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      Cold air stings her cheeks like a thousand tiny needles pricking at her skin. Dried leaves and twigs crunch under her feet. Several times, her feet slip in patches of snow that still linger on the ground. A heavy hand presses down on her shoulder, steering her through the darkness. The barrel of a gun knocks against the base of her skull and her scalp still burns from where he grabbed her hair, pulling until it started to tear from the roots. The rest of her body is numb with the cold. She wishes she had her coat.

      “I’m freezing,” she says, wishing her voice didn’t sound so much like a whimper.

      “Shut up,” he says. His fingers dig into the flesh just below her collarbone. The cold metal of the gun bites into her skin.

      “Please,” she says. “I need a coat or something.”

      “Don’t need a coat where you’re going,” he says brusquely.

      Where is she going? A shallow grave in the woods? The thought—no, the stark reality—that she is on her final march to death sends a juddering breath through her. Her teeth begin to chatter, from the cold or the panic building inside her with every step, she doesn’t know. How can he even tell where they are going? Everything around them is inky black. The moon is a smudge behind translucent clouds.

      “You don’t have to do this,” she says, and this time she makes no attempt to hide the pleading in her tone.

      “You made your choice,” he growls.

      “P-p-please,” she stammers.

      “Shut up.”

      He pushes her violently and her legs go out from under her. Blackness rushes at her face, and her hands shoot out to break her fall. The sharp edge of a rock slices into the palm of her left hand. Before she can react, his hand tangles in her hair again, lifting her. The gun is at her temple now, digging into her skin.

      “Now,” comes the gravelly voice. “You’re going to give me what I want.”
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      The smell of burnt popcorn invaded Josie’s nostrils. Muted popping could still be heard from the microwave, but black smoke pressed against the inside of the door’s glass pane. It didn’t take a culinary genius to know that that wasn’t a good sign. Josie took a step toward the entrance to the kitchen, straining to hear if her family and friends in the living room had noticed the smoke. Nothing.

      Yet.

      Her Boston Terrier, Trout, yipped and ran circles around her. His soulful brown eyes stared up at her, worried. She muttered a curse under her breath and pulled the microwave door open, unleashing the dark, eye-stinging cloud. This time, a long string of profanities issued from her mouth as she waved her hands in the air, trying to disperse the billows before her smoke alarm went crazy. The charred remains of the popcorn bag sat in a sad heap inside the now-grimy hull of her microwave. Behind her, she heard her friend Misty Derossi’s voice a second before her smoke alarm began bleating overhead.

      “What is burning in here?” said Misty.

      Josie winced and coughed, looking around, realizing now that there was a lot more smoke than she first realized. The shrieks of the alarm hurt her ears. Trout barked in time with the alarm, positioning himself in front of Josie, as if to protect her from a threat. Misty stood in the doorway, hands on her hips, eyes squinted and already watering. Josie couldn’t hear her words over the alarm, but she could read Misty’s lips. “Popcorn? Really, Josie?”

      Shaking her head, Misty crossed the room in three strides, slid open one of Josie’s kitchen drawers, and pulled out two large potholders. She threw one to Josie who waved it in the air. Misty held onto the other, flapping it in front of her face as she threw open the back door and then dragged a chair into the corner of the room, beneath the smoke alarm. Josie moved to the door, ushering the smoky air out into the wintry December night with her potholder. Trout ran back and forth between Josie and the door, still barking, confused as to what he was supposed to do: remain by Josie’s side and defend her against the smoke alarm, or go out back and relieve himself on the crepe myrtle tree in the corner of the yard. Misty climbed on top of the chair. Expertly, she popped the face of the smoke alarm off and snapped the battery out of it.

      Silence never sounded so good.

      Josie kept waving the smoke out into the darkness. Trout froze and watched her. In the kitchen doorway stood Misty’s six-year-old son, Harris. He took in the tableau before him and slowly shook his head.

      “It wasn’t my faul—” Josie started to say, but his little feet were already tapping against the hardwood floors in the hall as he ran back to the living room. Josie could hear him yelling, “Aunt Shannon! Aunt Trinity! Uncle Christian! Uncle Pat! Miss Brenna! Aunt JoJo burned down the kitchen again!”

      Josie frowned. “Could you explain to him that this doesn’t constitute burning down the kitchen?”

      Misty chuckled. “No. No, I cannot. Well, I could, but I don’t really want to.”

      Josie threw the potholder at Misty’s face, but her friend caught it in the air, nearly doubling over in laughter this time.

      Pushing the back door closed, Josie mumbled, “House full of people and you asked me to make the popcorn? I don’t know what any of you were thinking.”

      “That’s a fair point,” Misty agreed, straightening up. She used both potholders to rescue the remains of the popcorn bag and dispose of it. “Go,” she told Josie. “I’ll handle this.”

      Relieved, Josie started toward the living room, Trout padding along beside her. At the doorway, she stopped and turned back to Misty. “I really did follow the instructions on the bag.”

      Misty winked at her and said, “I know,” but didn’t offer anything else. What could she say? Josie was hopelessly, notoriously incompetent in the kitchen. Give her the simplest task and she’d find a way to screw it up—even when she followed the instructions. As a detective for the small Central Pennsylvania city of Denton, Josie had faced down and outwitted some of the most savage and cunning killers on the planet. But she couldn’t make popcorn.

      With a shrug, Josie turned away and went to the next room. She pulled up short in the foyer, staring into the living room. Multicolored lights from the small Christmas tree she and Noah had put up—mostly for the sake of Harris—sparkled, casting a festive glow over the room. Her family was crowded on and around her couch across from the large television. Her biological family: mother and father, Shannon and Christian Payne; brother, Patrick Payne and his girlfriend, Brenna; Josie’s twin sister, Trinity Payne. Josie felt a swell inside her—part pain, part gratitude. When she and Trinity were only three weeks old, a vile human being had set their family home on fire and kidnapped Josie. For thirty years, the Paynes believed that Josie perished in the fire. During that time, Josie’s kidnapper had abused her and then eventually discarded her, leaving her in the care of a woman named Lisette Matson. Both Josie and Lisette had had every reason to believe that Lisette was Josie’s grandmother—until she and Lisette learned about the Paynes and Josie’s true identity was revealed. Still, Lisette had raised Josie, had been everything to Josie. Her anchor and north star. Her one and only source of unconditional love and stability in a life that had sought to crush her at every turn.

