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Psychotherapist Kate Huntington helps others cope with trauma, but she has led a charmed life...until a killer rips it apart. (10 novels) ~ Plus the Kate on Vacation Mysteries (4 novellas)



The C.o.P. on the Scene Mysteries


Eight days into her new job as Chief of Police in a small Florida city, Judith Anderson finds herself one step behind a serial killer. (spinoff from the Kate Huntington series; 6 stories–more to come)



The Marcia Banks and Buddy Cozy Mysteries


Marcia Banks trains service dogs for veterans, and solves crimes on the side, with the help of her Black Lab, Buddy. (13 novels/novellas)



The Unintended Consequences Trilogy


writing as Jessica Dale ~ A sweet romance combined with three chilling mysteries, and a couple of ghosts. (3 stories)
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CHAPTER ONE




I do not normally wish my life away. But today… 

I was wishing it was tomorrow. The day after Founders Day.

The annual celebration of the incorporation of Starling, Florida was described by one of my officers as “a second Fourth of July, only with even more drunk and disorderlies.”

And domestic violence calls, when some of those drunks went home and got disorderly with their families. And lost children. We’d reconnected three minors, ranging from four to ten years old, with their parents.

I took off my hat, ran fingers through my short dark hair—now soaked with sweat—then pulled at the neck of my navy uniform shirt. Mid-August in Florida was not the best time to be decked out in one’s dress blues. Nonetheless, I’d ordered everyone, even my detectives, to wear their uniforms, to make our presence as obvious as possible. Hopefully to deter problems, but also to make it easier for folks with problems to spot us in the crowd.

The sun was now setting, but it seemed to be getting hotter, or at least muggier.

However, dusk settling over the city signaled that the parade of boats was about to start. Thank heavens. As the final fanfare of the celebration, local boat owners sailed slowly along the Sofki River, their boats alight with decorations, mostly patriotic displays of flags and eagles.

And the city’s entire population of eleven thousand, four hundred and thirty-two souls—according to the 2020 census taken a couple of years ago—were now crowding onto the riverwalk to watch the flotilla. Plus several hundred tourists.

Replacing my hat on my head, I keyed my radio. “Armstrong, Bradley, make sure your people are watching for pickpockets.”

Sergeant Armstrong was my newly promoted Chief of Patrol, overseeing the other watch commanders and all the uniformed officers. And Lieutenant Bradley was my second in command and Chief of Detectives.

The latter materialized, stepping out of the crowd. He looked almost as dapper in his dress uniform as he normally did in his well-tailored suits. Light brown, slightly-too-long hair bracketed a boyish face. He was one of the handsomest men I’d ever met.

Thank heavens he’s gay. I silently chastised myself for that spontaneous but rather non-PC thought. It was true, though, that it was easier to have a close professional relationship with a man when there was no chance of it becoming any other kind of relationship.

“Five pickpockets arrested, so far,” Bradley reported, “and three drunken arguments broken up, no arrests there.”

His blue eyes sparkled. Was he actually enjoying himself?

“Pretty tame for Founders Day,” he added.

“So far,” I echoed, my tone acerbic.

He grinned and opened his mouth to respond. 

An ear-splitting scream interrupted, temporarily silencing the noisy crowd.

Then the sea of people parted as a frantic woman surged toward us, dragging a two-seater baby stroller behind her.

“Officers, you’ve got to help me. My little girl is gone!”


      [image: ]My radio crackled with static. “Divers are on their way.” Bradley’s voice.

I turned away from the mother I’d been trying to both console and interview. “Can they even search in the dark?” I whispered into the radio.

“They say yes. They have lights, but it will be slow going.”

I turned back, and said for the umpteenth time, “We’re going to find her.” But I wasn’t as confident as I hoped I sounded.

This wasn’t the same as the other kids, who had presented themselves to an officer when they’d realized they were separated from their parents.

This was a two-year-old. She’d pulled loose from her mother’s hand and shoved through the legs in front of her, moving toward the riverwalk’s railing.

The mother had called after her and had tried to follow, but people were slow to move aside to let her double-wide stroller through. Only when she’d screamed had they realized she wasn’t just trying for a better view.

“My God,” the woman sobbed now. “You can’t know what it’s like, to have to choose between your kids. I couldn’t leave the baby…” She trailed off and cried harder.

“Of course you couldn’t,” I murmured. No, I couldn’t know, because I’d never been a mother, but…

Why the hell did you let her out of the stroller?

My cell phone rang. I yanked it out of my pocket and glanced at the screen. It read Dot Wilder-FDLE.

