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  KATY THORNTON HELD her face in her hands, unsure if she had the mettle to move forward. She was certain the night would be a disaster if she didn't get her mind right. Strewn about her bed was a small pile of pink Victoria Secret undergarments. Katy had never owned such fancy lingerie. But it HAD looked good in the lighting of the pink dressing room days earlier.


  In the harsh orange glow of her narrow bedroom, with its awkward shadows and cheap light bulbs, she could not spot the curves she tricked herself into thinking existed in that dressing room. Katy huffed and blew wet hair out of her face. No, she was not sharpened like Cindy Crawford or Kate Moss, but her body was toned from years of playing volleyball, her prowess on the court only exceeded by her strength in the classroom. But her love life was a non-existent afterthought. This was different, though. He was different. The more she played the "what if" game in her mind, the worse the anxiety building in her stomach churned.


  The other nugget of positivity was that, for the first time in her life, Katy felt dangerous. She liked the idea of having something of her own, something not monitored or controlled by her parents.


  Katy's life had been regimented and structured to the point of insanity. Every day followed the same routine. This regimented schedule, coupled with quick wit and intelligence, had always turned the boys away. Apprehension crept up her spine and sat at the base of her brain. It’s just clothes. Nice clothes. Sexy clothes. And that was okay. She’d earned this. Katy pushed the lingerie back into the bag and slid it under her bed.


  Besides, she wasn't trying to impress some dipshit high school boys. They’d be impressed no matter what they saw. Guys like Ricky. She thought how desperate he strived for Katy's attention. But Ricky was a moron. She had broken it off with the silent treatment, and it had worked. He seldom called now, and she never took the call when he did. Her brother Kevin was well-trained in turning Ricky away. Kevin had even told him to go fuck himself—in hushed tones—when he called one night. Katy had picked up the phone in her room, her hand held over the receiver to stifle the muffled laughter she’d tried to hold back.


  Ricky stopped calling after that. He stopped everything. He wouldn't even make eye contact with her in the halls. And that was fine, so fine. Little Kebbie the Lion. That was Kevin to the core and Katy loved her little brother more than anything.


  In the interim however, Kevin was furious with Katy. She had kept him at a distance for the last two months; Kevin didn't understand why, and she didn't have the heart to tell him.


  Much like her withdrawal from social activities, she had become distant with Kevin and most of her friends, because of a relationship she was cultivating with a boy she had met online.


  It began three months ago when she met Jordan Dikeman on a local telephone-based Bulletin Board System. BBS systems were used to connect computers from afar. You could chat, transfer files, even play games. It was a new frontier. She’d learned about them from Kevin, but her fortunes shifted on a dime last year, when she had received a brand-new state-of-the-art computer system as an early graduation present. Her previous machine was barely able to handle Windows 3.1, much less 3.11 and had often crashed at the most inopportune times. But this new computer had a Pentium processor, a sixty-megabyte hard drive, and a 28.8 baud modem; it was like riding the information superhighway with a rocket strapped to your back. The PC was faster than anything Katy had experienced in her life, and it changed everything for her.


  Katy loved computers. Obsessed over them. She knew she would study computer science—Silicon Valley beckoned. But her love for the devices paled in comparison to Kevin's. He lived for them. He woke up thinking about them. And if it wasn't that, it was video games. When she’d gotten her new machine, he had tried to hoard over it with supreme jealousy.


  It was different for Katy. Kevin loved the entertainment value, but she loved the structure of its hardware and the orderly series of 1s and 0s needed to create a program. She loved squashing the bugs that came along with programming, even in BASIC, and now she had a computer fast enough and strong enough to start interacting on Bulletin Board Systems.


  The home computer revolution was also her revolution and connecting to BBS systems was like traveling across the span of the country in seconds. She learned of NovaNet from her brother—according to Kevin, all the best "warez" lived on NovaNet.


  "What the hell is warez?" she’d asked him.


  "Free stuff. You can download all the latest games. Katy, Doom is on NovaNet. That game costs forty dollars in the store and I can jump on NovaNet and download it in three hours! How rad is that?"


  They began downloading games from NovaNet. As she spent more time familiarizing herself with the interface, she grew interested in hosting her own. Not long after, she began hitting up the NovaNet message boards. She’d never gotten quality responses from other users; based on her name, her profile stated that she was a female, and with a username like CardinalCat, it was easy to make jokes. It was unnerving and at times prevented her from trying to enter their world. That all changed when she began receiving kind replies from a user named HowardTheDike.


  His username was a play on one of her favorite movies, Howard the Duck. She was hesitant to start chatting with a stranger online, but Jordan was the first person to take her seriously on the boards. He showed respect and helped her. No ill will. He had helped her prepare for her interview with Stanford, which took place in December.


  She had been waitlisted to Stanford, but was still eligible for National Merit, and a small window remained open for her to be admitted to the summer session. It was her dream school, but deep in her heart she knew they wouldn't be able to afford it on their father's salesman salary. No National Merit Scholarship, no Stanford.


  Jordan Dikeman was a transplant student from California who studied electrical engineering. He was completing an internship in Bradenton and loved BBS systems. As their relationship blossomed, they talked about meeting "in real life". She wanted to know him IRL and often daydreamed about the tall, handsome, shy boy who could talk for hours about circuitry and programming. He talked about his dreams of relocating back to Palo Alto. Jordan even talked of joining her this summer if everything worked out. He could show her around his old town. She worked up the nerve to ask him to meet, but Jordan rebuffed every advance. He said she wouldn't like what she saw, and Katy began to worry that he felt like something was wrong with him. This was clearly not the case, even though he did spend a lot of time in the chat rooms. Physical activity must’ve not scored high on his priority list. Or maybe he was just a fish out of water. Just like her. Yes, just like her—hidden in plain sight.


  Still, the things they had in common far overwhelmed anything physical that would hinder their relationship. They began flirting more, and Katy kept a record of all their chat logs like a digital diary. In December, after gentle and playful persuasions, she agreed to meet. But he betrayed her. He stood her up. She was furious, hurt, and embarrassed; she broke off their strange internet romance after that.


  A heartbroken Katy attended New Year's Eve at a friend's house. All her girlfriends kissed their boyfriends as the ball dropped and turned the year over to 1994. Katy walked home alone, the sound of her heels clicking along the gravel of her driveway, before she opened the front door to a dark, sleep-filled house. Her parents never made it to midnight. That night, she logged on and found him waiting. They talked until the sun came up.


  Two weeks later, she was willing to give him another chance.


  Katy stepped out of her bedroom wearing a blue nightgown over her new lingerie. She dried her hair but didn't put any makeup on; that would come later.


  She found her father, Mitch, sitting in the study reading. He was wearing his old stained Wisconsin Hockey t-shir—the same one he’d worn since she was a little girl. She stood for a moment watching him.


  He smiled. "What's up Katy-bear?"


  "Just wanted to say goodnight."


  "Give me the bear hug."


  Katy wrapped her arms around him from behind and squeezed as hard as she could. It was something they had done since she was two years old when she would ride on his back. She squeezed him again; Mitch grunted and exhaled. She ruffled his dirty blond hair.


  "You're getting too damn strong, you know that?"


  "Stop."


  She turned and headed toward the kitchen.


  "Love you Katy-bear."


  She found her mother in the kitchen rinsing dishes and putting them in the dishwasher. "Going to bed, Mom. Goodnight."


  Susan Thornton turned, her long brown hair pulled back into the same ponytail she wore every night as she did the dishes. Water streaked down the polo shirt she wore. Her mother was a pitbull and Katy was always the target. They fought, often, over the dumbest things. Katy rested against the wall and crossed her arms.


  “Can we have a chat about something real quick?” Susan said without turning back around.


  “What is it?” Katy responded.


  “I’m getting stacks of school letters for you. Tons. And most of them are from Stanford.” There was a beat. "Are you wearing a new bra?"


  Katy crossed her arms tighter and smirked at her mother.


  Susan crossed the room and tossed a letter on to the table from the Manatee County Vocational Technical School.


  Katy stiffened.


  “What is this?” Susan asked. “It says you filled out an application to go to VoTech.”


  “I’m just keeping my options open.”


  Susan rolled her eyes. “What options? Are you looking into becoming a welder?”


  Katy huffed out an annoyed blast of air. “That’s very condescending. There are very smart and talented people at VoTech. They have programs in computers.”


  “Katy, you have so much potential. Why would you waste it on something like computers? You could study accounting, political science. With your wit and attitude you could be a lawyer. Computers is a dead-end field.”


  Katy tilted her head back and took in a deep breath. She wasn’t sure if she would engage in this conversation. She wanted to get away from her mother; she wanted to go. “I just took a look. I’m not considering going there.”


  “Say it with me.” Her mother began to recite one of the Florida Gator chants from the football games they’d attended. “It’s great. To Be. A Florida Gator. I said its GREAT. To Be. A Florida Gator.”


  “Enough of that.” Mitch said from the living room. “She’s going to be a Badger. Isn’t that right, Katy Bear? Wisconsin just won the Big Ten and the Rose Bowl. That’s a REAL football school.”


  “Don’t fill her head with nonsense, Mitch, unless you’ve got some magic way to pay out-of-state tuition.” Susan said.


  “Fair point.” Mitch said.


  Katy turned to leave the room.


  "Homework done?" Susan said.


  "Always. And yes, I studied for calc."


  "The AP test isn't going to pass itself."


  "One day, Mom. One day, the tests will pass themselves. All part of the digital revolution."


  "Until that day, we study, and we work." With that, her mother returned to the dishes.


  Katy left the room without saying goodnight. She passed the kitchen counter, letting her hands slip over her father's car keys. She put them into the pocket of her nightgown. Her last stop of the night on the way to her bedroom was the living room, where Kevin sat on the couch watching The Adventure of Pete and Pete on Nickelodeon.


  "You still ignoring me, weirdo?"


  He didn't answer.


  "Can't ignore me forever."


  "That's what you did to me," Kevin said.


  She stopped at the door, contemplating whether or not to respond. She decided she would tell him. The words actually made it halfway to her tongue before she stopped. He wouldn't take the news well. Way too overprotective. Maybe even more than Dad. This was the first time Katy felt like something had truly been hers, and hers alone. She would hoard it, protecting it as long as possible. "I'm just really busy. Senior year stuff. Can't stay mad at me forever, Kebbie. Goodnight."


  No response.


  Katy sat in her room waiting in the dark for the hums and rhythms of her house to wind down. After she shut the door to her room, she put on a fresh layer of makeup and teased her hair up using hairspray. She put on her best pair of jeans and a blouse. Florida was in the midst of its worst cold front in forty years, and she was bummed she'd have to wear a jacket over her pretty new blouse. The room dimmed as the living room light coming from under her door was turned off.


  Moments later the fan that her father needed next to him to sleep roared to life, filling the hallway with white noise. Kevin’s routine of sneaking video games after their parents went to sleep was abated as well. That was the biggest hurdle. Kevin heard everything. Her good fortune continued. Kevin must have passed out early.


  Katy stood from her bed and turned on her computer. She connected to NovaNet and loaded the chat room.


  CARDINALCAT: Everyone is out. Are we still on?


  HOWARDTHEDIKE: I'm ready when you are.


  CARDINALCAT: You're not going to stand me up, right?


  HOWARDTHEDIKE: No. And I'm sorry again for the first time.


  Katy smiled. She never missed the opportunity to send in another dig about him standing her up. She bit her lower lip and tried to think about how to proceed.


  CARDINALCAT: I'm ready to see your wonderful face for the first time.


  She waited an eternity for a response.


  HOWARDTHEDIKE: You promise not to laugh?


  He was so cute and shy. She was nervous about meeting him. Why had he been so concerned about his appearance? That stopped concerning her long ago. That wouldn't matter; Jordan's personality was what she... fell in love with? Could you fall in love with someone you’d never met face to face? She supposed so, and she couldn't help but feel the way her father described his emotions for her mother, despite how gross that was. It was true, and it was real. She was sure she loved Jordan Dikeman—this was the next logical step. After that? Palo Alto maybe? That was adventurous, uncharted territory.


  CARDINALCAT: I'd never laugh at you.


  He sent the address. Jordan asked to meet in a park near a new land development. It was past the town line, in the woods, in a part of town she had never visited. Privacy. That sounded exciting. She sent her goodbyes, and the chat log autosaved into her folder.


  Katy opened the window of her room and braced herself against the night air. The chilly night air filled her lungs and sent a jolt of life through her body. The smile that emerged was uncontrollable. The feeling of Christmas Eve. Unbearable anticipation. She cleared the window and slid gracefully down into the grass.


  Katy fired up her father's 1991 Honda Accord and waited. No lights in the house came on. She was clear. She couldn’t wait to tell Kevin her secret and unburden herself from all the secrecy. She'd never been so secretive, but love made you do crazy things sometimes. She decided she would tell him everything, when she got home later.


  She had no idea she would never again see him, or anyone in her family.


  
    Chapter Two
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  THE FIRST MILE was as brutal as the second. Ethan Thresher hated running, and his body showed it. He trudged his tall, thick thirty-five-year-old frame along the shoreline of the Manatee river, then through quiet streets of the River District, a family-friendly neighborhood near downtown Bradenton. The predawn light cast across the water covered the retirement homes along the river with a soft orange glow.


  Ethan planned to do three miles in about thirty minutes; thirty minutes already passed, and he was only pushing a little over two miles. He'd fallen behind on his fitness, and his conditioning test was less than two weeks away. His new promotion to detective was still contingent on passing that test, so he gulped back cold air and pressed on.


  He moved along Riverview Boulevard, the water on his right. It was high tide and fresh puddles from the overflow accumulated along the sides of the sewer drain. This neighborhood was notorious for flooding, but during this unusual cold January weather pattern the rains stayed away. In their place was a stiff, cold breeze that cut into his bones.


  Ethan grew up in Detroit, where winters never seemed to end. Florida was different. Something about the way the wet, cold air seeped into your pores made Ethan think surviving up north, now that his blood thinned, was out of the question.


  Nausea came creeping up into his throat. He shoved his finger down his throat causing him to dry heave and expel his breakfast into the grass near the cement wall. He stood quick and got lightheaded. God, he hated running. Hands on his hips, he knew it was at least a mile and a half back to his apartment. This happened often to Ethan—he never compared his abilities to his desires. It was easy to think, Oh hell yeah, let's jog a quick three miles, grab a winning lotto ticket, and woo Claudia Schiffer all in the next two hours. The rubber band would always snap back, and he once again found himself stuck in the middle of a residential neighborhood, imagining all the old women and housewives peeking out from behind their curtains at the out-of-shape lummox lumbering down their block.


  Ethan let the headphones slide off his ears and fall around his neck. The Vandals "Peace Through Vandalism" blared from his Walkman. He’d thought listening to a fast-paced punk rock album would push him. He had been a disciple of the punk rock movement since the day he watched Black Flag perform live at Bookie's Club 870 in Detroit back in 1982. Henry Rollins' energy was palpable, leaving his body and absorbing into Ethan's bones, filling the void left by his father. Dudley Thresher, the legend, was killed in the line of duty during the race riots of ’67, and at the time had been one of the most celebrated detectives in the Detroit Police Department. He lost his mother thirteen years later to breast cancer.


  Alone and angry at twenty-two-years-old, Ethan had filled the painful hole with rage in the mosh pit. Those dark times were behind him, he thought, but there were still nights he'd wake up from a dream he couldn't remember, with the residue of his parents echoing in his brain.


  Ethan had followed in his father's footsteps and joined the Detroit Police in 1985, in time to observe Detroit deteriorate around him. Life moved fast after that. Married his high school sweetheart at twenty-six, three miscarriages by twenty-nine, a change of scenery to save the marriage at thirty. Divorce at thirty-two. Detective at thirty-five.


  Ethan sucked in another long, cold pull of air and began jogging, against his better judgment, back toward Main Street. Before he reached the end of the block, his pager began to rattle on his waist. It was the office.


  Ethan jogged to the Bank of Bradenton at the corner and asked if he could use their phone. The clerk slid a phone out from behind her desk. His partner, Kendrick Holloway, answered on the third ring.


  "Holloway. Detectives."


  "Thresher." Ethan tried not to sound out of breath.


  "Ethan, where the hell are you, man?" Holloway said.


  "Jogging. Conditioning test next week."


  
    "Cut it short. Possible homicide. We need to get to the crime scene before the media."

  


  Ethan's posture changed. This would be his first homicide. He and Holloway had only been partners for about six months. Holloway was a legend in the department, now in the twilight of his career. Together, Holloway and Thresher had covered plenty of domestic batteries, robberies, and violent assaults, but never a homicide.


  "Give me twenty."


  Police headquarters sat as the centerpiece of downtown Bradenton. The modern building was seven stories and a stunning sight for an otherwise struggling downtown. The only other modern landmark was the tall glass building containing most of Bradenton's financial firms. The old courthouse and police headquarters were connected to the new tan brick courthouse, bridging old Bradenton with new Bradenton. Efforts to gentrify downtown had fallen flat, and there was an old Florida scum charm that Ethan loved; it was like a small strip of Detroit had landed in his new home.


  Ethan walked the six blocks from his apartment down Main Street, now littered with homeless, who milled about the old bus station sitting catty-corner to the courthouse.


  Ethan entered headquarters through a side door and took the service elevator up to the third-floor. The detective's bullpen had eight cubicles and a series of offices against the wall where Captain Martin Ruggle’s was located. That door often remained shut. The tones were gray and cold.


  Ethan's cube sat next to Holloway’s, with Holloway's secretary Grace sandwiched between the two.


  "Don't sit." Holloway looked like an NFL linebacker who had let his gut go in retirement. He stood and threw his blue sports coat over the shoulders of his massive frame. With salt and pepper hair, black skin, and narrow eyes, he always managed to look deep in thought. He grabbed his service revolver from his locked desk drawer and holstered it in his shoulder strap.


  Ethan had begun wearing one soon after getting partnered with Holloway.


  "Farmer out east. Gate was broken wide open. Cow wandered out onto 64 and almost killed a motorist. He saw tire tracks and followed the trail ready to scare the shit out of kids looking for mushrooms but instead pulled up on a body. He called it in around an hour ago. We've got a black and white securing the scene. Been sitting on my thumb waiting for your ass."


  "Sorry, man. I was working to keep this chiseled physique."


  Holloway widened his eyes and presented an annoyed smirk. He grabbed the keys to their cruiser. "You need to take this shit more seriously, Ethan. You'll be running this department one day."


  "Not any time soon, Kendrick."


  The ride was quieter than normal. Ethan watched Holloway peripherally. He finally mustered up the urge to speak. "Everything all right, boss?"


  "They said the girl was young. Like, high school young. Dead kids always fuck me up. It sticks with you. Especially after you have kids. Hell. I'm fifty-six-years-old. Don’t have kids, Ethan. I've seen enough in my time. It stays with you. You on the other hand? You're still young enough to make a difference. And you're still soft as baby shit."


  They laughed. The car grew darker as their journey took them to the dense, forested end of East Bradenton. Ethan felt nervous. He closed his eyes and saw the face of his father. Take it easy. Take it easy and remember to leave no stone unturned. Don't embarrass yourself. Do your job and speak for the person who no longer can. Then he saw the face of his ex-wife Theresa. She was lying in a hospital bed, softly weeping. Ethan remembered sitting in silence. The loss of another child. He felt something that day. It was the end of two lives. The one that miscarried and the one that bonded them in marriage. He shook it off. The cruiser continued on.


  
    Chapter Three
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  HOLLOWAY PARKED NEAR a black and white patrol car. Standing by the car was a tall, thin man in his late sixties wearing overalls, a solid-colored buttoned-down shirt, and a thick jacket. His hair was full gray. The detectives exited the car. Holloway popped the trunk and pulled out the crime scene kit. Ethan grabbed the kit and put on a pair of plastic gloves.


  "Start working with the crime scene to preserve those tire tracks before the coroner’s crew shows up and tramples our scene," Holloway said.


  The morning was cold and gray, and the temperature was dropping despite the sun coming up. Ethan’s attention kept turning toward the body of the young girl lying face down about two hundred yards away. Her clothing lay near her body, but her undergarments remained on. Her hair was platinum blond and obscured her face. His stomach turned over, but not like when he was jogging. This was nerves. A mild terror, like going into the dark basement when he was a kid. His first murder. This was a threshold, and he couldn’t go back.


  The forensic technician was a woman named Tara Scanlon. She bumped him with an object, and he turned. She handed him a plaster vat, and he helped her pour the plaster over the thick tire tracks grooved into the soft mud leading toward the scene..


  "Did you take impressions of the owner's truck?" Ethan asked her.


  "We did. Those stakes in the ground with orange ties near Mr. McLaughlin's truck? Those are his tracks."


  * * *


  McLaughlin was sitting on the bed of his truck with his head slumped. He was shaking back and forth as Ethan’s partner approached.


  "I'm Detective Kendrick Holloway."


  McLaughlin extended his hand. Holloway shook.


  "Hell of a thing. To see something like that..." McLaughlin's voice trailed off.


  Holloway let the moment breathe before responding. "Did you hear anything out of the ordinary last night? Squealing tires, anything about the gate?"


  "No, like I said, I woke up this morning to what sounded almost like a car accident. I knew when I heard screeching wheels that one of the cows had gotten out. The black ones are almost invisible when it's dark out like that. Took me about 20 minutes to wrangle him. I led him back into the fence, and I saw the tire tracks leading in and out. Kids always try to sneak in here to nab the psychedelics. Grows in the cow shit. I run about three or four a month off the property, especially when it gets cold out. "


  "Did you touch or move the body in any way?"


  "Hell no. She was lying there. Took my breath away. I hauled ass out of there and called 911. Been sitting here ever since waiting for y'all to show up. Hard to look at her like that."


  Holloway nodded and thanked him, instructing him to stay around to give a formal statement. McLaughlin agreed.


  * * *


  Once the tire prints had been plaster cast, Ethan turned to face the victim where she lay. He walked with care toward the body, his heart pumping a mile a minute. He had seen bodies before, but this was different; the puzzle of her death sat before him, and he had to find all the pieces.


  Ethan followed Holloway’s approach with his eyes. He could almost see the wheels spinning in Holloway's brain, locked into the crime scene.


  "She's still warm. Stiff as hell, but warm. She couldn't have been here more than six or seven hours. Whoever did this ain't far. He didn't dump her here like some trash. She isn't covered in mud or dragged. She was placed. He took care of her. We're damn lucky he didn't shut that gate tight enough. Huge break, my friend." He put emphasis on the word huge letting it draw out for a few minutes. "You check for ID?"


  "No."


  Holloway shot Ethan a sharp gaze. He got the message.


  Holloway circled the body jotting down notes on his legal pad. Ethan walked over to the jeans and began feeling the pockets. He kneeled and patted them. There was nothing in the front pocket. He felt something hard in the back pocket of the jeans. He held it up. It was her driver's license. The shy smile of a young girl with the thrill of freedom in her eyes.


  "I got ID. Her name is Katy Thornton. Seventeen. Lives over on Northwest."


  Holloway shook his head in disgust and rubbed his hands over his eyes.


  "What were you doing out here, little girl?" Ethan said to himself barely above a whisper. He leaned down and looked at her eyes. Beautiful. Young. Nothing but highway in front of a life extinguished. "Bruising on the neck. She didn't put up much of a fight, either. I think it surprised her."


  Ethan walked around to the other side of her and leaned down with one of the wooden rods from the scene kit. "I'm going to move the neck." He lifted Katy's head. "Maybe a crushed windpipe."


  Holloway sighed deep and nodded.


  Ethan stared out toward the road trying to build the timeline in his mind. "Any girls reported missing?"


  "None. The last one was a month ago, but she was black, and they found her a week later in Rubonia."


  "Okay, so we need to find out when she was last seen and what she was up to. With no report, her parents may not even know she is missing yet."


  Holloway made a note of her address. "She's about ten miles from home."


  Ethan was looking at her neck, when something caught his eye. Around the curvature of her jaw a thin line of blood dribbled out of her mouth. "Come look at this."


  Holloway bent down.


  Ethan used the metal rod to open Katy's mouth. The process was slow and gentle. They both leaned back when the pool of blood that had been resting in her mouth spilled out on the ground.


  "You seeing what I'm seeing?" Holloway asked.


  Ethan tipped Katy's head to one side and used his flashlight to shine it into her mouth. "Her tongue is gone." He sat up and clicked the flashlight off.


  "A first for me."


  Ethan nodded, but his mind was lost in thought. What would draw a seventeen-year-old girl out from Northwest Bradenton in the night to end up like this. Drugs? He lifted her arms and checked her veins. There were no char marks on her fingers. Her skin didn't have the characteristics of a smoker or drug user, but it would take time for toxicology to know for sure.


  They spent the better part of two more hours canvassing the scene looking for and bagging evidence but found very little.


  The coroner's van turned on to the clearing and began moving at a slow pace toward the scene. Holloway ran over to stop it from coming too close.


  "I think we're good. Come on, let's get her out of the cold."


  Ethan and Holloway followed the coroner's van back downtown.


  * * *


  "First things first. Get those tires processed,” Holloway said. “As soon as we know the brand and, God willing, the type of vehicle, we can start cross-referencing DMV records and hope for a hit. Sex preds, violent offenders. Anyone in the area with a violent past. We got tourists all over this place. People coming in and out of these parts at all times of the year. No telling who could have drifted in."


  "So, you don't think this is local?"


  "Can't say for sure. What do you think? First time going over a crime scene, tell me what your instincts say about it."


  Ethan lingered on that thought for a long beat before responding. "Intimate. Delicate, the way she was placed on the ground. I think whoever did that to her knew her, or at the very least wanted to know her. He treated her like a china-doll."


  "Yeah, except for the tongue. Wild animal shit. Never seen anything like it, and it doesn't fit. Only thing off to me."


  Ethan agreed. The removal of the tongue didn't match the care taken with the body. Like something ritualistic. The cut was straight. The blade that removed her tongue must have been razor sharp. "Shot in the dark here, but we need to check out if anyone working in local delis or butcher shops in town has a violent past—maybe narrow down the search. The way her tongue was removed... it was a clean cut. That ain't something you just know how to do."


  Holloway rubbed the stubble on his chin and pondered that thought. "I like that. You got the knack, Ethan. You're going to be a fine detective.” He smiled a broad smile. “Good shit. You deserve a reward for that one. We got to keep that shit out of the papers though. New girl on the crime beat is an animal, never stops with the questions. Just when you think there are no more questions to be asked, she hits you with a dinger, and it always catches you off guard."


  "What's her name?"


  "Williamson. Dana Williamson. She'll eat you up."


  "We need to notify next of kin ASAP. We can't perform an autopsy until we have permission."


  Holloway turned to Ethan. The silence sat for a beat. "You want me to do it?"


  Ethan was shocked. Holloway smiled in response. Ethan shifted in his seat, the leather sticking to his back, and sighed a deep sigh. "Might as well just rip the whole band-aid off," Ethan said.


  "Shit rolls downhill, man. Done way too many of these.”


  Ethan took his Skoal can out and put a fat wad of tobacco in his lip.


  "You know that shit will make your jaw fall off, right?"


  "Yeah, but if my jaw falls off, I won't have to talk to this family."
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  KEVIN THORNTON WOKE up to the sound of his alarm clock going off a third time. With the previous two, his fist slammed so hard on the snooze button he thought the clock would break. It was the same routine every morning; he would wake up and drag himself into the shower.


  Kevin had his hair cut yesterday and the cold air running its way through the house made him shiver as it hit the sides of his head. His mousy, dirty blond hair was shaved into a bowl cut, but the terrible cowlick on the back of his head was still impossible to tame. He had grown like a weed in the last year, but his muscles didn't grow at the same rate, which made him look bird-chested. He examined himself in the mirror while brushing his teeth. Time to drink more milk. It does a body good. His body could use some good.


  He nearly fell back asleep in the shower but was startled back into reality by banging on the door.


  "Hurry it up, I got to drop heat," Mitch said.


  His father had no shame, and it was one of Kevin's favorite things about him. Coffee went through the man like a hot knife through butter. You could set a timer to his father's bowels.


  Around this time every morning, without fail, Katy would also come to the door and bang away until he was forced out of the shower prematurely.


  "Seniority. I need to do my hair," Katy would say.


  Kevin would hurry up the process to stop the incessant banging on the door. He bumped her on purpose on the way out, which would cause her to laugh. Their miniature fight would be over, and things would be back to normal.


  Today, there was no knock.


  After getting dressed, Kevin entered the kitchen, grabbed a bowl from the top shelf, and poured himself enough Cinnamon Toast Crunch to feed three people. He grabbed the milk out of the fridge and already knew the end result before he made the pour. It was at the bottom of the carton. Kevin cursed his sister, knowing she was the last one to use the milk. Mom had already gone to the store this week, so this was the last time Kevin would see milk in the house for three days or so.


  Susan entered dressed in a full body spandex suit with knee high socks and her face powdered. It was Monday, which meant Jazzercise. Her hair was pulled up into a braided bun.


