, returned to his seat as the frame groaned in protest. He keyed the engine, executed a three-point turn, and headed back towards the main road. Instead of heading south and returning to the city, it turned north and headed towards Falls Lake.

      Engrossed in the pop song playing through the van’s subpar speakers, the driver failed to notice the tail that he had picked up. The car, rolling along with its headlights off, sat just off of the van’s bumper. It would intermittently drop back and then return to its tight gap before ultimately falling back a few car lengths. This went on for fifteen miles until the van pulled into a small gas station ten miles south of the lake. The car glided to a stop alongside a pump directly across from its target, its operator remaining concealed until the van driver entered the store.

      Having secured a fountain drink and a large bag of snacks, the driver set about filling the tank. Unable to contain himself, he tore into a pack of cupcakes as the pump ticked over and over; by the time fueling was done, he had laid waste to two packs of cupcakes as well as a candy bar. With a messy smile, he returned the handle to its resting place, lumbered into his seat, and resumed his course. The car that had been following him was already gone. When the attendant came out to empty the trash a few minutes later, he found a pool of antifreeze where the van had been parked.

      As one banal song blended into another, an alarm began buzzing, accompanied by a red light in the dash.

      “Oh, now what the hell is that?”

      The temperature needle had crept into the red; the engine reduced its power in an act of self-preservation. It managed another half mile before dying in a cloud of steam. The driver brought his hand down hard on the dash, wincing as his wrist bone struck the hard plastic. Clutching his arm to his chest he exited the vehicle, the sweet smell of hot antifreeze swarming his nostrils. The distant rumble of thunder sounded an early alarm; a storm was on its way. He could get the van repaired—drivable at the very least—or he could start walking, neither option instilled much hope. His mechanical know-how was nonexistent (his employers had, on more than one occasion, taken bets on how long it would take for him to inadvertently put diesel in the van), and, well, walking wasn’t a strong suit for him either.

      As heat lightning burned across the sky, a thought came into his mind: cell phone. Of course, he wouldn’t dare call his handlers, no sir, they ragged on him enough already. It wasn’t fair, god damnit; he was a good driver, a good worker. They could call him up at midnight and tell him to be at that big house in twenty minutes. Would he be there? You bet your ass, and he’d be there early. He did everything they asked of him, no matter how strange. Did he have the occasional fuck-up? Of course, but he always managed to finish his tasks.

      Now the stupid van they gave him had broken down, leaving him stranded somewhere between Jack and Shit. Would they chew out the mechanic who was supposed to keep this shit heap running? Highly fucking dubious. The smell of antifreeze was everywhere. It seemed that the cooling system had spilled all of its contents onto the asphalt. He opened the door to retrieve his phone when a crinkling caused him to freeze in place. A hill rose from the road’s shoulder, leading into a thickly wooded area that marked the sound’s point of origin.

      “H—hello?” His voice was weak and unsure, like a pup finding its bark in the presence of a larger, meaner dog. “Is somebody there? Just so you know, I’ve got a gun.” That was a lie and his delivery didn’t sell it. “I’ve got a gun and I’m not”—

      “Afraid to use it? You should be. You might shoot one of us, but you won’t shoot all of us.”

      A squeal slid out of the man’s throat. The words encircled him; the voices delivering them hollow and robotic. They sounded inhuman. He tried to hop into the van, his belly slamming against the side of the seat; the force was enough to knock him back on his ass. Before he could regain his feet, a figure stepped around the front of his vehicle. Tall, slender, and cloaked in black from head to toe, the shape seemed more a wraith than a human. It wore a mask that featured illuminated red eyes.

      At least he hoped it was a mask.

      He watched as a dozen sets of red eyes emerged from the tree line, every muscle in his body clenching and cramping. They walked slowly and deliberately toward him. With each step, his heart beat harder and faster, his hearing dulled by the rush of blood.

      “I don’t have any money if that’s”—

      The figure closest to him pressed a finger against its lips. “We want you.”