Really bad timing, Dot. I opted to let the call go to voicemail, even though it was from the director of the regional office of the Florida Department of Law Enforcement, the state equivalent of the FBI.

I spotted Jenny Coleman, pushing her way through the crowd, and breathed out a sigh. She was a social worker and the head of the Department of Children and Family Services for this area. She would take the mother off my hands, before I slipped and said some of my not-so-understanding thoughts out loud.

I introduced the two women and Mrs. Silva practically collapsed into Jenny’s arms. “She insisted on walking. She hates the stroller,” she sobbed out.

I rolled my eyes behind her back, and Jenny pursed her lips. “Come on,” she said in a soothing voice. “Let’s get you and the baby out of this chaos.”

Good idea! The baby, seven-month-old Teddy, had been crying for the last ten minutes. But his mother had barely noticed.

I took a deep breath and decided I should cut her a break. Truly, I had no idea what she was going through, or why she’d made the choices she’d made.

And where the hell was her husband? It was a Saturday, so he shouldn’t be at work. But maybe he was. Not everybody worked nine to five, Monday through Friday. All I’d gotten out of the mom was that he was an accountant.

I pulled out my phone and texted Jenny. See if you can find out where the father is.

The phone pinged in my hand. But it wasn’t Jenny responding. It was a text from my assistant, Officer Gloria Barnes.

Chief, found something you need to see.

As I approached, the dim light from a street lamp revealed that Barnes was not her usual well-put-together self. Her uniform was rumpled after a day of herding pedestrians. And several tufts of dark hair had pulled loose from her bun and were hanging in frizzy clumps around her face.

And the expression on her face was the grimmest I’d ever seen. She pointed to a light blob, something resting on the railing of the riverwalk, about a hundred yards south of the spot where the little girl’s mother had lost track of her.

Barnes pointed her flashlight at the blob. It was a stuffed bear, perched on the railing.

And balanced on his nose were the pink sunglasses the mother had said little Ashley was wearing.








  
  
CHAPTER TWO




I called my head crime scene technician. “Bert, I need you guys out here. We’ve got two sections of riverwalk railing to check for fingerprints.” 

He groaned. “On our way.”

Standing next to me, Bradley said, “There are gonna be thousands of prints.”

When I didn’t answer, he ran his hand through his hair. “Should we call off the divers?”

“No,” I said in a low voice. “She could still be in the water, or along the riverbank somewhere. Tell our people to keep searching.”

“Yeah, will do, but…” He pointed to the bear. “This says to me she was kidnapped.”

“Probably,” I said, rubbing my aching chest with the heel of my hand. “Do we have contact info on the people around the mother when Ashley broke loose from her?”

He nodded.

“Send our detectives to their homes to re-interview them. See if they’ve remembered anything suspicious, anyone near the little girl or showing any particular interest in her.”

He nodded again, blew out air.

I clapped a hand on his shoulder, gave it a squeeze. “Worst kind of case.”

He grunted and turned away to organize his people.


      [image: ]I stood under the tent-like canopy that constituted our temporary search headquarters on the riverwalk. Two long tables were beginning to fill with potential evidence—anything our people had found that might be related. It was mostly small toys and pieces of abandoned child-sized clothing. After a day of families jamming onto the riverwalk, there were lots of both.

Each item sat on top of an index card that gave the location where it was found, the officer’s or volunteer’s name who found it, and why they thought it was relevant.

I’d made myself examine each item as it had come in, even though the sight of those tiny shorts and tee shirts, baby dolls and pacifiers made my throat close.

Now I was staring out at the two divers’ boats, my mind wandering. In the gathering darkness, the vessels were barely distinguishable from the charcoal-gray waters of the river. Except for the lights on their bows and back ends…what is that called, the back end of a boat? I knew the word but couldn’t seem to pull it out of the recesses of my tired brain.

I shook my head, hoping that would help me focus.

I figured we were looking at three possible scenarios. One, an unstable woman had taken the child to raise as her own. That was the safest scenario for the child, but would make it harder for us to track her down.

Two, a pervert who likes them young had taken her. I shuddered.

Three, there would be a ransom demand.

As if he’d read my mind, Bradley said, “Should we be setting up to trace a ransom call?” His voice was a little tentative. He’d been a detective for years, but was still fairly new at being in charge.

As was I. I’d been the Chief of Police here in Starling for not quite a year, and we’d had no missing children cases in that time.

Indeed, I had never worked such a case at all. I’d been a homicide detective in Baltimore County for twenty years, before moving here and taking this sometimes quite thankless job.