  "We're out of milk," Kevin said.


  Susan closed her eyes in frustration. "It'd be nice to start getting a head’s up around here when we're running low on things. I went to the store yesterday. I asked all three of you if we needed milk and I didn't get one single answer."


  As she left the kitchen, Mitch entered with his standard blue shirt with blue tie. "You know I always do Blue Monday, Kev. Always remember to wear blue when the work week starts. A depressing day for sure. You want to know the most depressing sound in the history of mankind? That 60 Minutes clock after the football games end. The minute that ticking comes on, you know your weekend is shot. You start thinking about work and responsibility and not why the Packers couldn't score more than seventeen measly points against the Cowboys."


  Mitch was a die-hard Packers fan and was still smarting from their loss the night before to the hated Cowboys. Kevin didn't much care for football, but he entertained his father. He thought of a hundred other things he'd rather be doing than sitting around getting pissed off over something he had no control over.


  "Cowboys are going to steamroll the 49ers next week. Put that in the bank. What do you think, kiddo?"


  "Absolutely."


  His father drifted off into that morning's Bradenton Herald. The front-page story was still the attack on Olympic figure skater Nancy Kerrigan. The paper kept running the same picture of her screaming on the ground while holding her ankle.


  "Where's your sister? We're running late already," Susan said.


  "I don't know. I think she's still sleeping."


  Mitch dropped his toast on his plate and gave Kevin an incredulous look. "Dude, go wake her up! I can't be late for work today."


  Susan came back into the room carrying a laundry basket full of towels. She dropped them in front of Kevin. "Fold these."


  "I can't, I gotta go wake up Katy."


  Susan took in a deep sigh and slid the basket over to Mitch. "I'm off duty. I've already done three loads this week."


  Mitch held his hands up in a surrendering posture and began folding the towels.


  "Please put them away in the right drawers this time," Susan said, smiling.


  "Sir, yes, sir!" Mitch mock saluted his wife.


  Kevin stood from the table and walked down the hall to Katy's room. He knocked on the door. No answer. "Katy, come on. Dad's waiting. You're running really late."


  Silence. Was she sick? Kevin cracked the door and peeked into the dim room. Her computer was off. Her bed was made, and Katy was nowhere to be found. He heard his father exit the front door on his way to work. He could wait no longer. "Mom? Do you know where Katy is?"


  From the front of the house he could hear his father's confused voice. "Hey, where the hell is my car?" Mitch said.


  From there, the morning took an absolute nosedive. His parents were in a frenzy. Kevin spent the next thirty minutes watching his mother from a distance as she paced back and forth in the kitchen. She was on the phone with the Bradenton police department. One second, she would be calm and the next she was shouting into the phone. Kevin waited for his two best friends to show up. They always traveled together to school and were inseparable for most of the day. Kevin, Steve and Doug learned to buddy up after taking several beatings from a bully at school named Joey Tavares.


  Mitch had retreated to the living room. He kept looking at his watch and cursing under his breath. He was furious at Katy but also there is a cast of concern over his face. This was so out of character for her.


  Kevin, though, expected something like this would happen sooner or later. The caged bird would sing. The way she had drifted away recently confounded him. The silent treatment hadn’t worked. She wasn’t relenting. It wasn't drugs, that was for sure, so it must have been a boy. Katy had isolated herself on her computer. She changed her password on him so he couldn't access the machine and got moody when he asked what she was up to. Kevin was a bit excited to finally have a resolution.


  The smoke alarm sprang to life. Kevin rushed into the kitchen to see the oatmeal his mother had been cooking had boiled over.


  She leaned into the room, pulling the cord of the house phone to its apex. "Kevin, you got that? I'm sorry. I'm on hold again; these damn cops are giving me the run around."


  Kevin nodded. Katy was in deep, deep shit. He smiled. It wouldn't be him for once. Katy was the smartest person Kevin knew. He idolized her. She always made the right decisions and always came up with the right answers. There was never a day, no matter how far she drifted from him, that he couldn't ask her a question and get an immediate answer.


  The doorbell rang and Susan was there in an instant. She swung the door open and shouted aloud.


  "Young lady, you scared me half to death. What the hell do you think you're doing stealing your father's car like—" Susan's shoulders dropped.


  Standing in the doorway were Kevin's best friends Doug Finster and Steve Larchmont. Doug stood five foot nothing and about 100 pounds soaking wet. He wore hand-me-down clothes, had half broken glasses that always drooped down his face, and Kevin was sure there had never been a day in his life where his shoes were tied. Steve was the polar opposite. Preppy to the core. Polo shirt and khaki shorts. Socks up to his knees and the latest pair of Pumas. His dad was a higher up at Tropicana, the same place Kevin's dad worked. Hell, everyone around here worked at the factory. It was the lifeblood of the community. Some had it better than others, and Steve was part of that group. He could have wanted for nothing had his parents not been such tightwads.


  "Oh, sorry boys. KEVIN!" Susan screamed down the hall.


  "I'm coming. Hey guys, what's going on?" Kevin asked, exiting the front door.


  Steve's eyes were wide. He flexed his face forward and widened his eyes even further.


  Did I miss something? Then it clicked into place; they needed to move. Today was a big day. "Mom, am I good to go?"


  Susan nodded in his direction, only half paying attention. "No, I will not wait twenty-four hours to file a police report. She was in her room last night and now she's gone. My husband's car is missing."


  Kevin shut the door behind him and went to the side of the house to unlock his bike.


  "What's going on, dude? Why is your mom all bent out of shape?" Steve asked.


  "Katy snuck out last night. Probably to go meet some boy, but she never came home, and my mom is shittin' kittens on the phone with the cops."


  "Good, the cops will be occupied with her while we..." Steve said.


  "Dude, shut up," Doug said. “Hey, man. You think she’s okay?”


  “She’s fine. She’s not going to be when she gets home though.


  Doug mounted his bike and rolled down the driveway.


  Kevin smirked to himself. Doug had a huge crush on his sister and had been nursing it for the better part of two years. He plopped on the seat and rolled down his driveway picking up speed.


  "You guys ready for this?" Steve asked.


  They were about to cross a dangerous ethical road, but Kevin was ready for it. He was tired of waiting on the sidelines. And he needed to get out of the house. He hated the feeling of tension in the house, especially when it came to issues between Katy and their mom. Cracks had formed in their relationship that didn't seem like they could be repaired. But Kevin had to focus on other things. Today was an important day.


  It was delivery day.


  * * *


  On a quiet street in northwest Bradenton, Margaret Brinkman made her first deliveries of the day. The UPS truck moved down the road, slowing at each house as she tried to locate the address of Steve Rogers. She finally came to a stop in front of a house with a manicured lawn.


  Margaret exited the sizable brown truck with a medium sized package in tow and approached the front door. Her brow furrowed at the sight of a padlock on the handle. Strange, but not the first time she'd seen something like that. She knocked and rang the doorbell. There was no answer. In the window, a furnished home matched the clean manicured appearance from the outside. "Neat freaks." She turned to leave when commotion from within the house stopped her.


  The front door flung open to reveal a clean-cut kid in a polo shirt and khaki shorts, drenched in sweat. "Hi, can I help you?"


  "Are your parents home?"


  "No, sorry. They already left for work, but I can sign for them if you have a package or something," Steve said.


  "What's your name?"


  There was a pause. "It's Doug. Doug Rogers."


  Margaret was skeptical, but she also didn’t have time for this bullshit. She was already behind schedule. "Sign for your dad." She handed him a pen.


  Steve took the pen and signed his name as Steve Rogers.


  She passed him the package and headed back to her truck.


  The boys peered through a gap in the blinds as the UPS truck drove away.


  "Son of a bitch, I can't believe that worked," Doug said.


  "Credit master!" Kevin shouted


  "Well Captain Rogers, do you think you did enough to keep your title of Captain America?" Kevin said, snickering.


  Doug and Steve laughed at the jab. Captain America was Steve's favorite comic book character and the name he used to order the modem—the opposite of what Cap would have done.


  “I’m more like the Red Baron,” Steve said.


  "Think of the possibilities, guys. We could get more RAM, a bigger hard drive. Doom 2, Ecstatica, Warcraft. Holy shit you guys, this is just the beginning."


  The boys jumped up and down with their arms locked as Steve held the package to his chest.


  "We just committed a major felony. Are we going to go to jail?" Doug said.


  "Just you, loser," Kevin said and punched Doug in the arm.


  Steve opened up the package with his Swiss army knife revealing a Hayes Optima 33.6 baud modem. It was top of the line, and it was paid for with a completely fake credit card from a software called Credit Master. The boys squeal in excitement. Eat your heart out, Katy, Kevin thought. The boys stuffed the modem into Steve's backpack.


  "We are going to haul so much ass with this modem. We're going to own NovaNet," Steve said and gave Kevin and Doug a high five.


  "I honestly can't believe that worked. What should we buy next?" Doug asked.


  Kevin pulled out a sheet full of credit card numbers generated by Credit Master. He had downloaded the software from NovaNet a couple of weeks ago and used one of the numbers to connect to a new internet service called America Online, until it was time to pay the bill. The fake card had soon been canceled, but they made a new one and were up and running again. It was after that Kevin had the idea of having hardware delivered. But how to get it past their parents? Working in their favor was the fact their parents knew jack shit about computers. Once the equipment was in the house and installed their parents would not be able to tell the difference. The tower looked the same, but the innards were superior.


  Kevin, Steve, and Doug collected their things and cleaned up all signs they had been in the house. As they hopped on their bikes to ride to school, Kevin picked up an oversized For Sale sign and replaced it in the spot he had removed it from before the UPS driver showed up. The three digital thieves rode off toward school.
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  KEVIN LISTENED AS best he could in Mr. Einhorn's science class. The teacher’s monotone voice and droning cadence jabbed Kevin's brain—the audio equivalent of Nyquil. On the first day back after Christmas break, Mr. Einhorn had decided to move the classroom seating assignments. Kevin sat in the corner of the room waiting for his name to be called. Six kids remained. His heart fluttered. This couldn't be happening. Two more names called. Nope, not happening. He was so screwed if it happened. Mr. Einhorn called two more names. Kevin let out a half-happy half-nervous sigh and looked over at the petite brunette girl standing next to him.


  The two people left were himself and Jennie Kushner. No. He couldn't do it. He’d had a crush on Jennie since the sixth grade. His pulse went to eleven every single time she neared. Kevin would die of a heart attack this semester. Science projects, experiments, dissections would all have to be completed with Jennie. This would kill him. This would end him. His mind would unravel.


  He sat down in the far-right seat, his palms sweating. His hand slipped off the chair. Jennie sat next to him, pulling her skirt down below her knee flattening the material with her hand. Kevin's breathing became shallow, unsure of what to say, so he didn't say anything at all. She had smiled at him a few times when their eyes met, but as the class progressed her smile faded. She thinks you don't like her. Say something, you idiot. Say anything. Speak, you fool.


  "How did Christmas go?" Kevin said. His voice cracked.


  Jennie turned to him and smiled her bright, beautiful smile. "My family doesn't celebrate Christmas. But we did spend a few days with family and went to Temple."


  Kushner. Duh. The Kushners were Jewish. He had known, but in his haste to say anything Kevin toppled toward the most awkward thing possible.


  "Umm, happy Chanukah then?"


  She giggled at him and smiled again.


  Kevin died and was reborn in her smile. Inside and out, he wanted nothing else but to see her smile. They talked in hushed tones and soon the conversations drifted to their interests. Jennie knew tech. She joined the Tech Team at school.


  "Makes you think I'm a nerd, huh?" Jennie asked.


  "If you only knew all the nerdy crap I liked, you wouldn't say that."


  "Try me."


  Mr. Einhorn rarely checked on either of them in class, because they both had good grades. Kevin assumed it was Mr. Einhorn's motivation for sitting them next to each other in the back. The two were not seen as troublemakers, but they had been forced to check their side talks.


  She had an older brother way into playing games on his PC. He told her about his sister and how Katy introduced him to BBS systems and how they download games and software.


  Her face soured at the thought. "Isn't that stealing?" Jennie said.


  Kevin felt guilt wash over him about the scam he had pulled. "I mean, we don't hurt anybody."


  "What about the people who programmed those games? You want to be rewarded for doing your work one day, right?"


  She had him there. Kevin considered what he would do if someone copied his work without him knowing. "You have a point. But until I can afford the things I want, I may download a few things here or there."


  She smiled a weak smile at him. He had lost points by admitting his low-level thievery. "How about I give it a rest and try buying games the old-fashioned way?"


  She gave him another side smile and focused back on Mr. Einhorn.


  A thousand knives plunged into his heart. He cleared his throat and focused his own energy back on Mr. Einhorn. He waited twenty-five excruciating minutes for the bell to ring.


  In the hallway, Kevin wandered toward his locker. He used the combination to unlock it and put his science text inside. This was one of the best parts of his day, unburdening himself from that heavy textbook. He shut the door and turned to leave, when his head slammed back into the locker and bounced off the door like a tennis ball. Kevin's hand sprang up to his forehead. In his disorientation, Kevin glanced up catching the eyes of the biggest douchebag asshole in school, looking back over his shoulder. Joey Tavares. He smirked behind perfect teeth and walked off with his arm around Becky Hanlon's petite shoulders. His bowl cut was similar to Kevin’s but looked better.


  Joey was the alpha of the school, and king of the bullies. Most of his circle of friends were just kids avoiding his wrath. What Kevin had experienced was known as a Locker Shocker. The object of the game was to bounce someone's head off the locker and then keep moving as fast as possible to avoid getting in trouble. Running to the administration would make it five times worse next time. Kevin and company had been trying to find a way to pay back Joey Tavares for the better part of two years. They had begun to plot out a long play prank to ruin Joey's reputation and hold the clown back for another year.


  Kevin was running out of time. He would have to take a shortcut through the administration quad. He couldn't afford another tardy to Mr. Campbell's class. He rubbed his forehead as he sifted his way through the students milling about in the hallway. As he neared the administration building, Principal Peebles walked out of the office with a police officer in tow. Mr. Peebles towered over everyone like one of the trees from Lord of the Rings walking through the sea of students. He spotted Kevin and narrowed his eyes, pointing at him and gesturing to the cop.


  Kevin's insides flip upside down. The modem. How could they have found him? Christ, they know about the modem. He was utterly screwed. Jennie was right. He was a thief, and now he was busted. Credit Master. The whole thing. He needed to get to Steve as soon as possible and have him dump the hot merchandise. Kevin turned around and began to walk as fast as he could in the opposite direction.


  Mr. Peebles called his name, but Kevin ignored it, walking through a doorway into the south wing hallway toward the band room. Joey Tavares was there, leaning against his locker with his usual gaggle of goons. Kevin gave them a wide berth and walked along the lockers on the other side. If he could cut through the South quad and double back toward the cafeteria, he might be able to catch Steve before the cop nabbed him.


  "Where you going in such a hurry, Thornton? You going to shit your pants or something?" Joey called out.


  His pack of assholes laughed like hyenas and gave him high fives. Kevin ignored them and kept pushing forwards toward the north hall and the cafeteria. The corridor quieted behind him. Kevin glanced over his shoulder, and saw Joey go straight-faced and lean up against the locker. It must be the cop. Amazing how an authority figure could shut up even the biggest pricks.


  Kevin made the turn around the corner, toward the double doors leading out into the concrete courtyard near the cafeteria. He spotted Doug and Steve sitting at their early lunch table. To hell with being tardy. The bell rang as Kevin moved out the doors. Before the door shut behind him, he locked eyes with Steve and Doug.


  Something about Kevin's demeanor made his friends give a concerned look in return. A hand on his shoulder froze Kevin in his tracks. He turned around and looked up in the officer's face, expecting anger and fury. Instead, he was met by a look full of remorse and even pity. The officer's name tag read 'Smith.'


  "Kevin," Mr. Peebles said.


  "What's up? What's going on?" Kevin struggled to hide the panic in his voice.


  "We need you to come to the office. You need to go home to your parents; this officer is going to take you home."


  A thick layer of ice ran down Kevin's spine. Katy. She snuck out and crashed the car. Kevin swallowed hard and looked from Mr. Peebles to the officer. "Sure, yeah. Fine. Is everything okay?"


  Peebles and Smith shared a brief glance that turned Kevin's stomach. "We better get you home."
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  ETHAN SAT ACROSS from Susan in the living room. Susan had drawn the blinds to avoid looking out into the street, at all the neighbors who had congregated around the front of her house. Mitch sat next to her, softly weeping off and on as he looked at Katy's senior photo. Susan stared off into space beyond anywhere Ethan could comprehend. The universe of a mother who just lost her first born. He couldn’t fathom what they were going through.


  Thresher rose at the sound of a knock on the door and looked out the window. Holloway stood at the stoop. Ethan breathed a sigh of relief, thankful to pass the torch. He opened the door and let Holloway into the house. Ethan stepped away from Holloway, taking a moment to survey the scene, noticing all the pictures on the walls of Katy and Kevin. Holloway tugged on his sleeve, moving him away from the parents.


  "We've got the brother in a black and white on the way home. I'm not sure how much we can hide this from the media. They'll be swarming soon. The entire neighborhood spotted the squad cars. Northwest Bradenton is full of ears."


  Ethan nodded in response.


  "We need to ask them questions. Worst part of the job but a necessary part. The longer we take on this, the longer this guy is roaming free. You with me, partner?"


  Ethan's mind kept drifting back to Susan's reaction in the doorway and how it mirrored his own mother's response when they found out his father had been killed in the line of duty.


  "I'm sorry. I'm a little distracted."


  Holloway nodded and put a hand on Ethan’s shoulder. "Why don't you let me handle the parents from here? I shouldn't have done that. We all have to take our lumps with it. It doesn't get any easier."


  Ethan nodded again but it was obvious he wasn’t handling it well. "Hey, take a deep breath. You did well. The parents aren't tearing their house up. We did our jobs. Now we need answers. I want you to look around the house. Go into her room. Bag anything that could be useful."


  * * *


  Holloway went into the living room and leaned down in front of the parents “I’m going to be leading the investigation into your daughter’s death. My partner, Detective Thresher, will be running things from the side. Interviews with friends. Family. I know this is hard, but we will get through it.”


  The parents snapped back to some form of reality and began nodding along with what Holloway was saying.


  “Do you mind if my partner looks through Katy’s things?”


  Susan nodded while choking back a fresh wave of tears. Mitch put his arm around her and squeezed. She leaned into him and started a new round of sobbing into his shoulder.


  "I’m going to stick with you and ask you a few questions,” Holloway said. “I know that can be hard, but please answer to the best of your abilities. I want to find the person who did this to your daughter.”


  Katy's parents steeled their resolve. Mitch took in a deep breath and put the picture of his daughter down on the couch next to him. "Go ahead," Mitch said. "Ask your questions. We'll help you as best we can."


  "When was the last time you saw your daughter? What time?"


  "She went to bed around ten-thirty. She had been studying for a calculus test. Working on homework. She came out and said goodnight to us, talked with her brother for a few minutes. We argued briefly. " Susan said.


  Holloway saw her eyes change. The last time she spoke with her daughter they fought. That is gonna stick with her. "Any commotion?"


  "Nothing. But we had our fan on in the bedroom. We sleep with it every night. Like an adult pacifier or something," Susan said and turned a glare toward her husband.


  "Did she have a history of sneaking out? Has she ever done anything like this before?"


  "Never. Katy was a good girl. We fought, but who doesn't fight with their teenage daughter every once and a while?" Susan said. "She was stubb..." Her words drifted off into a fresh wave of hysteria.


  Holloway folded his arms across his lap and waited, his face patient. "Was she seeing anyone in school? Boyfriends?"


  "She mentioned a boy named Ricky a couple of months ago,” Susan said. “He used to call the house but stopped. I thought he moved on. Oh God, you don't think he hurt my baby, do you?"


  "Mrs. Thornton, we will explore all options. We need to talk to her friends, classmates, former acquaintances."


  "Her best friend is a girl named Tracy Pavich,” Mitch said. “Friends since the fifth grade. They played volleyball together."


  * * *


  Ethan listened at a distance. After the last question, Holloway looked up and nodded him toward the hallway. There was an air of fresh food. Oatmeal? He longed for a home-cooked meal. His stomach grumbled. Forgot breakfast again. He put in a small amount of dip in his lip and was met by the jolt of the nicotine hitting his bloodstream. It focused his thoughts.


  At the end of the hall, there were three doors. The last was a master bedroom with forest green wallpaper sporting pink roses. The room looked cozy. Ethan shut the door and turned to the next room. The place was littered with stacks of comic books in one corner, and a computer plugged in right next to the bed. The floor was covered in dirty clothes half pushed under the bed. On the wall was a poster of comic book character dressed in black with a giant white skull on his chest. Below the man's character's chest, it read 'The Punisher!'


  Ethan moved to Katy's bedroom. He entered the room and shut the door behind him. He scanned the room trying to ingrain it in his memory. This was a process he had learned from Holloway. Remove all distractions. Take a deep breath and look around. Remember all the little details. How were things set up on the shelves? What did the room smell like? Look for anything out of the ordinary. Her bed was larger than the one in Kevin's room. It hadn't been slept in.


  He walked over to the window and found the corner window unlocked and ajar. He opened the window and hoisted himself up over the edge. There was a muddy area beneath the window with two clear impressions. She crawled out here last night and took the car. She was going to go meet someone. He needed to find out who. The most likely explanation was a boyfriend, and this Ricky guy had to be at the top of the list. Just because her parents didn't think they were together doesn't mean Ricky accepted that reality. If Ethan had a nickel for every girl he snuck out to see when he was a kid without her knowledge, he would be rich. He dropped back into the room and closed the window.


  A brand-new computer sat dormant in the corner. He walked over to it and whistled at its beauty. He turned the monitor and power on and was met with an MS-DOS command line. He pressed ENTER and the interface for Windows 3.11 popped up on the screen. He was prompted for a username and password. Ethan looked around the desk for anything written down that could have login credentials but found none. He shut down the computer and opened the drawers in the desk. Inside one of them he found a diary. Ethan jumped to the last entry, but it hadn't been written in since last summer. He put it in an evidence bag.


  He moved toward the private bathroom. Standard half-bathroom, with a sink, a mirror, and a toilet. No shower. There was makeup in a stack on the counter; some of it was still open and matched the colors of the garments found this morning. A blow dryer sat on the counter unplugged.


  Ethan checked the small trash can in the corner and found two clothing tags from Victoria's Secret. He bagged those items as well. A crumpled receipt sat in the trash bin. Ethan inspected it. Katy had bought a new purse.


  A commotion erupted from the living room. He hurried out into the hallway to the sound of a young boy screaming, his voice muffled and angry. Animal-like. Ethan returned to the living room to see Mitch holding the face of his son into his stomach. The boy was writhing against his father.


  Kevin punched his father in the arms.


  Mitch loosened his grip on his son, and the boy pulled away. "You're lying!" Kevin screamed.


  Mitch bit his lower lip and nodded to his son.


  "Stop lying. Stop. I just talked to her. She said goodnight to me."


  Susan knelt down to embrace her son, letting out her own primal wails—the sound of a mother as she embraced her lone cub. She held Kevin from behind as Mitch hugged him from the front. The family sank to the floor. There was a beat as the room calmed, but Kevin ripped free from them screaming again. He slammed into Ethan pushing him out of the way.


  * * *


  Kevin felt like the seams in his mind were about to burst. He couldn't comprehend a world without Katy. Impossible. A mistake. She was unstoppable. Invincible. No. She was out there smiling, laughing and knocking a volleyball around with friends. Good prank. This was a dream. Yes. This was a dream, and it would end any minute. He would wake up, and Katy would be in the bathroom bothering him. Holding a bowl on her head to make fun of his haircut.


  Kevin slammed the door to his room, and the whole house shook from the violence of it.


  He collapsed on his bed, his body growing weak as the room swam around him. He could see her face when he closed his eyes. He shoved his face into his pillow and screamed until his lungs hurt, and then screamed more.


  "Can't be mad at me forever, Kebbie."


  That was the last thing Katy ever said to him. That hurt him the most. In his selfishness, Kevin wasted what was his last conversation with his sister by giving her grief. He wanted to go back. He was desperate to go back and try again. He wanted to tell her he loved her. He wanted to tell her not to go.
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  ETHAN STAYED IN the bullpen with the other detectives while Holloway took the family down to identify Katy's body. They would be coming up to be interviewed afterward. Ethan tried piecing together a timeline for the events that happened last night. She had arranged to meet someone. He considered the tags for the lingerie and the purse and the makeup. It was a date. She willfully left on her own. No forced entry, so that ruled out a kidnapping.


  Whoever killed Katy Thornton knew her, and they had convinced her to meet them somewhere. Something happened during that meeting, either a souring between the two or a premeditated attack. The initial assumption was Katy died from strangulation, and her tongue had been removed post-mortem. That wasn’t an accident—it was a calling card. He felt his spine go cold at the thought of a Ted Bundy type running around their small community. There was something about the way she was found—without her jeans or blouse on—that told him this wasn’t some brutal attack. The coroner hadn’t yet completed an autopsy, but in Ethan’s gut he felt there would be no signs of sexual assault. She was treated like a doll. He fucked up. Whoever killed her fucked up, like he couldn’t control it.


  Ethan put out an APB for Mitch's car. It had yet to be recovered.


  Eric Nunez and Sean Daly, the only other detectives in the understaffed Bradenton Police department, approached Ethan's desk. Nunez was short and stocky; he had been a detective for more than 20 years. His arms bulged out of his shirt, but his beer gut made his body look pear-shaped, and he was starting to lose his hair, despite his attempts to hide it with a wild comb-over.


  Daly was the quieter of the two, and often interrupted conversations to throw a jab or dig at whoever he was conversing with. In his mid-forties, Daly was a consummate family man, and if he only cared as much about his job as he did for golf and coaching youth sports, he would be the best detective in the department. Oftentimes, he wouldn't take his cases as seriously as Captain Ruggle needed. Daly was also no stranger to reprimands over the years, but he always managed to keep his nose right above the water. Ethan figured that's where he wanted it to stay.


  "Brutal case you all caught," Nunez said and passed Ethan a cup of coffee.


  Ethan thanked Nunez for the coffee and sipped. Piping hot, with a hint of liquor.


  "I think I got yours. Got a little extra lead in it."


  Daly laughed and swapped cups.


  "I thought mine didn't have the kick."


  Ethan actually hated hot coffee, but he would never reveal that to the wolves. Especially Daly. Ethan sat the coffee on his desk and turned his attention back to the detectives. Daly opened a flask and poured another nip into his coffee. Ethan just shook his head.


  "Brutal case. Young kid, whole life ahead of her. Any leads?" Daly said.


  "Still looking for the dad's car. Looks like she snuck out last night to meet up with someone."


  "Ran into a bad hombre in the process," Nunez said.


  "Looks like it,"


  "I always look at Dad first." Daly said.


  "I thought that for a hot minute as well, but his alibi checks out; he was asleep all night next to his wife."


  "So you think," Daly responded, taking another sip of his spiked coffee.


  "Don't confuse the boy, Daly. Your own closed case log is an empty notebook," Nunez said. "You'll kill your liver before you find a real killer."


  Their attention was pulled over to the boxy picture-tube TV hanging in the corner of the room. On the screen, Nancy Kerrigan was on display screaming "Why?" into the camera.


  "Jesus, what's the world coming to. Pretty girl like that, with all that talent attacked. Hey, isn't that from up in your neck of the woods, Thresher?" Nunez said.


  Ethan was focused on the TV. Nancy Kerrigan was attacked in Detroit while leaving a gym. She was considered the leading contender for the gold medal in the upcoming Winter Olympics.


  "Pinning that on Harding's boyfriend. What a shitload of unnecessary drama," Daly said.


  "You're still watching, though."


  "Fair enough,” Daly replied. “Riveting and compelling television. Plus, Kerrigan? Would. Totally would. She's got that girl next door thing that I’d love to corrupt."


  "Don't let your wife hear you talking that way," Nunez said.


  "The only way she would, is if you told her. Not going to happen, now is it?" Daly flashed his pistol.


  Ethan's phone rang. He picked up on the second hop. "Detective Thresher."


  "Detective Thresher, this is Dana Williamson from The Bradenton Herald. I'm calling to ask you questions about the homicide in east Bradenton."


  "We're not commenting on any active investigations,"


  Nunez and Daly exchanged a glance and rolled their eyes. Dealing with the media was the least favorite part of their jobs. "Vultures," Daly whispered. The two detectives returned to their desk.


  "Look, so far we just have a body. I don't want to read about any murders in the paper. We're still working with next-of-kin."


  "I'm just looking for a statement."


  "I'll have Detective Holloway call later this evening. He's lead on the case. If I can add anything, I will give you a call."


  "Can you confirm that the body was found without its clothes in an abandoned field on the east side of town?"


  "No comment at this time, thank you," Ethan hung up the phone.


  A few moments later the phone rang again. He grabbed it up on the first ring. "I said no comment."


