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  I have been lucky enough to tour with several of the books in the Kate Burkholder series and I must say it has been one of the highlights of my career.




  I’d like to dedicate this book to the booksellers, librarians, reviewers, readers, and bloggers who have attended my events, bought the books, written reviews, blogged

  about the books, and written me to share your thoughts. I very much appreciate each and every one of you.




  







  Prologue




  Becca had always known her life would end in tragedy. As a child, she couldn’t speak to her certainty of her fate or explain how she could foresee such a thing. She

  believed in providence, and it came as no surprise when she realized she would also die young.




  When she was seven years old, she asked her mamm about death. Her mother told her that when people die, they go to live with God. The answer pleased Becca immensely. It gave her great

  comfort, knowing what she did about her destiny. After that day, not once did she fear the closeness or inevitability of her mortality.




  Now, eight years later, as she stood on the frozen shore of Mohawk Lake and stared across the vast expanse of ice, her mother’s words calmed the fear that had been building inside her for

  days. Dusk had fallen, and the lake was a monochrome world in which sky and horizon blended to a gray smear, one barely discernible from the other. A dozen or more ice-fishing shanties dotted the

  lake’s surface. Yellow light glowed in one of the windows. But the others were dark, telling her the Englischer fishermen had gone home for the day.




  The wind scored Becca’s skin through the covering of her wool coat as she stepped onto the ice. Blowing snow whispered across the jagged plane and stung her face like sand. The hem of her

  dress was frozen and stiff and scraped against her bare calves. She’d been walking for quite some time and could no longer feel her hands or feet. But those petty discomforts didn’t

  matter. Soon she’d be home, and she didn’t have much farther to go.




  Becca loved this lake. Summer or winter – it didn’t matter. When she was a little girl, her datt bought her and her brother ice skates and they’d spent many a winter

  afternoon playing hockey. By spring, she could skate faster than any of her Amish friends, even faster than her older brother. He hadn’t liked being shown up by a girl. But her datt

  would laugh and clap his hands and tell her she could fly. His praise, such a rarity, always made her feel special. Like she mattered and her achievements, regardless of how small, were

  important.




  The lake became her special place, her hideaway from the rest of the world, away from her troubles. It was the place where she learned to dream. No one could catch her when she was on the ice.

  No one could touch her. No one could hurt her.




  Only he had.




  When Becca was nine years old, her brother found her sitting on the stump, lacing her skates. He’d knocked her down and ground her face into the snow, and then he took her right there on

  the frozen bank. And from that day forward, Becca knew she was doomed.




  Later, when her mamm asked about the cut on her cheek, Becca told her what her brother had done. It wasn’t the first time and, as always, Mamm blamed Becca. You

  should have fought harder. You should have prayed more. You should be more forgiving. She ended the conversation by asking Becca to confess her sins to the bishop.




  The memory brought tears to Becca’s eyes. How could her brother’s actions be her fault? Had she somehow tempted him? Was there something wrong with her? Was God punishing her for

  being unable to forgive? Or was this simply her lot in life?




  Snow crunched beneath her shoes as she made her way across the ice. Becca was nearly to the center of the lake when she stumbled over a fissure and went to her hands and knees. The cold bit into

  her skin with the intensity of a thousand blades. She knew it was stupid, but she began to cry. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. She wasn’t supposed to be scared, and she

  hadn’t expected to feel so alone.




  A little voice reminded her it wasn’t too late to turn back. Her warm bed in her little attic bedroom waited for her at home. Mamm and Datt didn’t have to know

  she’d ventured out. But Becca knew there were other things waiting for her at home. Bad things that had been happening to her since she was three years old, when her brother had slipped his

  hand into her panties and told her not to cry.




  Becca knew what she was about to do was a sin. But she also knew God would forgive her. She knew He would welcome her to heaven with open arms and love her unconditionally for all of eternity.

  How could that be wrong?




  Rising, she looked around to get her bearings. Behind her, the trees near the shore were barely visible. Farther out, the silhouette of an ice-fishing shanty shimmered like a mirage in the

  fading light. Brushing snow from her coat, she started toward the structure. Constructed of wood with a single window and tin chimney, the shanty reminded her of a tall, skinny doghouse. She knew

  sometimes English fishermen spent the night on the lake. But there was no telltale glow of lantern light. No ribbon of smoke rising from the chimney. This one was vacant. It would do.




  Becca slogged through a deep drift and stumbled toward the front of the shanty. A padlock hung from the hasp, but it wasn’t engaged. Shaking with cold, she shoved open the door. The

  interior was dark and hushed. The air smelled of kerosene and fish. Out of the wind, it was so quiet that she could hear the ice creaking beneath her feet.




  Her breaths puffing out in clouds of white vapor, she pulled out the candle and matches she’d brought from home and lit the wick. The light revealed a small interior with plywood walls and

  a shelf covered with fish blood and a smattering of silver scales. A lantern sat on the shelf. A coil of rope hung on the wall.




  Becca crossed to the shelf and set the candle next to the lantern. Turning, she surveyed the floor. Someone had covered the fishing hole with a square of plywood. Bending, she dragged the wood

  aside. The hole was about fourteen inches in diameter and crusted over with new ice.




  She looked around for something with which to break it, but there wasn’t much in the way of tools. A broken concrete block. A plastic box of fishhooks. Empty beer cans. Then she spotted

  the hand auger in the corner. Kneeling, she picked it up and used it to break the thin crust.




  When the hole was open, Becca crossed to the bench, lifted the rope from its hook, and uncoiled it. It was about twelve feet long and frayed on both ends. Her hands shook as she tied one end of

  it around her waist. She didn’t let herself think as she secured the other end to the concrete block.