      Now, Lisette was missing from this family gathering. Gone forever. Murdered eight months earlier before Josie’s eyes. A tickle scratched at the back of Josie’s throat, the precursor to tears. Now was not the time. She wished her husband, Noah, was home but he, too, worked for the Denton Police Department as a lieutenant, and their schedules often conflicted.

      Harris was nestled between Shannon and Trinity in the center of the couch, watching the television expectantly. A trailer for a piece that was set to appear on the next morning’s national news show played. Harris pointed to the older man on screen talking about how he turned his life around through his faith. “Look,” he said. “It’s the God guy.”

      Trinity laughed. “The God guy?”

      Shannon said, “That’s Thatcher Toland. He’s got that megachurch they’re building just outside of Denton.”

      Christian added, “He bought that old hockey stadium—used to belong to the Philadelphia Flyers’ farm team until they moved. It was sitting abandoned for years. Apparently, he’s rehabbing it and turning it into a church.”

      “It’s made traffic in East Denton an absolute nightmare,” said Patrick. “They’re constantly bringing in construction equipment and supplies. They claim it will open on Christmas Eve. I hope it does, ’cause when I come back for next semester I don’t want to have to deal with that mess.”

      Shannon said, “He just wrote a book. I haven’t heard the end of it from my next-door neighbor. I think she expects us to join the church when the new place is done.”

      “The God guy is on TV all the time,” said Harris, dragging out the words “all the time” and rolling his eyes.

      “I know who he is, Mom,” said Trinity, laughing at Harris’s antics. “If I was still a morning news anchor, I’d be the one doing that interview.”

      “Is it almost time for your show?” Harris asked.

      Trinity checked her phone. “Five more minutes. But Harris, this is a grown-up show. Did your mom give you permission to watch it?”

      “But you’re in it,” he said. “And I know you.”

      Trinity laughed. “Yes, I’m in it. But it has very grown-up themes—things—in it.”

      “But it’s your show, so can’t you say whether I watch it or not?”

      “No,” Trinity said patiently. “Only your mom can make that decision.”

      He jumped up. “I’m gonna ask her!” Running toward the kitchen, he suddenly stopped where Josie stood in the doorway. Trout’s little bottom wiggled, his tongue lolling as he watched Harris. “Aunt JoJo,” Harris said. “Since Gramma Lisette is in heaven, shouldn’t we put her vase on the table so she can see Aunt Trinity’s show, too?”

      Josie’s entire body went still. The conversations in the living room ceased. All she could hear was Misty moving around in the kitchen. The whir of the microwave. The low hum of the television. Trout whined.

      Shannon jumped up from the couch. “Harris, I think that’s a great idea. I’m sure Aunt JoJo would be fine with that. Right? JoJo?”

      Josie knew her mother’s eyes were boring into her but all she could see was the gleam of Lisette’s silver urn on a bookshelf across the room. She sensed Trinity at her side, felt her sister’s hand on her forearm. “Josie,” she whispered. “You okay?”

      Josie tore her gaze from the urn and looked at Harris’s hopeful little face. As always, she was rendered speechless by the way Harris saw the world. One of the worst parts about grieving for Lisette was Josie’s fear that one day she would be nothing more than a collection of memories. Something old, dusty, and irrelevant that you kept under your bed and never spoke about. Harris, in his innocent way, was keeping her alive, keeping her present before Josie’s eyes. In her mind, Josie saw Lisette’s mischievous smile, heard her giggle; heard her voice as sure as if she were standing next to her. “I’d like to see the show, too, you know.”

      Josie’s feet carried her across the room. She picked up the urn, struck by the fact that this was all that was left of her vibrant, vivacious grandmother—a shiny vessel of ashes. She’d lost many hours to these thoughts. The last eight months had been the hardest of Josie’s life. Turning back, she managed a smile for Harris. “Gramma Lisette would have loved this,” she told him.

      Christian and Patrick made room in the center of the coffee table and Josie set the urn there. The flickering lights of the television bounced off its gleaming surface as did the ones from the tree. Misty appeared in the foyer with a bowl of perfectly popped popcorn in each hand. “It’s almost time,” said Shannon.

      Harris said, “Mommy, can I watch the show with the grown-ups?”

      “Sure, sweetheart,” Misty said. Lowering her voice, she looked at Josie and said, “Only because he’ll be asleep in ten minutes.”

      Everyone crowded into the room. Josie sat beside Trinity on the couch, Harris in her lap. He leaned his head back against her chest, and she felt his little body relax against hers. Misty was right; he’d be asleep in no time. On either side of them were Shannon and Christian. Patrick and his girlfriend took up the love-seat and Misty sat on the floor, Trout at attention beside her, watching as each morsel of popcorn went from the bowl to her mouth. Misty glanced back toward the couch and said, “Trinity, shouldn’t you be watching this at some big premiere in New York City? With Drake on your arm? Being photographed in some stunning evening gown?”

      Trinity laughed. “Drake had to work, of course. Some big case. It’s always a big case with the FBI. Anyway, the network doesn’t do those premiere sorts of things for shows like mine. Besides, this is just a sneak peek. They’re playing this episode now to try to drum up interest, and then the show will premiere with two full episodes after the Super Bowl.”

      Shannon clapped her hands together. Her face was flushed with anticipation. “This is so exciting!”

      The room went completely silent as the first few notes of the theme song began to play. The words “Unsolved Crimes with Trinity Payne” flashed across the screen with a fast-moving slide show of generic stock crime-scene photos behind it. Then Trinity appeared beside a large television screen, dressed smartly in a form-fitting red skirt suit that accentuated her full red lips and long, silky black hair. She gave off an air of solemnity, standing straight and tall, her hands positioned in front of her in the classic television-anchor pose—one hand clasping the fingertips of the other.

      “Good evening,” on-screen Trinity said. “And welcome to Unsolved Crimes. I’m your host, Trinity Payne. On today’s episode we’re going to present to you the case of the Rose Glen Three…”

      For an hour, the room was largely silent, riveted by the unsolved cold case that Trinity and her team of producers and writers had carefully laid out for the audience, including the prevailing theories among law enforcement and those closest to the victims as to who was responsible. As the credits rolled, everyone congratulated Trinity. Josie shifted Harris’s sleeping form on her body. “That’s amazing, Trin.”