  "Detective Thresher?" It was a male voice on the other end.


  "Yes, sorry. This is him."


  "This is Officer Garland, from Old Towne Station."


  "Go ahead, Garland. What have you got?"


  "We've got a match on the 1991 Accord you put an APB out on earlier today. We found it abandoned on Rye Road about two miles northeast on 64, buried in some thick brush. One of the tires is flat. We've also got a muddy boot print inside the front right door."


  Ethan slammed his hands on the table and stood up. The adrenaline of a break, shot through his veins. It reminded him of when he was working drug cases back in Detroit—there was nothing more euphoric. "Rope it off, I'll be out there in twenty minutes. Don't touch anything else and don't, for the love of God, put this out over the radio. Media is already all over it."


  "You got it, sir."


  "Great job." Ethan hung up the phone. "Nunez, I got a hit on the car."


  "Let me grab my jacket," Nunez said.


  "You need me?" Daly said.


  "No, you keep wasting space where you belong. Page us if something comes up. Can you fill Holloway in when he gets back?"


  Daly lifted up his middle finger, which Ethan knew meant affirmative. Ethan grabbed his coat and headed out the door with Nunez.


  ***
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  Ethan turned the unmarked police cruiser on to Rye Road, a long stretch of country road that connects the small hamlet of Parrish to East Bradenton. Vast stretches of Rye Road were nothing but trees and backwoods farms. The clouds thickened, and the air cooled. Ethan was ready for the cold front to be over. Nunez looked equally miserable in the cold. Ethan pulled out his can of tobacco. "Want a fresh lip?"


  "Hell no. That stuff is disgusting. Tried it one time in high school and it made me barf all over the place."


  "Suit yourself."


  The police cruiser appeared in the distance. Ethan pulled the car into the gravel and got out. Officer Garland approached the passenger side and took off his hat, revealing a clean, shaved head and the posture of a military boy. "Spotted the car two hundred yards into that field."


  "How'd you spot it?" Ethan asked.


  "I patrol this road every night, busting up drag racers. I get off my shift in about an hour. I was patrolling this road all night. Just about an hour ago something was different." He pointed up the road. "You see that black dot?"


  Nunez and Ethan both squinted to look down the road.


  "Found a blown-out tire up the road. I drove by this point at about three AM and didn't see a tire on the road. When I came back around eight AM and saw it was around the time y'all put in that APB for the car. I pulled off when I spotted the Honda hubcap. Car was in the clearing."


  "Solid work, Garland," Nunez said.


  "Thank you, sir."


  "Mind hanging out for a minute while we take a look?" Ethan said.


  "Not a problem."


  Ethan and Nunez walked through the bushes toward the Honda Accord, Garland following. When they reached the passenger side door, Ethan saw it was hanging open. One of the tires was missing.


  "Was it like this when you found it?" Ethan said.


  "Yes, sir."


  Ethan took out his polaroid and began snapping pictures of the car. "This is it. Plate matches."


  Ethan and Nunez canvassed the car. They dusted the steering wheel, ignition column, and gear shift for prints. Feet from the car a muddy boot-print was found as well as the one inside the driver’s side door. Ethan estimated it was between ten and eleven inches.


  "Well, that narrows it down for us," Ethan said sarcastically.


  "Why don't they ever wear clown shoes?"


  Ethan examined the footprint a little bit closer; the pattern familiarity registered, and he smiled. Punk rock. "Doc Martens. Steel toed boots. Shit kickers."


  "Go on."


  "The pattern these boot marks left. That is from a steel-toed working man's boot, but they are also popular in the punk rock scene. We used to wear them to the shows. We called them shitkickers. It’s a unique pattern. Very distinct."


  "So, we're looking for a male close to your age. Size 10.5-inch boot, with shitty taste in music."


  "Funny. I’ve actually looked for them. Only found them in the Desoto Square Mall once,"


  "Sounds like a good hit. You're sure about the pattern?"


  "As sure as anything on this case so far," Ethan exited the car and stepped back out toward Rye Road. "Something's bothering me."


  "What is it?"


  "Garland, you say you patrol this road all night?" Ethan said.


  The tall cop approached. "Yes, sir, like a hawk."


  Ethan had no doubt he was telling the truth. Garland was giving off an Eagle Scout vibe that wasn't a hundred percent mixing with Ethan's mood. "How often do you guys deal with drifters on this road? People walking?"


  "Not very often. Like I said, mostly drag racers."


  Ethan stood for a beat, looking out at the expanse of oaks in the east. He rubbed at the stubble on his chin and spit out the wad of tobacco. "This guy isn't far from here. I'd guess less than five miles." He turned around and scanned the surroundings.


  "Garland,” Nunez said, “can you call a tow truck and have this car impounded?"


  * * *


  Back in the car, Ethan noticed he was getting the side eye from Nunez but kept his eyes on the road.


  Nunez eventually spoke. "That was some solid work out there, Ethan. Feels good to work with a detective who gives a shit for once."


  Ethan chuckled to himself.


  "I think you got a bright future in the department. I'm out in five more years, tops. Daly will wash out when his kids graduate. Holloway's itching for new scenery. You can see it in the way he moves. He's lost the will to fight."


  This confused Ethan a little, but he let Nunez keep going. Still relatively new to the unit, and not fully aware of all the ins and outs of the squad, talking would probably come off as overconfident, or even cocky. Ethan would take his wins, and today he had one. Blood pumped hard through his veins, making him wonder if his father craved this same euphoria.


  The hunt jolted him like a narcotic.


  ***
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  Holloway was at his desk when Ethan returned. It was getting close to the end of the day, and Holloway looked exhausted. He rubbed his eyes and circled his neck around his head.


  Ethan took his seat across from him. "You okay, partner?"


  "One thing after another. The coroner report came back. She died around two AM. The body was found at six AM. She was only cold for four hours, man. A huge break. And we're going to read about it tomorrow."


  "What do you mean? How the hell does the press have that?"


  "I don't know, but I got grilled by Williamson. They're going to run the story. Williamson somehow scored the name of the deceased and the location of the murder. She's got to have someone inside the department or something. She's in these walls. We got to lock this thing up, or the guy is going to bolt."


  The detectives’ assistant, Grace Putnam, entered the bullpen holding two coffees. She passed one to Holloway. Grace always wore full-length dresses that went down to her ankles. She wore large red glasses and missed the memo that girls didn't wear their hair like they were auditioning for a Whitesnake video anymore. Gracie was responsible for 10 percent of the hole in the ozone, with the amount of hairspray she used.


  "Oh, Ethan. I didn't see you there. You want a coffee?" Grace said.


  "No, I'm good Gracie. Thanks."


  "Gracie,” Holloway said. “Did you go across the street for this? You were gone for twenty minutes. I'm running on fumes over here."


  "Talking to Barb. Did you hear that Tonya Harding's boyfriend is a suspect in her attack?"


  Holloway deadpanned. "No, Gracie. That is fascinating news. Clearly more important than the fact I got hammered by that reporter while you were gone."


  "I would have hurried back but you were staring at that computer screen for an hour,"


  Holloway turned to Ethan. "So now I have to have codes for the speed of the coffee." He turned back to Grace. "No more calls, please. Just take messages."


  "For how long?"


  "I'll let you know."


  "Okay, but you remember that when you don't get your messages and try to blame me later."


  "Thank you, Grace."


  Ethan passed his notebook across the table to Kendrick.


  "What's this?"


  "We found the car. We were able to pull a solid boot print and..." Ethan got up and leaned in toward Holloway. "I think the guy lives within five miles of Rye Road. We need to focus our search around the car site."


  Holloway shifted onto one elbow giving Ethan his undivided attention. "What makes you say that?"


  "It makes sense from a timeline perspective. We're talking a real tight window of opportunity, if he didn't have some help. He's got two cars. His and hers. He kills her, puts her body in the back of his car. If he gets pulled over with her in the car, he's fucked anyway, so he needs to get rid of the body ASAP, and then get rid of her car. He dumps her in the cow farm, leaving his tire tracks. He thinks he's got time at first, because he put her far enough into the woods to hide the body, but he doesn't bury her; instead he takes his time with her. Now he's racing the sun. So much so that he doesn't lock the gate well enough. " Ethan's voice was racing. The theory was making great sense in his mind.


  Holloway's demeanor changed. He was leaning forward in his chair, nodding along with Ethan's story. "Keep going."


  "I think our boy had both good luck and bad luck. He didn't leave any trace evidence in the car. We got no hair or fingerprints. Just the boot-print. The right front tire blew out on Rye. We found the rim and when we found the car the tire was shredded. I think he was going to bury her. We would be chasing our tails if our guy hadn’t screwed the pooch by not locking that gate well enough."


  "I like what you're selling. Let's get Ruggle involved."


  Ethan wouldn't show it, but he was proud of himself.


  "You want to grab a beer? I'll buy."


  At the sound of the offer, the weight of the day broke his energy. Holloway looked weary, and Ethan needed a shower and a good meal, not lukewarm beer and cigarette smoke. "I'm going to pass. Save that offer for when we pin this fucker to the wall."


  "I'll hold you to that." Holloway extended his hand.


  Ethan took his hand and shook it hard.


  "Back at it tomorrow. We're hitting the high school. Let's clear up loose ends."


  * * *


  Ethan pulled his coat around his neck as he exited the Bradenton Police Department and walked along Main Street toward the water. It was a quiet and bitter cold that pushed many of the homeless in the area to the shelters over near the arts village. He walked along the pier past the Manatee Public Library and thought of Katy Thornton as the fluorescent light from the library cascaded on the ground below him. Had she studied up there before? Did she share the same love of books that Thresher had? He tried to push the thought out of his head. He didn't want to become attached to the idea of Katy Thornton. He had to keep a level head—that was always the most challenging part of the job for Ethan. The Thresher soft spot.


  He blew out a sharp wave of cold air, his breath disappearing into the night. The Waterway apartments flanked a retirement home at the back end of Point Pleasant. Ethan walked up the three flights of stairs, slid the key into Apartment 4, and locked the door behind him, making sure to push the bolt and engage the chain lock. Home was a little apartment with a small kitchen, and two even smaller bedrooms. It was perfect for him, though. He had converted the second bedroom into a reading room and put a desk in there to work cases.


  Ethan dropped his keys on the counter and turned the heat up. The radiator near the wall came to life and rattled against the wall. He kicked it twice; it settled down and began to emit warm air. His answering machine was beeping, so he pressed the play button and walked back over to the radiator. He held his hands up, pulling the hot air greedily toward his cold palms. It had been bitter cold by Florida standards for the last six days, the sun hiding behind clouds. If he had to endure one more joke about how he brought the weather from Detroit down to Florida with him, Ethan would scream.


  The machine beeped and Dana Williamson's voice filled the space. "Hi Detective Thresher, I'm having trouble getting a hold of you at your desk. Please give me a call..." He pressed delete.


  Ethan walked over to the large stereo next to the couch. He looked at the clock; it was too late to blare the music. Instead, he inserted one of his favorite albums into his CD player—The Replacements Let It Be—and plugged his headphones into the receiver. He pressed play, and Paul Westerberg's scratchy voice filled his ears with adolescent angst and coming of age fury. Ethan hummed along with the tracks as he spread the crime scene photos across his coffee table. He picked up the picture they had taken of Katy Thornton's face and looked into her eyes.


  "Forever young," Thresher whispered to himself as the song Sixteen Blue played. She was beautiful. She would have blossomed into a beautiful, successful young woman. Now she’s lying cold on a slab a few blocks away. He pushed the thought out of his mind and stared back at her eyes again. Tell me something. Tell me anything, little girl. Who did this to you? He settled on the most obvious elephant in the room: Why was her tongue removed? It was a riddle that would need to be unraveled.


  He placed the picture on the table and leaned back on the couch. His eyes were heavy, so he closed them and tried to pretend his father was speaking to him. There had been years when the fury and the rage drowned out that voice, but as Ethan got older, he learned to try and listen to the little nuggets of advice his father would pass along to him from time to time. The voice of his father was soft spoken and always distant, like he was talking through an empty cardboard tube from a roll of paper towels—and it always came to him when he was drifting off to sleep.


  What would Dad say about this guy? He's an angry one, that's for sure. A lot of pain. A lot of shame. He hides. He's afraid, Ethan. He's terrified.


  Ethan fell asleep sitting up, with a wad of tobacco in his lip. He woke at three AM to silence that unnerved him. He trudged to his bed and crawled up, falling asleep on top of the covers.


  * * *


  Three miles away, Kevin Thornton sat wide awake in the dark, staring at the wall across from him. It was a full moon, and he had left his window blinds open allowing the soft glow to fill the room. He wasn't alone in sleeplessness. Susan wept in the next room, and he knew his father was in the living room doing the same. Their lives would never be the same. There was a shift in the train tracks. No turning back. Kevin realized he was an only child. He did not cry in front of his parents, or anyone else, but alone, he emptied.


  Tears streamed down his face, dripping off his cheeks and falling in a stream onto the pillow he gripped against his stomach. A hole had formed in his heart that he wasn't sure would ever close. I love you, Katy-bear. I love you so much. I promise I'll find him. Kevin stared at the poster on his wall of The Punisher and dreamt of hunting down his sister’s faceless murderer. The thought of putting a bullet through the anonymous man's head soothed him as sleep finally came.
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  KEVIN'S ALARM CLOCK went off and his eyes forced their way open. He tapped the snooze button and rolled over in his sheets. The sunlight was shining right in his face; the light knocked away the last of his sleep fog, forcing him out of bed. He stumbled to the bathroom and turned on the shower. There was no noise coming from the kitchen. In fact, the whole house was silent. When he came out of the bathroom and walked into the living room, he was startled by his father.


  Mitch was sitting in his recliner, wide awake. His face had gone slack and there were gray circles under his eyes.


  Kevin looked down and saw at least half a dozen empty beer cans strewn about on the floor. He approached with caution in his voice. "Hi, Daddy."


  Mitch smiled a weak smile at him and motioned him over. "You know I love you right?" Mitch slurred.


  "Yeah."


  Mitch ruffled Kevin's hair and looked deep into his face. He traced his hand down Kevin's cheek and fought back tears. He pulled Kevin close to him. "She was brilliant."


  "She was a genius."


  "Genius." Mitch kissed Kevin on the cheek a little too hard, then got up, wobbled, and braced himself against the chair.


  "Steady."


  Mitch laughed to himself. "Not much of a drinker, little buddy. Never have been and now I remember why." He slogged down the hallway bumping into the walls as he led himself to the bedroom. The door shut behind him.


  Kevin walked toward Katy's room, where the door sat ajar. Peering through the gap, he spotted his mother asleep on Katy's bed, buried in old stuffed animals from Katy's memory box. Kevin drew the door back toward him, trying not to make a sound. He wasn’t sure what to do with himself. Where do we go from here?


  Kevin stepped out the front door and sat on the front porch. The cold air felt refreshing. Cars were moving throughout the neighborhood. Life goes on for everyone else, I guess.


  He looked up the road and couldn’t help smiling from ear to ear. Doug and Steve were riding up on their bikes.


  "Hey, man," Doug said.


  "Hey."


  "We're sorry about Katy. She was pretty rad," Steve said.


  "Yeah, she was,"


  The boys sat in awkward silence for a few moments, until Steve nudged Doug and gave him a wide-eyed 'What are you waiting for?' look.


  Doug shook his head. "Oh, duh." He reached into his backpack and extracted the modem.


  "We thought you should have this one," Steve said.


  Kevin took the box and smiled. "What about you guys?"


  Steve and Doug exchanged a look and laughed. "We ordered two more. They'll be here Thursday," said Steve.


  All three boys burst into laughter.


  "Thanks, guys. This is great." Kevin's voice drifted off as another cold breeze blew through, sending a fresh wave of goosebumps up his arm.


  "Aren't you cold, dude?" Doug asked.


  "A little. Beats being inside. My dad is loaded and my mom..." Kevin's voice trailed off.


  Doug tried to change the subject. "That modem is so damn smooth, though. Connects like a dream. We grabbed so many warez last night, you wouldn't believe it. We found a new BBS that has Legend of the Red Dragon." He passed a phone number to Kevin.


  "The Cobra Den. More wares than NovaNet. Dude, they have all the Police Quest games. All the Sierra games and the copyright protection-breaking files. It’s like we found buried treasure."


  Kevin thought about Jennie Kushner and looked down at the phone number. "I'll check it out."


  They heard movement inside, and Kevin stood. "I better get back inside."


  His friends disappeared around the block, passing a Jeep Cherokee parked at the end of the street.
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  ETHAN ENTERED THE bullpen earlier than normal with a spring in his step. He’d awakened early, hearing the phone followed by his answering machine going off, and found a glob of tobacco resting on one eyelid. Must have fallen out of his lip. He had gotten into the bad habit of falling asleep with a lip in and knew that one day he would choke to death in his sleep.


  He carried two cups of Dunkin Donuts coffee in a drink holder, and a box of donuts which he dropped off at Daly's desk. He’d slapped a Post-It note to the top of the box that read, "Fuck your diet."


  Holloway was at his desk poring over a stack of documents. Ethan made it halfway to his desk when he heard the quiet but stern voice of Captain Ruggle call out to them. "Holloway, Thresher. My office."


  Ethan waited for Holloway to pass, following him into Ruggle’s office. Ruggle was 5'6 on a good day, was bald but hadn't entirely given up on it yet and had a thin mustache. He was the most soft-spoken, yet terrifying person Ethan had ever met; the man could do more damage at just above a whisper than even Ethan’s own mother, which was saying something.


  Ethan looked at the desk as they walked in and sat down, certain they were about to get hammered before their cheeks could even hit the seats.


  "Skewered." Captain Ruggle picked up that morning's edition of The Bradenton Herald. "Tribune. Times. Herald. Details are scarce in the first two, but then you open up the Herald, and it’s like Dana Williamson is reading right from our murder book. What happened?"


  "Has to be a leak,” Holloway said. “She's got to be funding someone inside the department. Ethan and I have been airtight. When she called me yesterday, she had more information than I did, and I worked the scene."


  Ruggle wiped sweat off his forehead. "I know the editor of the news desk. I can try to tone Williamson down." He sighed and shifted his focus to the actual case. "Where we at?"


  Holloway and Ethan gave Ruggle a brief rundown of their leads and the directions they were heading that day. Ethan would be leading the high school interviews of faculty, staff, and friends. They were hoping to find out if she had a boyfriend the parents didn't know about. Holloway was following the predator/violent offender angle. They told Ruggle about their crime zone theory.


  "Not bad. Let's look at the bigger picture. Don't lose sight that we're in the forty-eight-hour window." With that, Ruggle dismissed them.


  Ethan closed the door behind them as they exited the office.


  "That could have gone way worse," Holloway said, sitting back in his chair.


  "Yeah? Felt pretty rough to me," Ethan said.


  "Give it a year. If he ever mentions the meat hook, you fucked up."


  Ethan surveyed Holloway's desk while sipping his coffee. It was a wreck, and his desk lamp is on. He's been here a while. "Damn, Kendrick. I thought I was going to be the early bird today."


  "Couldn't sleep." Holloway passed a stack of papers over to Ethan's side of the desk.


  "What's this?"


  "The Thornton's phone records for the last three months. I want to see who's been calling. Maybe we get lucky, and some scumbag is on the list. Make our day for us."


  Ethan began working his way through the call list, highlighting numbers that showed up more than five times. In the last three months, one number appeared more than the rest. He passed it over to Holloway to give it a look. "You see this?"


  Holloway glanced at the paper and nodded. "I did. You mind giving it a follow-up? A court order went out to check with the BCI for any violent offenders who may have relocated to the area in the last year or so."


  "Not a problem." Ethan picked up the phone and dialed. A busy signal emitted from the receiver. He waited twenty minutes and tried again. This time it connected, but he was greeted with the grating metallic sound of a computer trying to connect. He pulled the phone away from his ear and grimaced.


  "What is it?"


  "Sounds like Optimus Prime just pissed in my ear," Ethan said and passed the phone to Holloway.


  "What the hell is that?"


  "Maybe some sort of fax line or something?"


  "You might be right." He passed the phone back to Ethan. "Keep trying, but if that keeps up, push it aside and we'll come back to it."


  On the south wall of the bullpen, there was a giant topographical map of Bradenton, with push pins representing every major crime reported in the area. Each January it was replaced, and this new one was free from the series of pinholes that accumulate over the course of a year, save one. A red pushpin had been placed in the spot where Katy's body was found. A black circle had been drawn around a four-mile radius from the pin.


  Holloway walked over to the map. "Based on what we talked about last night, this is the potential area where our guy might live. Certainly not set in stone, but if he were following along that path last night and moving quickly, he probably lives somewhere to the east. Probably a ton of acreage. He might be a lifer, one of the good old boys from out that way.”


  "Hell of a lot of ground to traverse."


  "Not as big as you think. The area is growing, but only between about five to six thousand residents inhabit these parts. You see the autopsy report yet?"


  "No. Anything of note?"


  Holloway paused, trying to put the words together. "It looked like he wanted to do something to the body but stopped short. She's clean. Nothing post-mortem, except the tongue. Cut it clean off—but it was after. They're sure of it. Still don't know why." He walked back to his desk. "Goddamn, Grace spends more time chatting than working. Gracie! Where you at?"


  Moments later, Grace came around the corner holding a bagel and a small packet of cream cheese. Her shoulders were slumped, and she walked to her desk in a defeated posture. She was wearing a dark blue dress that, again, went all the way down to her ankles, dragging the floor as she moved. "I think I broke the toaster, Kendrick. I've been trying to dig this bagel out of there for ten minutes."


  "It's fine, Grace. I need you to do something for me."


  "This bagel is burnt to shit," Grace whispered to herself.


  "Grace, are you with me?"


  "What?"


  "I need you to organize this paperwork into a new file. BCI will be calling later, and I need it tidy."


  "Looked fine this morning," she said, dumping all the papers into a trash can.


  "The hell are you doing?"


  "Bunching them together. I'll get them out." She walked away with the trash can.


  "I'm convinced she's why I have an ulcer."


  "Couldn't have anything to do with the chain-smoking or the shit you eat," Ethan said.


  "I can still pass my conditioning test. Just remember that."


  "I'm working on it," Ethan responded.


  "You're working on an A-cup, that's about it."


  "What the hell, Ethan?" Daly shouted.


  Ethan spun in his chair and faced him.


  "You know I can't be eating this shit with my blood pressure the way it is,"


  "Go on, you want one."


  "I want five." Daly opened the box and grabbed two Boston Crème donuts. "If you get an angry call from my wife, you know why, you little prick."


  Ethan smiled and turned back to his desk. He reached across to Holloway's desk and grabbed the keys to the cruiser. "I'm going over to the high school. The principal agreed to meet with me this morning. Grief counselors are going to be at the school today, and I want to interview the best friend before it gets too hot."


  "Don't forget the boyfriend."


  "You got it."


  ***
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  Ethan loved driving in the police cruiser by himself. It allowed him to play the music he wanted on the tape player. He had a mixtape that was always shot down the minute he'd put it in, when Holloway was in the car. He popped the tape in the player and rewound it. ”'Dingbat” by Screeching Weasel was the first track on the tape, but the whole tape was fast paced, and kept the blood flowing for Ethan.


  He had familiarized himself with the grid of side streets in Bradenton and was able to traverse the town without the annoying traffic of Manatee Avenue. Manatee was for tourists, and he was no longer a tourist. This was his home. He was a protector of the community. The punk rock prince of the Gulf Coast. Ethan would never tell a soul of that nickname, but still, it made him smile when he thought about it. A superhero with a badge.


  Minutes later, Ethan pulled into the visitor's parking lot of Manatee High School, the flagship school of West Bradenton. The school had a rich football history and was a pillar in the community. Ethan learned the true meaning of Friday Night Lights the first time he went to a Manatee football game. The front of the school was a large brick building with tall white columns. The athletic facility flanked it to the east. Students crossed back and forth across the street. It must be a passing period. He parked and headed for the front of the school.


  Ethan walked into the office, noticing a somber mood on campus. Students walked by with their heads down. The secretary at the front desk was ghost white and looked like she had been crying. Ethan signed into the front desk and identified himself. The placard in front of her desk read "Jodi Stangal."


  "I have an appointment with Principal Collins."


  "Are you here about Katy? She was my assistant. She was such a sweet girl. What a tragedy."


  "Yes, seemed like a great kid."


  "The best." Jodi began to tear up again. "Just give me one minute."


  She stood up from her desk and retreated into an area beyond Ethan's field of vision. Moments later an older gentleman with gray hair and a gray mustache followed Jodi back toward her desk. He wore dark blue slacks and a red tie with a white oxford shirt. He walked the way a cowboy might walk on the ranch. Ethan couldn't place where he laid eyes on the guy before, but that was cleared up when the man spoke. He reminded Ethan of Sam Elliot, voice and all.


  "You must be Detective Thresher. Come on back. Let's talk." He led Ethan back into his office, where the walls were littered with Tennessee Volunteer memorabilia.


  "Big Vol fan, huh?"


  "Yes, sir. Lost a tough one to the damn Gators and then we lost to Paterno's boys. Not sure what we're gonna do at quarterback next year with Heath Shuler leaving, but Archie Manning's boy is coming along next year and has a rifle for an arm. What about you, who do you follow?"


  "My dad raised me to be a Michigan Wolverine, but it didn't stick. Couldn't tell you a thing about them."


  "Likely for the best." Collins laughed.


  Ethan took a seat across from Collins. The hair on the back of his neck stood up, and his mouth dried. He'd been transported back to his old high school, and was sitting across from the principal, waiting to be admonished for some foolish prank. "Thanks for meeting with me. I need to ask you a couple of questions about Katy Thornton."


  "Unimaginable loss. Been trying to distract myself from it all morning. You know she worked with us here in the front office? Never missed a day of school. Never was trouble in her classes. She was about two points away from being Valedictorian. She was going to be Salutatorian, though." Collins stopped talking, considering a memory of Katy before smiling at Ethan. "She was a good soul. Bought me a coffee cup on my birthday. I don't even drink coffee, I think she assumed grownups did that."


  "From what I gather, she was incredibly gifted and smart." Ethan considered how unlikely it would have been for Katy to be out there all alone.


  "Of course. Shock to the system. Well, let me cut to the chase. The only boy Katy talked to or interacted with on an emotional level was a boy named Ricky Pierce. Bit of an odd duck. Not in any of her AP classes. A wood shop boy. Destined for the glass plant but a hell of an athlete. Plays baseball for us."


  "When was the last time they spoke?"


  "Have to ask him."


  "What about friends? Acquaintances?"


  "Talk to Tracy Pavich. She actually came to school today, which was a bit of surprise. She's a hypochondriac. Any excuse to miss school, but her best friend passes, and she shows up. Who would you like to speak with first?"


  "Can I talk to Tracy?"


  Collins called down to the guidance department and requested that Tracy come down to the front office.


  Thresher stood and shook Collins' hand.


  Minutes later, Tracy Pavich entered the room. She was wearing long khaki shorts and a t-shirt a couple sizes too big for her body. Her backpack straps were tightened all the way, and it looked like a small pod protruding out above her neck. Jodi turned and pointed her toward the small windowed conference room where Ethan was sitting. He faced the door, watching everyone who came in and out of the office. He wanted to see their body language as they walked in and if it changed as they approached. Like everyone Ethan's had spoken to over the last two days, Tracy’s face looked worn from crying.


  Ethan stood up and greeted her as she walked into the room. She put her backpack down on the floor and sat in the chair across from him.


  "Hi Tracy, I'm Detective Ethan Thresher. I'm here to ask you a few questions about Katy." He passed a water bottle over to Tracy.


  She took it and put it near her backpack. "Thanks, sure."


  "When was the last time you saw Katy?"


  "Sunday. We stayed after church to help clean up; we were doing a Young Life event there the next week, so we had a meeting."


  "Young Life?"


  "A church group thing that Manatee sponsors. Katy and I have been in it since freshman year. It helps with your community service hours that you need for scholarships."


  "Did she mention anything about meeting up with anyone or did she have any boyfriends?"


  "The only boy that she talked about was Ricky a couple of months back, but she thought he was a total doof. He’s your typical jock; once she got past how he looked with his shirt off and realized he couldn't hold a normal conversation with her, she broke it off. He didn't like it. It pissed him off. He'd leave nasty notes in her locker."


  "Do you know where any of those notes are?"


  "Katy would toss them and roll her eyes. She never paid much attention to them. Nothing threatening. They were angry and pleading. Almost sad."


  Athletes don't like losing. Katy was a conquest. Lord knew Ethan had been with plenty of girls that fit that category. They generally lapped him in wits. Getting burned was rough. "Okay, I have to ask. Was the relationship sexual?"


  "They fooled around, but it never went all the way. At least that is what she told me. Katy never had a boyfriend before. Not someone who was interested in her the way she was. Katy blossomed in the last year. She got taller and lost her braces. She was real athletic. She got attention."


