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      There was a man in the woods, she was sure of it. For as long she could remember, the woods had been her own special kingdom, teeming with plant and wildlife, the perfect setting for all the stories her imagination could conjure. A peaceful oasis away from her mother’s hardened gaze and her father’s disdain.

      She often felt him there: a presence, like a force field, pressing up against her little empire. As she moved through the forest, she heard him. A rustle of leaves. The snap of a branch. She’d seen bears and deer and foxes—even a bobcat once—in these woods, but the sounds he made were deliberate. They matched her own. She was sure it was a person, and judging by the heaviness of the steps, a man. Sometimes, she heard his breath, heavy and labored. But whenever she turned to confront him, her heart pounding like a drumbeat in her chest, he was gone. Twice she had seen eyes peering through the thick foliage.

      “Mama,” she said one morning at breakfast, when she and her mother were alone.

      Her mother gave her a withering look. “What?” she asked.

      The words teetered on the tip of her tongue. There’s a man in the woods.

      “There—the—” she stammered, unable to squeeze the words out.

      Her mother sighed and looked away. “Eat your eggs.”

      Her mother would not believe her, anyway. But he was there. She was sure of it.

      It became a game. She told herself to stay at least one foot away from the edge of the trees at all times. But it only lured him in further, closer to the clearing behind her house, his body obscured by a tree trunk and branches covering the rest of his face. She couldn’t breathe as she ran back to the house, imagining his hands brushing at her dress ties, reaching to yank her back. Only when her feet crossed the threshold of the back door did the air return to her lungs.

      For a week, she didn’t come out of her room except to eat. After that, she only went outside if her mother, father or sister were out there. For a long time, he disappeared. She stopped sensing him, stopped hearing him. She almost believed that he had gone back to wherever it was he came from. Maybe she had conjured him, after all?

      Then one day her sister was hanging clothes on the line while she flitted to the other side of the yard, chasing the yellow monarch butterflies that proliferated on top of the mountain. A white sheet fluttered on the clothesline, blocking her from her sister’s view. She got too close to the tree line. A hand shot out and clamped down over her mouth, silencing her screams. An arm wrapped around her waist, lifting her off the ground. Holding her tightly against his chest, he dragged her through the forest that used to be her friend. One thought rose above her panic. He was real.
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      The Stop and Go gas station had recently installed flat-screen televisions at the gas pumps because people could not possibly take their eyes off a screen long enough to pump gas. Even though it annoyed her, Detective Josie Quinn found herself glued to the screen when the breaking news flashed across it. They’d finally found Isabelle Coleman’s cell phone in the woods near her home.

      A few miles away, outside the Colemans’ two-story white colonial, reporter Trinity Payne, dressed in a puffy blue jacket and yellow scarf, the wind blowing her black hair every which way, struggled through her report while escaped strands snaked all over her face.

      “Five days ago, Marla Coleman returned home from work to an empty house. Believing that her seventeen-year-old daughter, Isabelle, had gone out with friends, she thought nothing of it until later that night when Isabelle failed to return home. Police sources tell us that, at that time, they had no reason to believe Isabelle’s disappearance was suspicious. Friends and family of Ms. Coleman describe her as a busy young woman with varied interests, likely to have left town on a spontaneous trip. But days later, with calls to her cell phone still going straight to voicemail and her car still parked in the Colemans’ driveway, police are now on high alert as the residents here in Denton rally together to form search teams.”

      The camera panned out to show the Colemans’ long, circular driveway with three vehicles parked in it. Trinity continued, “For the last few days, volunteers have combed the area around the Colemans’ home, where Isabelle was last seen.”

      The camera moved further out, swinging from side to side and focusing in on the heavily wooded areas surrounding the Coleman home. Josie knew the house. It was one of the larger homes on the outskirts of Denton, sitting alone along a rural road, its nearest neighbor almost two miles away. She’d once hit a deer with her police cruiser not far from there.

      The camera returned to Trinity. “Yesterday, during one of the searches, a cell phone was discovered in one of these wooded areas, which is believed to have belonged to the missing girl. The screen was shattered and police tell us that the battery had been removed. Coleman’s parents say that she would never willingly part with her phone. It is now widely believed that Ms. Coleman is the victim of an abduction.”

      She went on to answer some canned questions from the WYEP anchors and give out the number of the Denton police department helpline with a request for information. The knots in Josie’s shoulders that had started forming three weeks earlier tightened. She swiveled her neck and shrugged her shoulders, trying to loosen them. Listening to the latest developments and knowing she could do nothing to help made her want to smash the TV’s plasma screen into a million pieces with the gas pump in her hand.

      Isabelle had been missing for five days. Why had it taken so long to find evidence that she had been abducted? Why had they waited two days to form search parties around the house? Why had they turned Josie away when she’d offered to join the search? Surely being on paid leave for an alleged use of excessive force didn’t render her searching skills useless. It didn’t matter that she was showing up as a private citizen; her colleagues, most of whom she outranked, had sent her home. Chief’s orders.