      Patrick said, “Will you follow up if any leads come from this?”

      Trinity started to answer but a knock sounded from the front door. Misty jumped up. “I’ll get it.”

      A moment later, she reappeared and lifted Harris from Josie’s lap. “It’s Mettner,” she said. “He wants to talk to you.”

      Josie stood and pulled her T-shirt away from her body. It was moist with sweat from where Harris had lain against her. “Did you tell him to come in?”

      Misty settled Harris back onto the couch by himself, covering him with a blanket while the adults talked about the show. Trout immediately jumped up and curled himself next to Harris. “He didn’t want to.”

      Josie walked out to the foyer. Her front door was ajar. On her front stoop stood Detective Finn Mettner. This was his night off, too, Josie knew, so he was dressed casually in jeans and an old Phillies sweatshirt. His brown hair was in disarray and as Josie got closer, she saw that his brown eyes were wide and haunted.

      Something was wrong.

      “Josie,” he said, the name puffing out in a visible cloud in the cold air. “I need your help.”
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      Detective Finn Mettner had come up through the ranks of Denton Police Department after Josie and Noah. He’d started on patrol and been promoted to detective. He had the least experience of anyone on their team, but it had never stopped him from helping them to solve some of the most confounding cases. “Mett,” Josie said. “Come on in.”

      He jammed his hands in his pockets. “I can’t. I just—I need your help. I was hoping you could come with me.”

      A nagging feeling of unease unfurled itself in her stomach. Josie stepped out onto the stoop, hugging herself. “What’s going on, Mett?”

      He took a step back from her. “It’s Amber,” he said.

      Amber Watts was the Denton PD’s press liaison. She and Mett had been dating for over a year now although beyond that, Josie knew nothing about their relationship.

      The unease began to wriggle inside her. She looked him up and down, searching for signs that he had been in a struggle or was under duress. At once, she felt guilty for making these assessments. Although she didn’t know Mettner well personally, he had never struck her as the kind of person who would become violent or get caught up in a criminal situation. Still, something felt off to her. “Mett,” she said. “Where is Amber? Is she hurt?”

      “I don’t know. That’s just it. I don’t know where she is and there was something weird—there was—I went to her house and—listen, do you think you could just come with me?”

      Ignoring his request, Josie said, “You went to her house and what, Mett?”

      He looked back toward the street. Josie followed his gaze but all she saw beneath the dull glow of the streetlights were the vehicles of her family crowded into her driveway and parked along the street. Everything else was quiet and still. “She wasn’t there,” he said. “I don’t know where she is and something was weird. There were some strange things at her place.”

      For a moment, she wondered if he was in shock. “Weird in what way? Mett, I need you to tell me right now if you think Amber is hurt or in some kind of trouble.”

      “I don’t know,” he replied. “Can you just come see?”

      Josie looked back inside the house. Everyone was fully engaged in a conversation about Trinity’s show. Josie’s family was staying with Josie and Noah for the week to celebrate the holidays, so she would see them when she came home. “Sure. Okay, but I’m going to call Gretchen and Noah. They’re both on shift tonight. If something is really wrong, then they’ll need to come out and—”

      “No,” said Mettner, cutting her off. “Please. Not yet. I don’t even know that a crime has been committed. I just need someone else to come out and tell me if I should be worried or not.”

      “I don’t like this,” Josie told him. “When is the last time you saw or spoke to Amber?”

      “Two days ago,” he said.

      “Did you try calling her?”

      “Her phone is at her house. So is her car. Her purse. ID, everything. Even her coat. Most of the lights were on in the house. I know you’re going to ask me all these police questions, but I’ve already asked them myself. Everything is there except for her.”

      “You sure she didn’t go out for a walk or a run or something?” Josie asked.

      “I checked her phone. There are missed calls and texts from me going back the last two days but that’s it. Yesterday was her day off—”

      “And today she didn’t show up for work,” Josie filled in. “Noah mentioned it earlier. He called me after he got on shift. The Chief was pissed that she hadn’t called or emailed to say she wouldn’t be in. Mett, I think we should just call him. Or Gretchen.”

      “Not yet,” he said. “What if I’m being stupid? I don’t want to turn this into a case if it’s not. I don’t want Amber to think I’m crazy, you know? Like, a stalker. I just want to see what you think of the scene first.”

      The scene. Josie sighed. “All right. Wait here then. I’ll be right out.”

      Back inside, Josie made apologies, told everyone she had to help Mett with a work thing, went upstairs to get changed, and left the impromptu watch party. “You drive,” she told Mettner. “My car is blocked in.”

      Once inside his Jeep Grand Cherokee, he cranked up the heat. Josie rubbed her gloved hands together and put them against the vents as they pulled away. Christmas was only days away and holiday lights blazed from the homes of most Denton residents. On any other night she might enjoy the festive decorations. But tonight Mettner was giving off a nervous energy that Josie didn’t like at all.

      He weaved his way through the streets of Denton, out of Josie’s neighborhood, across the center of town and into Northeast Denton. The city took up roughly 25 square miles in the mountains of Central Pennsylvania. The main business district was located in the center of a valley along a branch of the Susquehanna River. The rest of the city sprawled outward like the legs of a spider, reaching deep into the surrounding mountains.

      “This is her street,” Mettner said as he turned down a wide street with detached single-level homes lining either side of it. Each one sat on what Josie estimated was a half-acre of land. Most of the houses were red brick. She knew this area of Denton was older than most of the other neighborhoods. The crime rate here was low to moderate, Josie knew from her work on the police force. Many of the homes were rentals, occupied by young professionals without children who wanted more elbow room and privacy than they might find in an apartment complex. Josie counted only two houses with holiday lights up as Mettner rolled down the block. He pulled over behind a light blue sedan which Josie recognized as Amber’s Toyota. It sat in front of a small house. The windows glowed brightly. The front lawn was bisected by a concrete walkway. Mettner got out of his car and stepped onto the sidewalk. A flashlight appeared in his hand. Josie followed behind him as the beam of light bobbed up and down, side to side. A single step led to the front stoop. Over it was a small red awning. A light was affixed to the left side of the doorway, but it wasn’t on. Mettner shone the flashlight onto a small security camera to the right of the door. Josie recognized it as one of the more inexpensive kinds that operated from batteries rather than being hardwired into your home and worked wirelessly via an app on your phone. No lights came on to indicate it had picked up their presence.