      His bladder squeezed itself empty; he scooted back, his pants catching and tearing on the rough asphalt. He pushed himself until his back struck something; as he looked up, he saw that it was another of the mysterious figures.

      “Please, please don’t kill me.” Snot bubbled from his nose as he pleaded for his life.

      This new apparition took over the role of speaker. Its associate yielded, creating an eerie effect, one that left the driver with the impression that they all shared some universal intelligence. “We intend for you to be a herald for our message; that requires you to be alive.”

      The man sighed, struggling to catch his breath. His heart was pounding wildly, a situation which was rectified by the shape’s next comment.

      “For the time being, at least. The people that sent you here, tell them that we know”

      The group closed in on him, picking him up and carrying him to the rear of the van. Despite his thrashing, their grip held firm. There was a brief sting, followed by a prolonged burning sensation. He hoped it wasn’t a bee; he was allergic.

      “No, you can’t! Don’t put me back there! Don’t put me back there with them!”

      Without ceremony, he was thrown into the back of the van, the doors closed before he could escape. There was no way to open any of the van’s doors from his position, a unique and intentional feature. A thick, steel cage separated the cabin from the rear, also by design. He thrashed around—like a wounded animal fighting to keep itself off of the menu—bloodying himself on the exposed metal of the van’s interior. A prayer left his mouth hurriedly, a divine request for a heart attack or an aneurysm; if the cops found him with the cargo he was carrying, his life would be short and painful; his employers would see to that.

      All of his energy faded and, for a moment, he believed that his appeal had been answered. The last thing he saw as he slumped to the floor was a dark outline stepping away from the rear of the van.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A burgundy sedan crept along a rutted dirt road, its undercarriage scraping the ground as the path rose and dipped. Trees lined either side, forming a canopy that blocked out the moon’s light. The track ran a winding, five mile long route which began at a service road and ended in a clearing behind the strange mansion. Due to the evening’s earlier events, the driver chose to travel discreetly. Two guards emerged as the car came to a halt; one moved to open the driver’s door only to be pushed aside by the woman who exited.

      “There are two large bags in the trunk; bring one of the work trucks around and move them into it. Once you’ve done that, drive to this address.” She looked each man in the eye to make sure that they were following. Satisfied, she continued. “You’ll find a cabin with a security gate; there’s a transmitter in the truck that will open it. Drive to the rear and you will see a shed; inside the shed is a burn pit.”

      “What do we do then?”

      “You burn the bags. Once that’s done, douse the ashes. Then, take two shovels and add six inches of dirt to the floor of the pit. Once you’ve finished, come back here. Do not stop for anything, understood?”

      The woman scoffed before heading towards the house. A small fob granted her access and she stepped into a room every bit as opulent as the outside of the structure indicated. Portraits in hand-carved frames adorned the walls, each depicting men teetering on the knife’s edge between middle and old age. Their eyes brimming with wisdom, as though they held the knowledge of generations. One day her face would be on these walls; she would do whatever was needed to make sure that happened.

      The house—while certainly well-appointed—was sterile, more like a doctor’s office than a home. The air was clean, free of dust, pollen, and the smell of cleaning agents. Those who inhabited this place, or at least used it to free their inhibitions, spared no expense when it came to maintenance. The floor—Brazilian Walnut giving way to calacatta marble—gleamed under the warm, yellow lighting. Most people standing here would feel uncomfortable, maybe even intimidated. For her, however, the energy that flowed through this place fueled her; it didn’t make her want to cower or flee, it made her want to possess it.

      Nights like tonight threatened the chance that would come to pass. The driver entrusted with moving the cargo had fucked up royally. He had neglected to fill the gas tank before leaving, leading to the cardinal sin of stopping en route. On top of that, he had prolonged the stop by going in for food. During this time, someone had sabotaged the van and created an enormous headache for her. She didn’t know who had done it but she knew why.

      “Violet?”