      She fumed. Every available resource would be devoted to locating the girl. Every resource. Josie knew her colleagues were probably sleeping on cots in the break room at the station, working around the clock just like they’d done during the floods of 2011 when the entire city was under seven feet of water and the only way to get around was by boat. She knew they would have already called in volunteer firefighters, emergency medical services, and every able-bodied person in the city willing to search and run down leads. So why hadn’t the chief called her back to work yet?

      Denton was roughly twenty-five square miles, many of those miles spanning the untamed mountains of central Pennsylvania with their one-lane winding roads, dense woods and rural residences spread out like carelessly thrown confetti. The population was edging over thirty thousand, just enough to give them about a half dozen murders a year—most of those domestic disputes—and enough rapes, robberies and drunken bar brawls to keep the police department staff of fifty-three moderately busy. Competent as they were, they simply weren’t equipped to handle an abduction case. Especially not the kind where the kidnapped girl was blond, vivacious, popular and college-bound. Every photo of Isabelle Coleman that Josie had seen—and the girl’s Facebook page boasted thousands of them, all of them set to public—looked like a glamour shot. Even in the photos where she and her friends made funny faces, poking out newly pierced tongues, Isabelle’s small pink barbell read “Princess” where it might as well have read “Perfect”.

      The double doors to the Stop and Go whooshed open and two twenty-somethings made their way toward the gas pumps. Across from Josie sat their tiny yellow Subaru. The woman got in as the man pumped gas. Josie felt their eyes on her but refused to give them the satisfaction of looking back. Not that they’d have the balls to ask her any questions. Most people didn’t. They just liked to stare. At least her indiscretion wasn’t on the news anymore. In a small city where the standard newsworthy items were car accidents, local charity activities, and who got the biggest buck during hunting season, nobody cared anymore about the crazy lady cop with a temper.

      She had hoped that the Coleman case would give her a chance to get off the chief’s shit list, that he would make an exception in this case and just let her come back for a week or two, until they had the investigation well in hand. Until they found the girl. But he didn’t call. She kept checking her phone to make sure it was working; that the battery hadn’t mysteriously drained; that she hadn’t accidentally muted it. She hadn’t. The phone was fine. It was her chief who was being a hard-ass.

      Deciding she wasn’t ready to go home just yet, Josie walked back inside the Stop and Go to get a coffee. She killed a good ten minutes fixing it slowly—lots of half-and-half and two sugars—and paying for it. The owner, Dan, a former biker in his late fifties who had never given up leather vests, was an old acquaintance. He made enough small talk with her to let her know he was on her side without actually asking about the case pending against her. He knew her well enough by now not to ask probing questions.

      But then there was nothing left to do but go home.

      She noticed a small group of customers gathered around another television that hung above the lottery kiosk near the front of the store. She wandered over to them, sipping her coffee and watching as the broadcast she’d seen at the gas pump continued. The words “Students and Faculty React to Coleman Abduction” flashed across the bottom of the screen while a montage they’d been looping since last night played. The first time Josie saw it, WYEP had used the word disappearance instead of abduction.

      “She was, like, a really nice person. I hope they find her. I mean, this is scary to think this could happen in Denton.”

      “It’s just hard to believe, you know? She just vanished. It’s a shame. She was really nice.”

      “We were supposed to go to the mall this weekend. I just can’t believe it. I just saw her yesterday. She was my best friend.”

      “Isabelle is one of the brightest students in my class. All of us are extremely concerned.”

      A spasm rippled across Josie’s shoulder blades. Only Isabelle’s history teacher spoke as though she were still alive; everyone else had used the past tense. They had already given up on her being found safe. But why wouldn’t they? People didn’t vanish into thin air, and beautiful teenage girls who were abducted were rarely returned alive and unharmed. Josie knew that with every second that passed, the odds of Isabelle being found alive grew slimmer and slimmer.

      A bead of sweat formed at the nape of her neck and rolled down her spine as she stepped outside, the paper coffee cup burning the skin of her palm as she stared at her Escape for a moment. She really should go home. The owner would need that pump for new customers. But the thought of spending the whole day alone in her house was simply too much to bear. Of course she could always drive around, maybe try to find the crime scene—it would likely be marked and cordoned off now that it had been located—and see if she saw anything that the others had missed.

      Josie pulled out her cell phone and punched in a number she had dialed four to six times a day for the last six months. He let most of her calls go right to voicemail, but occasionally he would answer, and today he picked up on the third ring.

      “Jo,” Sergeant Ray Quinn said, sounding out of breath.

      “When did you guys find the scene?” she asked without preamble.

      He wasn’t too breathless to give her one of his trademark heavy sighs. The kind he always gave her when he thought she was being a pain in the ass. “Jesus Christ,” he said. “You’re out on leave. Stop calling me. We’ve got this under control.”

      “Do you?”

      “You think we don’t?”

      “Why hasn’t the chief called in help? He’s saying Coleman was abducted. Has he asked for support from the state police or the FBI? We don’t have the resources for this.”

      “You don’t know anything about this case, Jo.”

      “I know enough. If this really is an abduction, you need to call in backup, like, yesterday. You know that missing kids who aren’t found in the first forty-eight hours—”

      “Stop.”