  Ethan sensed a slight tone of jealousy in Tracy's voice. Tracy was pretty and seemed smart. It was hard to sift through the grieving. "Her parents said that her demeanor changed these last couple of months. Did you notice anything out of the ordinary in her behavior?"


  Tracy thought about it for a moment. "Yeah, I guess. She spent a lot of time on her computer, and she was major disappointed she got waitlisted at Stanford. She got into Florida, but her heart was in Palo Alto. She was ready to leave Bradenton."


  "You say she was obsessed with computers. What, specifically, did she do with them?" Ethan asked.


  "Hell if I know. I can barely turn one of them on. We didn't talk as much after she got hers. Katy would go home right after school and say she had to work on her homework or study for AP exams, but the rest of us were cruising. I'm going to Florida State in the fall. As far as I'm concerned, I'm done with school, but she kept grinding. I saw her right before Christmas Break, and when I got there I must've stood in her bedroom for a good five minutes and she never even looked up from her computer. I finally had to say her name, and when I did, she shut her monitor off quick. When I asked her what she was doing, she said she was finding software or something.”


  "So she got into Stanford?"


  "Wait list. Maybe summer school. She was waiting on National Merit. She didn't think her parents could afford the tuition. Her mom wanted her to go to Florida. Wanted her to stay close to home."


  Everyone seemed to think Katy was up to something the last couple of months, but no one could pinpoint what that was. Perhaps she was reconciling with the fact that she was going away to start a new life far away and the less time she spent with people who were on the way out of her life, the better. She was closing up loose ends in her life. Until it was cut short. The lyrics to “Auctioneer” by REM flooded into his mind. She didn't want to be pinned down to her prior town. This was a dead end.


  Ethan stood. Tracy took the hint and rose with him.


  "You have been a great help, Tracy. If we have any other questions, we'll call you at home."


  "Okay, thanks." Tracy picked up her backpack. Before she walked out the door, she turned. "You know, it's funny. For a while, her mom was set against her going to Florida because of that serial killer up there. The Gainesville Ripper. But then he was caught, and it was all her mom could talk about. I guess she didn't know monsters are everywhere."


  Tracy paused as a fresh wave of grief swept across her face before she walked out the door.


  Ethan sat for a moment, thinking about what Tracy had said. She was half right. There was a monster in everyone. There was one in him. There was one in Tracy. Most of us tame it.


  Ricky Pierce entered the room, trying to hold together a resolve that Ethan knew was sure to crumble with only mild intensity on his part. The boy was wearing long, straight stonewashed jeans and an Atlanta Braves t-shirt. He tried to put on a tough guy act for the much taller, bigger Thresher.


  Ethan stood and let his coat open up to reveal his shoulder holster.


  Ricky's eyes went to the gun, and his face paled.


  "Ricky Pierce? Braves fan, I see. Who's your favorite player?"


  "Chipper Jones. He's young, but he's going to be a beast." Ricky was still looking at the gun.


  "I'm a Tigers fan myself. Love Cecil Fielder. Love him. Been fortunate enough to see two World Series wins in my lifetime. They were great in sixty-eight, and they roared in eighty-four. Why don't you have a seat?"


  Ethan gestured toward the chair and waited for Ricky to sit first. Ethan had to be the alpha in the room. "I just need to ask you a couple of questions about your relationship with Katy Thornton."


  "What relationship?"


  Ethan shot Ricky a 'cut the bullshit' look, and the boy nodded in response.


  "Look, we dated for a little bit before Christmas break, but then I dumped her. I'm trying to focus on baseball season."


  Ethan opened up his folder and started reading lines from his interview with Tracy and with the Thornton family. "Let's see. 'Ricky Pierce called our house frequently and was angry when Katy cut him off.' The mom said the little brother spoke even less of you."


  "Because her brother is a little pissant and a smart mouth." Ricky's voice was tinged with defensiveness.


  "The point I'm trying to make here is that you're not the first person we've talked to, and your name keeps coming up. Last night Katy went out and no one saw her alive again. I need to know if you know anything. When was the last time you talked to her?"


  "We were lab partners on this thing before the break, she showed up at a party briefly right before New Year's. She ignored me like usual. Pissed me off. I had started to talk to her best friend Tracy, you know, to make her jealous. Did she mention that?"


  Ethan made a note of it. Tracy left that part out.


  "Anyway, it didn't faze her at all. She just brushed it off. That's when I knew she was seeing someone else."


  "And that’s the last time you saw her?"


  "Scout's honor. I kind of like Tracy. She's more down to earth. She listens to me talk about baseball, and she doesn't make me feel stupid like Katy did."


  Ethan couldn't imagine why this beautiful human mind would hold contempt for Katy Thornton. The kid tried to lie to Ethan right when he walked in the room and crumbled like a house of cards in seconds. "You say she was seeing someone else. Any idea who that was?"


  "If I knew Katy, it was some nerd. She was into all this nerdy shit. They took Einstein's brain and slapped it into a hot girl. Katy always talked about these message boards and circuitry and stuff. It never made any sense to me. Whenever I talked about baseball, Katy would laugh at me." The residue of anger in Ricky's voice sat in the air.


  "Did you and Katy ever have sexual intercourse?"


  The question caught Ricky by surprise. He sat up an inch off his chair, and it slid backward. "No. No man. We never did. I barely got to second base. That was only the one time after we went to the Shake Pit in early November. Manatee had just beaten Southeast in football. She was pretty excited because they had this great quarterback..."


  Sounds truthful. Ethan cut off his story. "So tell me about the breakup,"


  "Well, right after Thanksgiving, we were supposed to hang out. She called me up and said she'd just gotten this brand-new computer and needed to play around with it. I said I was cool with it because I wanted to watch football but then she never called me back. I tried talking to her at school, but she seemed distant. It was like that for a few weeks. I'd try to kiss her, two seconds tops, and she bailed on it. Like she was bored."


  Or had found someone else. Ethan thanked Ricky and ended the interview, knowing the mystery man was still out there, and Katy hadn't left breadcrumbs. That thought lingered with him while he interviewed a few more of Katy's friends.


  The school day ended with Ethan still in the conference room writing down notes and theories. The school interviewed produced no suspect.


  
    Chapter Ten
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  PROGRESS WAS INCREMENTAL in the Thornton household. A centimeter at a time, Susan began to come out of her fog. Mitch retreated and went silent. He moved through the house, trying not to disturb things. He began coming home later and later from work each day, but after about two weeks, he started to speak again.


  The funeral was brutal, and followed two days of open casket viewing, as family from all over the country came in to pay their respects. Her father's family resided in Wisconsin, while Susan's family came from California. A few relatives Kevin rarely saw showed up, which he thought was for the best.


  The day was an emotional roller coaster. Mitch gave an excellent speech, wishing to cradle his Katy-bear above his shoulders one more time. She was on the cusp of womanhood, and her life was ripped away from her. Susan tried to give a speech. She was brave and actually made it halfway to the stage before collapsing in front of her daughter's coffin.


  Before the funeral, Kevin's family held a viewing for her friends from school and members of Young Life. It suddenly seemed like everyone in town knew Katy and wanted to pay their respects. Kevin sat near the back, watching them all; he waited for his moment to be alone, but something caught him by surprise. Detective Ethan Thresher approached the coffin to pay his respects as well.


  Kevin had his head down but looked up and saw Detective Thresher whisper something at Katy's casket. It thawed a small brick of the ice that had formed around his heart. Thresher caught his eye on the way out and nodded. Kevin nodded back.


  His parents exited the funeral home to talk to the visitors leaving Kevin alone. He turned his attention back to Katy when the room quieted. He looked behind him and saw no one else. Kevin and his big sister. His sister, the beautiful soul, the one person in this world who understood him on a level that none of these strangers understood him, was gone. Without Katy steering, the boat floated in rough waters.


  He moved up to the stage making little to no sound as his feet moved across the red carpet of the home. His sister laid there, her eyes closed in some deep sleep. It didn't look like her. It was a china doll version of Katy. "You should be in your volleyball uniform or something. This dress isn't you. You were meant to kick ass. You're not supposed to look like some doll on a shelf. You were gonna change the world. They should have put you in Dad's old Rush t-shirt. We should be singing “Tom Sawyer” making all the funny sounds. Oh man..."


  Kevin felt his knees go rubbery and went down to one knee. The tears came, and for the first time since he learned of her death, the full levee broke, and the waters fell.


  He pleaded to her. "I wish I could wake you up. I wish I could tell you I'm sorry for being such an asshole. If you can hear me, can you please forgive me? Please forgive me, Katy-bear." He put his hand on her chest below her neck. "I want to tell you so bad that I love you to your face. Your smiling face. Your funny face. The one that makes me laugh. The one that would wake me up in the middle of the night to show me the constellations. Please get up. Please."


  Silence.


  "Please."


  Gone for good.


  He looked up at her face one last time. Kissing his index and middle finger he placed them over her forehead. "I'll find him. I promise you. I'll punish him."


  He walked out the door as fast as his feet would carry him. The door slammed behind him, and Mitch tried to catch him as he walked by, but he dodged his father, his eyes stinging from the tears. He got into the back of the car and stayed there until his parents were ready to leave. He couldn't look at that face anymore. Closure didn't feel like closure.


  The fog remained into the school week.


  * * *


  Kevin didn't notice Jennie Kushner sit down next to him. He leaned over a notebook trying to draw his own version of The Punisher. His pencil bent deep into the page as he tried to perfect the square jaw and facial scars.


  "Hi, Kevin."


  Kevin jumped and looked over at Jennie.


  "Sorry. I didn't mean to make you jump."


  "No, it's fine. I'm sorry I didn't see you walk up."


  "What are you working on there?"


  "Umm, it's nothing. Just a comic book I'm into lately."


  "What's it about?"


  Kevin was fearful to tell her so close to his sister's death. He already slipped up once with Jennie when he told her about the modem. "It's about a guy who finds bad guys all over the world and brings them to justice. No superpowers, he's just brilliant and strong and never gives up."


  "What's it called?"


  "It's called The Punisher."


  "That sounds really cool. Can I borrow one?"


  Kevin's jaw almost fell off his face. His eyes widened. "I didn't know you read comics."


  "What, girls can't read comics?"


  "That's not what I'm saying, I just didn't peg you for a comic book girl. My sister..." Kevin's voice trailed off. He remembered that Katy would make fun of him and tell him comics were for loser, boys who would never get any girls—but later he recalled that she snuck some of his X-Men comics and even complimented Jean Gray as a cool character. "I think I would be like Jean Grey," Katy had said. Kevin smiled at the memory. "You can borrow it. It's pretty gory and violent if you're into that sort of thing."


  "It's just a cartoon, right?"


  "Right."


  "Listen, I'm sorry I made you bring up your sister."


  "It's fine."


  "You must've heard that a thousand times by now, though."


  "It's okay. No one really knows what to do when something like this happens. I sure as hell don't know what to do. Everything kind of sucks. I miss her. We were close."


  "I remember."


  "She coached at volleyball camp last summer."


  "Yeah, she was really cool too. Always nice but mean as a snake if any of the boys gave us any crap." Jennie laughed.


  "Katy to the core. She took shit from no one." His face went red when he thought about how he let a curse slip out in front of her. "Sorry about that,"


  "Sorry about what?"


  "I said a curse word in front of you. It wasn’t polite."


  "Sure as shit wasn't."


  He bit his lip trying not to laugh. He looked across the room and saw Steve looking at him, eyes wide. Kevin gave him a Do not fuck this up for me look, and Steve turned away.


  The bell rang and they separated into different groups. He watched her out of the corner of his eye for the rest of the class though, certain she caught him looking at her a few times. Keep your cool, you idiot. You're going to blow it again. Don't say something stupid.


  After class, Kevin walked back over to his table. While trying to wedge his giant science book back into his backpack when he felt a hand on his arm. He turned around and saw Jennie standing there. She held out her hand with a small piece of paper on it.


  "If you ever need someone to talk to when you're struggling," She walked out of the classroom faster than ever.


  He opened up the folded note and saw that it was her phone number. It felt like the wind had been knocked out of him.


  * * *


  After school, the boys rode up the hill that ran along the side of King Middle School. Their ritual was to ride down the hill and pick up as much speed as possible before crossing busy 75th Street. If you timed it right, you could catch the old crossing guard, Mr. McClusky, as he was stopping traffic sending him into a conniption fit as you blew by him. Their first stop after that was always Steve's house, because he lived closest to school.


  Steve rode up the driveway of the ranch style home and slammed on the brakes, leaving skid marks in the driveway, something that drove his father nuts. Steve threw his bag in the front door and was back on his bike in an instant. He caught up with Doug and Kevin half a block away and shot past them. Steve had the fastest bike out of the three, something he liked to remind his best friends of whenever he got the chance. "Catch up, dipshits!”


  Steve turned the corner and rode into a bike lane. Kevin and Doug stood on their pedals and pushed ahead trying to catch up. The air had warmed, and even though the wind was blowing in their faces, they didn't feel cold.


  As they turned on to Doug's block, alarm bells went off. The boys stopped at the end of the street when they heard shouting. Bob Finster was standing in his lawn at the end of the block. The mailman had pulled up and was trying to deliver the mail. Bob was in the man's face screaming at him for losing something the boys couldn't quite make it out.


  Steve and Kevin looked over at Doug, who had slouched down over his handlebars. His father was wasted, and that could only mean one thing: he’d lost another job. Bob Finster was, for lack of a better word, a piece of shit. Kevin hated him. He hated how he treated Doug, and he hated how Doug bent to his father’s will.


  Oftentimes, Doug would try to avoid his father altogether, waiting for him to pass out on the couch before doing anything in the house. Weekends were the worst. Bob never cleaned but always expected a clean house. Doug would have to clean corner to corner while Bob cracked cold ones and watched baseball. Doug's mom had bailed about two years ago, when he was eleven, leaving a note on his dresser that read, "I'm sorry. I love you." Most kids would hate their moms for bailing on them like that, but Doug didn't hate her. He understood wanting to get the hell out of there. It was something that he thought about every day. What he didn't understand was why she didn’t take him with her.


  "Come on, let's go play Mortal Kombat," Kevin said.


  The boys turned their bikes around and rode back to Steve's house. Kevin and Steve rode next to each other. Doug rode behind them in silence.


  
    Chapter Eleven
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  NOTHING CAN RUIN football party plans like getting dragged through the mud. Ethan learned this lesson the hard way on Super Bowl Sunday. The headline in The Herald read 'Bradenton Police Still Stumped in Teen Murder.' Ethan spotted the headline as he was jogging along Main Street, and it stopped him dead in his tracks. He popped a quarter into the machine and extracted the Saturday edition, to see the headline better.


  "Son of a four-eyed bitch!" Ethan turned and walked back toward his apartment. It had been three weeks since Katy Thornton’s homicide, and every lead they followed had dried up. The plaster casting of the tires matched thousands of sport utility vehicles and larger model Jeeps across the state. No witnesses had come forward. Phone records also lead to a dead end. He’d sent a fax to the number Katy had called most and got a "Return to Sender" message.


  Ethan walked into his living room in time to hear his phone ringing. The answering machine picked it up before he could get to it though, and after his greeting played, he heard Holloway's voice on the other end.


  "Thresher, we need to get downtown ASAP. Ruggle is talking about throwing a press conference to clear the air. If he does that, you can guarantee that we're off the case. Get your ass down here as soon as possible, partner."


  No sooner did the answering machine hang up, then his pager started buzzing on the coffee table. It vibrated its way off the table and began humming on the carpet.


  Ethan picked it up and silenced it before calling Holloway back on his home number. "Yeah, I got your message; I'm on my way. . .Yeah, I saw it. She's got quotes from the mom. . .I know, we're getting dragged through the mud. . .Yeah, I'll meet you there. "


  * * *


  Ethan entered the empty bullpen and was greeted by a red-faced Ruggle, pointing at him through the glass and motioning toward the chair next to his desk. Holloway was already sitting in the office’s other guest chair. Ethan took a deep breath and steadied himself for the beating he knew they were about to take. He entered the office and sat down next to Holloway.


  "You two are no closer to solving this case than you were two weeks ago. We need to clear the air. The damned Herald is doing laps around us. We look like a bunch of incompetent pussies!" Ruggle’s face turned a shade of purple that made Ethan think the man could keel over at any second and die from a stroke. He dared not say that, though—he wanted to keep his job.


  "I want progress, and I want it today—before tomorrow’s press conference,"


  "Cap, I'm supposed to be at my kid's soccer game in twenty minutes, and I've got half the city coming over for the game tonight," Holloway said with defeat in his voice.


  Ruggle leaned over the desk and got close to Holloway's face. "You walk out that door, don't bother coming back tomorrow. You follow what I'm saying?"


  "I follow."


  Ethan stood first and made his way to his desk. He sat down and blew out a sigh. "So now what do we do?" Ethan said.


  Holloway stared back toward Ruggle's office rubbing his chin, working something over in his mind. "Bottom line. We need to make verifiable progress today. I don't care how we do it, but we aren't looking like a bunch of hacks at that presser."


  "How do you suppose we do that?"


  Holloway got quiet. He began rubbing at his beard and pacing in small steps around the desk. They both turned when they heard the door to Ruggle's office slam shut.


  "Gentlemen." Ruggle put on his coat and walked out of the bullpen toward the elevator. When they were sure he was out of the area, they returned to their desks.


  They spent the next three hours sifting through the case files, looking for anything they may have missed. "If we had the violent offenders list in front of us,” Ethan remarked, “maybe we could put together some sort of map. We'd be able to find out where these guys were the night she died. What's the holdup on that?"


  "Everything takes time. Red tape. Bureaucratic bullshit. We waited too long to submit it, so it looked like we weren't pursuing that angle. If we had done it day one, they probably would have put a priority on it—but it’s been almost a month. They have other cases." His voice picked up at the end of that train of thought.


  Ethan unlocked the drawer below him and started digging through old case files. Holloway ignored him and kept working his way through the open folder on his desk. Ethan began to feel small pangs of pain behind his eyes. That could mean one thing—he was getting a caffeine headache. "I need some coffee and some fresh air. You want anything?"


  "Coffee. Two sugars."


  * * *


  When Ethan returned to the bullpen, he found Holloway at the city map with four pushpins. He had already placed three of them on the wall before Ethan walked up and handed him his coffee. "What the hell? You managed to lock down four suspects in the twenty minutes I was gone?"


  Holloway grabbed Ethan by the shoulder and pulled him close. "Listen. What I'm about to tell you can never leave this room. Okay?"


  "Yeah, sure."


  "This is serious. Can I trust you on this?"


  The harsh tone of his voice caused Ethan to straighten up. "Go for it. You have my attention."


  Holloway led him back to his desk and turned his computer monitor away from the security camera.


  Ethan looked down at the screen and squinted to read the small text. The screen read "Bureau of Criminal Investigations." Holloway had somehow managed to log into the Florida BCI database. "How the hell did you do that?"


  "You remember my old partner Faraday?"


  Ethan tried to recall Donovan Faraday, Holloway's partner for a decade. Tall, with dark gray hair, and a chiseled jaw; Ethan remembered him as being a real hard ass and a difficult person to work with.


  "Yeah, I remember him. He looked like a character that fell out of a Dick Tracy cartoon."


  "A total boy scout."


  "So what's he got to do with this?"


  "He got promoted to BCI two years ago; relocated to Tallahassee to work state investigations."


  "And?"


  Holloway pulled out an email he received from Faraday two months prior. The email address read dfaraday@bci.fl.gov. "Back when Faraday was here, he must have been the most computer illiterate person I've ever met. Worse than you."


  "Hey."


  "Let it drift. Anyway, he was always getting locked out of his workstation. He got so pissed off one day that he knocked the whole monitor off the desk and stomped on it. Made a huge scene. You should have seen Daly. He almost pissed himself laughing."


  "Okay, what's your point?"


  "He would always have me reset his passwords for him. I'm not a computer genius, but I know how to reset my damn password. So I would reset it for him, and I'd always change it to the same thing: Dumbass and then the number of the year."


  The pieces were starting to make sense to Ethan. He looked at the screen where, on the upper right side, the username read: dfaraday. "Dumbass94." Ethan tried to keep his voice low.


  "Exactly."


  Ethan looked at the four push pins. "That easy?"


  "That easy."


  Ethan walked over to the board and traced his hand over the four pushpins.


  "These guys are violent offenders or have sexually related crimes within the last five years." Holloway pointed at the pushpin that was farthest to the east. "I say we start out there and work our way backward."


  Ethan looked down at his watch. It was already pushing noon. "Ruggle wants something today. I don't think we're going to be able to get to all four of these today. I don't know if anything will come from these hits, but we have to have something to feed The Herald; I'm meeting with Williamson tonight at eight, over at Councils."


  Holloway lifted his eyebrows and smiled at Ethan.


  "Strictly professional. I'm going to try to win some points with her, and if I can feed her some new information, maybe she'll get off our backs for a week. Give us some time to catch this guy."


  "I like it. Let's get a win today first."


  Ethan tapped the farthest tack, and Holloway read from the screen. "Edgar Torres. Thirty-one, Hispanic male. Lives alone in a trailer, past Rye Road. Has been in the area for about six months. He was convicted of a sexual assault and battery in eighty-seven. Spent two years locked up near Lubbock. Works the fields. He was in Plant City for about a month before coming here."


  Ethan tapped the second tack.


  "Dunlow Carr,” said Holloway. “White male. Twenty-six. Graduated from the University of Alabama in 1991 with a degree in political science. Worked on the Bush re-election campaign. In ninety-three, he was arrested for trying to pull an eighteen-year-old girl into his car near Birmingham."


  "That sounds promising."


  "Don't get too excited. It was a girlfriend who had broken up with him. Still, he slammed her head into the car and tried to choke her. She put a restraining order on him after that. He busted her up pretty good and got pinched for it."


  "What brought him to Bradenton?"


  Holloway scrolled down the screen. "Looks like his extended family owned acreage east of town, and they left it to his mom, who is a state worker in Birmingham. He's kept his nose clean after doing a year near Tuscaloosa. Says here he's working as an insurance agent, selling some bootleg shit over off 14th Street."


  "Okay, how about Number Three?"


  "Number Three might be our moneymaker. Jerry Sandoval. Twenty-one years old. This guy's been in and out of prison in the area since he was eighteen. Sexual assault. Assault and battery. Grand theft auto. Every single time, he gets away with it."


  "How is that possible? With that rap sheet?"


  "Like I said, he would have never come up on our records because his stuff is sealed. Kid’s parents keep it swept under the rug; we never learn about it. Not Faraday though—look at his last name."


  Ethan reread the last name. Sandoval. "Kid looks familiar. I may have seen him in one of the drunk tanks one night a few years back."


  "Wouldn't doubt that for a second,"


  Ethan rubbed his chin. “How could this kid have slipped through their cracks? What am I missing?"


  "I keep forgetting you're not a local boy. Archie Sandoval is one of the most powerful attorneys in the state, and he's got eyes on the Governor's Mansion up in Tallahassee. Problem is, his grandson can't seem to keep his dick in his pants."


  "Definitely not good publicity when you're trying to become the most powerful person in the state,"


  "You have no idea. And the Good Ole' Boy Network in Bradenton is vast. It's amazing what you can make disappear with the right amount of cheddar. But listen, I've got the kicker."


  Holloway pulled out a sheet of paper and handed it to Ethan. "Guess who's going to be attending The University of Florida this year and drives a Jeep Wrangler?"


  "Jerry Sandoval."


  "Fuckin A right, Jerry Sandoval. If we can put Katy and Jerry in the same place, I think we've got a rock-solid chance to get an arrest, and this one can't be swept under the rug."


  Ethan held up his hand, and Holloway responded with a high-five.


  "So, how do you want to handle this?"


  "We cross the other two guys off the list.” Holloway stood. “Due diligence. Can't make it seem like we hacked the BCI, for Christ's sake. That's what we feed to the reporters. We tell them we interviewed two new potential suspects today. That should get the target off our back while we put our resources into gathering intel on Sandoval."


  "Let's go."


  "I'm going out with a black and white to interview Torres. I want you to take an officer with you and hit up Carr's place. We'll meet back up here around three and start grinding on Sandoval."


  "Got it." Ethan saw a fire in Holloway before unseen. He found an officer named Smith, standing by the elevator. "Smith, where's your partner?" Ethan asked.


  "It's Salazar. He's in the bathroom. Should be back in a few seconds," Smith said.


  Seconds turned into minutes. Ethan stood there, tapping his foot and looking at his watch in frustration. What the hell was this guy doing, passing a kidney stone? Ethan turned down the hallway and marched, his shoes making loud clacks on the tile floor, up to the men's room.


  He opened the bathroom door and was met by an odor that stopped him in his tracks. He could hear someone retching on the toilet. Thresher pushed the stall door open and found Salazar there, his pants around his waist and a trash basket in his hands. Ethan was just in time to see him throw up into the basket.


  "My God, Salazar. Are you going to live? It smells like total death in here."


  "Sorry, sir,” Salazar said. “I couldn't find anyone to cover for me. I didn't think it was that bad."


  "Buddy, you're peeing from your asshole. Go home."


  "I'll be good. Just give me like five minutes." Salazar threw up in the trash can again. "Shit."


  Ethan looked at his watch again. It'd been fifteen minutes. He still had a twenty to thirty-minute drive ahead of him.


  "Look, you and Smith take care of the fort for me. If Holloway calls in, tell him I'll be back in time for our afternoon meeting. Get some Gatorade or something, man."


  "I will, sir. I'm sorry."


  "Don't be sorry. Just don't get me sick." Ethan exited the bathroom. He motioned for Smith to go help his partner, grabbed the keys to his unmarked car, and pushed the button on the elevator.


  
    Chapter Twelve
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  DUNLOW CARR LIVED on about twenty acres of land past Rye Road. The only sign of civilization Ethan saw was a small nursery that looked closed for the winter. He popped in a tape of The Dead Kennedys 'Bedtime for Democracy'. Jello Biafra's odd, high-pitched voice spouted out through the speakers and sent Ethan back in time to an era where he was heavy in Detroit’s punk rock scene and was helping with a grassroots movement to keep auto worker jobs in the state. It was a failing effort.


  In Ethan's opinion, Reaganomics had done a number on the city of Detroit, and the coinciding destructive nature of the crack cocaine epidemic had turned Ethan's once beautiful city into a playpen for gangs, drug abusers, and thieves. The city had been in desperate need of cops, but Ethan was too full of political piss and vinegar, and he couldn't pass up an opportunity for graduate school at the University of Michigan. He’d dated Cynthia throughout high school, and she had gone to Wayne State to study communications, settling on a degree in public relations. Ethan attended Oakland University up near Pontiac, where he studied political science.


  On October 30th, 1984, Ethan's life changed. One of the city's most feared nights was upon them: Devil's Night.


  That night, the city of Detroit experienced a string of arsons, The destruction was so great that more than eight hundred homes were set ablaze. When the arsons began, fire leapt from home to home, leveling entire city blocks; plumes of smoke hung over the city for weeks. Ethan was glad his mother had passed away before his childhood home—with all the photo albums and family records—went up in flames. Ethan sat on the road that night, covered in soot and ash, watching all his belongings drift into the wind as ash. The next month, he joined the police academy against Cynthia's wishes. The devil had made him like his daddy.


  Ethan pulled the cruiser off the main highway onto a dirt road that wound through thin woods. The large, two-story wooden house looked dilapidated, from what little he could see through the trees. The road opened up to a gravel driveway, where a black Ford Bronco was parked next to a shed.


  Two dogs were chained near the shed, and they began barking as soon as the cruiser appeared through the trees.


  Ethan considered the old navy-blue house. The paint was faded and chipped from years of being beaten by the Florida sun, and the roof looked like it was about ten years late on a replacement. There was a wraparound porch with rocking chairs, all caked in a thick layer of dust. Dunlow Carr had inherited a project home.


  An above ground pool sat in the distance full of green water, loose branches and leaves. A light was on upstairs that could barely be seen in the midmorning sunlight of the bright, crisp day. The pair of dogs were still raising hell, but so far no one had shown themselves.


  Ethan's pager buzzed on his hip. It was the office. He silenced it and walked toward the door. His work loafers ground into the gravel, and he thought about how scuffed up they would get if he spent a lot of time in the boonies.


  He took plunging steps toward the door and knocked. It was already ajar and started to swing open as he knocked but was caught and held by a man about the same height as Ethan. He had a widow's peak and wore a thin pair of glasses halfway down his nose. The man matched the photo from the file. Carr was wearing a white tank top and cargo pants. His hair was slicked back and had grown out since his mug shot, taken four years ago.


  He was holding the door with an annoyed smirk on his face. "You a cop?"


  "Lucky guess. My name's Detective Ethan Thresher. Are you Dunlow Carr?" Ethan replied.


  "What can I do for you?" Carr asked..


  "I'm hoping to ask you a few questions. Your name came up in an inquiry, and we're trying to clear you off a list."