  Kneeling next to the hole in the ice, Becca bowed her head and silently recited the Lord’s Prayer. She asked God to take care of her mamm and datt. She asked Him to ease

  their grief in the coming days. She asked Him to forgive her brother for what he’d done to her most of her life. Finally, she asked God to forgive her for the sin she was about to commit. She

  closed her eyes and prayed harder than she’d ever prayed in her life, hoping it was enough.




  When she was finished, Becca rose, picked up the rope, and lowered the concrete block into the hole, watching it disappear into the black depths. She thought of the journey before her and her

  chest swelled – not with fear, but with the utter certainty that soon all would be right.




  Standing at the edge of the hole, she closed her eyes, stepped forward, and plunged into the water.




  







  ONE




  My mamm once told me that some places are too beautiful for anything bad to happen. When I was a kid, I believed those words with all of my young heart. I lived my

  life in a state of ignorant bliss, oblivious to the evils that lurked like frothy-mouthed predators outside the imaginary gates of our small Amish community. The English world with its mysterious

  and forbidden charms seemed like a million miles away from our perfect little corner of the earth. I had no way of knowing that some predators come from within and beauty has absolutely nothing to

  do with the crimes men commit.




  Ohio’s Amish country is a mosaic of quaint farms, rolling hills dissected by razor-straight rows of corn, lush hardwood forests, and pastures so green that you’d swear you had

  stepped into a Bill Coleman photograph. This morning, with the sun punching through the final vestiges of fog and the dew sparkling like quicksilver on the tall grass of a hay field, I think of my

  mamm’s words and I understand how she could believe them.




  But I’m a cop now and not easily swayed by appearances, no matter how convincing the facade. My name is Kate Burkholder and I’ve been the police chief of Painters Mill for about

  three years now. I was born here to Amish parents in a one-hundred-year-old farmhouse set on sixty acres of northeastern Ohio’s rich, glaciated soil. I grew up Plain – no electricity,

  no motorized vehicles. Up until the age of fourteen, I was a typical Amish girl – innocent, God-loving, content in the way most Amish children are. My future, my very destiny, had been

  preordained by my gender and the religion bestowed upon me by my parents. All of that changed on a postcard-perfect summer day much like this one when fate introduced me to the dark side of human

  nature. I learned at a formative age that even on perfect, sunny days, bad things happen.




  I try not to let my view of the world affect the way I do my job. Most of the time, I succeed. Sometimes I feel all that cynicism pressing in, coloring my perceptions, perhaps unfairly. But far

  too often, my general distrust of mankind serves me well.




  I’m idling down Hogpath Road in my city-issue Explorer with my window down and a to-go cup of coffee between my knees. I’ve just come off the graveyard shift, having covered for one

  of my officers while he visited his folks in Michigan. I’m tired, but it’s a good tired. The kind that comes with the end of an uneventful shift. No speeders. No domestic disputes. No

  loose livestock wreaking havoc on the highway. When you’ve been a cop for any length of time, you learn to appreciate the small things.




  I’m thinking about a hot shower and eight hours of uninterrupted sleep, when my radio crackles. ‘Chief? You there?’




  I reach for the mike. ‘What’s up, Mona?’




  Mona Kurtz is my third-shift dispatcher. She’s been part of my small police department from day one, and despite her Lady Gaga-esque wardrobe and decidedly uncoplike manner, she’s a

  good fit. A night owl by nature, she keeps things interesting when the shift is slow – which is usually the case – but when the situation calls for it, she’s all business and a

  true benefit to the department.




  ‘I just took a nine one one for some kind of disturbance,’ she tells me.




  ‘What’s the twenty?’




  ‘Covered bridge.’




  Images of drunk and disorderly teenagers flash in my mind’s eye and I groan inwardly. The Tuscarawas Bridge is a favorite hangout for some of the local youths to ‘chill.’ As of

  late, some of that so-called chilling has deteriorated to other unsavory activities, like underage drinking, fighting, and drug use – and I’m sure that’s just the tip of the

  iceberg. A week ago, one of my officers busted the mayor’s seventeen-year-old son with an ounce of weed and a meth pipe. The mayor hasn’t spoken to me since. But I know the

  conversation is coming. Probably in the form of a request I won’t be able to grant.




  I glance at the clock on my dash and restrain a sigh. Eight A.M. ‘They’re starting early.’




  ‘Or staying late.’




  ‘Who called it in?’




  ‘Randy Trask was on his way to work and said there was some kind of ruckus.’




  Muttering beneath my breath, I swing right, hang a U-turn in the middle of the road, and hit the accelerator. ‘Is Trask still there?’




  ‘He left, Chief. Had to get to work.’




  I sigh. ‘I’m ten-seventy-six.’




  ‘Roger that.’




  The Tuscarawas covered bridge is a Painters Mill icon and of substantial historical significance. It was built in 1868, fell to ruin during the Depression, and was refurbished at the expense of

  the taxpayers and a donation from the Painters Mill Historical Society in 1981. Constructed of wood and painted barn red, it spans 125 feet across Painters Creek. The bridge is a tourist attraction

  and has been the topic of many a town council meeting, mainly due to the fact that a few local graffiti artistes have declared it fair game – and my department has yet to catch a single one.

  It’s located on a little-used asphalt road that cuts through bottomland that’s prone to flooding in the spring. The surrounding woods are dense with century-old hardwood trees and a

  summer’s growth of underbrush – the perfect locale for a multitude of illicit activities.




  It takes me five minutes to reach the bridge. I slow as I approach its yawning red mouth. To my right, I can just make out a footpath cut into the forest, and I know there have been plenty of

  people hoofing it down to the creek bank to fish or swim or whatever the hell it is they do there.