      “I’m serious, Ray. This is serious shit. This girl could be anywhere by now. Have you shaken down the registered sex offenders yet? Please tell me you’ve got someone out there doing that right now. I mean, this isn’t rocket science. Pretty blond teenager is abducted? Hiller would be good. You should get him to do it, and I’d have LaMay go with him. Call over to Bowersville and see if they can get a couple of people in their department to hit the register there. That’s not that far from here. Tell me you’ve done this already?”

      She could feel his annoyance over the line, but she was used to it. She tried to remember a time when they’d been loving toward one another. Sweet, caring, patient. She had to go all the way back to high school for that memory. They had liked one another once, hadn’t they?

      Ray sighed, “Here we go again. You think you know everything. You think you’re the only one on the force who can do the job. You know what, Jo? You’re not. You know nothing. Nothing. So shut up and stop fucking calling me. Take up knitting or whatever the fuck women do when they don’t work. I’m hanging up now.”

      She was stung by the force of his words. He used the word nothing like a knife. Stabbing her fast and quick, a prison shanking. He was always abrasive—she could be too—but never cruel. Recovering quickly, she blurted, “Sign the divorce papers, Ray, and I’ll stop calling.”

      Silence.

      Now it was her turn to stab back. “I’m marrying Luke. He proposed. Yesterday. In bed.”

      He didn’t respond, but she could hear him breathing. They’d been separated for months, but their relationship had been broken for a long time. She knew he hated Luke, hated the thought of another man with his wife. Even if she was his soon-to-be ex-wife.

      She was listening so intently to the sound of his breathing, waiting to see what he would say, what tack he was going to take on hearing this news, that it took a moment for her to register the sharp report of gunshots in the distance. It wasn’t that unusual in Denton; during hunting season, in the wooded outskirts of the city, shots went off all day long like fireworks. But it wasn’t hunting season, or the Fourth of July. It was March, and there was no good reason for anyone to be firing off that many rounds.

      Phone still in hand, Josie tossed her coffee cup into a nearby trash can and took a few steps out into the parking lot. The shots were getting closer, shattering the cool stillness of the morning. People at the gas pumps froze in place. All heads craned, searching for the source. Josie met the wide-eyed stares of a few of the patrons, but all they could do was exchange the same puzzled look.

      Something was coming, but they didn’t know what, or from where.

      Instinctively, her free hand reached to her waist for her service weapon, but it wasn’t there. Fear was a fist in her chest, squeezing her heart into her throat.

      Ray spoke into her silence, “Jo?”

      From around the corner, a black, bullet-riddled Escalade barreled toward the Stop and Go, jumped the curb and sailed directly toward Josie. Her feet were like cement blocks. Move, she told herself. Move. As the Escalade hurtled past her, the driver’s side mirror caught the corner of her jacket, spinning her around and sending her flying through the air. She hit the asphalt hard, landing on her left side, her body rolling away from the vehicle until her stomach hit one of the metal pillars that blocked the gas pumps.

      The Escalade smashed into the front of the Stop and Go, metal screeching and windows blowing out in a cacophonous boom. Even after the SUV lodged in the wall, the engine continued to rev and squeal. Plumes of dust from the crumbled cinderblock rose around the vehicle. People fled from the building. Josie’s lungs screamed for air that wouldn’t come.
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      Trying to catch her breath, Josie rolled to her other side, causing a sharp pain to shoot through her left leg. A glance at her jeans revealed a large tear going up the side of her calf. Shredded, pink skin peeked out from underneath. She took a deep, full breath at last. Her entire torso felt like a bruise. But she was alive. Nothing appeared to be broken or missing, but her adrenaline pumped too hard to register the relief.

      Looking back toward the Escalade, she saw a smattering of people gathered around the back end of it, keeping a careful distance. As she staggered to her feet, Josie noticed a man, bent at the waist, hanging face down from the rear driver’s side window of the vehicle. Blood fanned across the back of his white T-shirt. What looked like a TEC-9 had landed in the parking lot about ten feet away from the car. Again, she reached for her service weapon and felt a sense of panic at its absence. She stumbled toward the vehicle, trying to right her posture. Pain prickled across her lower back.

      “Get back,” she told the crowd.

      Two women looked on, faces pale. One covered her mouth with her hands. The other pressed her hands to her chest, which heaved in time with the sound of the car alarm going off inside the Escalade. The twenty-somethings were there too, clinging to one another. Near the pumps an older woman leaned against her car, sobbing.

      The driver slumped forward, his forehead on the steering wheel. His window had been shot out. Blood trickled from his ear. His thick black hair was wet with what Josie was sure was more blood. Josie stepped closer to the car and reached gingerly into the driver’s side window, pressing two fingers to the side of the driver’s neck. No pulse. Her fingers came away red.

      The sound of someone retching drew her attention. She raced to the other side of the Escalade. The Stop and Go owner was feet away from the rear passenger’s side, leaned over and vomiting, a shotgun in one hand.

      Josie said, “Give me that.”

      He didn’t protest when she took the gun. Turning back, she saw what had made him sick. Another man hung from the rear passenger’s side window, his neck twisted at an awkward angle.