      “The batteries are gone,” Mett said.

      Josie leaned in and took a closer look at the rectangular camera. It was seated perfectly in its mount. The discomfort she had felt earlier at her house returned. “How do you know that, Mett?”

      “I checked,” he said. “Plus, there’s an app on her phone that shows any activity the camera picks up. Amber left my house on Friday afternoon and there’s footage of her getting home. Then Sunday night—last night—it looks like someone came up from the side, out of range of the camera, and took it out of its seat. Then the screen goes blank, and the app shows that the battery is out. But there are no batteries in it, so someone took them.”

      “Could Amber have reached out and removed the batteries without her person being picked up on camera?” Josie asked.

      “Well, yeah, I guess. But why would she take the batteries out of her own surveillance camera? Just come on.”

      He pulled open the storm door and put his free hand on the heavy knob of the front door. “Mettner,” Josie said. “Do you have permission to enter Amber’s house?”

      He froze. “I, uh, yeah, she leaves the door unlocked for me sometimes.”

      “But you said she wasn’t home. Was the door unlocked?”

      He said nothing.

      Josie sighed. “Mettner, how did you get into her house?”

      His hand slipped from the doorknob. Turning back to her, she could see his dark eyes flash with fear as the flashlight beam bobbed between them. “I thought she was in trouble.”

      Josie put a hand on her hip. “How did you get in?”

      He pointed the flashlight at his feet. “I got in through the back door.”

      “You broke in.”

      “No,” he said. “I didn’t. I just—”

      “Jesus, Mett. You’re a police officer. Is this why you brought me here? Because you think I’m going to cover for you for breaking and entering?”

      “I only broke one pane of glass so I could reach in and unlock the door, and I cleaned it up and put cardboard in the window,” he insisted. “I thought she was in trouble. I thought maybe she was laying in there injured or dead. For Chrissake, it’s Monday night now and no one has heard from her!”

      “You mean you haven’t heard from her—”

      “She didn’t show up for work and didn’t call. It was reasonable to think she might be inside injured or dead.”

      “But she’s not, which means you can’t just go traipsing into her private residence, and you can’t bring me here either unless you think a crime has been committed, and if you think a crime has been committed, then you should have called Noah and Gretchen who are on shift right now. What the hell is going on here, Mett?”

      She snatched the flashlight from his hand and directed it straight upward so they could see one another’s faces. His jaw was set. When he didn’t answer her, she turned away and said, “Let’s go back to the car.”

      She heard his heavy footsteps behind her as she returned to his Jeep. Under the dull glow of the streetlight, she snapped the flashlight off and looked at him expectantly.

      “We had a fight, okay?” he said. “On Friday. She walked out of my place. I tried calling and texting her and got no response. Then she didn’t show up for work. I was worried.”

      “Mettner,” Josie said.

      He held up both palms. “I didn’t want to call Noah or Gretchen because I know how it looks. We get into a fight. She vanishes. I break into her house.”

      “Yeah,” Josie agreed. “It looks pretty damn bad.”

      “I swear to you I didn’t do anything to her. I don’t know where she is or what happened to her, and I’m worried.”

      “If you’re worried, you call the police, Mett. You ask for a welfare check. Like a normal person.”

      “What I did was a welfare check!”

      “It was until you broke in! What’s really going on here? Think carefully about how you answer because you’re already in deep shit. I need to know everything.”

      He pushed a hand through his hair. “I thought I’d let things cool off for a day. On Sunday I tried texting her, but she didn’t respond. Then today I called and texted her but again, I got no response. I called the station, but she wasn’t there either. I came here. Knocked on the door, rang the doorbell. Nothing. I could see through the window in the back that her phone, purse, and keys were on the kitchen table and her coat was hanging on the back of one of the chairs. Her car was right here. The lights inside the house were on. I knocked on the back door. Tried to peek in the windows around the front and side of the house. Couldn’t see much. One of the blinds in the bedroom window wasn’t entirely closed so I could see that the room was empty, and her bed wasn’t made, but that was it. I couldn’t see anything else. Then I came back out here and that’s when I saw her windshield.”

      “Her windshield? Why wouldn’t you lead with that?” Before he could answer, Josie stalked off, letting the flashlight lead the way to the front of Amber’s sedan. Josie expected to see shattered glass but instead was greeted with a frost-covered windshield. It took her a moment to realize something had been traced into the frost. Ghostly letters, most likely made by a fingertip, stared back at her as she moved the flashlight beam across the glass.

      
        
        Russell Haven 5A

        

      

      “I don’t understand,” Josie said.

      “Me either,” Mettner said. “She never mentioned anyone by that name. I looked it up in the TLO database but didn’t find anything. Not here in Pennsylvania, anyway. I thought maybe the 5A was like an apartment number or something. Why would someone write this on her windshield? It’s weird, right? I couldn’t tell how long it had been there. I knocked again, front and back. Nothing. I know I shouldn’t have but I was really worried, so I went in.”

      “You know damn well that’s not the point,” Josie said. “You entered the premises without her permission. Nothing you saw from the outside would lead you to believe that a crime had been committed or that she was in immediate danger. Amber is a grown woman. If she wants to drop off the face of the planet, she’s allowed to do it.”

      “But Josie, she wouldn’t. She wouldn’t just leave everything behind and walk away from her life.”

      “You don’t actually know that,” Josie pointed out. “How well do you really know her? You’ve dated for little more than a year!”

      “Something’s wrong. She’s not there. Her bedroom is a mess, which is unlike her but other than that, it’s like she just got up and left without her phone, purse, coat, ID, or car, which she would not do. We were planning a future together!”