So, new territory for both of us.

I grimaced. “They don’t have a landline, only their cells. I explained to the mother that we would use Call Trace if she gets a ransom call. She freaked out all over again, but we finally got her calmed down. A uniform, Peters, is at the house with them.”

“I’ll send Wellbourne over to help them deal with a call, if one comes.”

I nodded. Wellbourne was our only female detective. She was young, not all that experienced, but she had a knack for calming victims’ frazzled nerves.

She wouldn’t be happy about babysitting, but she’d do her job.

“What about the father, is he still MIA?” Bradley said, disgust in his voice. “I’m not a parent, but if I were and my child was missing, I’d be front and center.”

“Jenny Coleman just texted me. He finally came home. Unfortunately, we missed seeing his body language when he was told Ashley’s missing.”

“You suspect him?” Bradley asked.

“At this point, I suspect everybody the least bit associated with that child.”

“Can you take the interview with him?” Bradley said. “I want to check for similar cases in the past.”

I nodded again. “And check the hospitals in the area for any woman who’s recently lost a baby or young child.”

Bradley walked away. Fifteen feet down the riverwalk he passed our newest unit in the Starling PD. Officer Robert Terry approached with his partner, a ninety-pound German Shepherd named Konig—although Officer Terry had anglicized it to King.

The humans exchanged a nod. The dog ignored Bradley, his focus straight ahead.

The corners of my mouth twitched upward, despite the solemnity of the current situation. King knows he’s on duty.

“I figured all units included us,” Terry said as he stopped in front of me. “But I don’t know how much we can help. King is not trained in search and rescue.”

I tried to hide my disappointment—Terry and King had only been with us for a few weeks. And they’d spent most of their time so far in training, getting to know each other. Terry was an experienced canine handler whom we’d lured away from a northern department with our tropical climate. And King was a trained police dog, purchased from a company in Germany for six-thousand dollars. I was praying I would be able to justify that expense with some results when called before the next City Council meeting.

I opened my mouth to respond.

“But I know of a local volunteer S&R group,” Terry added. “I can call them for you.”

Relief loosened the tension in my chest, a little. “Yes, please. We are going to scour the city until we find this child.”

He took out his phone, poked the screen a couple of times, and held it to his ear. To me, he said, “King and I can help by checking dark alleys and warehouses and such, for firearms or explosives before people go in.”

“That would be useful, especially now that it’s full dark.”

Terry nodded, then said, “Hey, Bill…” into his phone. He turned away from me.

I took out my own phone and looked at Jenny Coleman’s text again. She’d reported that both parents were home now and waiting anxiously for news.

I was pleased by the tone of her text. Things had been a bit strained between us, ever since I’d almost gotten her killed in Mexico last fall.

Hopefully she had forgiven me by now, or at least, was putting it in the past.

My phone pinged. A text from Derek the Geek, our nickname for our sole digital forensic technician. And he was also our official liaison with the National Crime Information Center.

Everything entered on NCIC, the text read. Amber Alert has gone out. FBI CARD team will be here soon.

My stomach quivered. The Child Abduction Rapid Deployment team. I’d never imagined I’d be dealing with them.

My insides tensed at the thought of federal intrusion into my case, my city. Then my throat closed and my chest hollowed out—a foreshadowing of the guilt I would feel if this child died because I didn’t have the experience to handle the investigation.

I didn’t want the FBI involved, but I needed them. How soon is soon? I texted back.

Sometime tonight. They’re bringing search and rescue personnel. And FDLE is sending 3 agents to help.

Hmm, that might’ve been what Dot Wilder was calling about earlier. I’d forgotten to check the message.

I quickly punched in a text to Dot. Thx for the extra manpower.

Should I call off Officer Terry’s search and rescue group? No, the more, the better. And they were local, they would know the city.

I glanced down at the tables in front of me. And we can definitely use the FBI’s lab to help process all this junk.

I blew out air and called over a uniform to take over manning the tables. If any of the junk turned out to be real evidence, we’d have to be able to establish chain of custody.


      [image: ]As I jogged to my car, I texted a friend in my home state of Maryland. Well, she wasn’t only a friend. Kate Huntington was a psychologist, and she’d helped out with several of my tougher cases since I’d found myself, as Chief of Police, plunged into the deep end of the law enforcement pool.

I know it’s kinda late, my text read, but can you talk?

I breathed out a sigh when my phone rang and her name appeared on the screen. That meant it was a good time to talk. If it wasn’t, she would’ve texted back to that effect.