      She hefted the shotgun up and fitted the stock into her shoulder, keeping the barrel low but at the ready as she prowled toward the front passenger’s seat, cataloging everything she knew so far. Pennsylvania plates. Four occupants, three definitely dead. All three appeared to be of Latino descent, mid to late twenties, and were pretty heavily inked. The two guys in the back had shiny bald heads, and the matching tattoos on the backs of their necks told her they were probably members of a gang. The driver and the man seated behind him had been killed by gunfire, no doubt. The other backseat passenger was more likely killed by the impact of the crash. It looked like a bullet had grazed the side of his head at some point in the gun battle, but she didn’t see any obvious gunshot wounds anywhere else.

      The sound of the front passenger coughing sent her arms flying upward, the barrel of the gun pointed toward the open window. Cautiously, she approached. Behind her, the owner of the Stop and Go called out, “Detective!” His voice was high-pitched with concern.

      Inside the vehicle, the man’s body bucked and shook. As she got closer she saw that, unlike the other occupants, he was white and middle-aged with short dark hair and glasses. He had his seat belt on. Where the other men wore T-shirts, this man had on a plaid button-down shirt with a tie. Blood oozed from a bullet hole in his chest. His face was pinched with pain and smeared with blood. Thin, rice-sized pieces of glass sparkled all over his skin, like someone had sprayed him with glitter.

      His head swiveled toward her and his hazel eyes took her in. Shock coursed through her. She lowered the shotgun. “Mr. Spencer?” she said.

      She drew closer, leaning in toward him. With great effort, he reached a hand through the window. His fingers searched for something to grab onto and found the sleeve of her jacket. Josie locked eyes with him, the look of panic in his face like a sudden splash of cold water down her back. His mouth worked to speak. Blood spilled from his lips. He whispered hoarsely but with a desperation in his tone that went right through her. He said only one word. A name.

      “Ramona.”
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      Josie sat in the back of an ambulance, an unused ice pack in her hand. Too many places on her body hurt. She needed a body pillow filled with ice, not just a pack. Someone had called 911, and they had responded immediately. She counted three Denton cruisers and two state police cars. Evidently, the shootout had started on the interstate and ended when the Escalade had left the highway and crashed at the Stop and Go. The staties had scoured the interstate for miles in each direction, scouting out each exit as they went, but there was no sign of any other bullet-riddled vehicle. No one could say who the men in the Escalade were exchanging gunfire with.

      Josie watched her colleagues process the scene. Two of the men she knew, but not well. The third man, Dusty Branson, had been Ray’s best friend since elementary school. He had been Josie’s friend as well until her marriage collapsed. Now she found it difficult to be in the same space as him. As expected, the Denton officers looked exhausted and bewildered, but moved with purpose and determination: taking witness statements, erecting tarps around the SUV, taking photographs and marking the evidence scattered throughout the scene.

      “Don’t come over. Don’t come over,” Josie muttered under her breath as she watched Dusty saunter from the back of the Escalade toward her.

      As he came closer, he pulled a notebook from his pocket and flipped it to a blank page. He met her eyes only briefly. She was happy when he looked away. She had never liked his dark, beady eyes, like two pieces of glittering coal. He pushed a hand through his oily brown hair and she felt a small surge of joy to see the premature gray strands at his roots. He wasn’t even thirty yet.

      “So, you saw this?” he said.

      “Yeah,” she replied.

      His pen poised over the blank page. She concentrated on a small stain on the left side of his uniform shirt, just below his rib cage. It looked like coffee. He scribbled as she spoke, his pen freezing just as she told him about Dirk Spencer’s final word before he slipped into unconsciousness.

      “You should write that down,” she said pointedly. “It’s important.”

      He looked up at her. The smirk he gave her caused a swell in her stomach. “You don’t know that it’s important,” he told her.

      “The guy was barely hanging on to life, Dusty. Why would he say the name if it wasn’t important? If this Ramona person wasn’t important?”

      He used the tip of the pen to scratch his temple. “So what? It’s probably just his wife or daughter’s name.”

      “Maybe,” she said, but the whisper of the name kept running loops in her head. She waited for Dusty to write the name down. “Just check it out, okay?”

      “You don’t get to tell me what to do anymore,” he told her, closing his notebook and pocketing it.

      She bit back her first response, her hands itching to shove him. But shoving him would involve actually touching him, and few things repulsed her more than making physical contact with Dusty Branson. Instead, she spat, “Yeah, but that doesn’t relieve you of your obligation to do your job, now does it?”

      She held his flinty gaze until he looked away. “I gotta work,” he said, and meandered away like he had nothing to do at all.

      Luckily, no one inside the Stop and Go had been seriously injured. One of the officers had turned the car’s engine off but its alarm continued in an angry, rhythmic series of honks that grated on her frayed nerves.

      “Jo. Jesus Christ.”

      It was Ray, in full uniform, except for his hat. He climbed into the ambulance with her and got close enough to pull her to him, but at the last minute decided to keep his distance. They hadn’t touched in almost a year. Part of her was relieved to see him and grateful that he had shown up to check on her, but the other part of her shivered at the thought. She never thought she’d feel that way; Ray had been a fixture in her life since middle school. They were friends long before they became high school sweethearts. He had always been good-looking in a sweet, boy-next-door kind of way with his thick, tousled blond hair, blue eyes and athletic body. She’d always been secretly pleased that he was hers. Women were drawn to him. They didn’t know he had issues.