      She stared at him. She wanted to tell him the one thing he hadn’t learned on the job yet: sometimes even the people you loved and trusted most lied and let you down; sometimes the people you loved and trusted most were not at all who they claimed to be. Josie had no idea what kind of person Amber was—she only knew her to be good and efficient at her job and loyal to the investigative team. Mettner knew her better, but that didn’t mean much in Josie’s opinion. She had known her first husband, Ray, since they were nine years old and, as it turned out, she didn’t know him at all. But Josie didn’t have time to explain all this to Mettner. Besides, it was a lesson he’d have to learn on his own one day—whether it was via Amber or someone else. She glanced back at the words on the windshield, mentally reconstructing Mettner’s actions in the last two days.

      “You think Russell Haven is a person,” said Josie. “You didn’t want to be embarrassed if she’d simply gone off to meet another guy.”

      Sheepishly, his gaze dropped to his feet.

      Josie sighed. “Jesus, Mett.”

      “If she’s seeing someone else, I’m going to look like a real jackass,” he conceded. “And a stalker, probably, too.”

      “But if she’s in trouble, you’re going to look involved. Dammit, Mett. I’m calling Noah and Gretchen. Also, Russell Haven isn’t a person.”

      He looked up, the whites of his eyes aglow in the night. “He’s not? It’s not?”

      Josie handed him the flashlight and took out her phone. She pulled her gloves off. Her fingers flew across the screen as she tapped out a message to Noah and Gretchen. “I thought you grew up here,” she muttered.

      “I did.”

      “Russell Haven used to be a development, Mett, and I mean that in the loosest sense of the word. It was a cluster of about a dozen houses on the river at the edge of South Denton. About fifty years ago it got washed away in a flood. It was horrible. Tragic. Most of the families died. The ones who survived lost everything. The city built a dam there after that.”

      “What? How the hell do you know all this?”

      Josie pocketed her phone and looked at him again. “Well, for one thing, I live here, and for another, I pay attention to the local news. Construction to convert the old dam into a new hydroelectric power station was completed at the Russell Haven site about three years ago.”

      “Shit. Why would someone write the name of a dam on Amber’s windshield?”

      “No idea,” Josie said. “But I am pretty sure that 5A isn’t an apartment number. It’s a time. Five a.m.”

      Mettner shone the flashlight back onto the glass, the beam focused in on the five and the letter A. “Someone wanted her to meet them at the old Russell Haven site at five,” he mumbled, almost to himself. “Shit.”

      “Today or yesterday, yeah,” Josie said. “That would be my guess. Mett, there’s a cryptic message written in the frost on her windshield; the batteries in her home security camera are missing; all of her things are still here; and her lights were still on. I think the next logical move is to head over to the Russell Haven site and see if we find anything there. Any indication that she was there in the last forty-eight hours. I’ll tell Noah and Gretchen to meet us there.”

      “How would she get there?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” said Josie. “First, let’s see if there is any indication that she was at the dam, and we’ll go from there.”

      “What about the house?”

      “We can’t go into the house,” Josie told him. Her fingertips were already freezing. She pulled her gloves back on. “You know that. Even if it’s a rental—which I assume it is—Amber has an expectation of privacy which means the landlord can’t give us permission to enter.”

      “We could get a warrant,” he said.

      “No. We can’t. No judge will grant one. There’s no evidence that a crime has been committed here, except for you breaking and entering. Since Amber’s not here to press charges—and I hope when we do find her, she decides not to—you should be okay on that front for now, but I’ve got to tell the Chief about this.”

      “Josie,” Mettner pleaded.

      “Did you come to me because you wanted me to cover for you? Did you think I would?”

      “No, I—I wanted you to… I don’t know. Look, I just want to find Amber and know that she’s okay. That’s it. I thought you would know what to do.”

      Josie’s tone softened. “It’s different when it’s someone we care about, isn’t it?”

      He nodded.

      She held out her hand. “I can’t tell you what to do, but I can tell you what I’m going to do, which is meet Noah and Gretchen at the Russell Haven site. You have to stay out of the way, though. Give me your keys. I’m driving.”
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      The streets of Denton grew darker as they moved out of the heart of the city and to its southernmost point where the tall mountains yielded to rolling hills and farmland. The sparkling holiday displays faded as Josie pulled onto a single-lane rural road that led to Russell Haven Dam’s private service road. Josie knew that either Noah or Gretchen would have tried to get in touch with either the dam manager or the duty operator in order to get access to the areas that were kept off-limits to the public. It was late in the evening though, so she wasn’t sure how much luck they’d have.

      Spindly branches of trees reached out from the darkness, closing in on the SUV from both sides as Josie drove. The tires slipped on black ice a few times. From her periphery, she saw Mettner grab onto his door handle, posture stiffening. It had been an exceptionally warm and wet fall. Only now, in late December, had the weather grown frosty. They’d had some minor snowfall the last few days that melted in the daylight and froze again during the frigid nights. Only patches of snow remained here and there, but the icy roads were still a threat.

      “You want me to drive?” asked Mettner.

      Josie shot him a hard look. “Do you know where the Russell Haven Dam site is?”

      “No,” he mumbled.

      Josie turned her gaze back to the inky road ahead, knuckles white from gripping the steering wheel so hard. Ahead on the left, the headlights illuminated a white sign with black letters: RUSSELL HAVEN DAM. Josie knew that you could access the dam on either side of the Susquehanna River. This entrance would take them to the bank that held the large hydroelectric power station, a tall gray building that extended out into the river to where the spillway began. As they drew nearer to the power station, the foliage on either side of the access road receded until there was nothing but blackness all around them. The golden glow of the power station’s exterior lights led them forward to a black metal gate. A stop sign was affixed to the center of it. Below that were signs announcing: Authorized Vehicles Only Beyond This Point. A red pickup truck sat on the other side of the gate.

      “Do you come out here a lot?” Mettner asked.

      “No,” said Josie. “But I’ve been out here on cases. We lost a couple of kayakers here. On the other bank. I got called in on both of those cases, but they were open and shut. Accidental.”

      Josie nosed Mettner’s SUV within inches of the gate.

      “Kayakers?” Mettner said. “You mean they went over the dam? Over the top of the spillway?”

      “No,” Josie said. “They came in traveling upriver, toward the face of the spillway. There’s a lot of rocky outcroppings and small islands that are accessible when the water is low. When they release water from the dam, it gets a little wild, especially up close to the bottom of the water release chute and spillway. Some of them like to do a version of whitewater rafting in their kayaks. Dangerous, especially with the water release. They’re not supposed to be there, but there are always a few who do it anyway. Only two have died.”