      The voice echoed down from the top of the oak stairway ahead of her, its owner a man in his early seventies. Thick, white hair sat on top of a weathered and stern face. His tone was one of disappointment and doubt. “What, exactly, are we looking at?”

      “The cargo’s been secured and is on its way to be destroyed; the van’s been taken to one of our garages; the driver is recuperating with Dr. Stein.”

      “That’s all good and well, but what happened?”

      “He stopped for gas. Best we can tell right now is that someone tampered with the van while he was stopped, followed him out of town, and accosted him when it broke down.”

      “Has he said anything?”

      “Something about talking shadows coming out from the trees. The doctor found a small puncture wound, said he’d been drugged. We may get more out of him in the morning but, to be perfectly blunt, his cognitive abilities in the best of circumstances leave much to be desired.”

      The old man made a sound that was somewhere between a sigh and a scoff. “He serves a purpose, has for a long time. Every successful organization requires people who know their role and he knows his. That said, the fact that he stopped is rather disheartening.” He paused, rubbing the sides of his nose. “Police?”

      “Henderson; he’s one of ours. He called me directly and I had him sanitize the scene. His report will state that the driver was waiting for help and was mugged.”

      “Any sign that the cargo was tampered with?”

      “None; whoever did this wanted the police to find it in the van, nothing else makes sense. As I see it, we have to answer two questions: who did it and how they know about our operation.”

      The old man held a hand up, slowly shaking his head. “Calm down, Violet, I think your imagination is getting the better of you. Now, I wholeheartedly agree with your first question, it is imperative that we find out who is responsible. Until then, we don’t know what they know, nor can we make assumptions. It very well could have been a group of meth-addled transients.”

      She fought back the urge to argue, to tell him that he was being a fool and putting their clandestine association at risk. After all, those who berate the chairman don’t get their portraits on the wall. No, she would play the game. She was, at the end of the day, on a team with seemingly infinite resources and unlimited reach.

      “You’re right, sir. I’ll temper my insight. I do, however, feel that we would be best suited to have an armed escort accompany our transfers, at least until we have a grasp on what’s going on.”

      “That, Violet, is a splendid idea; we’ll set it in motion first thing. For now, go home and get some rest, you did good work tonight.” He turned and walked away before she could respond.

      She turned, heading for the back door and the rear courtyard. “I bet it almost killed you to acknowledge that.” Starting her car, she opted again to take the rough ride of the secondary road, cautious of who may be watching. This newfound paranoia—she chose to think of it as due caution—led to her taking a convoluted route home, the usual twenty minute drive stretching to over an hour. The unease, however, wouldn’t be allowed to take over; she would whittle it to a point and use it as a weapon.

      A glass of wine gave way to another which, in turn, gave way to a glass of scotch. Something was wrong. She didn’t agree with the chairman’s assessment, not entirely. It made sense superficially, but it just didn’t feel right. She was a thinker (some might argue that over-thinker was more a more apt descriptor), maybe this was just her mind in overdrive.

      Then again, maybe her intuition was right.
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      “This is bullshit.”

      “Relax, Steven.”

      “Relax? Are you serious? We spent months planning this and it got us nowhere. That’s time and money that are gone and we have jack shit to show for it.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Spare me, Abby, okay? The plan was to have the police find everything.”

      “And maybe they did, we don’t know and it’s way too early for you to be losing your shit.”

      “We’ve been listening to the police band for two hours. What have we heard?  Nothing.” Spittle flew from his lips, their pinkish hue standing out against his reddening face. “Now they know that we’re on to them and we are fucked.”

      Abby, despite the frenzy of her compatriot, remained composed. “Think, Steven. We know what was in that van, right?”

      He nodded, a grimace twisting his face. She continued.

      “We know that the police responded, we heard the call go out, right?”

      “Get to the point, Abby.”

      “It’s right in your face, think about it. The cops show up, check the van and the driver, and nothing else happens? What does that tell you?”

      His scowl remained as a dark realization struck him. “Shit.”