      “You okay?” he asked, taking a seat on the bench across from her. His gaze raked over her, searching for injuries.

      “Yeah,” she said. “Just banged up.”

      He nodded toward her leg. “That looks pretty bad.”

      “It’s just a brush burn.”

      “Listen, Jo, about earlier. I’m sorry I snapped at you. This Coleman case has us all on edge. I didn’t mean—”

      A low voice boomed from the outside of the ambulance. “Josie, there you are!”

      Luke appeared, also in full uniform. This was going to be awkward.

      No matter how many times she saw him in his state police gray, Josie was always struck by how imposing he looked, and she knew Ray would be feeling it too as Luke pulled off his cap and bent to climb into the ambulance.

      He was the opposite of Ray in almost every way, which was why she enjoyed him so much, she supposed. As a statie, Luke had to keep his black hair high and tight, shaved close to his head on the sides with a short cap of hair on the top. His face, clean and shaven, was smooth against her cheek when he leaned in to kiss her. He ignored Ray as he folded himself down beside her and slung an arm across her back.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      She smiled. “Yes, I’m fine.”

      She sensed Ray’s scowl before she even looked at him. An hour ago she’d been flaunting their engagement over the phone with Ray, and yet Luke’s display of affection in front of him made her uncomfortable. It shouldn’t—she hated that it did—but she wasn’t able to stop herself. He hated Luke. She knew that he made him feel inferior; he was taller, broader, in better shape. He was even hung better, although she had never told Ray. She was saving that one for a day when he really got under her skin.

      She patted Luke’s hand and, after assuring him once more that she was fine, said, “Can I have a minute alone with Ray?”

      A muscle in Luke’s jaw ticked, but he smiled, kissed her softly on the lips and said, “Sure.”

      He made sure to bump Ray’s shoulder on his way out of the ambulance. Ray watched him go, looking both satisfied and wary. “Are you really going to marry that guy?” he asked.

      She sighed and pressed the ice pack, now melted, against her left shoulder. “I’m not talking about this again.”

      “Then why did you want to be alone?”

      “Because I want to know why Isabelle Coleman’s history teacher was in the passenger seat of that Escalade out there.”
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      Ray glanced toward the open ambulance doors as though he might be able to see Dirk, but he was already halfway to Geisinger Medical Center in critical condition. He had slipped into unconsciousness after saying that one word to Josie, and neither she nor the paramedics had been able to rouse him. He was the only living witness to the shootout, and he’d be lucky if he survived the next few hours.

      “How do you know he was Isabelle Coleman’s teacher?”

      Josie rolled her eyes. “He was on the news last night and again this morning talking about what a good student Isabelle is. Trinity Payne interviewed him. She interviewed everybody. I thought you were on this case.”

      “Yeah, well, the chief’s got me searching the woods out by the Coleman house. I don’t have time to watch the news.”

      “So, you found the phone?”

      His eyes flicked to his lap. “No, a searcher did. It was kind of embarrassing since our guys had already taken a pass in that area right after Coleman went missing. Anyway, this lady found it and called it in. Dusty and I took it into evidence.”

      “Well, a few minutes before the crash I saw Dirk Spencer on the news talking about what a great girl Isabelle is and how everyone just wants her to come home.”

      “You think this…” he motioned toward the crash, “has something to do with Isabelle Coleman’s disappearance?”

      “You mean abduction.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Josie told him about Dirk Spencer whispering the name Ramona before he lapsed into unconsciousness. Three horizontal lines appeared on Ray’s forehead. It was the same look he got when she asked him to pick up tampons at the store. Puzzled consternation. “So what?” he replied. “It’s probably his girlfriend.”

      She sighed. “Yeah, I guess. So what’s the chief holding back on the Coleman case?”

      He stared at her, one eyebrow lifting. “You know I can’t tell you that.”

      Josie’s head throbbed. “You think I won’t find out eventually?”

      Exasperated, Ray said, “Why can’t you just follow the rules? Just one time? You’re asking me to put my own job in jeopardy, Jo.”

      She couldn’t contain her incredulous “Puh.” She laughed. “Your job? You’re kidding me, right? You really think the chief would fire you for sharing information with someone in the department? I am your superior,” she reminded him.

      It was a sore subject. He might have been promoted alongside her if the chief hadn’t kept finding empty whiskey bottles in the footwell of his patrol car. Turned out it wasn’t that easy to storm out of an ambulance. He stumbled and nearly fell to the asphalt outside. The last thing Josie heard was “Son of a bitch.”

      Luke slid in beside her with a fresh ice pack, and this time she held it to her temple. Her headache was getting worse by the moment. She needed some ibuprofen. Her adrenaline was fading, leaving her entire body aching.

      “What was that about?” he asked.

      “Just trying to find out what he knows about the Coleman case.”

      He put a hand on her knee. “Josie,” he began, but he didn’t lecture her. She liked that about him.

      “What’ve you got on this mess?” she asked.

      Luke sighed and rubbed a hand over his eyes. “Squat, that’s what we’ve got. All we know is that they came from the interstate. But it’s like they were shooting at an invisible car. We know there was another vehicle involved because of all the rounds shot into the Escalade, but all we’ve got are spent bullets.”