  A jacked-up Chevy Nova with wide tires and a spoiler at the rear is parked on the gravel turnout, its oxidized paint glinting dully in the morning sun. Next to it, an ancient Bonneville with a

  patchwork of Bondo on the front quarter panel squats on the shoulder like some armored dinosaur. The driver’s side door is open and the coarse echo of techno-rock booms out so loudly, my

  windows vibrate. I see two more cars parked on the other side of the bridge. I peer ahead and see, cloaked in the shadows of the covered bridge, the silhouettes of a couple of dozen young people

  grouped into a tight circle.




  I pulse my siren a couple of times to get their attention. Some look my way. Others are so embroiled in whatever’s going on, they don’t even notice. Or maybe they don’t

  care.




  I park behind the Nova, shut down the engine, and hail Mona. ‘I’m ten-twenty-three.’




  ‘What’s going on out there, Chief?’




  ‘I’d lay odds on a fight.’ I’ve just opened my door, when a scream echoes from within the bridge. ‘Shit,’ I mutter. ‘Is Glock there yet?’




  ‘Just walked in.’




  ‘Get him out here, will you?’




  ‘Ten-four.’




  Racking the mike, I slip out of the car and hit the ground running. Several of the teens look up and scatter as I approach, and I catch a glimpse of two people on the ground, locked in battle.

  The agitated crowd throbs around them, shouting, egging them on, as if they’ve bet their life savings on some bloody dogfight.




  ‘Police!’ I shout, my boots crisp against the wood planks. ‘Back off! Break it up! Right now!’




  Faces turn my way. Some are familiar; most are not. I see flashes of surprise in young eyes alight with something a little too close to bloodlust. Cruelty in its most primal form. Pack

  mentality, I realize, and that disturbs me almost as much as the fight.




  I thrust myself into the crowd, using my forearms to move people aside. ‘Step away! Now!’




  A teenage boy with slumped shoulders and a raw-looking outbreak of acne on his cheeks glances at me and takes a step back. Another boy is so caught up in the fight, he doesn’t notice my

  approach and repeatedly jabs the air with his fist, chanting, ‘Beat that bitch!’ A black-haired girl wearing a purple halter top that’s far too small for her bustline lands a kick

  at one of the fighters. ‘Break her face, you fuckin’ ho!’




  I elbow past two boys not much bigger than I am, and I get my first unobstructed look at the epicenter of the chaos. Two teenage girls are going at it with the no-holds-barred frenzy of veteran

  barroom brawlers. Hands grapple with clothes and hair. Nails slash at faces. I hear animalistic grunts, the sound of ripping fabric, and the wet-meat slap of fists connecting with flesh.




  ‘Get off me, bitch!’




  I bend, slam my hands down on the shoulders of the girl on top. ‘Police,’ I say. ‘Stop fighting.’




  She’s a big-boned girl and outweighs me by about twenty pounds. Moving her is like trying to peel a starving lion off a fresh kill. When she doesn’t acquiesce, I dig my fingers into

  her collarbone, put some muscle into it, and haul her back. ‘Stop resisting!’




  ‘Get off me!’ Blinded by rage, the girl tries to shake off my hands. ‘I’m going to kill this bitch!’




  ‘Not on my watch.’ I put my body weight into the effort and yank her back hard. Her shirt tears beneath my hands. She reels backward and lands on her butt at my feet. She tries to

  get her legs under her, but I press her down.




  ‘Calm down.’ I give her a shake to let her know I’m serious.




  Ignoring me, she crab-walks forward and lashes out at the other girl with her foot, trying to get in a final kick. I wrap my hands around her bicep and drag her back several feet.

  ‘That’s enough! Now cut it out.’




  ‘She started it!’ she screams.




  Concerned that I’m going to lose control of the situation before backup arrives, I point at the most sane-looking bystander I can find, a thin boy wearing a Led Zeppelin T-shirt.

  ‘You.’




  He looks over his shoulder. ‘Me?’




  ‘I’m not talking to your invisible friend.’ I motion to the second fighter, who’s sitting on the ground with her legs splayed in front of her, her hair hanging in her

  face. ‘Take her to the other side of the bridge and wait for me.’




  I’m about to yell at him, when a girl with a pierced eyebrow steps forward. ‘I’ll do it.’ Bending, she sets her hands on the other girl’s shoulder. ‘Hey. Come

  on.’




  I turn my attention to the girl at my feet. She’s glaring at me with a belligerent expression, breathing as if she’s just come off a triathlon. A drop of mascara-tinged sweat dangles

  from the tip of her nose and her cheeks glow as if with sunburn. For an instant, I find myself hoping she’ll take her best shot, so I can wipe all that bad attitude off her face. Then I

  remind myself that teenagers are the only segment of the population entitled to temporary bouts of stupidity.




  ‘If I were you,’ I say quietly, ‘I’d think real hard about what you do next.’




  I look around, gauging the crowd. They’re still agitated, a little too close for comfort, and restless in a way I don’t like, especially when I’m outnumbered twenty to one.

  Keeping my hand on the girl’s shoulder, I straighten and make eye contact with a few of them. ‘You have thirty seconds to clear out, or I’m going to start arresting people and

  calling parents.’




  When they begin to disburse, I glance at the girl. She’s eyeballing her friends, gesturing, sending them nonverbal messages teenager-style, and I realize she’s enjoying her fifteen

  minutes of fame.




  ‘What’s your name?’ I ask.




  She gives me an ‘Eat shit’ look. But she’s smart enough to know this is one standoff she’s not going to win. ‘Angi McClanahan.’




  ‘You got ID on you?’




  ‘No.’