      A set of headlights appeared in the rearview mirror. A moment later, a car stopped behind them. Josie watched in the side mirror as Noah hopped out of the driver’s seat and jogged up to Mettner’s vehicle. His breath came out in clouds. “We tried calling the main number, but the calls are being routed to a voicemail telling us to call back during business hours. The Chief is back at the station trying to find the cell or home numbers of either the plant manager or duty operator—anyone who can get us inside.”

      A car door slammed and then Gretchen appeared beside Noah. She wore a thick purple winter coat and matching knit hat over her short, spiked brown-gray hair. In her late forties, she was the oldest and most experienced on the investigative team. Her résumé had included fifteen years on the Philadelphia PD, most of that time spent in homicide. Josie had hired her during her short tenure as interim Chief of Police. Gretchen waved her phone in the air. “Chief says he can’t get anyone, but he’ll let us know when he does.”

      “I thought that would be an issue,” said Josie. “Until we can get in touch with someone, why don’t we go over to the other side of the dam? That’s not fenced off in any way. It’s accessible to the public. We can take a look around.”

      “What’s over there?” Mettner asked.

      Josie said, “From what I remember, there’s a control house and then the water release chute. It’s an old fish ladder that was converted to a water release chute when they built the hydroelectric plant. They put in a mechanical fish lift on this side to replace the ladder.”

      “Wait,” said Gretchen. “Fish ladders and lifts? What are you talking about?”

      They all stared at her. She shrugged. “What? I spent fifteen years on the Philadelphia PD before I came here. I don’t know these things!”

      Noah said, “The American Shad—that’s a fish, by the way—migrates upriver every year in May in order to spawn. There has to be something in place along the dam that allows them to actually get upriver. Thus, the fish ladder.”

      Josie remembered the emergency crews pulling the kayakers from the river just below the fish ladder. “It’s a structure, kind of like a wide set of steps, that lets fish go upriver around a dam. The one here is made of concrete. It’s like a long concrete chute. There’s a wall that separates it from the spillway.”

      “That’s different from a lift?” Gretchen asked.

      Noah said, “Yeah, a lift is a mechanical device. The fish collect inside a chamber and then that chamber is lifted up and over the dam and the fish are released from it.”

      “Whatever,” said Mettner. “Let’s just go over there and check out the ladder or chute or whatever the hell is there.”

      Josie touched his arm to quiet him.

      “What about the control house?” Noah asked. “Does anyone man it?”

      Josie shook her head. “The last couple of times I worked cases here, no one manned it although it does have an exterior camera. The control functions are duplicated, and the camera accessed from the main control room of the dam.” She pointed to the closed gate ahead of them and the huge building beyond it. “In there.”

      Gretchen sighed. “It’s worth a look. Maybe by the time we’re finished the Chief will have gotten in touch with the plant manager or the duty operator.”
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      They drove their vehicles to the other side of the river, which took nearly twenty minutes since they had to drive back out to Denton’s South Bridge, cross, and return to the dam. Josie led the way with Noah and Gretchen in tow. Mettner tapped one hand against his thigh the entire ride. Neither of them spoke. Josie knew he was wondering the same things as she: what would they find on the other side of the dam? Would they find Amber? What would she be doing out here at this time of the night, in this cold? How would she have even gotten there without her car? Had someone brought her?

      Was she still alive?

      Josie felt an involuntary shiver work its way up her spine. She turned onto the service road that would lead them to the old fish ladder, now the water release chute on the other side of Russell Haven Dam. Here, the woods were much thicker, revealing nothing of their surroundings but what the headlights illuminated.

      She thought about the message on Amber’s windshield. Who had left it? Why leave it there? Why not slip a note under her front door? So she would be sure to see it when she left the house? Even if she had missed it while walking to the car, once she sat in the driver’s seat, it would surely have been visible—assuming she got into her car in the morning which was when it would be most visible, scratched into the frost. The question then became, when did she see it? If she saw it at all…

      Along the access road, they passed one of what Josie knew were many signs that led to this side of the Russell Haven Dam. DANGER, it read. WATER LEVEL RISES SUDDENLY WITH EXTREME TURBULENCE.

      “What time does Amber usually leave for work?” Josie asked.

      Startled from his thoughts, Mettner’s head whipped toward her. “What?”

      “In the morning, what time does Amber usually leave her house for work? Do you know?”

      “Seven, I think,” Mettner said. “Why?”

      Josie said, “What time did you go to her house?”

      “This evening. Like, six, I guess.”

      “But the camera batteries were removed last night,” Josie clarified.

      “Yes.”

      “It would have been dark at six, Mett. It’s been cold but I’m not sure that the frost would have formed by six p.m. It forms during the night. How did you see the writing?”

      “What are you getting at?” Mettner asked.

      “Just answer my questions, Mett,” Josie said. “How did you see the words on the windshield if there wasn’t frost on the window?”

      “How the hell should I know?” he shouted.

      Josie shot him a stern warning look and he held up a hand. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t know. I… was looking at everything really closely. I checked the house and when I didn’t find her there, I went out to her car to see if the hood was warm. If it had been, then I’d know that she had just come home from somewhere before she disappeared. It wasn’t warm, by the way. I was standing there with my flashlight and I saw the streaks on the glass. Whoever did it must have used their fingertip—no gloves—because without the frost, the message was still there. The oils from their skin, I guess. It was really hard to see but eventually I was able to make it out.”

      Although it was entirely possible, Josie still felt unease in the pit of her stomach.

      “You said her bed was messed up.” Amber definitely struck Josie as someone who would make their bed each morning—although even people who were meticulous about doing it might have a late morning now and then during which they didn’t have time to do it. “That’s unusual?”

      A quick glance at him showed the whites of his eyes as he stared at her. “Yeah. She even makes my bed when she sleeps over. Drives me nuts. Why are you asking me about her habits?”

      “Something isn’t adding up,” Josie pointed out. “If she did make it out here somehow, she would have had to see the message on her car. But if she always left the house at seven, then how would she have seen the message before the meeting time? Assuming that the message means what we think it means—to meet someone here.”

      “You’re saying that the message would have had to been written on her car some time on Sunday night—last night?”