      “What kind?”

      “Nine millimeter, 30.06 and some 7.62 by 39s,” Luke said.

      Josie moved the ice pack to her left shoulder. “A handgun and a hunting rifle? Well, that narrows it down. Practically every male in the state has those. The 7.62s are a little less common around here.”

      “AK-47s take 7.62 by 39 rounds. Lots of inner-city gangs use those.”

      “So you think this was a gang thing?”

      “Vehicle is registered to one Carlos Garza of Philadelphia—the driver. He’s a known member of The 23, a Latino gang out of Philadelphia.”

      “That’s the number the other two had tattooed on the backs of their necks. Whatever this was may have started on the interstate, but Philadelphia is two hours away.”

      “You know as well as I do the drug trade doesn’t respect borders,” Luke pointed out.

      “So this could all be over drugs?”

      “Sure looks that way.”

      “Then what was Denton East High’s twelfth-grade history teacher doing in the passenger’s seat, and who’s Ramona?”

      Luke shrugged. “Who knows? Hopefully Spencer will make it through and be able to tell us himself.”
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      Josie hated not being on the job. She wanted to be out there working. If not on the Coleman case, then on the shooting. That made two extremely unusual crimes in Denton in the past week, and she didn’t get to be a part of solving either of them. She lingered around the Stop and Go for as long as she could but when Trinity Payne pulled up in her WYEP news van, Josie knew it was time to go.

      At home, she locked the door, stripped off her torn clothes and headed straight for the bathroom. She turned the faucet on to fill the tub and inspected herself in the full-length mirror; her entire left side was starting to turn a nasty plum color. She was lucky to have narrowly escaped the Escalade, inches away from being the fourth fatality. Goosebumps prickled her skin. She wished Luke was there. For once, she wished he had the kind of job where he could just call off and spend the rest of the day with her, quieting her anxiety.

      But she was alone for the rest of the day, and it was only noon. She sat on the edge of the tub and eased her lower left leg into it, hissing through gritted teeth as the open skin met the hot water like dipping it in hot lava. The wound wasn’t deep, but it was big. She cleaned it with anti-bacterial soap, patted it dry and, limping, she made her way into the bedroom and sprawled out on her bed. Tucking a pillow beneath her calf to elevate it, she found two ibuprofens in her nightstand and swallowed them dry.

      Flinging her arms wide, she stared at the ceiling and concentrated on breathing through the pain until it subsided. She listened to cars passing outside and the noises of her house—the hum of the fridge, the roar of the forced-air heating system as it kicked on, and then the deafening silence when it kicked off. She still wasn’t used to the house, having only moved in three months earlier. It was a proud moment for her, finally owning her own house. She hadn’t been able to stay in the home she and Ray had shared. Sure, it was painful—how could the end of a marriage not be painful?—but mostly, living there made her irrationally angry. He had had the good sense to move out, living on Dusty’s couch for months while she looked for a new place to live. He had offered to give her the house. He had cheated, he reasoned, so he should have to leave. It was the most intelligent thing he had said in the last decade.

      Josie tried it. She tried to move on while living in the home they’d bought together as a young married couple. The home where they’d celebrated their promotions. The home where they’d entertained mutual friends—almost all of whom were on Denton’s police force—on holidays and on nights when their jobs had been particularly difficult. The home they’d furnished and decorated together, arguing over their choices in perfect matrimony.

      She couldn’t do it; she didn’t want to stay there. The thought of using her own money that she had earned to buy her own house was so appealing to her, it made her giddy. She’d found the three-bedroom bungalow-style home on two acres of land after only a month of searching. It was her house; she knew it the moment she saw the front of it. She didn’t even need to go inside, but the realtor had insisted. A college professor had owned it. He’d been abruptly transferred and wanted a quick sale. It was a match made in heaven.

      She let Ray keep all of their furniture. She didn’t want any remnants from their life together. The downside of that decision was that since she had sunk all her money into the new house, she had had very little left to spend on new furniture. It was a work in progress. With her work hours she was rarely home anyway, and she didn’t entertain, except for Luke, and they spent ninety-five percent of their time in her bedroom.

      Her one extravagance had been the enormous bed she lay on now. A small compensation for her shitty childhood; a king-sized bed in a huge master bedroom with high ceilings and a wall of windows was about as far as you could get from the two-foot-by-four-foot closet where she began.

      Usually Josie reveled in sprawling out in the luxurious bed with its fifteen different-sized pillows, but she couldn’t stop thinking about Dirk Spencer: shot and bleeding out, eyes panic-stricken, struggling to utter just one word. Why that word? Why that name? Who was Ramona? Why was Spencer in an SUV with a bunch of gangbangers from Philadelphia? Had he been in Philadelphia? Did they take him under duress? Who was shooting at them?