  I extend my hand to help her up, but she ignores it and jumps to her feet with the grace of a fallen figure skater going for the gold. She’s a pretty girl of about sixteen, with blond hair

  and blue eyes, freckles sprinkled over a turned-up nose. Her build is substantial, but she carries it well, the way young women do. The sleeve of her T-shirt hangs off her shoulder. I see scratch

  marks on her throat, another on the inside of her elbow. There’s blood on her jeans, but I don’t know where it came from.




  ‘Are you injured?’ I ask. ‘Do you need an ambulance?’




  She gives me a withering look. ‘I’m fine.’




  ‘What happened?’




  She jabs a finger in the direction of the other girl and her lips peel back. ‘I was out here hangin’ and that fuckin’ ho jumped me.’




  The words dishearten me, but it’s the hatred behind them that chafes my sensibilities. I don’t know when kids started talking this way, but I detest it. Don’t get me wrong;

  I’m not naïve. I’ve heard worse words in the course of my law-enforcement career, many of which I’ve been the target of. But hearing that kind of rhetoric from such a pretty

  young woman somehow shocks me.




  I reach for the cuffs tucked into a compartment on my belt, yank them out. ‘Turn around.’




  ‘Dude.’ Her gaze slides down to the cuffs and she raises her hands. ‘I didn’t do anything!’




  ‘Put your hands behind your back.’ Grasping her bicep, I spin her around, snap one end of the cuffs onto her right wrist, and draw it behind her. ‘Give me your other hand.

  Now.’




  ‘Please don’t . . .’ She’s upset now. On the verge of tears. Starting to shake.




  I don’t feel much in the way of compassion. Grabbing her free wrist, I snap the cuff into place and crank it down. The too-sweet scent of drugstore perfume mingles with the stink of

  cigarettes and comes off her in waves. Grasping the chain link between the cuffs, I guide her to the window. There, I turn her around, lean her against it, and put my finger in her face. ‘Do

  not move from this place,’ I tell her. ‘Do not speak to anyone. Do you understand?’




  Mouth tight, she refuses to answer and looks away.




  When I turn my back, she mutters, ‘Bitch.’ I let it go and start toward the crowd. Most of the teens have disbanded, but there are several stragglers, their eyes bouncing

  from me to Angi, hoping for more fireworks.




  The crunch of tires on gravel draws my attention and I see the Painters Mill PD cruiser pull up behind my Explorer. Relief flits through me when Officer Rupert ‘Glock’ Maddox

  emerges. A former marine with two tours in Afghanistan under his belt, Glock is my best officer, and I’m invariably glad to see him, especially when I’m outnumbered, whether by

  teenagers or cows.




  The remaining teens give him a wide berth as he walks onto the bridge. He has that effect on people, though he doesn’t seem to notice. ‘Whatcha got, Chief?’




  A couple of Einsteins thought it might be fun to roll around on the ground and beat the shit out of each other.’




  He glances past me at the handcuffed girl. ‘Females?’




  ‘It’s the new thing, I guess.’




  ‘Damn. That’s just wrong.’ Shaking his head, he slants a doleful look my way. ‘Girls didn’t fight when I was a kid.’




  ‘Evidently, stupidity is an equal-opportunity condition.’ I motion toward Angi McClanahan and lower my voice. ‘See what her story is. If she gives you any shit, arrest

  her.’




  He pats the Glock at his hip. ‘Hey, I’m an equal-opportunity kind of guy.’




  I withhold a smile. ‘I’m going to talk to Muhammad Ali over there.’




  I find the second fighter on the opposite side of the bridge, standing next to the girl with the pierced eyebrow. Both girls are facing away from me, staring out the window, elbows on the sill,

  smoking clove cigarettes.




  ‘Put the smokes out,’ I tell them as I approach.




  Two heads jerk my way. The girl with the brow hoop turns to me, stubs out her cigarette on the sill, and then drops it to the floor. The one who was fighting flicks hers out the window to the

  creek below, then faces me. For the first time, I get a good look at her face. Recognition stops me cold. I know her. Or at least I used to, and I’m pretty sure she’s Amish. For an

  instant, I’m so shocked that I can’t remember her name.




  ‘Hey, Katie,’ she says sweetly.




  I stare hard at her, racking my memory, unsettled because I’m coming up short. She’s about fifteen, with gangly arms and legs and a skinny butt squeezed into jeans at least two sizes

  too small. She’s got pretty skin, large hazel eyes, and shoulder-length brown hair streaked blond by the sun. She took at least one punch to the face, because I see a bruise blooming below

  her left eye.




  She smirks, a shifty amusement touching her expression. ‘You don’t remember me.’




  My brain lands on a name, but I’m not certain it’s correct. ‘Sadie Miller?’




  She dazzles me with a smile that’s far too pretty for someone who was on the ground and throwing punches just a few minutes ago. She’s the niece of my sister’s husband, and I

  almost can’t believe my eyes. The last time I saw Sadie was at my mother’s funeral, just over three years ago. She’d been about twelve years old, a cute little tomboy in a blue

  dress and white kapp; all skinny legs, scabby knees, and a gap between her front teeth. I remember her so well because she was sweet and social, with a natural curiosity that had appealed

  to me even through my grief. She was one of the few Amish girls who could hold her own with the boys and had no qualms about speaking her mind to the adults. I ended up spending most of my time

  with her that day, mainly because most of the other Amish refused to talk to me.




  This young woman looks nothing like that cute little Amish girl. She’s tall and beautiful, with a model-thin body. There’s a wildness in her eyes that adds something edgy and

  audacious to an already bold appearance – at least in Amish terms anyway – and I know her early defiance of the rules has turned into something a hell of a lot more chronic.




  ‘Do you need an ambulance?’ I ask.




  She laughs. ‘I think I’ll live.’




  I make a point of looking her up and down. Her nails are painted blue. Her makeup is well done but heavy on the liner. She wears a silky black tank with bold white stitching. The material is so

  thin, I can see her nipples through the fabric. I hear myself sigh. ‘Do your parents know you’re here?’