“Hey Kate,” I said into the phone.

“Good to hear from you, Judith. How are things going down there?”

“Not so great, I’m afraid.” I filled her in on the missing child, as I climbed into my car but didn’t start the engine yet. Then I told her about the teddy bear and sunglasses. “I’m taking that to mean that the abductor isn’t going to kill the girl.”

“Probably,” Kate said. “Unless it’s a really sicko psychopath who’s taunting you all.”

My stomach clenched.

“But odds are good,” she continued, “that you’re right. He/she won’t kill her.”

Willing my body to relax—an order it ignored, I said, “I figure we’ve got one of three scenarios.” I spelled them out for her.

“Any of those are possible,” she replied.

“But what is the likelihood of each?”

A half-beat of silence. “I’d say unstable woman trying to replace a lost child would have a slight edge as number one, with kidnapped for ransom a distant third. If it’s that, again the kidnapper would be taunting the parents with the bear.”

My chest aching, I said, “So a pervert who’s going to molest her, that’s still a strong possibility.”

“Yes, sadly. A fair number of child sexual abusers have love all twisted up with sex, usually because they themselves were abused—that’s how they learned such aberrant behavior. And their own abuser may have told them something along the lines of, ‘this is how adults love children.’”

Bile rose in the back of my throat. “Ick,” I said out loud.

“Yeah.” The sound of a heavy sigh. “They’re convinced that they truly love children—as well as being attracted to them sexually—and that molesting the child isn’t really doing any harm. I can see someone from that subset of abusers leaving the teddy bear to try to reassure the parents that the child will be loved.”

“So lemme get this straight,” I said. “They think it’s perfectly okay, just another way to show love?” I spat out the last word. “But they must know it’s wrong, they hide it.”

“Because it’s illegal. They know it’ll get them in trouble…And on some level, they may know it’s wrong.” Another pause. “Unfortunately, the fact that they seem to love kids makes it easy for them to hide in plain sight. They become teachers, Scout leaders, youth ministers, et cetera.”

I pushed words past clenched teeth. “And when they’re caught, everyone who knows them says, ‘Oh, he can’t possibly be an abuser; he loves kids.’”

“Yep, exactly,” Kate said, frustration in her voice.

I thanked her and we signed off. Then I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to get the tension in my body to ease some.

Time to deal with the parents.


      [image: ]The Silvas lived in a development of newer homes—large and expensive-looking houses, but with postage-stamp lots and few trees. I stepped up on their front porch and reached out to ring the doorbell.

The door flew open. “Did you find her?” Mrs. Silva asked in a breathless voice. Her short blonde hair was sticking up in clumps. And her clothes—the same khaki capris and white sleeveless shirt she’d been wearing earlier—were disheveled. She tugged at the hem of the shirt, pulling in opposite directions until I feared the bottom button would pop. It held and she shifted to yanking on her hair instead.

“No, not yet. May I come in?”

A tall, thin, thirty-something man stepped up behind her. His face was handsome and tanned, with dark hair and gray-blue eyes.  “Why are you here?” he demanded. “You should be out searching for our daughter.”

“May I come in?” I repeated, trying to keep my voice neutral.

Mrs. Silva stepped back and collided with her husband. He flinched—had she stepped on his foot?—and moved aside.

I brushed past them and into a spacious foyer with a marble floor and crystal chandelier. Mrs. Silva smelled of sour milk and baby powder.

At least I assumed it was Mrs. Silva giving off those fragrances.

Mr. Silva smelled of some musky aftershave, and he was impeccably dressed in a deep purple polo shirt and chinos. I doubted he’d given the baby a bottle or changed a diaper any time recently. Maybe never.

I reminded myself not to jump to conclusions and turned slightly toward the couple.

They stood frozen for a beat. Then Mr. Silva made an after-you gesture in the direction of a double-sized open doorway, where Detective Wellbourne was standing.

I gave her a nod as I walked past her. She was a slender young woman, with a spray of freckles on her light brown cheeks and spirals of red-brown hair sticking out in all directions. Not everybody could pull off the look, but on her it was attractive.

Right now, her expression was grim, her brown eyes clouded with worry. I did not envy her this assignment.

I entered a large living room, with a black leather sofa and chairs and low chrome-and-glass tables. No flowers or throw pillows to soften the effect. It was a man’s room.

Mrs. Silva rushed past me and began gathering papers that were spread out on a coffee table.

“Leave those be.” Her husband’s tone was sharp.

She turned to him, papers bunched in both hands, her eyes brimming. “Can’t you be nice to me, even today?”