  From inside the door, Ethan heard a slight banging noise. Carr glanced over his shoulder then opened the door and stepped out onto the porch, shutting the door behind him.


  "Anybody else here with you?" Ethan said.


  "Nah, just fucking dogs. They tear up the house." Carr's posture changed, and he took two steps forward.


  Ethan matched his steps and took two steps backward—the internal alarm wasn't going off, but it was close to buzzing.


  "Thresher,” Carr said. “That name sounds familiar. Where have I heard that name before?"


  "Papers? I'm investigating the death of Katy Thornton."


  Carr straightened. "What does that have to do with me?"


  "As far as I know, nothing,” Ethan replied. “We're here following up a lead. You're on the violent offender list, and your vehicle matches the description of a car seen near the crime scene. I just need you to tell me where you were on the night of the thirteenth, and the names and numbers of two people who can verify that information."


  Carr didn’t answer him for a moment. His face changed to a shade of red that Ethan recognized. Anger. It looks like he's bucking up for something. Ethan's pager went off again. This time it was the number for Holloway's desk. How could he be back at the office already? "Mr. Carr?"


  Carr didn’t respond.


  "Can you tell me where you were on the 13th?"


  "This is never going to stop, is it?"


  Not the answer Ethan was expecting.


  "Look, back in ninety-two, I was a different person. I understand what the file looks like, but I didn't mean to hurt that girl. I had been drinking heavily. I thought we were going to get married. She dumped me. I lost control."


  His voice was measured, but Ethan could tell that Carr had been caught off guard by Ethan's presence. A hint of instability lingered behind the man’s eyes. He hadn't seen it at first, but it was there. Ethan wished he’d waited for Salazar to get off the toilet. He was stupid to be out here alone. His pager buzzed again, and another time. Something wasn't right.


  "Do you understand what I'm saying, detective? It was a mistake. I did my time. Please leave me alone."


  "Can you just clear up where you were on the thirteenth so we can cross you off the list? Love to leave you alone, Mr. Carr. Not a big fan of being out here in mosquito country, but I have to do my job."


  Carr considered for a second, then cleared his throat. "I was at Aces Lounge. I shot pool for a couple of hours, and then I went for a walk along the coast. I slept in my car and then came home around seven AM."


  "Can anyone confirm that you were at Aces on the evening of the thirteenth?"


  "No one off the top of my head. Aces isn't the place you go to make friends."


  "You walked along Palma Sola Boulevard? After the bar closed?" Ethan knew from experience that Aces closed at two AM, and it was close to northwest Bradenton. Everything Carr was saying didn't rule him out as a suspect—in fact, it was making him look more questionable.


  Carr stood and walked past Thresher toward the dogs. "Shut the hell up!" he yelled at them, his back to the detective.


  Ethan felt his beeper go off twice more. While Carr still had his back turned, Ethan reached into his coat and undid the snap holding his Glock in place. "Mr. Carr?" Ethan heard his voice skip a beat.


  Carr cocked his head in Ethan's direction.


  Ethan took a step toward the front door of the house.


  Carr spun around.


  "I need to use your phone. I'm getting blown up here. You got a phone I can use?"


  They stood there for an uncomfortable amount of time staring at each other.


  Carr held his hands on his hips, then smiled and walked to the door. He opened it and held his arm out, allowing Ethan to come inside. "Phone is right in the kitchen. Straight ahead. Mind if I smoke out here while you make the call?"


  "Not a problem." Ethan walked into the dark entryway and had to wait for his eyes to adjust to the lack of light. Stairs led up in front of him, and he could see a room upstairs with a sliver of light shining out from under the door. He looked to his left and saw a parlor area with bookshelves filled with old books, but he couldn't make them out in the dark. Next to the stairs a hallway led to a kitchen. On his right was a den area so full of garbage and debris that it didn't even look walkable, except for one narrow path down the middle.


  Ethan walked toward the kitchen and felt the floorboards creak beneath him; he felt like he was in a bad horror film. He’d followed the dumb cop playbook from those movies page by page. No one knows where you are. You sense danger but can't describe why. You got no backup.


  Most likely it would amount to nothing, and it would be a good story once he cleared Carr, but his nerves were speeding along at about 150MPH. He saw the phone hanging on the wall and went to it. He dialed Holloway's line, and it was answered on the first ring.


  "Ethan, where are you?"


  "Pushpin number two. What are you doing back at the station?"


  "Look, I fucked up. I need you to listen to me. I need you to stay put and keep Carr in front of you. We just got his records back from Alabama. He's had two attempted abduction cases dismissed in the last two years. He's got a more violent past than we knew about."


  Ethan could feel the blood pumping in his heart faster. He tried to swallow but was unable.


  The screen door shut behind him.


  He turned around and saw Carr standing in the doorway looking at him. Ethan could see one of his arms, but the other was obstructed by the hallway and staircase.


  "And Sandoval? He's got a rock-solid alibi. He was in Panama City Beach. I got jumpy and called ahead on the mobile. He's still in Panama and has been there since late December. Ethan, I need you to stay calm and wait for backup. We're going to bring Carr in for questioning."


  "You got it, Captain, sorry for not checking in... no, I'm just about all wrapped up here."


  "Ethan, is he in the room with you?"


  "Yes, Captain. I'll answer the pages faster next time." Ethan was trying to pay attention to what Holloway was saying on the phone, but his attention kept getting drawn to the living room area, where an old episode of I Love Lucy was playing on TV. The light flickered off the door, leading into what looked like a master bedroom on the other side of the room.


  There was a shuffle of feet near him, but Ethan didn’t turn. He had his eyes locked on something else. Another pair of eyes. Pleading eyes. And they were in that master bedroom, looking right back at him.


  "Who is tha—”


  Ethan turned in time to see the silver metal bat Carr was brandishing coming toward his head. Ethan ducked as the bat passed by his ear, the wind from the bat rushing across his face. He avoided the brunt of the blow, but the bat still clipped the back of his skull.


  The world went black for about half a second as Ethan stumbled backward. His eyes rolled into the back of his head as he tumbled into the living room and fell on his back. Holloway was screaming his name from the receiver. The bat came down against the phone, and it exploded.


  "You're a fucking dead man!" Carr screamed and charged toward Ethan. He was at the edge of the linoleum where it met the living room carpet, when Ethan pulled out his Glock.


  Carr froze in his tracks and dropped the bat.


  Ethan squeezed off two rounds, but his head was swimming, his aim terrible. The two rounds collided with the ceiling tiles above Carr's head sending popcorn dust into the air. He had to get his composure together. The problem was that everything in him wanted to go to sleep. He shook his head. Get up. You have to get up. He rolled onto his side, never taking his aim from the kitchen. He could hear Carr's heavy breathing behind the counter.


  "Show me your hands! Show me your fucking hands before I put two through that counter!" Ethan was not expecting laughter to come out from the other side of the counter, but there it was. He was being mocked.


  "Judging on those first two shots, I don't think you could shoot yourself. Nah, I got you good."


  "Show me your face and find out. Last chance, Carr—I'm not fucking with you." Ethan was starting to regain his wits. The room was settling.


  Carr peeked his head out from behind the counter.


  Ethan fired again, splintering the metal countertop inches from Carr’s face.


  "Okay! Okay! I give up!"


  "Hands! Where I can see them! "


  The room had gone quiet. Ethan got on to one knee and began working back toward the master bedroom. He could hear soft muffled cries on the other side of the door. "Carr! Up!"


  There was no response.


  As Ethan backed away toward the bedroom, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye on the left. He turned his head and saw a shotgun being raised in his direction. He jumped into the bedroom door as Carr fired.


  A giant hole blew open in the wall opposite Ethan. On his back, he rubbed his body all over, trying to determine if he’d been hit. There was a pain in his back. Did I get hit with buckshot? He heard the shotgun being reloaded and the distinct sound of a shell being racked.


  Ethan reached up and flicked on the light switch and kicked the door shut in one single motion. He was running on pure adrenaline, unsure if it could carry him much longer. He'd taken a severe blow to the head and was half convinced he’d been shot in the back.


  Footsteps approached the door. Ethan could tell the walls were thin from the approaching noise. He raised his Glock and began firing through the wall. Carr screamed in pain.


  Another shotgun blast, this time lower. It caught the top of the bed and sent feathers flying into the air.


  Ethan returned fire again until the clip was empty. He ejected the clip and reloaded. It was his only backup clip. The sound of the woman behind him screaming through a mouth that had been duct taped was drowned out by the thumping of his own heartbeat. She wore a tattered nightgown that barely covered her. Her hands were free, and she used them to cup her ears. Ethan held up his hand and made a "shhh" gesture, but it was no use.


  He crawled behind the bed next to the woman. She began pleading in Spanish. Carr's feet trampled on the wood floor outside. He was fleeing the room. Sirens approached, but Ethan’s ears were ringing from firing the Glock at such close range. He crawled on his stomach to the door and opened it. He cleared the living room, looking for Carr hiding in one of the corners; he wasn’t in the kitchen either.


  In the distance, he heard the rumble of a vehicle starting, and sprinted toward the door, blasting through the screen.


  Carr was driving away.


  Ethan raised his gun but lost the Bronco in the trees. He ran to his car to pursue but saw that his tires had been slashed. He tried listening in the direction of the road, but his ears were still ringing.


  The Bronco careened through the brush.


  Ethan caught a glimpse of it turning on to 64 heading west, and realized he never had the chance to tell Holloway what Carr was driving—he would glide right by the black and whites heading his way. I need to signal them. The radio on his dash was gone. Rage worked its way up his body.


  He remembered the light upstairs. There could be a phone up there. He sprinted back into the kitchen. The woman from the bedroom stumbled in and removed the tape from her mouth, screaming and pointing toward the stairs. He couldn’t understand her but held his thumb and pinkie finger up to his ears in a 'phone' gesture. She pointed toward the stairs again waving her arms.


  Ethan headed up the stairs, taking them two at a time and bursting through the door. On the dresser, there was another phone.


  Ethan dialed 911.


  The operator picked up the line. "911, what's your emergency?"


  "This is Detective Ethan Thresher of the Bradenton Police Department. I am at 1213 Moccasin Wallow Lane, past Rye Road. I need an ambulance. We have shots fired. Suspect’s name is Dunlow Carr. He is a white male, approximately twenty-six years old. Carr is driving a black Ford Bronco heading west on State Road 64—"


  A hand shot out from the darkness behind the bed. Had Ethan's Glock been in his hand when he turned, he would have fired. Instead he jumped back and screamed.


  Handcuffed to the radiator were two more Hispanic women, their faces caked in tears and their mouths covered in the same duct tape as the woman downstairs.


  "Sweet Mother Mary and Joseph!. It's okay. I'm the police. You're safe."


  The women, emaciated and weary, nodded. From the looks on their faces, they had no more tears to cry.


  
    Chapter Thirteen
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  ETHAN SAT WITH his back to the house. His shirt was pulled up, his back littered with small, bleeding pockmarks. An EMT named Carter tended his wounds, working to pull little pieces of metal out of his back and dropping them into a metal bucket. "You're one lucky son of a bitch."


  "Tell me about it. Another six inches to the right and they would be cleaning my guts off the living room wall."


  The three women who had been held there against their will were Guadalupe Garcia, Maria Torres, and Ellie Fernandez. Ellie was the only one who spoke English. Holloway tried asking them questions but was getting nowhere; they just wanted to be taken to the hospital and see their families.


  Holloway told the EMTs to load them up. After watching them off, he approached Ethan shaking his head. "You're all patched up. Sit down for a second."


  Ethan pulled his shirt down wincing as he let it fall the rest of the way. He sat on the metal bumper and faced the EMT.


  Carter pulled a flashlight out of his belt and shined it into Ethan's eyes. "Head still hurt?"


  "I'll be fine."


  "That's not what I asked."


  "My head is fine. It doesn't hurt."


  Carter turned to Holloway. "He needs to be admitted for a possible concussion."


  "What do you think, Ethan?" Holloway said.


  "Fuck all that noise," Ethan said. He patted Carter's shoulder twice and walked away from the ambulance.


  "Change those dressings every three hours and make sure they're clean, or you'll be back in the ambulance with sepsis, you stubborn prick," Carter said, closing his first aid kit.


  Ethan walked to his car and pulled out his can of dip. He put in the fattest lip he’d had in about two years.


  Holloway walked up to him and put his hand on his shoulder. "We caught a break here, all things considered."


  The scene was swarming with cops and lab technicians. The two detectives donned gloves and made their way into Carr’s house.


  Ethan walked Holloway through the events.


  On more than one occasion, Holloway had to stop and suppress laughter. He looked underneath the kitchen counter where two of Ethan's bullets ended up during his gunfight with Carr. "Those yours?"


  Ethan nodded.


  Holloway looked at the broken phone. "You did good, Ethan. I don't know if I told you that out there, but you did really good. You handled yourself well." He walked over to the gaping hole in the wall between the bedroom and the living room. "Pretty sure you used up all nine of your lives, though."


  "Any evidence of Katy Thornton?" Ethan asked.


  "None so far, but we'll get it. We're going to nail this bastard to the wall."


  Ethan's body felt cold. Must be mild shock. He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. After seeing the looks on those three girls' faces, he didn't care that they cut a corner to get here; otherwise those girls could all be dead—or worse. He felt good and happy to be alive.


  Officer Garland hurried into the room. "They got him. The helicopter is hot. He is heading south on 75 toward Venice. He's surrounded by cruisers. News choppers too."


  Ethan walked over to Carr's television and turned it on. With a couple of turns of the manual dial, they found the breaking news segment about the high-speed chase currently taking place down I-75. They watched as Dunlow Carr's Bronco weaved in and out of traffic going more than 100MPH with three black and white patrol cars in pursuit.


  * * *


  The phone rang at the Thornton household. Susan stopped mindlessly chopping the potatoes in front of her and picked up. It was Mary Ann Larchmont, Steve’s mother. "Turn your TV to channel fourteen."


  Susan turned her head around the corner from the kitchen into the living room where Mitch and Kevin were watching the Super Bowl. It was still the first quarter, and the Cowboys kicked a field goal to take a 6-3 lead.


  "Boys, turn it over to channel fourteen. It's urgent."


  Kevin got up and clicked the cable box over to Channel 14. Mitch sighed in frustration. He looked forward to the Super Bowl all year. It was a welcome distraction from all the stress he was having at work, and it felt like something normal they could do as a family for once. He was half listening to the television when he heard something that made him jump out of his chair.


  The reporter covering the live police chase mentioned Thresher. He leaned on the corner of his chair.


  The police pursued a black Ford Bronco down I-75. "Details are scarce at the moment, but we have learned that the suspect attacked and discharged a firearm at Bradenton Police Detective Ethan Thresher. Detective Thresher is investigating the disappearance and death of Katy Thornton, who left her home on January thirteenth and was found a day later in east Bradenton."


  Susan had drifted in the room when she heard the coverage. She was holding a spatula that was dripping grease.


  "Mom." Kevin took the spatula out of her hand and placed it back in the kitchen before taking a position by her side. He reached down and held her hand. She looked down at him shocked, but she smiled and gripped it back.


  "They're going to get him, Mom."


  Susan nodded. Two tears fell from her eyes.


  What unfolded next wasn't meant for public consumption, but the cameras kept rolling. Carr's Bronco had pulled into the middle lane, trying to pass a car on the far left. A semi-truck trying to merge in from Palmer Road drifted into the middle lane. Carr veered left, and his bumper was clipped by a Volkswagen. The Bronco went into a tailspin, then flipped and rolled over six times, leaving the road and coming to rest in an embankment. Police cars skidded to a halt, surrounding the vehicle. No one crawled out from the car. The news station went to a commercial.


  Mitch turned the TV back to the Super Bowl. "I hope whoever was in that car fucking dies."


  Kevin was taken aback by the coldness in his father's voice. But he understood. "Me too," he blurted.


  Susan looked down at him and just squeezed his hand harder.


  ***
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  "Holy shit, there's no way he survived that," Holloway said. A gaggle of officers had congregated around the TV in Carr’s living room.


  "He'll live, Ethan said. “He's not getting off that easy. Even if I have to give him a fucking blood transfusion myself."


  Carr must have had angels on his side; when he was pulled out of the wreckage, the police and EMTs found him with a broken leg and only a few nasty cuts.


  Ethan was taken to the hospital, where he was treated for a concussion and a separated shoulder. The nurse forced him to wear a sling. He considered taking it off. Back in the day, he had torn his rotator cuff after crushing his shoulder in a mosh pit, and he’d had to wear a sling for two months. It was miserable but bearable.


  In the end, he left the sling on, and was discharged in time to make it back to the office before the press conference. Ethan took the maintenance entrance to headquarters and rode the service elevator up to the bullpen. He wanted to avoid the press; his appearance would be as much a surprise to them as it would be to the public.


  He entered the bullpen as Ruggle was briefing the department. The room was full of cops. They all stopped what they're doing when Ethan walked into the room, and as one, they all broke into applause.


  "Brass balls on this kid!" Ruggle said and pulled him close. Ethan winced as his shoulder bounded off Ruggle's thin frame.


  "Thanks for the boost, Cap," Holloway said.


  "If I knew that threatening your job would get these kinds of results, I would have done it years ago."


  Ruggle laughed. Holloway laughed with him.


  Ruggle shifted past them and headed toward Mayor Rob Belton, who was waiting at the end of the hall. Ethan and Holloway watched as Ruggle shook the mayor's hand with vigor. The mayor slapped Ruggle on the back. Ethan and Holloway heard them laughing as they entered the elevator.


  Holloway turned back to Ethan. "I'm going back over to the Carr place, see if we can get the golden egg. Once we get proof that Thornton was with him, we're going to send his ass to Old Sparky."


  Ethan walked into the restroom and splashed water on his face. His head was pounding, but he barely noticed. It felt good to have the tension eased in the office. Ethan was on cloud nine and felt invincible.


  How do you like that, Dad? I found the bad guy.


  ***
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  Ruggle took a deep breath of the cold night air and stepped confidently up the vaulted stairs of the old Bradenton Courthouse. There were four news stations set up with lights on the stairway and a variety of reporters all the way from the St. Pete Times to the Orlando Sentinel were positioned to get what was turning out to be one of the most significant stories of the young new year.


  Dana Williamson placed herself in the front of the pack. She was wearing a long leather jacket that almost hid the turquoise business suit underneath.


  Ruggle quieted the small crowd and took a single step down toward them. "Earlier this evening, detectives from the Bradenton Police Department, through an exhaustive investigative process, located a suspect named Dunlow Carr. Detective Thresher visited Mr. Carr to question him. At around approximately five-thirty PM, Mr. Carr attacked Detective Thresher and attempted to use deadly force. Detective Thresher acted within department guidelines by discharging his weapon in self-defense, not only for himself, but to protect the three women Detectives Thresher found being held against their will on the premises. Through coordinated efforts with the Bradenton and Sarasota police departments, the suspect was apprehended at approximately six-forty-five PM. We are charging Carr with three counts of aggravated kidnapping, assault and battery on an officer of the law, fleeing to elude, reckless endangerment, attempted murder of a law enforcement agent....and the murder of Kathryn Thornton."


  A chorus of shouts and questions erupted from the crowd.


  Ruggle lifted a hand to calm them down. "Lastly, I want to make this very clear to the members of the media that are here in attendance. Certain outlets have painted a portrait of the Bradenton Police Department in a negative light and have insinuated in many ways that we have been lax or incompetent in our efforts to bring the murderer of Kathryn Thornton to justice. I would like to take this opportunity to inform the public that that is very much not the case. We have an excellent group of detectives who have been working around the clock to pursue justice for the Thornton family. Any time someone in our community is attacked or harmed, it is an attack on us. We respect the responsibility we have been given, and we hope that the media will begin to work with the same respect and responsibility in the future."


  Ruggle leveled his eyes on Dana Williamson. "Thank you. We will release a statement shortly. There will be no questions at this time." He turned and walked back up the steps toward the entrance of the courthouse to a chorus of unanswered questions.


  Ethan saw Williamson's face go slack; it had been a public admonishment in front of the entire community. Ethan stood there as flashbulbs blinded him. He closed his eyes and looked away. Ruggle had put on a show, but he had overstated his hand.


  Ruggle had stood there with his chest out, smiling with that confident smirk, not realizing he had lied to the press. It was that last sentence that threw everything Ethan and Holloway had worked for into a tailspin.


  They had absolutely no evidence linking Dunlow Carr to the murder of Katy Thornton.


  
    Chapter Fourteen
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  THE NEXT DAY, Ethan walked down Main Street toward the courthouse. The weather had warmed, and for the first time in weeks, he left his house without a jacket. Putting his shirt on over the bandages was a total bitch but changing them was even worse. Cleaning back wounds with a separated shoulder was excruciating, and he felt lonelier than ever. He popped two Advil and chewed them up, washing them down with cold coffee.


  Ethan looked down at the front page of The Bradenton Herald and the Manatee Herald-Tribune and saw himself staring back. Ethan had lingered on the steps of the courthouse last night, and the reporters took the opportunity to snap photos of him. Ruggle's admonishment of the media must have left a sour taste in their mouths; better to give credit to the arresting cop, rather than the boastful captain lecturing them.


  The headline read: HERO COP RESCUES GIRLS FROM SUSPECT’S HOME. The story was not written by Dana Williamson.


  "Hey, the 'Hero Cop'," Daly said as Ethan entered the bullpen. Nunez and Daly were standing next to the television watching the morning news. Ruggle graced the screen, but the camera kept panning to the right to show Ethan's face.


  "Camera adds ten pounds, Ethan,” Nunez said. “Don't worry about it."


  "Yeah, and only about four cameras are out there," Daly said.


  "You guys done?" Ethan struggled to put his things down on his desk.


  "You in a lot of pain?" Nunez asked.


  "Nothing a little Advil can't fix,"


  "Bullshit. Did they give you the good stuff?"


  "Was I supposed to get drugs?"


  Nunez shook his head in disbelief and walked back over to his desk. "Amateur."


  Daly walked up to him. "Shit, I didn't know it was your right arm, Thresher. You need someone to help you jerk off? First one's free, of course. Maybe one extra on the house because of the donuts."


  "Make your jokes. Make your jokes."


  Holloway sat at his desk writing up a report. "Good morning, Mr. Hero." He looked serious.


  "Oh, come on. Not you too, Kendrick."


  Holloway smiled and placed a stack of documents on Ethan’s desk. "We got Carr here in about an hour. He's going to be in his prison oranges, and he'll probably be lawyered up; it’s a shame we couldn't get him last night before they did, but I don't give much of a damn, either. We got some stone-cold evidence that is going to put him away for a long time."


  "Anything that links him to Thornton?"


  "We're getting there. We've got Officer Diaz from Migrant interviewing the kidnapping victims. Ethan, I can't believe you found those women alive."


  "They were just as scared as I was,"


  Holloway nodded. "I should have been with you. I mean, I'd have smoked that asshole if he tried anything on me, but I'm glad you're okay. The asshole’s lawyer is trying to gum shit up."


  "Who’d he hire?"


  "Strutzman."


  Malcolm Strutzman was Manatee County's best defense attorney and a thorn in the side of the Bradenton Police. He was notorious for offering up insane plea deals and never backing down. More often than not, Ruggle and the D.A. would buckle under the demands of Strutzman, because of the need for decent crime statistics.


  "Pro bono? How can a guy like Carr afford it?"


  "Book sales alone will be through the roof when he writes it up later. Ethan, understand what we've uncovered here. There may have been a serial killer working right under our noses. The public will eat that up. But Stutzman has to get him off first—I guarantee he'll try to plea out of the murder."


  Of course he would, Ethan thought. There would be no justice for the Thornton family if they couldn't make the murder of Katy stick.


  Holloway must have sensed what Ethan was thinking. "Crime scene is working around the clock on the house. We'll find something. We got our guy."


  * * *


  Ethan joined Holloway outside. Their attention turned to the visitor's parking lot across the street as a jet-black Mercedes Benz W140 pulled into the lot. The car parked and sat idle for a few moments before the door opened, revealing Malcolm Strutzman, in a blue pinstripe suit with a gray tie, his curly white hair full of product. He strolled across the parking lot holding a briefcase that Ethan assumed cost more than his own annual salary. The lawyer shot a look of contempt toward the detectives and continued on through the front door.


  "Game time,” Holloway said. “I'm going up to interrogate Carr. The Bronco is in impound, untouched. This is probably our only opportunity to search the vehicle. Before you ask, yes, we got a search warrant. It was faxed over at nine-thirty by Judge Wembly. You probably got about ten minutes before Strutzman finds out about it and tries to get it revoked. You going to be able to handle that all busted up?"


  Ethan considered his sling. "I'll be fine. It'll be a bitch, but I don't have a choice except to get it done."


  "Let me get it. You handle the questioning."


  "No, I got it." Ethan moved past Kendrick toward the impound gate and the totaled black Bronco.


  "Kendrick," Ethan called back.


  Holloway turned.


  "Nail that fucker. Leave no remains."


  "10-4," Holloway said, and entered the building.


  ***
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  The mid-morning sun was beating down on Ethan already. Florida overdressed. Such was usually the case during winter. One day it could be bone-chilling outside, and the next day you could work on your tan without a care in the world. Ethan rolled up his sleeves as he approached the vehicle.


  The hood of the Bronco was entirely caved in. Ethan walked around the exterior of the vehicle looking at all the various cracks and chasms caused by the violent crash. Pulling on latex gloves, he tried the driver's side door. It wouldn't budge. He could see where Carr had been removed from the vehicle. Small specks of blood stained the driver's seat, and the floor was still covered in glass. The driver's side window was blown out. Ethan tugged on the handle twice more but was unsuccessful in opening the door. He moved to the driver's side rear door. He shined a light into the seat. It, too, was covered in glass. He had to find a working door, so he could search the most prominent areas of the car: the glove box and the front console.


  Ethan got lucky on the front passenger side door. When he walked over to the passenger side, he felt broken glass beneath his feet that crunched as he walked on it. The door was ajar and popped from the car’s frame. It swung open with a groaning noise, and a fresh spray of glass fell on the pavement around Ethan's feet. He leaned into the car, grunting as he took his arm out of the sling. Son of a bitch that hurt.


  Popping the lid of the center console, he shone the flashlight inside. There he found the vehicle's registration. It was expired and still had Alabama tags. Ethan opened the glove box; it was stuffed to the brim with papers that all sprang out when the door opened, papers spilling on the floor.


  "Shit." Ethan leaned down and carefully picked them up.


  He set them on the passenger seat and began sifting through them with a set of tweezers. There were oil change receipts, advertisements for business and several parking tickets ranging from Birmingham to Sarasota. He leaned down and picked up the remaining papers from the floor, when something caught his eye. On the far-right side of the floorboard, where the floor mat met the metal, was a single strand of blond hair. Katy’s? He reached down with his tweezers, picked up the hair, and placed it in a green evidence bag with 'URGENT' written on the front. He'd have it sent off to the crime lab by the end of the hour, even if he had to walk it over himself.


  Inside the glove box, Ethan saw the owner's manual for the Bronco. In the center of the book, the pages looked perforated. He opened up the owner's manual and gasped when he saw what was inside.


  Katy Thornton's smiling face was looking back at him. It was her learner's permit. She had been in the car.


  Ethan shouted aloud, and only his injury prevented him from pumping his arm in the air.


  He leaned in, grabbed the ID with the tweezers, and placed it in a separate bag.


  Ethan kicked the Bronco’s door shut. He experienced a euphoria he was unfamiliar with. He felt flooded with relief—it had been the longest three weeks of his life, but he had broken through; he’d solved his first case. He sprinted across the parking lot, ignoring the pain in his arm as he bounced up the steps toward the bullpen.


  ***
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  Ethan ran up the stairs like Jimmy Stewart running through town on Christmas. He blasted through the door into the bullpen, causing Daly to spill his coffee on the floor.


  Ruggle was alone, watching Holloway interview Carr from the opposite side of the glass. Carr's face had swollen, and there were stitches in his head from the large gashes he’d sustained when his vehicle flipped over. Carr was staring a hole through Holloway's face while Strutzman sat with his arms folded. The room was silent.


  "Cap, we got him! One hundred percent cold." Ethan walked over to Ruggle and placed the evidence bags in his hands.


  "What is this?"


  "Katy Thornton's ID card. I also found a blond hair near the passenger side floor mat. It puts her in his car, Captain." His grin stretched from ear to ear.


  Ruggle stood there with a look of disbelief on his face, then smiled at Ethan and slapped him on his good shoulder. Ruggle walked out of the room and entered the interrogation room.


  Strutzman demanded to know what was going on.


  "Sit tight, Strutz. And tear up whatever plea deal you're going to try to drop on us. There will be no deals."


  Holloway, confused, stood from the table and walked out of the room with Ruggle in tow. Ethan came out and stood next to Ruggle. Ethan explained to Holloway what he found in the Bronco. With each passing word, Holloway's excitement grew. He also looked relieved. "End that meeting, have him re-arraigned and see if he wants to change his not guilty plea."