  ‘It’s none of their business.’ She flicks her hair off her shoulder. ‘I’m on rumspringa.’




  Rumspringa is the time when young Amish people are allowed to experience life without the constraints of the Ordnung, while the adults look the other way. Most teens partake in

  some drinking and listening to music – small infractions that are generally harmless. I wonder if this girl will be one of the 80 percent who eventually become baptized.




  I stare at her, trying to reconcile the young woman before me with the sweet kid I met three years ago. ‘You’re kind of young for rumspringa, aren’t you?’




  ‘In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not a kid anymore.’




  ‘You didn’t look very grown-up a few minutes ago when you were fighting.’




  ‘I’m fifteen.’ She looks away. ‘Old enough to know what I want.’




  ‘Half of the adult population doesn’t know what they want,’ I mutter drily.




  She laughs outright. ‘That’s what I like about you, Katie.’




  You don’t know me.’




  ‘I know you break the rules.’




  ‘Yeah, well, all that rule breaking isn’t everything it’s cracked up to be.’




  ‘That must be why you left,’ she says, her words saturated with sarcasm.




  ‘Don’t go there,’ I warn her.




  ‘I’m thinking about leaving the plain life,’ she blurts.




  Since I’m the last person who should be having this conversation with a young Amish woman, I take a moment to dig my notepad from my pocket. ‘How do your parents feel about

  that?’




  ‘They think the devil has gotten ahold of me.’ She throws her head back and laughs. ‘They could be right.’




  Trying not to wince, I turn my attention to her friend, the girl with the gold hoop sticking out of her eyebrow. ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Lori Westfall.’




  I scribble the name on the pad. ‘You can go.’




  Her eyes slide to Sadie. ‘But . . . I’m her ride home.’




  ‘Not anymore.’ I point to the mouth of the bridge. ‘Go.’




  Huffing a grievous sigh, she turns and walks away.




  ‘I guess all those stories I’ve heard about you are true,’ Sadie says.




  ‘I’m not going to respond to that, Sadie, so save your breath.’




  She ignores me. ‘Everyone says you’re a badass.’




  ‘Don’t believe everything you hear.’




  ‘I’m glad you cuffed that bitch.’




  ‘If I were you, I’d start taking this a lot more seriously.’




  She sobers, but I still discern the smile in her eyes.




  ‘Who started the fight?’ I ask.




  Looking far too comfortable with the situation, she shrugs. ‘I threw the first punch.’




  ‘Why were you fighting?’ I ask, hoping none of this is about drugs.




  ‘Her boyfriend likes me more than he likes her, and she’s the jealous type.’




  ‘Who touched whom first?’




  ‘She shoved me.’ She glances down, peels at the nail polish on her thumb. ‘So I slugged her.’




  ‘Did she hit you back?’




  She points to her eye. ‘Hello.’




  I frown. ‘Don’t get smart with me, Sadie. Just because you’re family doesn’t mean I won’t take you to jail. Do you understand?’




  ‘I got it.’ But she gives me a sly grin. ‘Angi McClanahan is a fuckin’ ho.’




  The words are so incongruous with the girl standing before me that I’m taken aback. ‘Give it a rest,’ I snap. But I’m acutely aware of the discomfort in my voice.

  ‘You’re too pretty to talk like that.’




  ‘Everyone else does.’ She looks at me from under long lashes, curious, testing me. ‘Even you.’




  ‘This isn’t about me.’




  ‘The old women still gossip about you, Katie. They talk about how you used to be Amish but left the plain life for the big, bad city.’ She looks at me as if somehow what I did is

  something to be admired. ‘Fannie Raber said you told the bishop to go to hell.’




  ‘I don’t see how that’s something to be proud of.’




  She shrugs. ‘I’m tired of all the rules.’




  The urge to defend the Amish way rises in my chest with surprising force. But knowing any such defense would be hypocritical coming from me, I hold my silence. ‘Maybe you should discuss

  this with your parents.’




  ‘Like they’re going to understand.’




  ‘Then the bishop—’




  She barks out a laugh. ‘Bishop Troyer is so lame!’




  ‘Fighting is lame. Look at you. How could you disrespect yourself like this? You’re going to have a black eye.’




  Looking only slightly chagrined, she lowers her voice. ‘I’m serious about leaving, Katie.’




  Suddenly, I feel as if I’m tiptoeing through a minefield without the slightest idea where to step. ‘I’m not the person you should be discussing this with.’




  ‘Why? Because you left?’




  ‘Because I’m a cop, and I’m not going to discuss it. Do you understand?’




  She holds my gaze. ‘I’ve been thinking about it for a long time.’ She lowers her voice. ‘I don’t fit in. I’m drawn to all the things I shouldn’t be.

  Music and . . . art. I want to . . . read books and watch movies and see places I’ve never seen. I want to go to college and . . .’




  ‘You can pursue all of those things without fighting and getting into trouble,’ I tell her.




  ‘I can’t do those things and remain Amish.’




  ‘You’re too young to be making such an important decision.’




  ‘I hate being Amish.’




  You don’t know what you want.’




  ‘I know exactly what I want!’ she retorts. ‘I’m going to design clothes. English clothes. For women. I know that sounds like some stupid pipe dream. Or according to my

  datt: devilment.’ She does a decent impersonation of her father. ‘He doesn’t get me, Katie. I’m 50 good with the needle and thread. Just ask Mamm. She

  knows I could make a go of it. Only she won’t admit it.’




  She motions at the tank she’s wearing. ‘I made this! Look at it. It’s beautiful, but Mamm won’t let me wear it. She won’t even let me sell it at the

  Carriage Stop. She says it’s got too much ornamentation and that it’s prideful.’