      “I’m saying I’m not sure she even saw it,” Josie said. “Even if she had, why would she leave it there and how would she get out here?”

      “Someone brought her here?” Mettner suggested.

      “Right. If someone brought her here, they didn’t give her a chance to even put her coat on, let alone gather her phone and purse. Also, her doors were locked, but you said the keys were inside, right?”

      Another sign came into view. DANGER. FOR YOUR SAFETY, SOUNDING SIRENS AND FLASHING LIGHTS INDICATE YOU MUST LEAVE RIVER IMMEDIATELY.

      “Yes,” said Mettner. “Front and back doors were locked, and the keys were in her purse. But if someone was going to take her, why bother leaving the message? You’re right. None of this is making any sense.”

      Before Josie could respond, the wail of sirens reached them, two intermittent bursts of noise at varying pitches. Weee-wooo. Weee-wooo. Weee-wooo.

      Josie turned the vehicle into the small parking area that the power company had allotted for people who came to the dam for recreational purposes. Theirs and Noah’s cars were the only ones there. Noah pulled up right beside her. They left their headlights on, shining down a broken-down flight of stone steps that led to the riverbank and the old fish ladder chute.

      Weee-wooo. Weee-wooo.

      As they emerged from the car, wind whipped Josie’s long black hair across her face. Pushing it away, she saw Noah and Gretchen starting toward the stairs, each with heavy flashlights in hand. Beside her, Mettner shouted, “What is that?”

      Weee-wooo. Weee-wooo.

      “The alarm that goes off before they release water through the dam,” she hollered back. “Let’s get the flashlights from the car.”

      A minute later they were following Gretchen and Noah down the steps, which cut a wide path down the embankment. On either side, barren tree branches swayed in the wind. Josie saw flashing lights before they reached the bottom. Straight ahead were more trees and what looked like rushing water, light bouncing off it, white froth rising as it whirled and crashed on the rocks jutting up from the riverbank. To their left was the control house, a tiny one-story structure with tan siding and no windows, only a single entry door. A bubble camera hung from one corner of the peaked roof. Beside that was a flashing orange light, strobing in time with the sirens.

      Weee-wooo. Weee-wooo.

      She gauged their distance from the camera. As long as they kept to the far right of the staircase, they’d avoid the camera altogether. She made a mental note to get the footage from the camera for the last forty-eight hours once they got in touch with someone from the dam. A path to their right led away from the control house, zigzagging downward to where the riverbank opened up beside the chute.

      Ahead of them, Noah asked Gretchen, “See anything?”

      She shook her head.

      Weee-wooo. Wee-wooo.

      The zigzagging dirt path ended at a long, flat expanse of mud, dirt, and dead, trampled greenery. Beyond that was the water release chute. On the riverbank side, there was only a slim, crumbling half-wall separating the chute from the shore. It tapered off at the bottom of the chute where they now stood. Large stones rose up to meet them. The water snaked through them, the line where the riverbank ended and the river began blurred and indistinct. Josie felt her boots sink into mud. Even in the freezing cold she could smell the fetid aroma of soil and water mixing with storm water runoff and waste from the wildlife. The wind lashed at them with greater ferocity as it came off the river.

      The flashing orange light was weaker here on the bank, so they used their torches to pan the long, concrete chute. It was exactly as she remembered it from the cases with the kayakers—topped by a large metal gate and with a much higher wall on the side opposite the bank, the curved concrete barrier separating it from the spillway. Josie estimated that the chute was twenty to twenty-five feet across. Although it was no longer used as a fish ladder but for water release, its condition was poor. Most of its steps were cracked and broken. Rocks were strewn everywhere and in several places, large boulders had rolled down from the incline along the riverbank and come to rest in the chute.

      Weee-wooo. Weee-wooo.

      She felt Mettner’s hand clamp down on her forearm a second before Gretchen cried out, “There!”

      Josie’s eyes searched the chute, but Gretchen and Noah’s flashlight beams were jumping erratically as they ran up toward the metal gate, keeping to the riverbank. More sounds joined the shrieks of the siren. A metallic creak and then the thunderous roar of water. The water release had begun.

      “What is it?” Josie shouted, trying to pick her way after Noah and Gretchen, even as Mettner held onto her arm. With a steely grip, he turned her flashlight beam so that it lined up with his, shining up and toward the other side of the chute. Several boulders had collected there, leaving what looked like a crease between them and the chute wall.

      “It’s her!” Mettner cried.

      Then he was gone. Josie steadied the flashlight, again searching for the crease, the beam of her light weaker the further out it reached.

      Weee-wooo. Weee-wooo.

      The rush of water was getting louder now, closer.

      Her torch found the spot once more. This time, she saw what everyone else had seen: a mess of dark auburn curls, like a tumbleweed with nowhere to go. A vise tightened around her chest. Even over the water and the sirens, she could hear Noah, Gretchen, and Mettner shouting from several feet away. They were higher up, closer to the gate. The water had already reached them. It crashed against the opposite wall, the base of the fish ladder, and the stones scattered all about with deadly force.

      “…won’t make it…” Noah was shouting as he held Mettner back from trying to cross the chute, to get to Amber.

      The water hadn’t yet reached her.

      Everything was happening so quickly—heartbeats, it seemed—and yet, in Josie’s mind, each and every second seemed to be slowed down. Between the strobing orange lights and the flashlight beams, she was able to see the wall of water smashing and battering its way down the chute, whitewater rising several feet in the air. She watched her colleagues arguing, trying to stop Mettner from killing himself by attempting to rescue Amber. She saw the distance from the water, to herself, to Amber—a triangle. Noted the rocks standing between her and Amber—footholds if she was swift enough. Several large gouges in the wall across from her, which separated the chute from the spillway, would hug her fingers and toes if she vaulted herself up swiftly enough. She could straddle the wall, avoid the water, pull Amber up, maybe keep her out of the water long enough for the gates to close.

      The calculations took place in her mind at lightning speed.

      Weeee-wooo. Weee-wooo.

      Even in the best-case scenario, she could still get killed. Swept away, crushed against the rocks. Then both of them would be dead—if Amber wasn’t dead already. Surely, she was already dead.