      She tilted her head and raised an eyebrow, casting an unsaid ‘I told you so’ across the room.

      “What the hell do we do now?”

      Abby dropped her head, running her tongue along the back of her lip. “We come up with a new plan of attack.”
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      Herman Ingram sat at the bar inside a very posh hotel in downtown Raleigh, his glass raised towards the bartender. A well-manicured man in his mid-twenties obliged the silent request, pouring a shot of bourbon into the glass. Herman regarded the man in silent wonder: here was a guy who could be a model; not a national model, but he was certainly worthy of regional acclaim. Despite that, he was working the late afternoon shift at a hotel bar that was populated by paunchy, middle-aged businessmen. Life’s funny like that.

      He scanned the sliver of lobby that was visible from his perch, pausing to observe a young family. They radiated happiness in a way that threatened the stability of the whiskey in his gut. It also forced him to face the fact that they had something he didn’t, something he never would.

      He was caught off guard when the barkeep leaned over the counted after pouring the drink. “She running a little late?”

      “Jesus Christ, man, there’s not enough booze in here to make any woman suffer my company.”

      The younger man turned and looked at the shelf behind him. “We have more in the back.”

      Yep, he could be a model.

      “No shit?”

      “I mean it.  You wanna see?”

      Herman’s phone vibrated, signifying the arrival of a new text:

      JUST CAME IN THE FRONT DOOR

      He cut his eyes back to the bartender, a shit-eating grin on his face. “As enticing as that offer is, it seems my overdue date has arrived. Godspeed to you and your liquor cache.”

      Turning away from the bar, he was greeted by a man his own age, though that was the extent of their similarities. The new arrival was two inches taller than Herman and twenty pounds lighter; his prematurely white hair did nothing to take away from his boyish face, nor did the faint lines that appeared around his eyes when he smiled.

      “Good to see you, Herman. You’re looking great, brother!”

      Herman—jaded prick that he was—wanted to interpret that as a passive-aggressive slight but he knew better. The man before him was, unlike himself, kind of heart and spirit; the compliment was sincere, even though it felt like a lie.

      “You too, Nathan; why is that every time I see you it feels like I’ve aged a decade you’ve aged a week?”

      His friend shrugged, his smile dipping slightly. “You drink too much, you smoke too much, you eat stuff that’s terrible for you.”

      “So that’s your public stance, clean living? I dunno, sounds a bit cliché to me, I don’t think you’ll win a lot of votes with that.”

      “I will counter that by saying that it’s a simple truth and people like simple truths.”

      Herman polished off the last of his bourbon. “Yeah, in my line of work I’ve found the opposite to be true. I would also argue that those who do like simple truths are too tired or too afraid to really question anything.”

      “You’re a cynic, Herman, but the thing is, people like hearing the things you tell them. Well, they don’t, but they still listen and that is a trait that I need to master.”

      “Getting into journalism? I have to say, there are much more efficient ways to kill yourself.” Having conjured unwelcome memories, Herman dropped his eyes before gesturing to the bartender.

      “No, that’s not it; besides, I doubt that I’d bring anything to the table that you don’t and making yourself redundant isn’t the key to longevity.”

      “So what is it? Are you running for office again?”

      “You’re still as sharp as ever, Herman.”

      “C’mon, that line was too suave for you. Be honest, you were practicing that. That’s the reason you were late, isn’t it?”

      “Sadly, a decade in Washington will rub off on you. Some days I can’t even wake the kids up without coming off like I’m stumping for votes.”

      “So, are you thinking of getting back into the Senate?”

      “God, no, I don’t envision spending any significant time in DC ever again.  It frustrated me to no end, all the infighting and posturing. I know you know what I mean by that and you’ll understand why I don’t care to engage in it.”

      “Okay, so what then? State? Are you going to run for governor?” Herman chuckled briefly. “Holy shit, you are, aren’t you?”

      Nathan smiled, nodding slightly. “That’s the plan, mon ami.”