  The words tumble out of her in a rush, too fast and falling over one another, as if she’s been holding them inside and some invisible dam has burst. I recall a vague memory from a couple

  of months ago: My sister, Sarah, telling me about this girl’s needlework. I hadn’t paid much attention at the time; my sister and I have been dealing with our own issues. But Sarah had

  gone on about Sadie’s talent. How she’d already sold a dozen quilts at one of the tourist shops in town and customers couldn’t seem to get enough. There’s a part of me that

  hates the idea of snuffing out that kind of passion. Too many people slog through their lives without it. It is a view, of course, that would not be welcomed by the Amish.




  ‘So are you going to take me to jail?’ she asks, looking a little too excited by the prospect.




  ‘I’m going to take you home.’




  Sighing as if jail is the better option, Sadie reaches into her pocket, pulls a brown cigarette from a pack, and lights up. I can tell by the way she does it, she’s not a smoker.




  ‘Put that out,’ I tell her.




  ‘Why, Katie? You smoke. I saw you. At the graebhoff. Why can’t I?’




  ‘Because you’re fifteen and it’s illegal.’ I snatch the cigarette from her and toss it out the window.




  She stares at me with clear, watchful eyes that don’t miss a beat. It’s strange, but I find myself feeling self-conscious because, for some crazy reason, this girl looks up to me.

  She’s learning things she probably shouldn’t, wanting things that, if she remains Amish, she won’t ever possess. It’s a recipe for heartache, and I want no part of it.




  ‘I don’t want to go home,’ she tells me.




  ‘Here’s a news flash for you, Sadie. You don’t always get what you want.’ I glance over my shoulder. All but two of the kids have left. Glock is speaking with Angi

  McClanahan. She’s flirting with him, probably trying to get him to remove the cuffs. He jots something in his notebook, steadfastly unaffected.




  ‘Stay put,’ I tell Sadie. ‘I’ll be right back.’




  I start toward Glock. He glances up and meets me in the center of the bridge, so that we’re out of earshot of both girls. ‘What do you think?’ I ask him.




  Glock shakes his head. ‘Were we that dumb when we were teenagers?’




  ‘Probably.’




  He glances down at his notepad. ‘Apparently, the two girls were fighting over some guy. McClanahan made contact first. Other girl threw the first punch.’




  ‘I’m so glad I’m not a teenager.’




  ‘I’d kinda like to be the guy they were fighting over, though.’




  We grin at each other.




  ‘So who’re we taking to jail?’ he asks.




  ‘I’m going to let them off with a warning and have a chat with the parents.’




  ‘Good call.’ He nods his approval. ‘Fewer reports to write.’




  ‘Will you drive McClanahan home? Talk with her folks?’




  ‘Sure.’




  I glance over at Sadie Miller and sigh. She’s leaning against the windowsill, her foot propped against the wall, smoking a clove cigarette, watching me. ‘I can’t believe kids

  still smoke those things,’ I mutter.




  Glock nods in agreement. ‘They’ll kill you, that’s for sure.’




  As I start toward the girl, I figure we both know there are far more dangerous ills facing our young people and that most of us are at a complete loss as far as how to keep them at bay.




  







  TWO




  Forty-five minutes later, I’m pulling out of the long gravel lane of the farm where Sadie Miller lives with her parents and four siblings. I’m adept at reading

  people, regardless of culture, and I’m pretty sure that when Sadie and I initially walked in, they thought I was the one who’d given her the black eye. Deserved or not,

  I’ve earned a reputation among the Amish.




  I did my best to remain objective as I explained what had happened. Esther and Roy Miller listened quietly, but I saw the distrust in their eyes – perhaps even a little suspicion. I heard

  a lot more silence than questions. By the time I left, I was starting to doubt if they believed any of what I’d told them.




  Had this been a non-Amish family, I’d still be in there, listening to the parents defend their child or, perhaps, deflecting cheap shots aimed at me and my department. Not so with the

  Amish. There was no finger-pointing or laying of blame or absurd rationalizations. Amish parents are generally strict with their children; obedience is ingrained at a young age and enforced with

  ‘smackings’ when necessary.




  Sadie is past the age where a smacking would be effective. But I have no doubt she will be punished for her disobedience, more than likely by the assignment of some unpleasant chore. I wonder if

  it will be enough.




  I’m tired, still thinking about Sadie, on my way to the station to file my end-of-shift reports when my cell phone chirps. Mild annoyance transforms into pleasure when I see

  Tomasetti’s name on the display, and I pull on my headset. ‘Morning, Agent.’




  ‘I called earlier and got voice mail. Everything okay?’




  ‘Sorry. Got tied up with a stop.’




  ‘Cows?’




  ‘Worse,’ I tell him. ‘Teenagers.’




  ‘That is worse.’




  ‘At least with cows, you know what you’re getting.’




  ‘Less bullshit anyway.’




  John Tomasetti is an agent with the Ohio Bureau of Criminal Identification and Investigation in Cleveland. We met a year and a half ago, when he assisted with the Slaughterhouse Murders case. It

  was a tumultuous time for both of us, not only professionally but personally. His wife and two children had been murdered just nine months before, and he was an emotional basket case. He’d

  been taking some heavy-duty prescription drugs and mixing them with alcohol, a coping mechanism run amok that had put his career on the skids and sent his life careening out of control. There were

  probably other things going on as well that he didn’t see fit to reveal. But then, people like us excel at keeping secrets, especially when they’re big ones.




  It was my first major case as chief, and my personal connection to the killer made for an extremely stressful investigation. The murders themselves were shocking and brutal – the things of

  nightmares. Somehow, in the course of all that depravity and blood, Tomasetti and I became allies. We became friends and, later, lovers. In the end, we broke that damn case wide open.