      There were too many unanswered questions. Too many for Josie to possibly stay home in bed.
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      It only took a few minutes for Josie to google an address for Dirk Spencer. His house was on top of a mountain in a development called Briar Lane. The small collection of modular homes could only be reached by one of the long, narrow rural roads that snaked from Denton proper out into the thick forests surrounding it. Josie actually passed the Coleman driveway on her way out there; the two lay along the same road. A large yellow mailbox with hand-painted cardinals on it stood alone on the shoulder of the road where the mouth of the small one-lane driveway that snaked its way through the woods to the Colemans’ home started. She expected to see crime scene tape, a cruiser, or another WYEP news van parked at the turn-off, but it was deserted.

      Like most of the new developments in Denton, all the houses in Briar Lane looked the same. They came in three colors: tan, gray, and white. Some of the residents had added a little character with landscaping and lawn ornaments. Dirk Spencer’s house was gray and nondescript. He hadn’t bothered to add any distinguishing touches. If Josie didn’t know any better, she would think the house was unoccupied.

      She parked out front even though the driveway was empty. She had no idea who else lived there, if he had a wife who might arrive at any moment. She didn’t want to be blocked in. She knocked on the door a few times and then rang the doorbell, but no one came to the door. No sounds came from the house at all. No barking dogs or cats in the windows. She peeked in through the gauzy curtains and she saw furniture, but nothing inside moved.

      “Oh, honey, he’s not home.” A woman’s voice came from behind her. Josie turned to see a white-haired woman at the end of the driveway. She wore a camouflage-green raincoat even though it wasn’t raining, and held a cane in one hand. She smiled at Josie. “You missed him. Someone picked him up this morning in a big car.”

      So, Spencer had gone willingly with the men in the Escalade.

      “You saw him leave?” she asked the woman.

      “Well, yeah. That big old truck was parked out here, same place you parked. They beeped twice. That’s what made me come to the window. Dirk came running out a few minutes later, hopped right in.”

      He’d been expecting them. He must have left his own car in the garage.

      “It’s probably best you missed him with all that fighting between you two. Did you forget where he keeps the spare key?”

      It was only then that Josie realized the woman was mistaking her for someone else. Someone who knew Dirk Spencer quite well. Before she could answer, the woman hobbled up the driveway, picked up a round, palm-sized stone from beside the porch steps and shook it until a small flap opened up along its surface and a shiny key fell out. Quickly, Josie stooped and snatched the key from the ground. “Thanks,” she said.

      Another smile. Up close, the woman’s face was lined with wrinkles and she had the kind of look that people get when they can’t really hear what someone is saying but are too embarrassed to admit it, so they simply smile and nod along.

      “You colored your hair,” the woman said.

      Josie returned her smile but said nothing. Later, if her unsanctioned visit to Dirk Spencer’s house became an issue, she could say truthfully that she had not encouraged the woman.

      “The darker color looks good on you,” the woman added. When Josie didn’t respond, the woman said, “It’s a shame it didn’t work out with you two. He really loves you.”

      The corners of Josie’s mouth tightened. “Oh well, that’s nice of you to say.”

      “You still work at that restaurant in town?”

      “Uh, no,” Josie replied.

      The woman stared at her for a long moment, eyes narrowing, like she was trying to puzzle something out. Josie waited, a cold sweat gathering on her top lip; the woman had realized her mistake, surely. But then she smiled again, her eyes going blank once more. She turned and began shuffling back down the driveway to the street. “I’ll leave you to it,” she said over her shoulder.

      She wanted to stop her and ask if she knew where she might find someone named Ramona, but she stopped herself. What if Spencer’s ex was Ramona? Josie waved and watched the old lady move slowly down the block before she turned and tried the key in the lock.

      The living room had two mismatched couches with blankets thrown over their backs. Bookcases dominated one wall, and the tomes that didn’t fit there were stacked on end tables. A blue sweatshirt was thrown carelessly over one of the couch arms. The local newspaper—an edition from three days earlier—lay spread out across the coffee table, open at one of the first features they had done on the disappearance of Isabelle Coleman. Beside that was a coffee mug, its dregs congealing in the bottom in a thick brown goo.

      In the kitchen was a sink filled with unwashed dishes. Crumbs dotted the countertops. A butter knife lay next to the chrome-colored toaster, sheathed in a coating of dried-up butter. A cell phone charger was plugged into the wall next to the toaster, its cord dangling over the side of the countertop. Josie made a mental note to try to find out what, if anything, was found on Spencer’s cell phone. On the fridge were photographs affixed with magnets from various places Spencer had obviously been: New York City, Baltimore’s Inner Harbor, the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in Cleveland, Hershey Park, and San Francisco. In most of the photos Spencer smiled happily into the camera, alongside a woman with long brown hair and blue eyes. Other than having long hair, she didn’t really resemble Josie. She was probably a few years older, early thirties maybe. This, Josie assumed, was the ex-girlfriend. In one photo she wore a green apron and stood in front of a bar in a restaurant that Josie vaguely recognized.

      Mixed in with the photos of the ex-girlfriend were photos of Dirk with a different woman and a teenage girl. This woman was older, maybe mid-forties, thicker around the middle with brittle, sandy-colored hair and dark eyes. The teenager looked like a combination of the two of them, only her skin was more olive-colored. Her hair was dark, like Dirk’s.