      “Well, you’ve got my vote.”

      “I appreciate it, but none of that is why I called you.” His eyes became weary, though there was fire burning behind them. It wasn’t yet anger, but that appeared to be the ultimate destination.

      “That was certainly ominous. What’s going on?”

      “My campaign manager’s brother, Larry Coyne, works for a local delivery company. He was on his way to Falls Lake late last night when he was attacked. Whoever did it gave him some speech and locked him in the back of his van.”

      “Jesus, is he okay?”

      “Physically, yeah. My manager was at his place this morning, I stopped by to drop off some paperwork with her. Herman, this man was screaming, not at her but he was running full tilt just the same. He was going on about ghosts, kept saying they know, they know.”

      “Who knows what?”

      “That, Herman, is the question of the day.”

      “Didn’t he talk to the cops?”

      “Yeah, he did, but what do they have to go on?”

      “They’ll check for prints, may turn something up.”

      “On what? His work van was parked at his house this morning, I’m not sure they even checked the damned thing.”

      “Maybe it was a different van.”

      Nathan shook his head. “He told her he just finished cleaning piss out of the back, apparently he had an accident while he was unconscious, poor guy.”

      “That’s appetizing. What about his statement?”

      “From what I gather, it wasn’t much more than what I overheard. He’s somewhat impaired, cognitively, head injury he suffered playing football in high school. On top of that, whoever jumped him also drugged him.”

      “So, he didn’t give them much, gotcha. Was anything stolen?”

      “Nothing, not a single package, not even his wallet.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      “You are probably the best investigative journalist around; I need you to focus on the investigative part.”

      “I’m flattered, Nathan, but there are hundreds of people better suited for this type of thing.”

      “You’re selling yourself short, Herman. Besides, you have something that only a precious few possess.”

      “Oh, yeah? Do tell.”

      “My trust.”

      “Well, how can I say no to that?”

      “You can’t, that was my plan all along.”

      “Fair enough, you sly bastard. What is it, exactly, that I’m looking for?”

      “Anything that might tell us why. Was he the target or was it the company?”

      “Look, Nathan, I have to ask: why is this so important to you?”

      “She’s a good person and she loves her brother, he’s the only family she has.  When I saw her face this morning, Herman, she was lost. She looked like she was caught between two worlds.”

      “Okay, okay, I’ll look into it. What’s the name of the delivery company?”

      “Oak City Transit; check and see if they look legit, if they have any unsavory customers, possibly any who would be moving illicit items. I’ll owe you for this.”

      “If you really, really mean that, you can square up my tab.”

      He bade his friend goodbye and walked out into the fading sunlight. A large crowd was pouring out of the convention center; most were families with kids running around, unleashing screams that sounded equal parts excitement and terror. In that moment, Herman, unable to distinguish between the two, was thankful that he wasn’t a father. With growing unease taking root in his chest, he realized how out of place he must look amongst the throngs of hyperactive children. That’s when he noticed a man lingering in a shaded corner at the far end of the building.

      “Just what the fuck are you doing, asshole?”

      The man—who was some fifty feet away—failed to notice as Herman inched closer. Of course, there could be any number of reasons why this guy was standing alone: maybe he was waiting for friends, keeping watch for his family, or just enjoying the shade. Nah, something in Herman’s gut told him the man’s motive was nothing less than sinister. Unsettled on what to do, he stopped and watched the man as it became clear that he was watching the children. The gap between them had been shortened enough that he could see the man’s eyes and recognize that they carried the look of a predator surveying his prey.

      Herman sighed. “Fuck it.” He had taken three steps forward when he noticed the man’s gaze shifting towards his direction, though he wasn’t looking at Herman directly. At the moment the man’s gaze reached him, Herman felt something tug at his right hand.

      “Come on, Uncle Bob, we have to find mommy.”