  ‘Have you slept?’ He knows I covered the graveyard shift last night.




  ‘I’m heading home as soon as I file reports.’ In the back of my mind, I’m wondering if he’s going to drive down. If he’s got the weekend off and wants to

  spend some time with me. It’s been a month since I last saw him. Something inside me surges at the thought, but I quickly bank it. I’m still reluctant to trust any emotion that packs so

  much power and comes with such ease.




  ‘I just got handed a case,’ he tells me. ‘I was wondering if you’d be interested in coming up to consult.’




  For a moment, I’m too shocked to answer. The request is unusual in the extreme. I’m a small-town chief of police. I spend my days mediating domestic disputes, breaking up fights, and

  investigating the occasional theft. Small-town crime. Why would he need me when he has a plethora of sophisticated resources at his fingertips through BCI? ‘This doesn’t have anything

  to do with cows, does it?’ I ask.




  He chuckles. ‘Missing persons. Two so far, but the case is developing.’




  ‘That’s not exactly my area of expertise.’




  ‘It is if they’re Amish.’




  My curiosity flares. ‘You’ve got my attention.’




  ‘I have two missing teenagers from two towns within a one-hundred-mile radius. We’re just now putting things together. I’m going on-site, and I’ll need to conduct

  interviews with the families as soon as possible. I thought you might be able to offer some insight.’




  No one is more aware than I am of the divide that exists between the Amish and English communities. It’s a divide that runs even deeper when it comes to law enforcement, particularly an

  outside agency such as BCI. My intimate knowledge of the plain life, combined with my fluency in Pennsylvania Dutch, will go a long way with regard to bridging the gap and encouraging the Amish to

  speak freely.




  I pull over in front of the Butterhorn Bakery and give the call my full attention. ‘Where did these disappearances occur?’




  ‘Latest was in Rocky Fork. Small town about fifty miles from Cleveland.’




  I take a deep breath, trying not to be too flattered. ‘I’m interested.’




  ‘Interested enough to drive up?’




  ‘You mean now?’




  ‘Clock’s ticking. I thought we could meet here in Richfield. Take care of the red tape. Introduce you to the suits. There’ll be a formal briefing. Some forms to sign.

  They’ll supply you with a temporary ID. You up for it?’




  A sensation that’s a little too close to excitement flashes in my chest. ‘Let me tie up some things here. When’s the briefing?’




  ‘As soon as you get here. Call me.’




  I start to give him a time frame, but he disconnects. I sit there for a few seconds, smiling stupidly, energized by the prospect of consulting for such a well-respected agency. But I know most

  of what I’m feeling has more to do with John Tomasetti than it does with BCI. I don’t know if that’s good or bad. But it’s honest, and I resolve not to analyze it any more

  closely than that.




  My mind jumps ahead to the tasks I need to complete before I leave. I’ll need to brief my team, speak to the mayor, get my shifts covered. We’re chronically understaffed in Painters

  Mill. But Skid – the officer I stood in for last night – is due back today. I was scheduled to have the weekend off. It could work.




  Sleep forgotten, I hit my radio and hail Mona. She answers with a perky ‘Painters Mill PD!’




  ‘Hey, it’s me.’




  ‘What’s up, Chief?’




  ‘I want you to call the guys in for a quick briefing.’




  ‘This morning? What’s going on?’




  I recap my conversation with Tomasetti. ‘See if you can get everyone there within the hour. I’m going to swing by the house for a quick shower and to pack a bag.’




  It takes me an hour to shower and pack enough clothes for a few days on the road. I’m no fashionista – not by any stretch of the imagination – so it takes me

  a good bit of time to figure out which clothes to take. Usually, I wear the old standby: my police uniform. We’re talking basic navy with a leather shoulder holster. No frills. After three

  years of being chief, that’s the way I’ve come to identify myself, at least with regard to style. This consulting stint promises to take me out of my comfort zone by a couple of

  light-years. That’s not to mention the issue of Tomasetti. I may not be into the whole fashion thing, but I’m still a woman. I might have grown up Amish, but there’s a small part

  of me that is vain.




  I opt for business-casual and go with the khaki boot-cut slacks, black trousers, and a pair of blue jeans. A couple of blazers and a few camis, a blouse, some nice T-shirts. Impatient with

  myself for taking so long when I still have a one-hundred-mile drive ahead, I forgo jewelry, toss my toiletries into the bag, and head for the door.




  I call Mayor Auggie Brock on my way to the station and break the news, going heavy on the ‘This will improve our relationship with an important state law-enforcement agency’

  angle.




  ‘How long will you be gone?’ is, predictably, his first question.




  ‘I’m not sure,’ I tell him. ‘Two or three days.’




  He makes a noise that tells me he’s not happy about the situation. But he knows he can’t say no, because for three years I’ve forgone vacations and, most weeks, a day off.

  I’m well within bounds to push the issue if needed.




  ‘You’ll have to do this on your own time,’ he tells me. ‘I mean, you’ll need to take vacation days. And of course we can’t afford travel funds for you.

  We’ve got budget constraints.’




  ‘They pay a daily stipend and expenses.’




  ‘That’s good.’ I can practically hear him thinking this over, weighing all the pros and cons, trying to think of a worse-case scenario.




  An awkward silence ensues. I’m trying to think of a way to end the call, when he broaches the one subject I’d wanted to avoid. ‘Before you leave,’ he says after a moment.

  ‘I’ve been meaning to call you about Bradford. I mean, about the charges.’




  Auggie—’




  ‘He’s a minor . . . a good kid with his whole life ahead of him.’




  ‘Everything’s already been turned over to the county attorney. You know that.’




  You could . . . pull the charges.’