      She assumed this was Spencer’s family. Perhaps he was divorced. She wondered where this woman and teenage girl were now. Someone would have to notify his next of kin if he didn’t make it; someone had probably already been in touch as it seemed likely he wouldn’t make it another day. She used her cell phone to snap a few pictures of the photos on Spencer’s fridge and checked the upstairs. The queen-size bed in the master bedroom was unmade. Down the hall from that, the other bedroom had a neatly made twin bed in it with a dust-covered nightstand and dresser, but the room had no adornments. It didn’t look lived in at all. Nothing of interest. Josie made her way back toward the front door, careful not to disturb anything. On the porch, she closed the door and turned the key to lock it.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Josie froze at the sound of Trinity’s voice. Her right hand was still turning the key, her stomach somewhere around her ankles. This was not good. She sucked in a deep breath, shored herself up and turned, trying to look put out and annoyed. “What are you doing here?” she countered.

      Trinity still wore the same puffy blue coat she’d had on that morning; a black, knee-length A-line skirt peeked from beneath it, followed by long, toned legs in thin stockings and finished with four-inch heels. At least Josie didn’t have to worry about Trinity chasing her down, not in those shoes.

      Josie’s gaze drifted back to Trinity’s face. As always, she was struck by the similarities. The two women weren’t related—Trinity had grown up a few towns away in relative wealth, raised in a two-parent home, while Josie had been raised by a single mother who never quite found her way out of abject poverty—but they both had long, jet-black hair, porcelain skin, and striking blue eyes with long lashes. Josie’s fingers reached up and pulled her hair forward, making sure it covered the long, jagged scar that ran down the side of her right cheek. It was the most striking difference between them. Josie had always been grateful the scar was close to her ear so that if she wore her hair down with some concealer, it was barely noticeable.

      Trinity pointed to her own chest. “Me? I’m working a story. A story that just got a whole lot more interesting now that I’ve found a suspended cop breaking into a shooting victim’s house.”

      Josie looked beyond her to the street but the WYEP van was not in sight. She knew from experience that sometimes Trinity purposely had the cameraman park the van around the corner so that the people she wanted to talk to wouldn’t get spooked by it and scatter. Trinity was as sneaky as she was desperate. Two years earlier she had been on the fast track to a major morning news show when a bad source gave her a false story. She went on air with it. Later, when it came out that the entire story was a lie, she had taken the fall. The scandal made national headlines. Disgraced, she had returned to central Pennsylvania and landed a job as a roving reporter for the small news station that covered the central part of the state. Josie suspected Trinity was looking for the story that would put her back in the good graces of the major markets and the viewing public. She wasn’t going to find it here, Josie thought.

      “I wasn’t breaking in,” Josie said, pulling the key out of the lock and waving it in Trinity’s face.

      “You know Dirk Spencer?”

      “Sort of,” Josie answered. She moved to walk past Trinity, but she moved with her.

      “Either you know him, or you don’t. So, which is it? I know you’re not here on official police business.”

      “Get out of my way,” Josie said. “I don’t have to talk to you.”

      A cell phone appeared, as if by magic, in Trinity’s hand. Her eyes narrowed. “Do you want to wait here while I call your chief and ask him why I found the detective he suspended coming out of Dirk Spencer’s house hours after he was nearly killed in a gang-related shootout on the interstate?”

      Josie stared into her smug, overly made-up face with ice in her eyes. She could have slapped her, but that was exactly the sort of thing that had gotten her in trouble in the first place. She wondered how much force she could use to push Trinity out of her way before it became assault. Trinity’s cameraman was probably hidden somewhere behind the rhododendron across the street, taping this entire exchange. There was no shoving her way out of this, so she got right to the point. “What do you want?”

      Slowly, Trinity lowered her cell phone. “I want a comment about the woman you assaulted. Tell me your side of the story.”

      Josie sighed. “You know I can’t talk about that, not while the investigation is pending.”

      Trinity rolled her eyes. “That’s public relations bullshit. Don’t you want your side of the story told?”

      Josie didn’t. She had no desire to hash the whole thing out in any type of public forum. What she really wanted was to move on with her life. Get back to work and find Isabelle Coleman, or find out why Dirk Spencer had been shot. She said, “It doesn’t matter what I want. I can’t discuss it.”

      Trinity placed a well-manicured hand on her hip. “What about this morning? You were a witness. Surely you can talk about that?”

      “If I talk to you about this morning, will you back off?”

      Trinity bit her lower lip briefly. “Until the investigation into your excessive force charge is complete. I can’t promise you anything once that happens. Our viewers will want to know what happened.”

      “I’m not going on camera.”

      “Then I’m not backing off.”

      “Giving you an on-camera interview isn’t necessarily a decision I can make on my own. I have superiors to answer to, you know that.”

      Trinity said, “I have superiors too. They’re going to want an interview. So, what’s it going to be? Am I calling your chief right now or are we going to have a conversation about this morning?”

      Josie was furious with herself for getting caught at Dirk Spencer’s house. There was no explanation that would satisfy her chief, so she lied. “Fine. I’ll give you an exclusive on the excessive force thing once the investigation is over. But I do not go on camera today. I’ll talk to you about this morning, but you never saw me here.”

      Josie thought she saw the tiniest flicker of satisfaction pass over Trinity’s face. “You have a deal.”
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