      He looked down to find a young girl—no more than eight—at the end of his arm, pulling on his wrist.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” He stopped to scold himself for swearing at the child when he looked her in the eyes. While she was doing an excellent job of hiding it, she was scared. She was young but she was fully aware of what was going on. “Okay, yeah, let’s go find your mommy.”

      They walked over to a statue of Sir Walter Raleigh on the opposite side of the front steps, the child still tightly clutching his hand. She eased up on her tiptoes, craning her neck to get a better view as she looked around.

      “Look, kid, you really shouldn’t walk up and start talking to strangers.” He pulled a pack of Camels from his shirt pocket and lit one up, drawing the ire of several pedestrians. “Didn’t your mom ever teach you that?”

      She placed her left hand on top of her brow, shielding her eyes from the waning sun. “Didn’t your mom ever teach you that smoking is bad for you?”

      “Touché, kid. So, what’s the deal?”

      “Mommy walks too slow.”

      “And that’s enough to make you take a hostage?”

      She cut her eyes, a gesture Herman couldn’t take seriously thanks to her tiny scowl. “Do you know that man, the man you were looking at?”

      “Sure don’t.”

      “Then why were you looking at him?”

      He chewed the inside of his cheek, thinking of an appropriately delicate way to convey his concerns to a child. “He looked like a bad man, the type that mommies tell little girls to stay away from.”

      “He was watching me.” The words came in a matter-of-fact way that gave Herman pause. “I saw him at the park too, watching a birthday party.”

      “Is he someone’s father?”

      “He wasn’t at the party.” Herman imagined that she rolled her eyes when she answered but she had turned her face to look for her mom. “He was in the trees, watching.”

      His earlier unease mutated into a sick, angry feeling. He had lost sight of the creep in the sea of people and he hoped that the man was long gone. All the same, he had no intention of leaving his temporary ward alone until she was reunited with her mother.

      “Did you see him when you were inside the convention center?”

      She shrugged her shoulders, remaining vigilant. A smile crept onto her face when she spotted the face she had been looking for. “Mommy!”

      “Angela!” A woman cried as she ran towards them. She scooped the girl up and squeezed her before setting her down and turning to Herman.

      “You son of a bitch!” She took a swing, striking Herman in the chest. He tried to avoid the punch only to stumble backwards over a concrete planter and land on his ass.

      “He helped me, mommy, don’t hurt him.”

      “No need to thank me,” Herman said. He reached a hand out as the woman approached him, thinking she was coming to help him up. Instead, she slapped him across the face, his cigarette falling in pieces to the ground.

      “You’re smoking in front of my child? What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      “What? I offered her one.” He threw his hands up as she drew back to hit him again. “Whoa, whoa, hey, I’m just kidding.”

      She turned to face her daughter, kneeling to meet the girl at eye level. “Baby, what have I told you about talking to strangers? You have got to be smarter than that, Angela. There are so many people that you could have been taken and I never would have seen it.”

      Herman dusted himself off as he regained his footing. “Hey, she was scared, okay? Some creep was watching her and she was smart enough to notice. She’s very perceptive, you should be proud.”

      “Some creep, huh? That’s odd considering that was the first thought in my mind when I saw you.”

      “Well, maybe if you had actually been out here with your daughter, you would have seen him.” He immediately regretted the harsh tone he had taken. Then again, his face was stinging and his coccyx was probably bruised.

      “Hey, fu”—she stopped herself, pausing to take a deep breath—“screw you!”

      “Look,” Herman said, taking care to keep his tone calm and even. “I don’t know you. I’m sure you were scared. The bottom line is that she’s safe and you found her. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go smoke in my car where there’s little to no threat of having my ass beaten for it.” He took a few steps, stopped, and turned back around. “Listen to your mother; she loves you enough to assault strangers.”

      The crowds began to thin out as he walked; large groups became smaller until there were only random smatterings of people. Crossing onto another block, he realized that he had no idea which direction he was moving in. His mind had gone back to his strange encounter at the convention center and the odd shithead he had seen lurking. As dusk took hold of the sky, Herman wondered how many children that asshole had set upon. It was a horrible thought and he didn’t want to consider it but he needed to. He pulled his phone out and called Nathan. Herman had no contacts with the Raleigh PD, but his friend did.