  Holloway turned to Ethan. "Make the call. Tell the parents we got the son of a bitch who killed their daughter."


  
    Chapter Fifteen
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  ETHAN SAT WITH Holloway, Nunez, and Daly in The Lost Kangaroo. No better time to celebrate. Holloway had closed his first murder case as the lead detective in more than ten years. Ethan was one-for-one and feeling the high of catching his first real "bad guy." The local news announced the arrest of Dunlow Carr. The four men cheered.


  Patrons at the bar turned and recognized the cops and clapped at the sound of their names. A few of the regulars at the bar bought them a couple of rounds of beer. Ethan let caution fly to the wind. He was about two beers away from being hammered.


  "The stars aligned," Nunez said and slammed down the last bit of Bud Light in his glass. Nunez let out a painful burp and grabbed his chest. He checked his watch.


  "Oh shit, he's pulling the plug," Daly said. "Nunez is about to pull the ripcord. Come to collect your prize if Nunez was the first guy to pussy out."


  "Do you ever want to go home, Daly? My wife's waiting for me. I might get victory sex tonight."


  "My bedroom is so cold, gentleman, you could hang slabs of meat on the walls. Change of life. My wife avoids my dick like she's allergic to it."


  "Hard for her to go back to you after she's been with a real man like me."


  "You're getting some from the old lady? Can I watch? Seriously, I'll sit in the corner. I want to remember what it's like for someone to get laid."


  Ethan stood first. He opened his wallet and set down a hundred-dollar bill. "On me. And I'll take the award for the first wuss."


  "Ethan, way too much. The bill will be like sixty bucks, tops."


  "Then make sure the rest gets spent, boys." Ethan stumbled toward the door.


  "You're a beauty, Thresher!"


  Ethan raised his non-injured arm above him, then pushed open the front door. The cold air sent shivers down his spine. He tried to put his coat on, but it kept slipping off his bad shoulder. He took a few steps forward and stumbled, catching himself on the gaslight illuminating the dark downtown district. His coat dropped to the ground, and he leaned over, struggling to pick it up.


  A petite hand reached down and picked it up for him. He felt the warmth of the coat draped over his back. Ethan stood up and turned around to see Dana Williamson standing in front of him. She smiled at him, but he saw the sadness behind it. "Looks like you beat me to it. I needed a drink myself. Tough day."


  "I can relate. Mostly after I read the paper."


  They stood there silent for a moment and Ethan turned to leave. He got halfway down the block when he turned to see her following him.


  "I need to know what happened today."


  "Simple. We caught the bad guy."


  "And you just happened to find her ID in the car. Convenient."


  "Look, off the record, I'm not being interviewed. We did our jobs. Justice served. I don't know who you have in the department, and frankly I don't care. I'm no rat. And I'm not your quote either. You hurt our investigation."


  "You should be thanking me."


  "Yeah, I wouldn't hold your breath."


  "Well, I don't intend to stop doing my job. You and I both know that whatever happened these last two days, something's missing. And you'll be the first person I call when I find it. That is, if you still have a job by then."


  "Have a good evening, Ms. Williamson."


  "You too, Detective." Dana's tone came out terse, which made Ethan smile.


  She turned the corner, and Ethan continued toward his apartment, the alcohol weighing down his brain. In bed, sleep didn't come. Ethan lied awake staring a hole through the ceiling. What Williamson said bothered him. The three girls found in Carr's home. Short, with medium length black hair. Skinny faces and narrow noses and a lot of meat on their bones. Not fat, per se, but 'healthy' as his mother would say when she described slightly overweight people. And Katy Thornton. Tall, blonde, athletic. Three dark haired Latina women... and one tall blond? But her ID was in the car, and her blond hair was found on the floor.


  Still, like a cut in your mouth that would heal if only you stopped tonguing it, the face of Katy Thornton lingered in the background, like unfinished business.


  



  PART TWO


  JUNE 1994


  
    Chapter Sixteen
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  KEVIN SAT AT the foot of his bed, pulling on ankle length socks. Today was his last day as a middle school student. Kevin tried comprehending all the changes that had happened around him over the previous six months. The loss of Katy had left a void in their family that Kevin felt would never be closed.


  Next year he would be a freshman at Manatee. He felt nervous the more he thought about being a freshman. Katy had been a rock star at Manatee. The thought of having the eyes of the school on him at every turn made him queasy.


  He would also be living his high school years in a new house. His parents had put their home up for sale in late March. It hadn't sold, but that didn't stop them from preparing to move out. Kevin was bitter about the whole thing, but he also understood that in order to truly move on, his childhood home would need to be in the rearview mirror. Katy was in this house, the residue of her short life on every wall and in every room. His parents had purchased this house when Katy was about a year old; this was the only home he had ever known.


  Kevin surveyed the stacks of boxes in his room and felt proud; he’d done the packing himself. He walked to the end of the hallway and entered his parents’ half-empty bedroom. Inside the bathroom, he checked the medicine cabinet. The trend continued. Kevin found fewer pills in the cupboard. His mother had started to put weight back on her frame, and color had returned to her face. Selling the house was the best thing that ever happened to her. It provided closure.


  Everything in the house had been packed, with the exception of the elephant in the room that needed to be addressed. The last thing left to pack up: Katy's computer.


  April and May breezes had given way to the stagnant and humid Florida summer, but his father refused to turn the AC on until it was ninety degrees outside. Mitch also decided to leave the television plugged in until the bitter end. Kevin could hear the morning news playing in the background.


  He walked back down the hallway toward his room and stopped at Katy's door. They had painted the walls white, erasing Katy's presence from the blank spaces.


  "Kevin, come here for a second."


  Kevin drifted into the living room to find his father looking at a U-Haul receipt. "They charge an arm and a leg to move you out of here." Mitch looked up. "My little man is a high-schooler now."


  "Not just yet. I still have to turn in my 8th-grade project. Can't move on without it."


  "I remember that. I helped Katy with hers. She had a short novel." Mitch laughed. It had been more comfortable to talk about Katy as the months went on. The conversations were no longer cold and rueful. "You got yours ready to go?"


  Kevin slapped his backpack twice. "Got it right here."


  "Need a ride to school?"


  "No, I'm getting there early. I want a front row seat for the assembly." Kevin opened the front door.


  Mitch called him back. "Listen, I want you to pack up your sister's computer. When we move into the new house, I want you to put her computer in your room. Your mom and I talked about it, and we both think it would be for the best." Mitch paused to let that information linger.


  "Dad, are you serious?"


  "Katy would have wanted it that way. You guys were never away from those things. It's yours now. "


  "Thanks, Dad." Kevin hugged his father.


  "No problem."


  Steve and Doug pulled up on their bikes. Steve's signature tire screech made Mitch's face twist.


  Kevin grabbed his book bag. "Gotta split. Wish me luck."


  "For what? And tell that little shithead to stop putting black streaks in my driveway."


  The truth was that Kevin, Doug, and Steve were planning the attack to end all attacks. The last day of middle school would be one for the ages.


  ***
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  "This is bullshit. I can't believe this is really happening."


  Ethan picked up the last remaining box on Holloway's desk and began walking with him toward the elevator. Today was moving day for Holloway as well; he was making a huge leap as the new Chief of Police for the city of Anna Maria Island. He would be going from the paper-pushing nightmare of the BPD, to one of the sleepiest police departments in the state. The worst thing that ever happened out on Anna Maria was a couple of prowlers and the occasional alcoholic retiree spending a night in the drunk tank. It was the island life. The reason why people moved to Bradenton.


  The publicity of the Dunlow Carr case had catapulted both of them into the spotlight. Kendrick was using his status as a catapult. Ethan was trying not to show how despondent he was to be losing the best friend he'd had since his relocation to Bradenton.


  Holloway had accepted the position over a month ago but agreed to stay on with the BPD until Dunlow Carr's case was resolved. That had happened the night before when Carr signed a plea deal to Second Degree Murder. Carr had denied his involvement with Katy Thornton's death, even going so far as to request a private meeting with Ethan without his lawyer present; he wanted to make a deal for his freedom. Ruggle was having none of it. Carr had delayed his trial to the breaking point trying to prove his innocence. Carr finally stopped fighting the kidnapping charges, knowing their similarity to the charges he faced in Alabama.


  Florida wanted the death penalty.


  Once Old Sparky was in the mix, Carr signed a plea deal the next day admitting to the murder of Katy Thornton. He agreed to the charges as long as they decided to not seek the death penalty. He was given a life sentence for the Katy’s murder and an additional twenty years for the kidnapping charges. Dunlow Carr would die in prison.


  Now that the case was resolved, Holloway was free to leave.


  "All good things, my friend." Holloway trailed behind Ethan with a box; he had already dispensed all the pleasantries with the other men in the department. Daly and Nunez had sent him off with fireworks the night before. Ethan couldn't keep up with them, and once again was the first one to pull the plug. Ethan had his own reason for a mini-celebration as well—he had been promoted to Detective 1 and was moving into Holloway's desk, baggage and all. He was also inheriting Holloway's cases.


  "You have my number. Call me anytime, especially with the older case files. If you break any of them, let me know."


  "Thanks, man. And don't think I won't be hitting you up at Decoy Ducks."


  "Love that place." Holloway reached the elevator and held out his hand. "I know it was only for about seven months, but you were the best partner I ever had."


  Ethan shook it.


  With the closure of the Thornton case, Ethan had a weight lifted off his chest. Dunlow Carr would never walk the streets again. Ethan was ready to face the fact that he had come so close to death. People can put on a good face, but mortality is mortality and Ethan brushed his not long ago.


  Only one question remained in his mind: Why did Carr fight the Thornton charge so hard when they found evidence of her presence in his car? It was open and shut. Take your medicine. Die in a cell.


  
    Chapter Seventeen
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  EVERYTHING WAS GOING according to plan. Steve, Doug, and Kevin raced down the empty halls that morning, trying to avoid the flood of students who would be filling the hallways any moment. Kevin rushed into Mrs. Wilcher’s room and handed in his eighth-grade project. He had printed it on the LaserJet printer that had magically appeared in Steve's room last week. Steve had been skimming without him. Kevin wondered if his good buddy was getting in too deep. Steve and Doug shared the same homeroom teacher, Mr. Douglass, and they also turned in their projects.


  Middle school was complete. Phase Two of their plan was about to kick into high gear. They had to move.


  Steve took off down the middle quad, heading for the bathroom the students most often used to smoke cigarettes. The cool kid's bathroom. Steve peeked in. Tavares. He was hit with the faint smell of marijuana. He ducked his head out.


  "Is he in there?" Doug asked.


  "Yeah, and I think Joey's burning grass. He's super jumpy. Some of the other boys look nervous as hell."


  Steve glanced at the clock.


  "Okay, cool. Rock and roll," Doug said.


  Kevin walked up to them with a confident smirk on his face. He opened up his backpack and let his friends see inside. There were two full packs of Marlboro Red cigarettes. "Game time, boys," Kevin said.


  "How'd you get them?" Doug said.


  "Dusty Benton. I paid him twenty bucks for them."


  "Twenty dollars?" Doug exclaimed.


  "Ten dollars for the cigarettes, ten for silence," Kevin said.


  The warning bell rang, and the boys separated from each other, heading to class.


  The sound of Principal Peebles' voice rang out through the old PA system. "Please head to your homeroom. We will call students to the assembly alphabetically by the last name of their homeroom teachers," Peebles said.


  The PA system went silent. Kevin entered Mrs. Wilcher’s class and sat down in his usual seat in the back. His palms were sweating. If he screwed up, he'd be a dead man.


  Joey Tavares walked into the classroom behind him, sticking a wet finger in his ear.


  Kevin jumped away and watched as Joey dropped his project at the front of the room. He pursed his lips as he sat, and he gave Kevin a look that suggested, "Say a word, and I'll beat your ass."


  Egotistical Joey always had to have his paper on top. Kevin smiled to himself. This was going to be so damn good. All the fear left him. Today, Joey Tavares would get his comeuppance.


  Kevin listened as names were announced for the assembly. Mrs. Wilcher's class would be the last one to be called. He would hang back and gather his things. That's when Phase Three would go into effect, but he had to move fast if it was going to happen.


  Mrs. Wilcher stood in front of the class, knowing this would be the last time she spoke with them. "You have until the end of the day to turn in your eighth-grade project. Remember that if you do not turn it in today, you will have to go before the review board and may have to retake the grade. In my fifteen years at King Middle School, I have only seen this happen three times. Please do not be the fourth. After the assembly ends, come back here and get your bags."


  Mr. Peebles called for Mrs. Wilcher's class. The students stood and began filing out of the door. Joey was one of the first to go. Mrs. Wilcher walked out of the classroom. Kevin blended into the crowd until he was close to the door. Before walking out, he stopped and let the door shut in front of him. Kevin reached over and flicked the light off and hugged himself against the wall, trying to make his body as small as possible. He hid against the wall as he heard the door latch closed. Kevin waited there for half a minute before running over to Mrs. Wilcher's desk. He picked up Joey's project from the top of the pack.


  Kevin moved over to Joey's backpack and began rifling through the pockets. Nothing. He didn't have any pot on him. Son of a bitch, that was the most significant part of the plan. He had to think of something quick. Before he gave up on his search, he saw a near invisible pocket on the back of the bag. Kevin reached into the pocket and found what he was looking for. It was a small bag of weed. "Jackpot."


  Kevin jumped when he heard a banging sound on the door. He spun around, his face full of terror that he’d been caught. Steve stared back at him, eyes bugging out of his head. Steve motioned for Kevin to hurry.


  Kevin stood and grabbed his bag, the weed, and Joey's project. Kevin opened the door slowly and shut it behind him making sure it was latched as he left. Steve held out his hands, gesturing to see if they had the entire package. Kevin nodded.


  The two of them crept along the hallway. They still had one huge hurdle left to scale. It was time for Doug to come through.


  ***
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  Doug walked through the door of the empty library. This is where they needed luck. He entered the TV Production room and jogged across the room to the security door. He tried the knob. It was locked. Doug began to panic. He needed to get into that room to turn off camera four, and he only had two minutes tops before he knew he was in trouble.


  Doug ran out and slipped behind the librarian's counter and began rifling through the drawers. He tried five drawers in rapid succession and found nothing, but he found what he was looking for in the last drawer. Doug held up a key that read MK on it. Master Key. Doug paused for one second and thought about his father’s face and what his father would do to him if he got busted.


  "Fuck it." His friends were more family to him than anyone. They were loyal. They always had his back. Doug stood and reentered the TV Production room. He slipped the key into the lock on the security door, and it turned. He walked over to the fourth monitor and pressed the stop button on the tape. The hallway was theirs. Doug shut off the light and returned the key to the drawer. He was running a little late, but the plan was still intact.


  Steve and Kevin stood paralyzed by the lockers, waiting for Doug to surface. He was running way behind, and they were getting nervous that he had been busted in the library. There was still time to abort. They could trash Joey's project and dump the pot. His project would still be screwed. Not the crescendo Kevin had in mind, but enough to get him held back. Kevin wanted the fireworks, though. He needed to see that son of a bitch squirm for once.


  "I think we need to abort," Steve said as if he was reading Kevin's mind.


  Kevin nodded. "Okay, let's hit the assembly."


  Doug came up from behind them and put his hand on Kevin's shoulder. Kevin yelped and turned around. Doug's face was red, and his body was drenched in sweat.


  "Door...was...locked. Found...a...key."


  Kevin and Steve lit up with joy and hugged Doug.


  "You did it. I can't believe you did it," Kevin said.


  "Let's do it," Steve said.


  The final phase of the project required little to no effort. Using Credit Master, Steve had ordered a set of Masterlock master keys, after pretending to be a locksmith. The keys arrived by UPS two days ago and were dropped at the door of another one of the boys' empty houses. A week earlier they had walked up to Joey's locker and taken note of what kind of lock it was. They’d purchased a replica and tried every key until they found the one that popped his Masterlock from below.


  Kevin removed a small cylinder from his backpack and walked over to Joey's locker. He clicked the key into the lock and turned. The lock snapped open.


  Steve reached into Kevin's bag and handed him the two packs of cigarettes.


  Kevin took out the bag of weed and placed it in the back of the locker, then placed Joey's handwritten eighth grade project into the cylinder.


  "Call my sister a whore again." Kevin produced a lighter and lit two of the cigarettes. He dropped them in.


  In seconds, the pages of the project ignited, and smoke began billowing out from the plastic cylinder. Kevin dumped the contents out, leaving the burning pages in the locker.


  They shut and locked the door.


  The smoke alarm went off. Students began pouring out of the gym in a panic, heading for the fire exits. The boys mixed into the crowd and returned to their class group as the school evacuated.


  Students were permitted to re-enter the building around lunchtime.


  Kevin met with his friends at their usual table. Steve couldn't have been happier. Doug showed his worry. He kept looking over his shoulder.


  "What if the camera's got me as I was going into the library?" Doug asked, his voice cracking as he spoke.


  "We're good. We planned it perfectly. Couldn't have gone better," Steve said.


  Kevin was looking at the doors that led outside.


  "You okay, Kev?"


  "Hell yeah."


  Two police cars pulled up to the school. Moments later, Joey Tavares was led out of the front door by the school resource officer. Joey's mother was in tow, shock and anger on her face.


  Joey's mother Wanda worked at the post office and was still in her post office blues.


  Were their cuffs on Joey's hands? Kevin walked over to the window in front of the cafeteria door in time to see Joey Tavares get loaded into the back of the squad car. Joey's face was caked with tears. Half of the school looked at him and his wet eyes. He tried to hide his eyes in shame.


  Joey's face locked in on Kevin's.


  Kevin smirked at him the same way Joey had in class that morning. He gave him a wink.


  Recognition filled Joey's face as the squad car pulled away.


  
    Chapter Eighteen
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  WHEN THE LAST bell rang Kevin, Steve, and Doug all walked triumphantly to the bike rack. They began riding toward Kevin's house. Steve and Doug had agreed to help Kevin pack up the last of his things.


  Instead of taking their usual route home, they stopped at 7-Eleven, and each bought a celebratory Slurpee. This was their summer tradition. They had done it on the first day of summer for the last three years. It coincided with the freedom they had gained as sixth graders, when they were finally permitted to ride their bikes to school. They sat on the curb in the hot sun, racing the melting Slurpees.


  Like always, Doug wracked his head with brain freezes.


  "Slow the hell down, Dougie,” Steve said and patted Doug on the back as he held his eyes in pain. “It's not the last Slurpee you're ever going to drink."


  Kevin didn't laugh. He spotted something across the parking lot that made his eyes go cold. Looking at them through the windshield of an old beat-up Trans Am was Jerald Tavares, Joey Tavares' brother. Kevin patted Steve on the shoulder and nodded his head in the direction of the Trans Am.


  Steve looked over at the Trans Am and realized the danger they were in at once. They stood and moved toward their bikes fast, Doug right behind them.


  The Trans Am kicked into drive and sped out of the parking lot, making a right into the Village Green retirement neighborhood. Soon it would be on 75th Street and heading to the Tavares household. When it came back, Joey would be with him.


  "Move it," Kevin said. They were far from his house and taking a straight-line shot wouldn't be fast enough to beat Jerald and Joey. They needed to find an alternate route.


  "Let's cut through Pinewood,” Steve said. “We can park our bikes next to the transformer and hop fences to my house. If we make it, it won't matter how fast he picks up Joey."


  "What's going on?" Doug yelled, trying to keep up with them. They had to cross busy Manatee Avenue and ride behind the K-Mart parking lot to have a chance.


  "Tavares' brother!" Kevin yelled behind him as they skidded around the corner trying to gain as much ground as possible.


  They came to a stop at the corner of 67th and Manatee. Steve began slamming his hand into the crosswalk button. An eternity seemed to pass before the light turned yellow. Steve started to ride out, but Doug grabbed his collar and pulled him back right before a car zoomed through the red light.


  "Thanks."


  The boys pushed their bikes across the street. They had to ride about ten more blocks into a subdivision called Pinewood Estates that ran along the back of Steve's neighborhood. If they could make the fence line, they could ditch the bikes behind the power substation and hop over.


  Kevin could see the power station not far in the distance; they were going to make it!


  They heard squealing tires similar to what they'd heard at the 7-Eleven a few blocks away. "Keep moving."


  Steve's energy was sapped. They rode harder than they had in a long time. Kevin slipped off his bike seat and rode on one side, ready to dismount and break into a run in one smooth motion. He jumped off the bike and it careened into the fence. Doug pulled up next, off his bike in an instant and over the first fence. Steve was next, but he couldn't get up the side.


  "Boost," Steve said.


  Kevin leaned over and clasped his hands together. Steve stepped into his hand and jumped. Kevin pushed up at the same time and almost sent Steve flying over the fence.


  Kevin's turn. Doug reached over the fence to give Kevin a hand, but Kevin recognized something in Doug's face that scared him. "Look out!"


  Doug's words were too late.


  Kevin turned his body as Joey collided with him. Joey's arms wrapped around Kevin's waist and lifted him up in the air. The two boys went down to the ground hard with Kevin taking the brunt of the damage. Kevin let out an 'oof' sound as his back slammed into the ground. He would have had the full wind knocked out of him had his backpack not padded his fall.


  Joey lifted himself up letting out a primal scream.


  Jerald got out of the driver's seat and slammed the door. "Get his ass!"


  Two other boys climbed out of the back seat. The four boys stood around Kevin as Joey began his attack. His fist came down on Kevin's face hard. The world went black for a moment followed by stars. Joey's fist came down again, but Kevin turned his head to the right. Joey's fist slammed into the pavement, and he leaped backward screaming. "I broke my hand! I broke my hand!"


  Kevin got up to his knees but was kicked in the butt from behind by Joey's brother. He went back down to the pavement. Steve and Doug were trying to climb back over the fence, but two of the boys kept pushing them back over to the other side. Kevin was on his own.


  Joey was shaking his hand. It had already begun to swell. "If I broke my pitching hand, I'm taking it out on your ass." Joey snarled and advanced on Kevin again.


  Kevin got up to his feet again and took a feeble swing at Joey's face. Joey dodged it and countered with a punch to the stomach.


  Kevin went down to his knees again and felt his conscious swim away from him as a knee slammed into his temple, causing him to bite his tongue. He toppled over on his side feeling his insides turn over. Blood filled his mouth.


  Joey and Jerald grabbed Kevin by the collar and lifted him back to his feet. "If I get fucked over by that review board and have to repeat the eighth grade, I'm going to kill you. I can't prove it was you and you know what? I don't want to. I'd rather find you every day this summer and beat your face in. You think you beat me today? You only killed yourself."


  Joey inched closer and closer to Kevin's face.


  "You screwed me over, and now you're going to pay. Whole Thornton family is a bunch of pussies. Your dad's a pussy. My dad says so. He used to punk your old man when he was a kid. Your whole family is one big steaming pile of shit. Always has been, always will be. Tavares kids have been beating Thornton ass for almost thirty years. Just like your bitch sister that got choked out like the whore she was."


  Jerald and the others quieted; Joey had crossed a line. Even Jerald's jaw dropped open at what his brother said. Steve and Doug had arrived in time to hear what Joey said, and it stopped them in their tracks. The other boys knew they were spectators to what was about to happen, and they all began to inch backward.


  "Yeah, I said it. And there's not a fucking thing you can do about it, pussy. Cry for your whore sister, Thornton."


  But Kevin wasn't there. His mind transported him to somewhere else. All that remained was a blind red rage that flowed through his veins with one goal—smash this fucker's head in.


  Kevin smiled with a mouth full of blood.


  Joey sensed the change in Kevin's demeanor and loosened his grip for a second. That smile scared the shit out of him. Kevin leaned back and spit the blood in his mouth in Joey's face. Joey screamed and held his hands up to his eyes.


  That moment of shock was short lived.


  In one swift motion, Kevin removed his backpack from his back and spun it as hard as he could at Joey's face. It hit him square in the nose, snapping the bridge of it. Joey yelped the same way a dog does when you step on its leg. He stumbled backward and tripped over the sidewalk.


  Kevin was on him in an instant bringing his backpack down over and over again into Joey's face and neck. Every time the bag came down Kevin screamed another word.


  "DON'T."


  Slam.


  "YOU."


  Slam.


  "EVER."


  Slam.


  "SAY."


  Slam.


  "HER."


  Slam.


  "NAME."


  Slam.


  "AGAIN!"


  Slam.


  Kevin repeated the words twice before Jerald understood what had happened. He stood there, his mouth agape at how quickly the tables had turned. He had never seen anyone get the better of him, his brother, or his father. It was something that didn't happen. There was no protocol for this.


  "Hey!" a voice yelled from down the street.


  Steve looked up to see a man standing next to his mailbox. He was older, wearing khaki shorts and black socks pulled up to his knees. He had a cigar hanging from his mouth and a shirt too tight for his age. He jogged with a limp toward the boys holding a cane above his head.


  "What the hell do you kids think you're doing?" the man shouted as he ran toward them.


  Steve and Doug pulled Kevin off Joey. Jerald snapped into action and lifted his brother off the ground. The other two boys helped Jerald drag Joey—dazed and concussed—back to Jerald's car. The Trans Am kicked into gear and sped off as the man reached them.


  Kevin screamed after the car and ran toward it, throwing a rock that missed its target. He yelled again as the car drove away. Steve and Doug stood with their hands at their sides looking down at the ground as Kevin panted and stared at the hot pavement below him.


  "What was that?" the man said.


  "That kid jumped my friend," Doug said.


  "He got the worse end of the deal," the man said.


  Kevin considered the man through foggy eyes as he approached. "You all right, kid?" he asked. "Come on, I'll clean you up."


  Kevin just shook his head. The boys picked up their bikes and walked the rest of the way home. Their fear had subsided, and they didn't look over their shoulder for Jerald's car.


  At Kevin's house, the U-Haul was backed into the driveway. Mitch was halfway up the ramp when he saw Kevin. His jaw dropped. He put the box down and jumped off the side of the truck, jogging over to his son. "What the hell happened to your face?"


  The boys stared at the ground. None of them would speak up.


  "Did you guys get into a fight? That's not like you," Mitch said.


  "It was Joey Tavares,” Doug said. “He jumped Kevin near the power station."


  Mitch's face went dark. He mumbled something under his breath about Jerry Tavares and turned toward the door.


  Kevin's hand shot out and caught his father's. "Dad, stop. You don't have to call him." Steve smiled but still looked at the ground.


  "He did this to your face? You're damn right I'm calling him, and he's lucky I don't call the police," Mitch said.


  "Mr. Thornton,” Doug said, “Joey looks a lot worse than Kevin does. I think Kevin broke his nose and almost knocked him out."


  Mitch had made it halfway to the door when he stopped in his tracks. He stood there for a moment. There was a curious smile on his face. "You beat up Jerry Tavares' kid?" he asked, his smile widening.


  Kevin looked at his father with a mixture of suspicion and surprise. His father wasn't mad, in fact, it looked like he was glowing. He walked back over to Kevin and leaned down placing his hand on Kevin's shoulder. "Is that right? You beat that little shitbird’s ass?"


  Kevin smiled. "Yeah, I did. He called Katy a whore." Kevin took in a deep breath, still bothered by what Joey had said. Even the thought of it made the rage start to churn in his stomach.


  "It's okay. The Tavareses are Grade A assholes. One of those kids would eventually write a check his ass couldn't cash. It just happened to be his youngest boy. His dad was an asshole when I was in school too."


  "So you're not mad?"


  "Hell no. You defended your sister, and you stood up for yourself. I'm never going to get mad at you for doing that. Everybody catches a few lumps."


  The scream that came out of his mother's mouth when she came out of the front door told a different story. She came running across the lawn, and Kevin took an instinctive step backward, the slap she had given him months ago still fresh in his mind. "What in God's name happened to your face?"


  When the phone rang at their house, Susan picked it up and answered with a terse "Yeah?" Judy Tavares, Joey's mom, was on the other end. The shouting match that occurred was one for the ages.


  "You're going to call the police? Good, you go right ahead. I'll tell them all about the shit your little angel's been pulling at school."


  There was a pause.


  "You think my son burned up his eighth-grade project? Even if that were the truth, which it isn't, maybe your little immature piece of shit son deserves to be held back a grade. If he's anything like his father, he could probably use the extra schooling."


  Kevin's eyes widened when she said that. Back momma into a corner and the cobra strikes hard.


  "You do whatever you want, Judy. Call the cops, send your unemployed, deadbeat husband over here, I don't care. But if you threaten my kid again, I'll come over there and slap the smirk off your face myself. I'll even give you my new address so you know where you can find me when you come to kiss my ass." Susan slammed the phone down hard. She took in a deep breath and pushed the hair out of her face. She composed herself and looked at her two men.


  They both sat at the kitchen table, mouths agape.


  "Okay. Who wants pizza?"


  
    Chapter Nineteen
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  KEVIN CHANGED HIS mind about his new room the day they moved in. Kevin had set up Katy's computer in the corner. The PC dwarfed everything in his room. There was no room for a TV, which meant playing video games someplace else. A split floor plan meant his parent's room was on the other side of the house; Kevin's room was the only room on this side with a bed.