I froze in my progress toward an armchair.

Mr. Silva glanced at me, then hurried to his wife. “I’m sorry, darling. We’re both on edge.” He pried the papers from her fingers and dumped them on the table. Then he sat her down beside him on the sofa.

They both looked at me expectantly.

I sat on the edge of an armchair and pulled my notepad and pen from a pocket of my pantsuit jacket. I was debating where to start, how to ease into the bad news.

Or was it good news? The child was probably still alive.

Deciding to start off vague and see what I got, I cleared my throat. “Let me assure you that every member of my department is on this case, but we need more information. Can you think of anything, anything at all, that would explain your daughter’s disappearance?”

Confused expressions. They both shook their heads. Silva’s dark hair fell across his forehead. He quickly smoothed it back into place.

I tried vague again. “What’s the first thing that popped into your head when you realized she was gone?”

Mrs. Silva’s eyes filled again with tears. “That she’d fallen in the river.”

I nodded and turned toward the husband. “And you, sir, when you heard what had happened?”

He gave his wife a hard look, which fortunately she did not see. She was busy swiping at her eyes with a tissue from a box on an end table.

He turned to me, and his handsome face became a neutral mask. “That Ashley had wandered off and gotten lost in the crowd.”

The face might be neutral but his eyes were flashing with anger. I could pretty much read his mind. He thought his wife had not been paying attention.

“Does Ashley go to daycare or a preschool? Is she involved in any activities?”

“She’s kinda young for that stuff,” Mr. Silva said, as his wife shook her head.

“She’s with me all the time,” she said.

“Do you know of anyone who’s taken a special interest in Ashley, especially lately?” Remembering Kate’s words, I added, “They might’ve seemed like they really love kids.”

Blank looks.

“Or maybe someone who seemed a little envious that you have such beautiful children?”

Mrs. Silva was shaking her head again. Mister was staring at me.

I noted, out of the corner of my eye, that Wellbourne was watching their faces as intently as I was. Good girl!

Should I even be thinking girl in reference to a grown woman? But then again, she was twenty years my junior, only twenty-seven. To me, she was a girl.

“Any strangers,” I continued, “who’ve commented on Ashley out in public? Or on both children?”

Silva jumped up, his face now pale. “Oh my God, you think she’s been kidnapped?”

Ignoring him, I made eye contact with the mom. “Does Ashley have a favorite teddy bear?”

More head shaking. “She has a stuffed duck that she drags everywhere with her. But it was still in the stroller when we got home.”

My throat ached. The poor tike didn’t even have her duckie.

I pulled out my phone and quickly found the photo of the bear on the railing. “Does this mean anything to you?” I held it up high first, near Mr. Silva’s shocked face as he stood in front of me. Then I moved it down to Mrs. Silva’s line of vision.

“Those are her sunglasses,” she choked out, and buried her face in her hands, sobbing.

“How about the teddy bear? Have you seen it before?”

The woman shook her head without lifting it.

“Mr. Silva, please sit down.”

He shook himself slightly and complied.

“Where were you this afternoon?” I asked him.

“Um, at my office,” he said, in a distracted tone. He was glancing around the room as if searching for his missing daughter there.

It’s finally hitting him.

“Can anyone verify that?” I asked, trying to keep my voice gentle.

His head jerked in my direction. “I don’t know. I don’t remember seeing anyone…Uh, I was catching up on some paperwork.”

“Who would know whether or not people were working today?”

“Um, maybe, Mrs. Nelson. Maude Nelson, she’s our office manager. She keeps track of the hourly people, but any accountants working…” He trailed off.

“Can I get this Mrs. Nelson’s home number from you, please? And also those of the other accountants.”

Silva hesitated, then nodded. “Let me get my phone.”

He got up and headed out of the room. Wellbourne stepped aside to give him plenty of space. Then her gaze met mine.

I nodded slightly, and she trailed after him.

“Why are you asking about my husband working today?” Mrs. Silva said, her eyes still shiny and her face streaked with tears.

“Just ruling out all possibilities,” I said.

Her pale face blanched even whiter, but she didn’t say anything.








  
  
CHAPTER THREE




I sat in my car, the window down despite the muggy night air. I was half listening for sounds of arguing from the Silvas’ house, as I made phone calls. 

Interesting that Mr. Silva didn’t question why I was asking about his whereabouts, but his wife had. And she didn’t protest when she realized he was a suspect.

First, I called Wellbourne, who was still inside the house. She answered on the first ring. “Hello?”

Hmm, not Hi, Chief. Smart girl, too!