      “Who do you know on the police force?”

      “Why, your car get impounded?”

      “Hey, keep that evil out of your mouth.”

      Without going into too much detail, he was given the number of a detective named Dave Fleming. According to Nathan, Dave was a man of conscience and a guy who got things done. All of that was enough for Herman, who dialed the number as soon his call with Nathan ended.

      A gruff and tired voice answered. “Who is this and how in the hell did you get this number?” Dave was obviously a guy who didn’t traffic in bullshit.

      “Nathan Basnight.”

      “Try again, dipshit.”

      “No,” Herman stammered. “I mean Nathan, he gave me your number.”

      Dave stuttered, mocking Herman’s indecisiveness. “I’m losing interest in the conversation so I suggest you get to whatever it is that led you to interrupt me.”

      Herman paused for a moment, unable to stop himself from wondering just what it was that he interrupted. “My name is Herman Ingram, I’m a friend of Nathan’s.”

      “Isn’t everyone?”

      “Yeah, he’s a popular guy.”

      “Get to the point, Sherman.”

      Herman refrained from firing back with a barb, deciding that discretion was the better route. He detailed the man he had spotted and the young girl whom he had been stalking. The detective asked a number of questions, his demeanor softening. Thankfully, Herman was able to leave out the part where the girl’s mother kicked his ass. Once the information had been relayed, Dave disconnected the call. He reminded Herman of Ray in two distinct ways: he was direct and he was one ornery son of a bitch.

      All at once it hit him: months had passed since his friend and mentor had been killed, something he hadn’t fully come to terms with. So much had been going on in his life that he hadn’t properly mourned. If he were honest with himself, he had made it that way: researching for hours on end, writing articles at a rate that was completely unsustainable, and making three hour round trips for fifteen minute conversations with sources. Maybe it was time for a trip to Ray’s grave and a midnight breakdown, just purge all the emotions that were boiling beneath the surface.

      Or, he could keep everything bottled up until he had a heart attack. He pulled out a cigarette, hoping the nicotine would ease his frantic mind. The filter had just touched his lips when a car horn blared behind him; he watched in slow motion as the cigarette fell to the ground and landed in an oily puddle. His preoccupation was broken by an encore performance from the horn section, leading him to turn on his heels.

      “Hey, I’m on the god damned sidewalk, what the hell else do you want?” The words had barely escaped his mouth when he saw that it was the woman and her daughter.

      “I was going to apologize but now I really want to hit you; again.”

      “That’s two cigarettes you’ve cost me today.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Okay, apology accepted, now”—

      “You’re lost.”

      “What? No, I’m just taking a walk, you know, enjoying the day.”

      “Bullshit, you’re lost. Get in, we’ll help you find your car.”

      Herman shrugged. “Sorry, I don’t accept rides from strangers.”

      “You’d better get in,” the little girl chimed in, “because she will leave you.”

      He held his hands up and walked towards the car. “Fine.”

      The trio drove around for twenty minutes and, for each of those minutes, Herman’s car eluded them. He was sure that he had parked in a public lot, though none of the ones they circled yielded any positive results. As they left the fifth such spot, the mother—who had given her name as Marcy—turned towards him.

      “Looks like you’re going to need a cab.”

      “Not sure I want to pay for a cab ride from Raleigh to Gaston.”

      “Where the hell is that?”

      Angela cleared her throat, prompting her mother to come up with a more child-friendly phrasing.

      “I mean, where is that?”

      “Exactly,” Herman said as he rapped his fingers on the dash. “It’s far enough to make dollars a better measurement than miles.”

      “And you came all the way here for a toy show?”

      “What?”

      “Toy Mania; I assumed that’s why you were at the convention center.”

      “No, I was catching up with an old friend; our
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