  There were too many rooms for one person, even though he remembered the house being larger when it was empty. One of the rooms became an office and gym for his parents. At the end of the hall was an empty room—Katy's room.


  Kevin picked up the bulky tube TV, struggling with its weight, and tried walking the TV on the four corners into the spare bedroom. He waddled halfway down the hall before resting the oversized set on the ground. After finally maneuvering the TV into the empty room, Kevin headed back to his bedroom.


  The pool could be seen from his bedroom window. Cracks in the foundation would need repair, but having a pool was an upgrade over their last back yard, which was weed laden and a thorn in his father's side. The move also put him closer to Doug's house, which meant Doug could sleep over more. Doug was spending more time than usual at his friends’ houses this summer, and Kevin knew Doug would take advantage of the refuge from his father with Kevin living only a couple of blocks away.


  Kevin heard the front door shut. He opened his blinds and watched as Susan walked toward her sedan. She wore her workout spandex. Off to Jazzercise.


  The phone company had come out the day before and installed two phone lines in the house. At Kevin's request, his parents had agreed to establish a private line in his bedroom, which he could use to connect to his computer.


  He stared at Katy's P.C. The machine was nothing but a giant paperweight, if he couldn't gain access. His father had charged him with figuring out the password, and so far Kevin had made zero progress. He’d tried everything he could think of including combinations of her birthday, her volleyball number, and her school. Every time he tried, Kevin would end up being locked out of the computer and would be forced to wait a couple of hours before he could try again. He was getting frustrated with the process; on more than one occasion he came close to pulling the plug and just formatting the hard drive.


  Formatting would give him clean access to install and set up the computer his own way, but it would wipe out everything Katy had done on the machine. He tried again using different password combinations. Kevin knew he was about to reach the limit before being locked out yet again.


  He stood from the computer and popped a cassette into his tape player. Katy's favorite band was U2. He slipped The Joshua Tree into the tape deck and rewound the tape. 'Where the Streets Have No Name' played from the small speakers while he began to unpack the box of Katy's things into his closet.


  Kevin worked his way to the bottom of the box, where he found a few framed five-by-seven pictures, wrapped in newspaper. He unwrapped one of Katy standing in front of the Eiffel Tower when she was thirteen. Her brace-faced smile shone through the picture, and Kevin traced his finger along her face. The mixture of the music and the images conjured feelings of her presence in the room. He closed his eyes and rocked back and forth with the music.


  He placed the pictures on the top shelf of his closet in a neat stack, where they would be accessible; he was careful not to drop any of the frames. When he got to the bottom of the box, he found one more picture wrapped in paper. He unfolded the edges and saw his sister draped over his shoulder. The photo had been taken when they went to Michigan the previous summer to visit their uncle. Kevin remembered how they caravanned up to Charlevoix and spent a few days out on Sleeping Bear Dunes.


  The picture showed Kevin standing in front of Katy, from the waist up. Her arms were wrapped around his chest, and her head was on his shoulder. Kevin had a broad smile in the picture. He’d experienced a growth spurt last year; now he cringed, seeing his two oversized front teeth. Kevin's tusks, bigger than the rest. He turned the picture over and read the back. "Me and Kebbie. 1993." Kebbie. He’d forgotten about the nickname.


  Katy had been five when Kevin was one, and she had tried and tried to get him to talk early and say his name. When he finally built up the ability to speak, his name came out like Kebbie. As Kevin grew older, the nickname bothered the hell out of him. His annoyance reached its peak when he was ten and Katy was fourteen; she used to call him Kebbie to bother him, and it worked. It drove him nuts. They would fight, and she would always win. Kevin would run off crying, and Katy would taunt him on the way out. Standard brother and sister stuff.


  Kevin walked over to the computer and sat down, looking back at the picture again. He thought about how the picture sat on her desk next to her monitor. When they sold the house, Susan took the pictures off the walls and desks first. Recognition hit him at once, and his eyes widened. Kebbie. No way. Couldn't be that easy, could it? The picture had been sitting right in front of her when she’d made the password.


  Kevin leaned over and typed in ‘kebbie’ and pressed ENTER. The trumpet sound blared out as the machine logged in. The password worked; he achieved full access to her computer. Her background was a picture of Palo Alto at sunset. In the distance, Stanford University sat awash in orange dusk. Kevin stood and left the room. In the bathroom, he struggled against the lump forming in his throat.


  Sitting on the counter next to the sink was The Bradenton Herald. On the front page was a picture of Dunlow Carr, the man who killed Katy. The faceless man who was no longer faceless. Kevin grabbed the paper and began reading.


  The article was written from the perspective that Carr was innocent. Kevin read the story with clenched fists as he poured over the details of Katy’s death yet again. This was part of Kevin's routine for the last six months. Katy's story remained a frequent topic in the Herald. Every time something was written about Katy in the newspapers, his parents went into a funk, like planes nose-diving toward the ocean. Kevin had gotten into the habit of rising before his parents every morning, to discard any newspapers with Katy in the headlines. On more than one occasion, Susan had called the Herald to complain. Kevin feigned ignorance, but today’s story was a humdinger.


  Dana Williamson's article was a one-eighty-degree turn, in favor of Carr. Kevin crumpled up the pages and threw them into a plastic bag. The newspaper found the trash before any more damage could be done.


  He returned to his bedroom and sat back down at Katy's computer. Gaining entry made Kevin feel like he was snooping in his sister's realm. Everything Katy did on her computer back in January was in these files. Kevin found the letter for her Stanford admissions. He perused her web history in the Netscape browser, retracing her steps the night she died. For him, logging in was like traveling back in time into the last days of his sister's life. Regret filled him during this voyeuristic and gross process, but he couldn't stop. He didn't register his mother's words as she entered.


  "Kevin." He didn't respond. She gave the bed a gentle kick.


  That jostled Kevin and he began to stir. "What?" The pain in his eye still radiated throughout his body. Every word he spoke sent a spike of pain down his throat from when he bit his tongue.


  "Steve's on the phone. You want me to have him call you back?"


  Kevin held up one weak thumb in the air.


  "Take a shower. You smell. And you need to unpack." Susan shut the door.


  Kevin relented and took a shower. His swollen face stung against the warm water. Kevin used the water to massage his neck. He kept thinking about Katy's computer. An impenetrable door into his sister's world had opened and he was eager to explore.


  After his shower, Kevin told his mother he was going to play some music and unpack his room. He walked into the room and shut the door. He loaded up Windows 3.1 again and was greeted by the same trumpet noise. Kevin began searching through her file manager and saw a folder called 'BBS.' Kevin double clicked the folder. Inside he expected to find a treasure trove of software and hacking guides. Instead, he found a folder labeled "JDnKT."


  An odd name for a folder, which piqued Kevin's curiosity. When he opened the folder, he was met with pages and pages of saved conversation files. He clicked on the most recent one, dated 1/8/94.


  The lengthy text file opened up. Kevin had to scroll all the way to the top. His palms began to sweat, and he could feel himself getting dizzy. Before him was a log of an arranged meeting between Katy and a person with the username HowardTheDike. Kevin recognized the name. He was the superuser of NovaNet. Katy had been chatting with the head honcho of the biggest and coolest BBS in the state. Even more, their conversation was intimate. Kevin felt his skin go clammy and a wave of queasiness erupted in his gut. Using shaky hands, he scrolled up and read some more. He was able to ascertain the user’s real name was Jordan Dikeman. Katy and Jordan were more than friends. An internet couple. The modern age she always spoke about.


  The next line made his blood run cold and goosebumps form on his arms.


  "Holy shit!"


  Katy and Jordan had agreed to meet. They had planned to meet on January tenth. The night she died.


  Kevin rose out of the seat but couldn't feel his feet moving. He drifted out of his new bedroom and walked into the kitchen where his mother was standing. He gazed at her for a long moment not sure what to say. He had to tell her but didn’t know how.


  "You okay?"


  "Mom..." The words died in his throat.


  Susan stumbled toward him and put her hand on his forehead. "You're ice cold. Are you feeling okay?"


  Kevin sat down in one of the chars in the dining room and watched his mother retrieve some Pepto Bismol from the medicine cabinet.


  He realized that he couldn't tell her. He would shatter this fragile happiness she had built since moving. Kevin couldn't feel responsible for bringing her back down to earth, making her think there might have been someone else involved in Katy's death. And deep in his heart, he couldn't be sure if what he read meant anything. He needed to investigate further. He needed to read all the logs. He needed to be sure.


  "Kevin, look at me."


  Kevin's head turned toward his mother. His complexion greened. "I think I ate something bad, but I'll be okay," Kevin lied.


  "Okay, why don't you go lay down? Get some rest. You'll be fine. You call me if you need anything. I'm just unpacking. Want Subway for dinner or something? Your favorite."


  "Okay, yeah, that sounds great, Mom."


  Kevin sat down at the computer and started reading.


  * * *


  By the end of the day, Kevin was sure of one thing: if Jordan Dikeman didn't kill his sister, he was involved in her death. The police claimed she crossed paths with Dunlow Carr. Carr had been arrested for kidnapping multiple times in Alabama and Florida. Maybe this Jordan Dikeman was delivering Katy to him. If that was the case, he needed to rot in the cell right next to Dunlow Carr.


  Kevin picked up the phone. Steve answered on the second ring. "Can you grab Doug and meet me at Lewis Park in twenty minutes?"


  Kevin


  saved the document and shut down the computer. When he exited his room, he saw his mother in the hallway.


  "All better?"


  "Never better." Kevin cheeks flushed with color. "I just need to get some air."


  Susan walked over and looked into the room. Full boxes remained stacked against the wall.


  "You have work to do."


  "I’m sorry. I'm just feeling a little claustrophobic."


  She thought about it for a moment before relenting. "Be home by six, we're going to go get subs, remember?"


  Kevin snatched the newspaper out of the trash on his way out.
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  "BULLSHIT," STEVE SAID.


  Kevin explained what he found on Katy's computer. He told Steve and Doug about Jordan Dikeman. Doug stood there in disbelief. Kevin passed them the newspaper with Dana Williamson's story on the front page. "Carr is claiming his innocence. I reread the story. And these chat logs mean that they might be right."


  Doug and Steve read the story together. Doug finished the story faster and sat down next to Kevin. It was hot and muggy outside, and mosquitoes flew around them in the gazebo. More than once, Doug slapped at his arm hard. It had rained not long before they arrived, and steam was rising from the asphalt in the distance.


  "We have to find him," Doug blurted out. There was anger in his voice. Doug was close to Katy. Kevin had known for years that Doug had a massive crush on his sister and he never busted his balls for it. "We have to find him, and we have to do to him what you did to Joey."


  "Hell yeah," Steve said. "But how do we do that?"


  "Who the hell knows?" Kevin sounded exhausted. His mind was moving a mile a minute, but his anxiety waned as he told his friends. He couldn't tell his parents. Reopening that door was entering a world of pain. Kevin knew from experience... he had known about Jordan Dikeman for less than eight hours, and his mind was wracked with possibilities. "The only thing we can do is go to the cops. I hate to say it, but the pigs are the only ones who can do anything about this."


  "The same cops who don't even know who Jordan Dikeman is?" Doug asked.


  "Well, we don't know that they don't know who Jordan Dikeman is,” Steve said. “For all we know, they investigated him and found nothing."


  "They don't know about him." Kevin was sure of that. The police never gained access to Katy's computer. Hell, he wondered if they even tried.


  "We need to call that tall black cop. The one that interviewed you and your family," Doug said.


  Kevin shook his head. Detective Holloway had tunnel vision, and he had seemed concerned with getting Katy out of that field of vision as fast as possible. Kevin remembered during their interview that the detective wouldn't ask him any questions. All the questions were to his dad. His mother had sobbed, and Kevin sat stone-faced next to her, waiting for his chance to talk. It never came. "No, he was useless."


  Kevin thought about the way the investigation went down. After the initial interviews, silence. Three weeks passed, and a reporter called his mom. She shared some of the same distaste with the reporter from the Bradenton Herald. Kevin was glad she had called because a break in the case happened the next day. Kevin's mind drifted to his sister's funeral.


  He remembered watching Detective Thresher as he approached Katy's casket. Thresher had worn a nice suit that day and had slicked his hair back. Holloway may have skipped the funeral, but his partner did not. And his partner was the one who found Dunlow Carr. Kevin remembered the headline in the paper the next day. It read like he was a hero who saved a bunch of girls from Carr's house.


  "We're going to call his partner. The one who saved those girls from that house out in East Bradenton. The guy who caught Dunlow Carr."


  "Thresher?" Doug said.


  "He showed up at Katy's funeral to pay his respects. I think he's a decent cop and I think he actually cared about Katy."


  The boys considered it for a moment.


  "Tripod?"


  This was a ritual they did when they wanted to agree on something. If all three of them didn't put their hands in the middle, it wouldn’t work; a tripod couldn't stand without all three legs. They needed three votes to proceed. Doug put his hand into the center. Steve did not.


  "Tripod," Doug said.


  "Steve?"


  "I don't want to call the cops. I ordered stuff without you guys. Last week, the locks were changed on a place and a cop car was there."


  "What?" Doug screamed and stood from the bench.


  "I'm sorry. I got carried away. I have something coming tomorrow. I need your help."


  The boys sat for a long time trying to process the information Steve had dropped on them.


  "One more drop and then we're done,” Kevin said. “We're better than this. It was cool at first, but if we keep doing this, we will get caught. If my parents find out about this, they'll pull me inside out by my asshole."


  "I don't even want to think about what my dad will do," Doug said.


  "Fuckin A," Steve said.


  "When does it come in?" Doug said.


  "Ten AM."


  "Last one. Then we're out,” Kevin said. “Agreed?"


  They all agreed.


  "Ok. Settled. Now, what about calling Thresher?"


  "I still got my black box.” Kevin was quiet, but firm. “I say we plug into the liquor store phone and call in anonymously. We got away with the Tavares prank because we were careful, and we thought of everything ahead of time. We need to do the same thing here. We can't let him figure out who is calling."


  "What are we going to say?" Steve said.


  "We need to tell him they got the wrong guy. That we have proof. I can't call. They'll recognize my voice."


  "Okay. Which one of us sounds the oldest?" Steve said.


  Doug's voice had cracked in the past month and deepened in tone. "Me?"


  "I think so," Kevin said.


  "Yeah, but I'm the most likely to shit my pants, too. Never ever done anything like this. Make Steve do it."


  "Fuck that. Not a chance."


  "Doug, you can do this. I'll give you my Infinity Gauntlet series if you do."


  Doug's face lit up. He reached out and shook Kevin's hand. "Deal. But you better not welch."


  "Okay, so say the cop takes the bait,” Steve said. “How do we deliver the goods?"


  "We'll drop it somewhere. Maybe one of the mailboxes from the credit master houses. If nothing happens then we'll nudge him some more. I'll call Holloway if I have to. We'll get the ball rolling."


  "I don't like this."


  "Me either, but it has to be done. This Jordan Dikeman guy either helped Carr or killed her himself. I'm sure of it."


  There was a long beat before anyone spoke again. Steve spoke up. "Tripod."


  "Tripod."


  "Tripod." Kevin smiled.


  They would call that night.
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  EACH TIME ETHAN read over Dana Williamson's article, more rage boiled up from his stomach. It was a hit piece on the police, and he was certain it was in response to Ruggle's public admonition. She was using anonymous sources again; this time it was up to Ethan to find the leak.


  Everything was dull. Lisa Whalen had been receiving death threats with cut out letters like one of those old cheesy kidnapping stories. They were threatening, but Ethan knew nothing would come from it; the envelopes had no return address and had been mailed from Sarasota. Whalen had received two letters on back-to-back days, but nothing for two weeks.


  Tonight, Ethan's time waster was an evening with Dan Rather. Rather explained that the wife of O.J. Simpson and someone she had been acquainted with, had been found murdered at Simpson's home; Simpson remained a suspect. Thresher was familiar with O.J. Simpson; he had in fact been a fan of the football player during his youth, until he found out O.J. had a history of domestic violence. Ethan detested men who hurt women or kids; it was one of his biggest triggers.


  He smirked and took a sip of Corona. "Guilty."


  Ethan finished the beer, went to his glass sliding door, and opened it. He stared out over the Manatee River, acknowledging the spells of loneliness which had begun to occur more often. Every meaningful relationship he had started since coming here had crumbled before his eyes—perhaps it was time to tuck tail and move back to Michigan. He missed the seasons and was starting to hate the summers on the gulf coast.


  He sat down on one of his patio chairs and circled his finger around the tip of the empty beer bottle, causing a little whistling sound to pop out.


  He needed to talk to someone, anyone.


  He stared at the phone, and when it rang, he nearly jumped out of his seat. He picked up the receiver and held it to his ear. He waited for a beat before responding. "Hello?"


  Silence on the other end, the light breathing. Traffic passing in the background. Distant.


  "Hello? Look, I don't have time to play games on the phone." He went to hang up when he heard an awkward deep voice on the other end.


  "You got the wrong guy." It sounded like a kid trying to make his voice sound deeper.


  Ethan smiled to himself. He was happy to be getting a crank call. It was better than sitting in silence hearing about the horrors of the world on the evening news. "Okay. Tell me who the right guy is."


  "Dunlow Carr didn't kill Katy Thornton."


  Ethan rolled his eyes and sighed into the receiver. He figured calls like this would be coming after what Dana wrote in the paper. The crazies always loved a good conspiracy theory. "Been reading the papers? I suggest you call Dana Williamson with The Bradenton Herald. She's always interested in unsourced unfounded bullshit. Goodnight."


  Getting hung up on was not the reaction Doug expected to receive when they called Thresher. The boys sat huddled together behind the ABC Liquor store next to 7-Eleven. Behind the building, they had lifted the phone box and used a Black-Box phone to clip into the phone line from the payphone in front of the building. They had cut the insulation from the wires on one of the phone lines, and using alligator clips, they tied the Black-Box phone cord in. All they had to do was gain access to a phone box, and they would be able to clip into any phone line in town. This was the line they had used to order things with the fake credit card numbers; the spot was perfect because it provided the ideal cover.


  Kevin and Steve had huddled around the phone listening. Doug's fingers shook as he dialed Thresher's home telephone number. It was picked up on the first ring. When the cop yelled at Doug, it rattled him. After the line went dead, Kevin and Steve pulled away from the receiver, their faces shocked.


  "Did he just hang up on us?” Steve asked as he unhooked the clips. “What a prick!"


  Kevin was perplexed. Best laid plans. Maybe Thresher wasn’t the man he remembered. Was that something that often happened to cops? He stood and his head popped out from their cover.


  "Dude, get down," Doug said.


  Kevin crouched back down. "Call him back. Say you have proof and you're willing to exchange it."


  "You call him." Doug pushed the phone in Kevin's direction.


  Kevin pushed it back. "Continuity," he said. "It's fine. Get a little forceful with him. Say you have proof of a second man. That you know who Katy was meeting the night of the tenth. That you know his real name, and that it isn't Dunlow Carr. It was never released in the papers that Katy was going to meet with someone. If you say that, I guarantee you'll get a response."


  Doug took a deep breath. "Okay, I'm ready."


  Steve placed the alligator clips on the phone wires again. Steve dialed Thresher's home number, which they had found on a page ripped out of the phone book. The phone rang several times and was picked up by an answering machine. The voice on the machine was Ethan's. It told the caller to leave a message, and at the end before it beeped, a loud boom of punk rock music filled the receiver. Doug pulled the phone away from his ear at the sound. He heard the machine beep.


  "Detective Thresher, I have proof Dunlow Carr didn't kill Katy Thornton. I know who she was really meeting with that night. I know his name. The one who took her tongue."


  Kevin winced.


  The phone was picked up. "Who is this?" His voice was serious. "Answer me. Did she put you up to this?"


  "No. I'm serious. We... I have proof. We know about that night."


  This time, Steve winced at Doug for saying 'we.'


  "This isn't a game. Tell me who you are."


  "We'll be in touch tomorrow."


  "My office. Nine AM. If you say you got proof, you better produce."


  Kevin smiled and slapped Doug on the back as Steve unhooked the clips. "Great job."


  "Okay. Okay, that went well. So, what do we do now?" Steve said.


  "We call back tomorrow, but we've got some work to do first."


  That evening they printed out the first page of the final chat log from the night Katy died and placed it in an envelope. They put the envelope in the mailbox of their drop house and closed the lid. "Bait. We'll send him here tomorrow and then tell him to wait for our call."


  * * *


  "Interesting." Ethan hung up the phone. He would normally dismiss a call like that and let it stay with his answering machine, but there was one little nugget no one else knew, maybe not even Dana. The assumption was she was going to meet with a boyfriend and must have run into Dunlow Carr first. But no one knew about the tongue being gone. This changed things. Did it sound like a little kid on the phone?


  Ethan’s blood was flowing, which was a good thing. The phone call had provided a jolt to his system he lacked since the day he took over as Detective 1.


  He inserted Nine Inch Nails The Downward Spiral into his CD player and turned the volume up to drown out the answering machine. He’d loved Nine Inch Nails since Reznor's first release, titled Pretty Hate Machine, and the new album did not disappoint. “March of the Pigs” pounded out of the speakers and Ethan got lost in the music.
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  ETHAN WAS RIGHT; in fact, the morning had been more than just interesting. The boys had called right on time. He’d instructed Grace to trace back any calls that came through to his extension. The trace showed that it was a payphone at the ABC Liquor store on Manatee, not far from the station. The caller instructed Ethan to retrieve an envelope from a mailbox in Northwest Bradenton, and that they would call back with further instructions.


  The detective obliged and returned to ABC Liquor in time to see a trio of young boys emerging from behind the building. Ethan staked out the payphone out front, but no one used it, not even when they received the next call.


  When the kids came out from the back, he knew he was looking at the culprits. They rode away from him, and Ethan thought he recognized one of them. He would need a closer look. Ethan put the car in drive and began trailing the boys at a safe distance. When they cut left on 43rd street, he waited before turning, keeping them about four blocks in front of him.


  He parked the car at the end of one of the suburban blocks as they rode up to a house with a 'For Sale' sign out front. Ethan was intrigued. He spotted the one in question entering the house through a window.


  It was Kevin Thornton, Katy's little brother. "Son of a bitch," Ethan said.


  The three boys had climbed into the window of a model construction home. They were up to something. You don't sneak into an empty house without good reason. Considering that the boys walked out from behind a building where they prank called the police, Ethan doubted they would abandon their post unless it was important. He didn't wait long for his answer.


  On the opposite end of the street, a brown UPS truck pulled onto the road and slowed as it approached. It stopped in front of the house the boys had gone into. A tall, Latinx delivery driver emerged from the truck and walked up to the front door. The man was wearing Walkman headphones and bounced his head along with his music.


  Ethan's grin widened as the pieces of the puzzle snapped into place. The boys were getting a delivery and why would you have something delivered to a place that didn't belong to you? Because you stole it. Little thieves. Ethan couldn't help but giggle to himself. He opened up his Skoal and shook his head. He was impressed. He would have to ask the little brats how they pulled it off.


  The tallest of the three answered the door and signed for the package. He took the box and thanked the man. The delivery driver walked back to the truck. The door shut. The UPS driver drove past Ethan. He put the unmarked cruiser in reverse, turned around, and followed the UPS truck.


  When they were a few blocks free of the neighborhood, Ethan hit the lights. He pulled the UPS truck over and got out. As he approached, he saw the man looking frightened and nervous. Ethan walked up to the open driver's side door and smiled at the man, flashing his badge and putting his hand up in a calming gesture.


  "Something wrong, Officer?"


  "No problem. I just need the name of the package you dropped off at your last delivery."


  "I'm sorry?"


  "That last place. The little kid that signed. What was his name?"


  The driver looked confused. "Okay." The man reached for his logbook.


  "Can I see it?"


  "What's this all about?"


  "I work for the fraud department of the Bradenton Police Department," Ethan knew the lie would assuage the man. "I have reason to believe that the package was suspicious."


  The driver passed the logbook to Ethan. He looked at it and burst into laughter. It exploded from his lungs and sent the driver recoiling in his seat.


  Ethan began laughing harder and put his hands on his hips. "Sneaky little bastards."


  "Are you okay?"


  "You read comic books?"


  "No, I don't. Why?"


  "Frank Castle. That last delivery. You just delivered a package to The Punisher."


  ***
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  Ethan couldn't believe how weird the day had gotten. But that was life, things tended to switch at the drop of a hat. That was the way it was when he was a kid, and it rang true through his teenage years when his family struggled to keep his childhood home. Today was one of those days. The self-doubt had crept into his brain the night before; everything had turned on a single phone call.


  After cutting the UPS driver loose, Ethan drove back to the parking lot of the liquor store. He flipped the envelope against his legs. It remained unopened; he would wait to do that in front of the kids, as soon as he put the fear of God in them.


  "Grace, you got ’em?" The thirty minutes had flown by, but Ethan had made it back in time to see the boys come around the back of the church and into their special hiding spot.


  "They're on hold. Same line."


  "Thanks, Grace." Ethan snapped the radio off, emerged from his car, and put his jacket on. He wanted to look as serious as possible when he busted the kids. He slipped the envelope into his coat pocket and walked over to the pay phone. Ethan picked it up and placed his hand over the receiver. Again, there was no dial tone, but this time the boys were keeping quiet.


  "Thresher."


  "Detective, do you have the package?"


  "In my coat pocket."


  "And?"


  "And I didn't read it yet. Let me ask you a question. Are you Frank?"


  The line was silent.


  "I don't know what..."


  "Which one of you little clowns is Frank?" His tone tightened and he spoke faster, with more force.


  "I, uh, none of us..."


  "Yeah, is it the short one with the bike? The tall one with glasses? Or, is it Captain Smooth with the fancy clothes? Which one of you goes by Frank? Frank Castle. The Punisher."


  Silence on the other end.


  "Cut the shit, kids. We've got a black and white on the way there. I'd stick around. They don't want to chase you. You boys are in serious trouble."


  "Hang up!"


  He heard one of the boy's shout so loud that he could also hear it from the other side of the building.


  The line went dead. Ethan slammed the phone into its receiver and jogged toward the side of the building. He was halfway to the back of the building when he heard the commotion. The boys were trying to scatter like cockroaches when the lights were turned on. He didn't recognize the first kid as he climbed out of a little hole in the bushes. He was tall but pudgy, and his hair was close cropped like an army haircut. He wore hand-me-down clothes, all black.


  Ethan stood on the side of the building, not giving away his position. A second kid came crawling out. He was tall and skinny, and also wearing all black, but his clothes were much nicer, as was his bike. He was struggling to climb out from behind the bushes. Ethan stepped out from the building and walked toward the boys.


  They spotted him at once and froze like deer in headlights. He stopped next to the hole in the bushes and waited. One more runt needed to come out of the hole.


  Kevin slammed the black box into his bag, stuffed the phone in, and zipped up. He slid on his stomach and began to work his way out of the hole. Halfway through, a hand grabbed his shirt collar by the neck and yanked forward. He yelped as his body jerked forward. A second hand grabbed him by the stomach. A firm hand. An adult.


  He was lifted off the ground. His eyes rose to meet those of Detective Ethan Thresher, his face stony and cold. Thresher placed Kevin on his feet, but he fell two steps backward before regaining his balance in front of the other two boys, still standing frozen.


  "Hello, Kevin. Why don't you introduce me to your friends?"
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  "DETECTIVE..." KEVIN said. His voice came out weak.


  Ethan towered over Kevin and his small frame. The boy shrank in his shadow.


  "How... how did you find us? We were so careful."


  Doug and Steve stood unblinking. Doug's jaw was locked agape. Steve's face scrunched, and he looked nervous. He kept glancing down at his backpack. Thresher's full attention was on Kevin, though.


  They stood there for a long time before Thresher spoke. "How did I find you? Well, for starters, I do this for a living, kid. Second, it's not like I'm tracking down KGB agents here. I used to work in vice. You really think that *67 shit works on the police?"


  He looked at them all. "You boys must have sucked ass at hide and go seek."


  Ethan produced the envelope out of his pocket and slapped it back on Kevin's chest. "You know why I didn't open it?"


  Kevin shook his head no. He stared at the ground.


  "Because Dunlow Carr confessed to the murder of your sister. And look, I'm really sorry for the way it went down. Believe me, I know it's hard to deal with losing someone. Trust me.” Ethan leaned down on one knee. His voice had changed to an understanding tone. “I want to tell you it gets easier, but it doesn't. Everyone tells you that it does, but they're wrong. Don't hope for easy; hope for manageable."


  Kevin looked up at him with tears in his eyes.


  "But you're not going to get anywhere chasing ghosts, okay?" He expected Kevin to nod and the waterworks to start, but that didn't happen. Kevin's face darkened.


  "Your sister's crime is solved. The guy who did it is in jail. There are people in the community that genuinely need our help. I cannot waste my time on a closed case. And I better not get another call from you boys."