      The beam of Josie’s flashlight bobbed toward Amber’s hair once more. Time was running out.

      Weee-wooo. Weee-wooo.

      “…Stop! Mett! You’re not going out there! You’ll die. She’s already gone, man!”

      A pale hand emerged from the mess of hair, from the cleft in the boulders, waving weakly.

      Josie’s stomach dropped to her feet. “Shit,” she mumbled.

      Then she tossed her flashlight aside and leaped directly into the path of the raging water.
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      Somehow, over the sirens and the pounding of the oncoming water, she heard the cries of her team, Noah’s most loudly. “Josie, no!” She didn’t have time to register the prick of guilt in her heart. Her body was on autopilot now, launching from the half-wall on the riverbank and into the chute, feet barely touching each stone as she cut a path straight toward the opposite wall above Amber. It was just like when she’d been a kid and her grandmother, Lisette, had taught her to play The Floor Is Lava—jumping from one of piece of furniture to another to avoid falling into it. Light feet, soft touch. In seconds, she was flying over Amber’s head, the toe of her boot catching one of the gouges expertly. Outstretched hands strained to reach the top of the wall, the concrete tearing at her gloves as she just caught the edge of it.

      She felt the spray of water on her face like icy needles hitting her. The water slammed past the space she’d just covered, smacking her left side up to her thigh just as she pulled herself entirely onto the wall. Straddling it like she was riding a horse, she ignored the pain and cold seeping through her jeans.

      Weee-wooo. Weee-wooo.

      She lowered her chest onto the wall and reached down, searching through the onslaught of water for Amber’s hand. In all the mental calculations she’d made in the space of a few heartbeats, she hadn’t factored in the height of this wall. Her coat wasn’t helping, its puffiness taking up inches she desperately needed to reach Amber. Taking a deep breath, she sat up, pulled her coat off and with it, her gloves, and tossed them away. Then she swung both legs around, letting them dangle over the spillway side—a fall that she knew without looking would surely kill her.

      Josie folded her upper body over the chute side of the wall, a human seesaw, and reached both hands down into the churning current. The water was so cold, within seconds she could no longer feel her fingers. Still, she searched until her hand hit something soft. Her body rocked as she grasped it with both hands, knowing immediately it was a hand. She tightened her abdomen and pushed the tops of her knees into the other side of the wall, bracing her body to give herself enough leverage to pull Amber up. If she could just get her head above water, she might have a chance.

      Weee-wooo. Weee-wooo.

      Another wave of putrid, freezing river water sluiced against the wall, splashing up to Josie’s shoulders and into her mouth.

      “Puh,” she spit out the water but held onto Amber’s hand, continuing to pull on it as the water dislodged some of her weight. Amber’s body surged upward, nearly knocking Josie back off the wall. She tried to reposition herself to get a better grip on Amber but her body teetered, off balance. Her fingers crept down Amber’s hand to her forearm, nails digging into Amber’s skin. The sound of Amber’s skull knocking against the wall as her body jostled upward in the current made Josie’s stomach turn.

      Josie hooked one knee back over the chute side of the wall, spinning her body ninety degrees, keeping her pelvis pressed to the top of the wall and dragging Amber up so that her head was above water, the rest of her body still submerged and being batted about by the frothy current.

      “Amber!” she shouted over the sirens.

      Her arm shook in Josie’s grip as her body spasmed with coughs. Josie was close enough to hear the sound of her retching. More water splashed over Amber’s head and into Josie’s face, stinging her eyes, pummeling her skin with cold.

      How long did a water release take? It felt like she’d been trying to drag Amber up out of the water for an eternity. Between the cold numbing her fingers and the water making her skin slick, Josie’s grip on Amber began to slip away. She pressed her thighs into the wall, straining to keep herself in place so she could try to gain better purchase. But each time Amber coughed, Josie’s clutch weakened, until she was only holding onto Amber’s thin wrist, her hands like two blocks of ice.

      “Josie!” came shouts from the riverbank. Noah, Mettner, and Gretchen had moved back down so that they were directly across from her, her view of them obstructed every few seconds by another swell of water, whitewater rapids separating them.

      The alarms raged on. Weee-wooo. Weee-wooo.

      Finally, she heard what sounded like the screech of the metal gate above trying to shut down the water release. She sent up a prayer to anyone who would listen that this would be over soon.

      Josie tried to readjust her grip on Amber’s wrist but more water came sloshing down in their direction, its trajectory changed by the closing gates. It shot toward them, punishing, and for a split second, Josie imagined it as a living thing filled with wrath, bearing down on their tenuous connection.

      The water slapped Amber right out of Josie’s grasp. Josie felt her fingers clutch at Josie’s wrist as she was swept away, pulling Josie off the wall and into the chute with her. She didn’t even have time to cry out. Her lower body plunged into the seething water, one knee and her other shin knocking against the boulders below. As she half slid, half fell into the crease she’d just dislodged Amber from, her fingers caught on another gouge in the wall. With both hands digging into it and one of her knees pressing down into the opening of the cleft below, she stayed in place just long enough for the gate to scream shut and the water to slow to a lazy swirl.

      She bobbed, feet paddling to keep her head above water. She let go of the gouge in the wall and looked around, adrenaline pushing all physical sensation from her consciousness. Her eyes searched the darkness, the shafts of light cast by three flashlight beams wobbling in her direction. Noah howled as he threw himself into the water, half paddling, half rock-climbing over toward her. His arms circled her waist and she let him pull her from the wall.

      “My God, Josie. What were you thinking?”

      Her body fell into sync with his, moving without thought toward the riverbank where Gretchen and Mettner waited. Still she looked downriver, hoping for some sliver of hope, a lock of auburn hair somehow visible in the darkness.

      But Amber was gone.

      When they were firmly on the bank, Noah dipped down and slid his arm under her knees, scooping her up, and began carrying her toward the path. Josie didn’t protest. Both her body and her mind had gone numb. The only thing she could feel was the phantom touch of Amber’s hand just before she was sucked into the watery night.

      Over Noah’s shoulder, Josie saw Mettner standing alone, arms slack at his sides, flashlight dangling. He looked up. Josie saw the whites of his eyes from the light of the torch.

      “I’m sorry, Mett,” she said, throat raw, voice scratchy. “I’m sorry.”
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