“Just answer yes or no,” I said. “Have they been fighting tonight?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think he gets physical with her?”

“Not sure.”

“Okay, let me know right away if anything interesting happens, not just if they get a ransom call.”

“Okay.”

“And keep tabs on them and both of their cell phones at all times.”

“Okay.”

“Thanks, Wellbourne. You’re doing great.” The words sounded funny in my ears. Even after almost a year, I wasn’t used to having to give positive support to my newer officers and detectives. The seasoned detectives under me at Baltimore County didn’t need my atta, boy to know that they were doing their jobs.

“Thanks, Mom,” Wellbourne said. “Sorry I can’t come over tonight. See ya soon.”

She disconnected and I chuckled.

Next, I called Bradley. After giving him a summary of the interview with the parents, I instructed him to try to get a warrant for the Silvas’ phone records.

“Do you think a judge will go for that?” he asked.

Honestly, I wasn’t sure. But I hesitated to express uncertainty to Bradley, not wanting to undermine his confidence by admitting that I too was feeling like a fish out of water with this case.

Fish made me think of ducks, and my chest ached.

“Maybe I should have Collins and Cruthers canvas the neighbors first?” Bradley was saying. “See if anyone reports hearing or seeing them fight. And I’ll check for domestic violence calls to us.”

“Okay, but go ahead and try for the warrant anyway, even if there are no reports of DV. Admit to the judge—verbally, not on paper—that it’s a fishing expedition but it might give us a thread to pull on, and a child’s life is in danger. If the judge balks, we’ll go back and ask again after the canvassing.”

“You’re pretty sure the neighbors are going to have tales to tell, aren’t you?”

“Yeah. You didn’t see the way he looked at her.”

“Oh, by the way,” Bradley said. “Bert said they pulled two hundred and forty-three prints from the railing that were legible, although about half were partials.”

I groaned.

“That was Bert’s reaction. There were plenty more that were too smeared to be useful.” He signed off.

Still sitting in my car, I managed to contact all four of Mr. Silva’s fellow accountants at their firm. Most were not too happy that I was calling so late, but all reported they had not been in the office. Three of the four were at the Founders’ Day celebration with their families. The fourth was single and had gone to the beach with friends for the day.

The office manager, Maude Nelson, didn’t answer her phone. I left a message on her voicemail.

I drove back to the riverwalk and spotted Sam at our makeshift command center. He, or someone, had added another card table under the canopy, and he had maps spread out all over that one, weighted down by battery-operated camping lanterns.

They threw off a harsh light, but even so, he looked damn good in his khaki Clover County Sheriff’s Department uniform.

I blew out a sigh. If only we could go to my place, like a normal evening, and I could enjoy removing that uniform.

As I approached, Sheriff Sam was giving instructions to two of his khaki-clad deputies. They walked away with their new assignments, and Sam turned to me with a small, sad smile on his rugged face.

“Thank you,” I said, pumping as much heart-felt gratitude as I could into those two words.

“It’s the least I could do.” He ran a hand through his graying sandy hair, leaving tufts standing straight up.

I resisted the urge to reach up and smooth down that hair.

“This is a tough case for everyone,” he added.

A flash to a sunny backyard and my mother calling names, “Judith, Paulie, Meredith.” Only two of us kids responded.

I shook my head to clear it. “What have we got?”

“The divers have stopped for the night. They’re coming back in the morning to search again, make sure they didn’t miss anything. I divided the downtown area into grids, your people and mine are searching every alley and knocking on doors. And most of your auxiliary folks have shown up. They’re searching as well.”

I nodded. A lot of my sworn officers made fun of the auxiliary volunteers, calling them wannabe cops behind their backs. But at times like these, they were a big help.

Sam let out a frustrated sigh. “Unfortunately, a lot of the businesses are closed now, and many won’t reopen until Monday.”

“I’ll get one of my detectives to compile a list of the business owners,” I said, “and we’ll contact those who are closed tonight and make arrangements to search their buildings tonight or tomorrow morning. If she’s crawled in somewhere…” I trailed off as another searcher approached, one of my auxiliary cops.

While Sam talked to him, giving him a new assignment, I made the call to Bradley to assign someone the task of compiling that list. Then I stood there, staring into space and trying hard not to think about my cousin Meredith.

Sam had turned to me and said something, but I’d missed it.

“What?” I said.

“Did Dot Wilder catch up with you?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“So you heard about John Black,” Sam said.