  ‘“Pull the charges”?’ Incredulity rings in my voice; this is nervy even for Auggie. ‘We caught him with drug paraphernalia and an ounce of pot. He slugged one of my

  officers. T.J. had to get stitches, Auggie. There’s no undoing that.’




  ‘There were extenuating circumstances. Bradford was upset about—’




  I don’t know Bradford Brock, but I read the police report. The so-called good kid had enough marijuana on his person to supply the high school potheads for a month. The blood test that

  came back confirmed that he was high on methamphetamines, as well.




  ‘Stress over a high school government exam isn’t considered extenuating circumstances,’ I tell him.




  ‘Look, I’m finding it difficult to believe my son had an entire ounce of marijuana on him. Perhaps T.J. . . . overreacted. Maybe you could . . . correct his report. At least with

  regard to the amount of pot.’




  The conversation has taken a path I have no desire to tread. Uneasiness presses down on me. ‘I don’t think we should go there, Auggie.’




  ‘I have to go there. He’s my son.’ He sighs. ‘Come on, Kate. Work with me here.’




  ‘What, exactly, are you asking me to do?’




  ‘Nothing that doesn’t happen every day.’ He pauses. ‘Come on. Reports get lost. Evidence gets lost. It happens all the time. It would mean the world to me and my wife if

  you could make this go away.’




  ‘You’re asking me to cross a line, Auggie.’




  ‘Kate, I’m desperate. This situation has been a nightmare. If Bradford is tried as an adult and convicted, these charges could ruin his life. He’ll have a record.’




  That’s when I realize this is an argument I’m doomed to lose. Auggie Brock is, indirectly, my boss. But he’s also a father, and I know better than most that blood always trumps

  lesser loyalties, which include right and wrong.




  ‘For God’s sake, Catherine is going to have a breakdown over this. You should have called me instead of arresting him! Why didn’t you let me take care of it?’




  ‘Take care of it?’ I take a deep breath, close my eyes briefly, remind myself Auggie is a good man who’s been placed in an untenable situation by someone he loves.

  ‘I’m going to pretend we never had this conversation.’




  The line goes dead before I finish.




  Shaking my head, I drop the phone onto the console. I feel compassion for Auggie and his wife. But there’s no way I’m going to falsify police records or ‘lose’ evidence

  to keep his snot-nosed punk of a son out of jail. As far as I’m concerned, a stint in juvenile hall might be the kick in the pants the kid needs to get back on the right track.




  A few minutes later, I arrive at the police station and park in my usual spot. The department is housed in a century-old redbrick building replete with drafty windows, noisy plumbing, and an

  array of unexplained odors, most of which are unpleasant. Mona and Lois hide air fresheners in creative places, but the reception area invariably smells of old plasterboard, rotting wood, and maybe

  a dead mouse or two. The decor looks like something out of an old Dragnet episode. And I don’t mean retro cool, but truly butt ugly. The town council did spring for a new

  desk and computer for our dispatch station a couple of months ago. But only because the old computer went up in flames – literally.




  My conversation with Auggie niggles at me as I enter. Mona Kurtz sits at the reception station, hunched over her computer with her headset on and the mouthpiece pushed aside. She’s eating

  grapes out of a Baggie with her left hand, clutching the mouse with her right. As usual, the volume on her radio is turned up a little too high and she’s tapping her fingers to a funky Linkin

  Park number.




  I’m midway to her desk when she spots me. Offering a quick smile, she flicks off the radio and plucks a dozen or so pink slips from my message slot. ‘You’re a wanted woman this

  morning, Chief.’




  And it’s not even ten A.M.’




  ‘Ever think about cloning yourself?’




  ‘Somehow, I don’t think the world is ready for two of me,’ I tell her.




  Her hair is a slightly darker shade of black today, with a contrasting burgundy stripe on the left side of her crown. She’s wearing skinny black pants with a snug T-shirt and a blue scarf

  that’s tied around her neck like a noose. I’m glad I can’t see her shoes from where I’m standing.




  I page through messages. One from Tomasetti. Two from Auggie. Six from Kathleen McClanahan. It takes me a moment to place the name and then I realize she’s the mother of Angi, the girl

  from earlier this morning. ‘McClanahan mention what she wants?’




  ‘You mean aside from your head on a stick?’




  I chuckle. ‘She’s going to have to stand in line.’




  ‘I swear, Chief, that woman can cuss. It was like being at an auction.’




  ‘There’s something to look forward to.’ I start toward my office. ‘Let me know when everyone’s here.’




  ‘Roger that.’




  I grab a cup, fill it to the rim with coffee, and drink half of it down hot on the way to my office. Using my key, I open the door and flip on the light. The odors of paper dust and toner greet

  me when I walk in. It’s a small space, not much bigger than a walk-in closet, with bad lighting and a dingy window that looks out over Main Street. It’s jam-packed with a metal desk, a

  mismatched file cabinet, two hotel-fare visitor chairs, a half-dead ficus tree, and a bookcase upon which a broken coffeemaker sits. Shortcomings aside, this is my home away from home, and most

  days I’m unduly glad to be here.




  Dropping my overnight bag at the door, I go directly to my desk and dial Sheriff Rasmussen’s number from memory. I’ve known the sheriff for almost a year now. We’ve drunk a few

  beers together and butted heads a couple of times, but he’s a decent man and a good cop. We worked closely together during the Slabaugh case last December. It was a difficult investigation,

  during which four people lost their lives, shattering a family and shaking everyone involved, including me. Especially me. It was the first time in the course of my career I used deadly force.

  I’m still dealing with the aftermath of that, mostly in the form of nightmares. On bad days, I still flash back to the moment I pulled the trigger, and I wonder if I could have done something

  different.
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