It took half a beat for the change of subject to register. Black was my predecessor as chief of police of Starling, and he was currently on the run, with multiple outstanding warrants against him, for corruption and for jumping bail.

And the thought of him reminded me that I’d been hired for my reputation for integrity, despite my limited administrative and leadership experience. I’d soon discovered that being the head of a homicide unit in a large police force did not prepare me to run an entire albeit small department.

Unbeknownst to me, the Starling mayor and city council had pressured Black to retire and then had hired me to root out the corruption he’d left behind. With that as their main agenda, they hadn’t seemed all that concerned about the multiple faux pas I’d made so far as CoP.

Until now… My stomach twisted. They would likely want my ass on a platter if this missing child turned up dead.

“Wait, what about Black?” I asked, realizing I’d let my mind wander, again.

“Dot said she could only spare a few agents because there was a sighting of Black, at a hotel in Palm Coast.”

“Where’s that?”

“On the east coast, near Flagler Beach.”

“When was this?” I asked.

“Saturday morning. She sent agents down to check it out.” Sam paused. “She said there was something else, but she wanted to talk to you about it first.”

I took out my phone and opened voicemail. Dot’s earlier message was only a cryptic request to call her back. And I realized she had called before she would’ve even known about the missing child, so her call had been about something else. No doubt the something else that she’d mentioned to Sam.

I put my phone away and stared into space. I was curious, but I really couldn’t afford to get distracted right now. Or rather any more distracted than I already was, by the flashbacks to the worst day of my childhood.

And Dot hadn’t called again, so the something else couldn’t be that pressing.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Sam said.

I grimaced. “They’re not worth that much.”

“Is it my imagination or is this case hitting you harder than usual?”

I shook my head. “As you said, it’s a tough case for all of us.”

“Have you ever worked a missing child case before?”

“Not unless they were dead.” I winced when I heard the sharpness in my voice. “Sorry. No, I mostly worked homicide as a detective.”

“I have,” Sam said, “and this is stirring those ghosts for me.” He looked at me expectantly, inviting me to open up about my own ghosts

I gave him a wry smile. “You missed you’re calling. You should’ve been a shrink.”

He chuckled softly.

I sighed, pushing aside thoughts of my cousin Meredith. “Yes, it’s stirring ghosts, but not from old cases. And now is not the time or place to get into it.”

“Whatever it is, it’s been bothering you, off and on, for a while.” He paused a half-beat. “Or is this something new?”

“No, same thing. I’ll tell you soon.”

He nodded, then swiveled his head back and forth. No one was nearby, so he gave me a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ve got things covered here. Why don’t you go home and get some sleep? You’re gonna need to be sharp tomorrow.”

That was a tempting idea. But it would look like the captain had abandoned ship.

My phone pinged. I checked the screen. CARD team ten minutes out, Derek had texted.

“No can do,” I said to Sam. “FBI is on its way. I’ve got to deal with them.”

“Okay, go forth and liaise. I’ll call if we find anything useful.”

“Thanks.” I gave him a small smile and turned away.

When did liaison become a verb?


      [image: ]The CARD team was made up of five agents, one female and four males. Very solemn faced and pasty skinned—even the female, who wore no makeup. They looked as tired as I felt. All wore suits, in various shades of navy.

The Special Agent in Charge introduced himself and his four Special Agents. Their names went right past my exhausted brain, except for the SAC—Dennis Trager.

What makes them so special anyway? I made a mental note to look up why they were called that, when I had a moment. Probably some time next year.

The SAC was a big guy, not quite fat but headed in that direction, with a little gray at the temples of an otherwise dark head of hair. He stuck out a big paw. “Call me Denny. Sorry it took us a bit to get down here. We were wrapping up a case in South Carolina. Our search and rescue people should be here soon.”

I shook the proffered hand. “Judith.”

Then the implications of what he’d said sank in. “Did you find the child up there?”

He pursed his lips. “Not in time.”

My chest ached and my cheeks heated. Here, I’d been thinking judgey thoughts. Who knew the last time these folks got any sleep?

“So, where can we set up?” the SAC asked.

“Follow me.” I turned and headed for the largest of our conference rooms. The SAC, Denny fell into step beside me.

“How does all this work?” I asked, then hurried to add, “I’ve been a cop for a couple of decades, but it’s been years since I had to deal with the FBI.”

“Well,” he said, “we’re here to assist in any way we can, and we have a lot of resources to offer. But…” he paused, “if you want us to, we can take over the investigation.”

I stiffened. He looked away, pretending not to notice. “It’s up to you,” he said to the hallway’s wall.

A part of me was tempted to turn it all over to them. They had the expertise in this kind of case, expertise that my department, and I, sorely lacked. And I believed they were good at their jobs, despite the outcome of their most recent case.

But their obvious fatigue meant they were not at the top of their game. Plus, my people knew the city, and they didn’t.

And I just plain don’t want to give up the reins, I admitted to myself.

My chest tightened and my stomach churned anew. Was I letting territorialism cloud my judgement here? What if something horrible happened to this child? It wasn’t only my job I was worried about… I won’t be able to live with myself.

“I, uh, need to think about that some. In the meantime, feel free,” I glanced over my shoulder at the others, “all of you, to offer any suggestions or course corrections.”


      [image: ]The dead woman rose slowly from the floor. My whole body shivered.

She turned toward me. “Have you found your cousin yet, sweetheart?” Her tone was casual, as if she were asking did I have any homework.

I opened my mouth to answer her but nothing came out.

Then her face morphed from my mother’s into that of a man—with salt and pepper hair and a rugged, tanned jaw line.

He grinned. “I’ve got her now. I’ve got little Ashley.”

My head jerked up and a sharp pain in my neck made me gasp. It took a second to realize I was in my office. After bringing the FBI people up to speed, I’d left them to get set up and had come back here to think.

But I’d apparently fallen asleep instead, head on my crossed arms on my desk.

I scanned my office. Everything—my bookcase, the visitor’s chairs, the desk—it all looked so normal.

I shuddered as the face from my dream flashed into my mind again.

It was that of a man I’d arrested five months ago—for child abuse, human trafficking, and several counts of assault.








  
  
CHAPTER FOUR




I tried to do some paperwork, while I waited for new developments in the case. But I couldn’t focus. 

Finally, I pulled my laptop out of my bottom desk drawer, booted it up, then opened my personal email account. I wrote an email to the private detective I’d hired, the husband of my friend Kate back in Maryland.

It was a very brief message. Hey Skip, anything new? Judith

I hit send, knowing full well that there wouldn’t be anything new. If there had been, he would have immediately let me know.

And as he had gently reminded me a few weeks ago, my cousin Meredith had been missing for over forty years, so the trail was very, very cold.

I’d also involved the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children in my quest. They had DNA samples from me, my Aunt Jean—Meredith’s mother—and my cousin Paul, plus some partially degraded hair from Meredith’s own hairbrush.

The only news we’d received so far was from NCMEC. Their computers had done a thorough search nationwide of all unidentified female bodies over the last four decades and had found no matches.

That was good news, actually—the odds that Meredith was still alive had gone up.

But not all of the older cases had DNA samples available.

I sat back and sighed. “Might as well grab a shower,” I muttered.


      [image: ]Twenty minutes later, I was somewhat refreshed after a quick shower in the minuscule bathroom off of my office. I’d donned the black pantsuit and white shirt that I’d left there this morning. Correction, yesterday morning, although it felt like a month ago now. My rumpled dress uniform hung in its place on the back of the bathroom door.

I walked through the bullpen and out into the hallway, pausing to take in the transformed area in front of me. The Starling PD was housed on the third floor of the municipal building, and previously there had been little to no security. The elevators had opened onto a spacious hallway—with floor-to-ceiling windows running across the front of the building.

And the watch commander’s desk had sat at one end of the hallway, near the entrance to the bullpen, with nothing but that wooden desk separating the sergeant from the general public.

Concerned about the safety of my people, I’d convinced the mayor and city council to fork over the funds for better security. The mayor was an easy touch. He and I had been through a lot together in my short tenure as police chief, and his even shorter time in the mayor’s chair.

The city council was another story.

But the project had managed to stay on budget so far, and was within weeks of being completed. That spacious hallway was now divided, with partitions of bulletproof glass, into a waiting area and a reception space. The latter contained our new departmental clerk’s desk and a cubicle for the watch sergeant.

The waiting area, by the elevators, had been re-carpeted and would soon boast a dozen chairs, where folks could enjoy the cityscape beyond the windows as they waited. Currently, a few metal folding chairs were scattered about.

Barnes had suggested holding off on having the new furniture delivered until the construction was completed. The layer of sawdust on the folding chairs attested to the wisdom of that suggestion.

The part still under construction was another partition—this one a reinforced, solid wall with a metal door—separating the waiting area and elevators from the conference rooms, interrogation area, locker room and holding cells. The doors in both partitions were locked at all times, and our officers and staff now had key cards. It was a pain having to unlock doors every time one moved around the department, but a necessary evil for security’s sake.
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