  Ethan stood and looked at them again. "Come over here." He gestured to Doug and Steve with his hand.


  The two boys walked over in measured steps full of caution, as if they were approaching a caged animal that could pounce at any moment; Doug's face had gone a shade of green.


  "I'm going to pretend like this never happened. I'm going to pretend like you didn't just suck the life out of one of my workdays chasing you boys around this building like a terrible game of freeze tag. And I'm not going to entertain any more of these half-cocked theories about another killer being out there, that I got the wrong guy. Dunlow Carr fired a shotgun at me... grazed me. I can show you the holes in my back."


  Doug looked like he wanted to pee in his pants. Steve had sunk in his shoulders, and he was staring off into the distance somewhere behind Ethan. Kevin, though, was locked in on Ethan's face, and he seemed to be growing taller by the moment.


  Ethan had one more card in his back pocket to make sure the boys stopped their games. "No more calls, or you'll be getting a visit from the fraud department about all those deliveries you've been getting to empty for-sale houses."


  Steve leaned over and dry heaved.


  Doug put his hand on his friend’s back. "You okay dude?"


  "How do you know about that?" Kevin asked, his voice full of anger.


  Ethan opened his jacket and tapped on his police badge four times in cadence with his words. "This. Is. My. Job." He turned and began walking toward the side of the building and his car. He’d done as good as he hoped; two of the boys were scared shitless, but the little one had piss and vinegar in him. He didn't scare.


  "You're full of shit." Kevin spoke barely above a whisper, but it was loud enough for Ethan to hear it.


  The detective stopped dead in his tracks and turned.


  Doug's eyes had widened to a maddening size. His expression was half shock, half anger.


  "What did you say?" Ethan asked.


  "I said you're full of shit.” Kevin took a step forward. “I think you're a bad detective, too. You're bad at your job."


  "Are you trying to get taken to the county jail, kid?"


  "For what? Calling a cop and asking him to do his job?” Kevin was shouting. “Go ahead, arrest me. How about I call up that reporter, the one who seems to think Dunlow Carr is innocent? Maybe she'll want to read the chats from Katy’s computer in the days leading up to her death. What do you think? Is that something you or your boss want to read in the paper?" He kept moving toward Ethan as he talked. "I called you because I need help. I need to know who this guy is." Kevin threw the envelope at Ethan's chest.


  It hit him and fell to the ground.


  "That guy lured my sister out of the house. I don't know if it's Carr or someone else. But I do know you're going to pick up that letter and read it. I need your help. I need you to do your..." Kevin's voice cracked. "Do your fucking job!"


  Ethan was surprised such a roar came out of a little lion. They stood there for a beat sizing each other up. He reached down and picked up the envelope. His eyes never left Kevin as he slid his fingers through the top of the envelope and extracted the piece of paper inside.


  Ethan looked down at the page and began reading, recognition and concern filling his face. He glanced up at Kevin a few times as he read. When he got to the bottom of the page, he folded the paper in half. "Do you know who this Jordan Dikeman is?"


  Kevin finally smiled and shook his head. Steve's shoulders relaxed. The tension had passed. The air had changed; all the nervous and angry energy had dissipated as Ethan read the note.


  "No,” Kevin answered, “I don't know who he is, and I need your help finding him."


  Ethan reread the note, rubbing his hand along the stubble on his chin as he worked his way down the page again. "Where did you get this?"


  "It was on Katy's computer. Her PC was password protected. My dad asked me to see if I could crack the password; we were hoping there were some things on there we could keep, memories. I found these BBS chat logs hidden on the hard drive."


  Ethan's brow furrowed. He looked back and forth between the three boys. These kids were diabolical but in an innocent way—they had a skillset and tools Ethan never had, and they were using what was at their disposal. Brave new world. "Tell me what a BBS is."


  "How much do you know about computers?"


  "I am aware that there is a power button that makes it turn on and that there is a mouse and keyboard."


  The boys smirked, and Ethan’s face reddened.


  "A BBS is something you connect to that allows you to use your computer to talk to other people and trade things like software."


  "Any of it legal?"


  Steve took the lead on that one. "Look, I just download data. If that data somehow manages to become a software program, that's none of my business."


  Kevin laughed, and Doug smiled for the first time, starting to loosen up a bit.


  "You sound like a lawyer, kid. So, you're saying that you can talk to people on these sites?"


  "Yeah, they're called chat rooms,” Doug said. “They're becoming pretty popular now with sites like America Online."


  Ethan had heard of AOL, but only because he received random disks in the mail with his name on them, offering a bunch of free hours for the online service. All those disks ended up in the trash. He didn't even own a computer and barely used the one on his desk.


  "Is that where this came from?" Ethan asked, holding up the chat log.


  "Yes,” Kevin said. “She talked with Jordan for about three months."


  It made sense with the timeline, and something else clicked into place in Ethan's recall of the case. That was about the time Katy had become withdrawn from her friends, her boyfriend, and her parents.


  "How much time did she spend on her computer?" Ethan asked.


  "A lot of time,” Kevin said. “She was a genius; she could do things on it I couldn't even dream of."


  "Yeah, she was a badass,” Doug said. “She's the one who introduced us to NovaNet."


  "NovaNet?" Ethan said, confused.


  "The name of the BBS. She was CardinalCat. Her username."


  Ethan was beginning to understand. "HowardTheDike," he said. "Like Howard the Duck, but Jordan Dikeman. He was her online boyfriend. They chatted, and he asked her to come see him."


  "More than once, I think," Kevin said.


  "Multiple times?" Ethan asked.


  "It's in here," Kevin said, producing a thick stack of papers from his backpack. "I'll give this to you if you promise to help us."


  "I can't make any promises, Kevin," Ethan said. "I don't even know what's in those files. Let me read them, and I'll let you know what I think. The best I can do. Can you handle that?"


  Ethan crossed his arms impatiently as the three boys huddled around each other, whispering. All three extended their arms out and whispered something louder. It sounded like they said Bi-Pod.


  "Okay," Kevin said. "We’ll give you the logs. Read them and tell us what you think, but we have a condition."


  "What?" Ethan said.


  "No matter what,” Kevin said, “promise you will find out who Jordan Dikeman is. Even if he's innocent, I want to know who he is and if he did anything to my sister."


  Ethan considered this for a moment. A fear came over him, urging him to stop before he opened the door to something he couldn't turn back from. If he left right now, he could walk away clean, but he knew his conscience would haunt him. The look he saw in Kevin's eyes was the same one he had seen in his own reflection when he was a child. Ethan saw the unknown. He would have given anything to know what happened to his father the night he died, and he saw that same yearning on Kevin’s face.


  "Deal,” Ethan said. “No matter what, I'll keep you in the loop."


  Kevin handed the manila envelope to him; the weight surprised Ethan. He opened it and fanned his fingers along the thick stack. "Give me a couple of days to read this," he said, turning away from the boys.


  "How do you want us to contact you?" Doug asked.


  "You have my home number,” Ethan said. “No more calls to the office."


  "Wait," Kevin said. He reached into his backpack and produced a dark blue pager. "My mom bought this for me. She's been extra paranoid since..."


  "Right," Ethan said. He pulled a pen out of his pocket. "What's the number?"


  Kevin read the number aloud, and Ethan wrote it on the palm of his hand. "I'll be in touch."


  After the detective was gone, the boys stood in silence considering what had happened. Kevin turned, picked up his bike, and began walking toward the park. Steve and Doug remained for a beat, then followed him.
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  THAT NIGHT, ETHAN considered resigning from the Bradenton Police department. The chat logs were devastating. The conversations between Katy and Dikeman read like a great American love story for the twentieth century, but only if you didn't know the end result. A girl logged into a website and started using it to chat and download files. During her time there she bumped into a boy in the chatroom, a nineteen-year-old student named Jordan Dikeman. Dikeman did not speak, or type rather, like a nineteen-year-old boy. He chatted like a grown man and as the conversations progressed, it seemed like he was grooming Katy Thornton. The discussions started out fundamental and guarded—Katy didn't want to give away any of her personal information. Dikeman, on the other hand, was an open book. He said he was an electrical engineering student, who loved working with circuitry.


  Jordan's stint in Bradenton was short. He had a great interest in BBS systems, and he explained to Katy that he used the system to make friends with similar interests. Their conversations grew to become flirtatious in nature right around the time Ricky complained that Katy had grown distant. Ethan had found the reason for her distance, not just from Ricky, but from her friends and family as well.


  As Ethan read on, he felt like he was staring back in time, reading the innermost vulnerable thoughts of a seventeen-year-old girl and her...what would he call it? Internet boyfriend? The whole idea seemed ludicrous, but what did he know? He was terrible at the dating game. There was a connection between the two that was misguided on Katy's part; she took his words at face value. She believed he was a nineteen-year-old boy who was sophisticated.


  Ethan saw through his bullshit. Dikeman referenced things he had no business talking about, like pop culture from the late 70s and 80s, a time when he would have been quite young still. Dikeman let it slip that he had family in Mountain View, California, and that he wasn’t a big fan of the west coast. He tried to dissuade Katy from taking the summer enrollment at Stanford, going so far as to say she should stay as close to home as possible, and even talked about her attending school with him, if the relationship progressed.


  Ethan grabbed a notebook off his counter and wrote "Local student?" on it below "Dunlow Carr connection" and "kidnapping victims." He tried to think of possible schools Dikeman could be attending in town, and the options were minimal. There was a small liberal arts college near the airport, a community college near one of the high schools, and the University of South Florida up in Tampa. Of the three, he thought USF would be the closest call for a school equipped to support an electrical engineering program.


  The kid had been right; there was something here. The information had bridged a gap in Ethan’s mind that had been sitting wide open, even after the arrest of Dunlow Carr. It answered the question of why she had been out of the house in the first place.


  Ethan wondered if he should approach Kendrick with what he’d found but decided against it. The relief he’d seen on Holloway's face when they slapped the cuffs on Dunlow Carr had been palpable. Ethan also had to consider Holloway's new position with the island cops. He’d been afforded the opportunity to take that job based on the momentum from solving a high-profile case. He was catapulted into the spotlight and questioning that decision could put his career in jeopardy.


  He read over the chat logs one final time. Halfway through, when they started to discuss meeting for the first time, he could feel the apprehension in Dikeman's tone. She was the one who initiated the conversation, and Ethan wondered if that had been part of the plan all along. Get close to her and make the idea of meeting up her idea, so it would happen without him needing to push. They had initial conversations about where they could meet, but then without any explanation, there was a four-day gap in the chat logs. It was like a time gap right in the middle of their frequent talks.


  When the chats picked back up, Katy was short with Jordan, and he was apologetic. He’d screwed up. He had stood her up and she was pissed, but it never said where or when they were going to meet. There was a four-day window after Thanksgiving in which it could have happened.


  Ethan leaned over and wrote "find the meeting place" in his notebook. He noticed something Jordan Dikeman said multiple times while trying to reconcile with Katy Thornton:


  'I was afraid you would laugh at me.'


  'I don't like being laughed at.'


  'People laughing at me makes me furious.'


  Ethan grabbed a highlighter and ran it over those lines in the chat. According to the time stamps, whenever Dikeman mentioned being laughed at, it took him a long time to respond. There were gaps in the conversation that seemed almost embarrassing. He had opened up to her, and Ethan felt like this was the only time he got to see the truth about Jordan Dikeman.


  Ethan felt like he couldn't make any more headway in his current state, and he was missing one of the key ingredients to the investigation. He needed a copy of the Thornton case file, which was now locked away in the vault with the other closed case files. He would need to find a way to sneak a copy of the murder book without alerting anyone in the bullpen. Since becoming the lead detective, the inner political workings of the Bradenton Police department had floated to the surface. The good old boy network was alive and well. If he were found to be investigating a closed case, especially one that had garnered so much positive press in the community, Ruggle and the powers that be would nail his balls to a flagpole.


  Everyone has a boss.


  He would have to copy the file in the morning before everyone showed up to the office, which meant he would get little sleep this evening. At least he had made good progress, which would make the rest that did come more comforting.
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  KEVIN GOT AN early start the next day as well. He was up around six AM, dumping laundry into the washing machine in the garage. He finished his chores early, so he could spend as much time as possible with Doug and Steve. He couldn't be sure they were going to see Thresher that day, but he had a feeling they would, if the detective had read Katy's files the night before.


  After Thresher left them yesterday, the boys had celebrated their victory at Lewis Park. It took Steve the longest to recover, which was surprising to Kevin. When Thresher had dropped the bomb on them about the stolen goods, Steve thought for sure he was going to jail. He’d sat in stunned silence in their favorite meeting spot for a good thirty minutes before loosening up.


  "My mom and dad would have killed me for sure,” Steve said. “Beyond dead."


  For Doug, the fact that Thresher had been so open with them once he read the chat logs was hard to believe. He’d said he thought their plan would backfire, and they shouldn't trust Thresher. Doug had trouble trusting any adult, though, so when Thresher actually came through, it had shocked him.


  Kevin was only surprised when Thresher had threatened to leave. Kevin had imagined it going different, based on what he thought about the detective. The man was driven, but Kevin didn't know what motivated him; he hoped to find out.


  One thing they all agreed on was Thresher was smooth. He’d come at the boys with a plan and intended to scare the crap out of them. It had worked too, until he rebuffed Kevin about Katy. He’d needed to be convinced about Jordan Dikeman, and for a few minutes there it had gone south... until Kevin had taken a risk and said things he never thought he could say to a grown up.


  Kevin had gotten his chores done and was about to bail out of the house for the day, when he was caught by his mother on the way out.


  "Where are you going?" Susan said with an annoyed and cautious tone.


  "Over to Steve's house," Kevin said.


  She was wearing her morning exercise clothing. Kevin thought he could slip past her and exit through the garage on the other side of the house. Their new home offered many different avenues of escape.


  "You can't spend all day running around the neighborhood,” Susan said. “I'd like to see you sometime this summer."


  "I'm sorry, Mom. Doug's dad has been a real bear this summer. We're just trying to keep him out of there as much as possible."


  "Invite him over to stay the night tonight, but I want some time with you this morning. You want to go to the movies? How about the new Disney movie, The Lion King?"


  Kevin felt his face start to scrunch in distaste but tried his best not to show it to his mother. He was too old for Disney movies now, but it had always been one of the things he did with his mother and sister when their dad was out of town. Mitch was in Milwaukee for the week, and Kevin could tell his mother was getting lonely. He’d seen the trailer for a movie called Speed where a mad bomber put a bomb on a bus, and the bus wasn't allowed to go below a certain speed and if it did, it would blow up. That sounded cool as hell, but instead he would see The Lion King with his mother—that's what a good son was supposed to do in this situation.


  "That sounds great,” Kevin said. “What time is the movie?"


  "Let's hit the matinee at Oakmont at 11," Susan said and rubbed his hair. She walked into the living room and slid her Jazzercise tape into the VCR. He watched as his mother began the fast-paced exercise, then retreated to his room and fired up his computer. He had skipped turning the machine on since making contact with Thresher. He sat looking at the screen. Sitting on the Windows desktop was an icon to connect to NovaNet. He hovered the pointer over this icon and double-clicked. His ears were met by the screeching sounds of his modem as the machine made the phone connection to NovaNet.


  At the BBS login screen, Kevin considered whether or not he should connect to the site as Katy and see if Jordan was around, but that would be too much of a risk. He didn't want to scare off whoever was on the other end of the connection.


  A couple of days ago, at Steve’s suggestion, Kevin had made a new account. He pretended to be an eighteen-year-old girl from Sarasota named Ruby Thomas. Ruby's username would be RubyRoseRuns, and she would be graduating from Riverview High School soon. She was planning on attending Florida State, where she'd be studying Computer Science. Jordan Dikeman had to be smoked out. He had to be punished.


  Kevin downloaded a couple of games from 8088State, a hacker group that specialized in providing classic video games from the 80’s like Arkanoid and Brick Breaker. This was the fourth time Kevin had logged in as Ruby, and every time he followed the same pattern. He posted on the message board about new hardware, downloaded a couple of files, and spent a few minutes in the empty chat room. Today was no different. He took the final steps to log into the chat room. He waited, but there was no activity. A lot of users logged in at odd hours of the night. That was normal; BBS people kept odd hours.


  Today an account named Admin was logged into the chat room. Kevin typed in the word "Hello?" and pressed enter. He waited again, his nerves giving him the jitters. This was the first time he sent an actual text out into the void as Ruby.


  He sat on the edge of his bed, tossing a football in the air to himself. He'd been sitting in the same spot for thirty minutes staring mindlessly into the screen. On two occasions, incoming telephone calls had knocked him off NovaNet, but he reconnected both times and reentered the chat room. The last time he did, the Admin account was gone.


  It was nearing time for him to leave with Susan to go to the movies. He hovered the mouse pointer over the disconnect button, when a name appeared in the chat window. Someone else had logged in.


  HowardTheDike.


  Jordan Dikeman. Kevin's jaw dropped.


  Dikeman was the first to react.


  HOWARDTHEDIKE: Hey, I'm Jordan. What's your name?


  ***
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  Ethan called in and told Grace he was taking a personal day. He’d banked a ton of them over his four years in the department, and this was the first time he ever called one in.


  Grace sounded concerned for his health.


  "I'm good, Gracie,” Ethan said. “Just need a day to collect my head."


  * * *


  That afternoon Ethan dialed Kevin's pager number, except for the last digit. He wiped sweat from his face and felt his shirt sticking to his body. He was uncomfortable and nervous about paging the kid. There were still so many questions that needed to be answered.


  He finished dialing, input his number, and hung up. The phone rang less than two minutes later.


  "Hello?" Kevin said. His voice was tentative; obviously he hadn't recognized the number.


  "It's Thresher. Where are you?"


  "I'm over at Steve's house."


  "We need to talk."


  "Did you find Dikeman?" Kevin asked. His voice came out eager and desperate.


  "No, nothing like that. I have some questions about those logs. I'm working on it, but I've got to clear up some loose ends."


  There was a long pause, and Ethan heard muffled sounds. "Can you give us a few minutes?" Kevin said. "I just got here. I was out with my mom for most of the morning, and we need to go pick up Doug. Do you know where Lewis Park is?"


  Ethan remembered the name of the park but couldn't fixate on the location. "Is it near the 7-Eleven where you boys prank called me?"


  "Wasn't a prank call,” Kevin said. “We're still talking right?"


  "Yes, we're still talking. I can find it. How long?"


  "Thirty minutes," Kevin said, hanging up the phone without saying goodbye.


  It took Ethan twenty minutes to drive to the park, after consulting the city map he’d had since he moved here. He pulled into the gravel lot. The park was wooded and appeared dark even on the brightest of days. A small stream ran through the middle of it, with aging elms dipping over the water. Near the parking lot was a playground for smaller children.


  Ethan stepped out from the car and was immediately attacked by mosquitoes. He popped his trunk and sprayed his arms with insect repellant. He always had to do this in wooded areas. Bugs loved him. It was one of his least favorite things about the Florida summers. The extreme heat and the bugs; the combination made him miserable.


  No sooner had he sat down in the gazebo, than he heard the sound of approaching bicycles; one of the boys had a playing card taped to his spokes. They were early.


  Steve was the first to pull up. He wore a No-Fear t-shirt, jean shorts, and flip-flops, which Ethan thought would have made it difficult to push the pedals. The boy hopped on to one of the pedals and rode the bike on one side before jumping off and running to a stop. Steve placed the bike next to a tree and waited. He didn't meet Thresher's eyes. Probably still embarrassed about getting busted for the thievery.


  Kevin pulled up next, with Doug not far behind, his head held low. Doug's shirt hung from his neck, and neither of the two boys appeared to be wearing socks with their shoes. Must have been a sign of the times. All their haircuts were the same—a bowl cut style with the top flipped over, like that blond-haired kid from Saved by the Bell. The annoying one. The one who thought he was the coolest. Zach or something.


  Doug walked, hands in pockets, to the farthest seat away from Thresher and sat down. The boys seemed somber.


  "What's the deal?" Thresher asked.


  Doug looked up revealing a wide shiner.


  Ethan stood and walked over to him. He bent down on one knee and looked at Doug's face. "What happened?"


  "I fell," Doug said.


  "Into someone's fist?"


  He turned to the other boys. "Who did this?"


  Steve looked like he wanted to speak for a second but decided against it.


  "Anybody?" Ethan asked.


  He stood, frustrated. "Listen, if we're going to work together on this it's going to be a two-way street. Do you have any idea how much trouble I can get in for running an investigation off the books? I could end up in jail with the men I put away. Or worse, it could be the thing that sets that scumbag Carr free. I ask you questions; you answer. You ask me questions, I answer. See how that works?"


  Doug looked up at him with tears in his eyes. "It's my dad. He drinks. He gets angry..."


  "Angry isn't the word for it," Steve said under his breath.


  Doug looked over at him, embarrassed. He obviously didn't like that Steve interrupted him.


  Steve met his eyes, and they sank. "Sorry."


  Ethan sat down, focusing his attention squarely on Doug; the look in the kid's eyes made his heart hurt.


  "My mom left a while back,” Doug said. “He's been a drunk for years. She left a long time ago..." His voice trailed off.


  "The school has called the police on him before,” Kevin added, “but nothing ever comes of it. If it keeps up, he will be forced to go live with his aunt in Milwaukee."


  "I'm not moving to Milwaukee,” Doug said. “And I'm not going to be a fucking foster kid either."


  "I can take care of it,” Ethan said. “I can get the department involved."


  "No!" The pain in Doug's voice made Ethan take a half step backward. "These are my brothers. I'm not leaving!"


  "How often does this happen?" Ethan asked.


  "It's gotten better," Doug said.


  "How so?"


  "It used to be worse. After my mom left, it was much worse. Look, I have like five more years until I'm out of there."


  "And about two years until you can start fighting back," Steve said. "Kevin will teach you how to beat his ass. Ask Joey Tavares."


  Kevin laughed. The other boys began to laugh too. It lightened the mood.


  Ethan felt his face relax and he smiled too.


  "Listen, we can handle Doug's dad,” Kevin said. “We keep Doug away from him and have a pretty good system worked out. Usually, Doug gets his chores done and has dinner made before his dad gets too sauced. Then we bail and wait for him to pass out. Doug sneaks in, and it's good. I know it sounds crazy, but it works."


  Ethan rolled his eyes and shot Kevin a look.


  "If it gets out of hand, you're the first person we're calling. Deal?"


  Ethan shifted in his seat. He was apprehensive to continue but pressed forward. "I'm sorry I didn't believe you when you contacted me. I read all the logs. I—"


  "It wasn't Carr," Kevin said.


  "We got tunnel vision on Carr for obvious reasons. And some of the reasons are for things I can't tell you about, because it's confidential. Just know we made a move on Dunlow Carr for a good reason."


  "He tried to kill you," Steve said.


  "Yes, he did, but there were other reasons," Ethan said.


  "So you're saying..." Kevin said.


  "That I'm working under a theory that Jordan Dikeman was working alone and he's responsible for the death of your sister. I'm not one hundred percent certain of that. Only one way to be really sure."


  "How can you be really sure?" Doug asked.


  "It would require visiting Carr in jail, but that’s something I can't do. If his lawyer finds out, he'll have grounds for a retrial. Those girls that he kidnapped deserve justice, too."


  They remained silent for a few moments, the boys examining Ethan.


  He was trying not to let on that there were rockets shooting through his brain. He was still a tad hungover, but the thumping in his head was more about the storm that was coming and the tightrope he'd have to walk to make it all work. "I have a couple questions about the chat logs that I'm hoping you guys can clear up for me. Did you read all the logs, Kevin?"


  "We all did," Steve said.


  "Okay, good. We've all read it cover to cover. I was up late last night making notes. Kevin, did you notice the gap in the chat logs around Thanksgiving?"


  The boys exchanged confused glances. "No, we didn't really pay attention to the dates."


  "That’s fine. Did you read the part about her and Dikeman trying to meet before her death?"


  Kevin's face tightened when Ethan said 'death.' He would have to wear kid gloves around the boy; he was tough, sure, but the wound was still fresh. Ethan remembered how long it had taken him to get over his father's death. The truth was, Ethan wasn't over it. Kevin would never get over losing Katy, either.


  "We didn't notice the gap," Kevin said.


  "I did,” Doug said. “I just didn't say anything."


  "Okay, Doug. What did you think when you read that part?" Ethan asked.


  "He stood her up," Doug said matter-of-factly.


  "Yeah, he did,” Ethan said, “and she was pissed. She didn't talk to him for days after that. The part of the logs where he was extremely apologetic."


  "He thought Katy would laugh at him," Doug said.


  Ethan pointed his thumb and index finger at Doug and mocked firing a shot. "Bingo. They were going to meet, and he stood her up; but she physically went somewhere. I need to find out where, and when that took place. Obviously, it took place during that four-day gap. Any reason why you think those logs would be deleted? This is where I need your technical expertise. Why the gap?"


  The boys thought about it for a long time.


  "A glitch on the boards?" Steve said.


  Doug shook his head. "No, she was better at this than we were. If they were gone, they were gone for a reason. The logs don't save automatically."


  "What do you mean?" Ethan asked.


  "It's up to the user to save the logs,” Kevin said. “The Admin can't do anything about it. Katy was making a choice to save those logs. I don't know why, but she would have had to make the choice to save them or not."


  Steve used caution with his words. "When we download things..." Steve paused again to see if Ethan was going to react. "We don't keep the logs for that."


  "So Katy was keeping the logs,” Ethan said. “She wanted to reread what they talked about."


  "Katy really liked him," Kevin said.


  They all sat on that thought for a minute. He’d made himself sound so perfect.


  “So,” Kevin said, “if she deleted the logs from those days, she must have either been embarrassed, or she didn't want me to see them. She was trying to hide them, or she was told to."


  "I don't think she was trying to hide the logs from you,” Doug said. “If so, she'd have done a better job of hiding them.”


  Kevin smiled to himself.


  "So the only way to know what happened is to find out where she went that day,” Steve said. “How do we do that?"


  "They talk about meeting,” Ethan said, “but never say where. It looks like the gap in the log is where the rendezvous point was decided upon. It's only a four-day window so it must have gone down pretty fast, and it went south from there."


  "But not enough to doom the relationship,” Kevin said.


  "No, he said all the right things. Trust me,” Ethan said. “I've had to apologize for plenty over the years with girlfriends and wives." He opened up his notebook and scanned the days in November. He pointed to one of the pages. "Apologetic Jordan starts on Wednesday, December eighteenth."


  "Is he torn up?" Kevin asked.


  "What do you mean?"


  "Like, disfigured or something? Why would she laugh at him?"


  "I don't know, but he mentions it a lot in these logs," Ethan said. "I'm sure when I find him, I'll know what he was talking about."


  The comment seemed to reassure the boys.


  "If he stood her up on the weekend we're screwed,” Steve said. “But if it were Monday or Tuesday, we would have been back in school, right? I mean, we were back at school those days."


  "Kevin, think about that Thanksgiving,” Ethan said. “What did you do? Did you have family over? Where did you go?"


  That's when it clicked in Kevin's mind and explained the four-day gap. Katy had only deleted one day. November sixteenth. "We were in Atlanta. We got back Sunday night. The gap is because we were traveling."


  "So there's not some big conspiracy?" Doug said.


  "No, there is, just not as deep," Ethan said. "She still deleted the logs, but not four. Just one, and it's the most important one."


  Kevin met his eyes. It was like Thresher was reading his mind. Kevin needed to tell him what he had done earlier that day; he needed to tell them all about chatting with Dikeman. He had set the account up with Steve but hadn't even told his best friend that he'd actually chatted with Jordan Dikeman.


  He opened his mouth to speak, but before the words could come out, his pager went off. He grabbed it and looked down. It was his home number. He looked up at the sky. Dusk had set in. He’d broken his parents’ rule again. He thought about the slap on the face he'd taken from Susan the last time he pulled that stunt. "Oh shit," Kevin said.


  "What?” Ethan asked. “What is it?"


  "I broke curfew again," Kevin said. "I'm in deep shit." No sooner did he say that did the boys hear the sound of a car horn from the parking lot. Mitch's car had pulled into the lot, Susan behind the wheel.


  "Oh shit, your mom,” Doug said. “Get down!"


  Ethan ducked down as the boys ran over to their bikes and put the kickstands up. "We'll talk tomorrow!"


  Kevin and his friends rode toward the parking lot. Susan had parked next to Ethan's unmarked police car. She got out of the car and Kevin could see anger in her eyes, but at least this time it wasn't fury.


  "What did your father and I tell you?" Susan said. "Kevin, this is serious. Your father is out of town, and I'm by myself at home. Do I really have to tell you what this means to me? Who were you talking to?"


  The boys all looked over their shoulders, back toward the empty Gazebo.


  "Just a friend from school," Kevin said. "I'm sorry, Mom. I keep losing track of time."


  "You have twenty minutes to ride home with your friends, and then home yourself,” Susan said, “Before sundown, do you hear me?" She placed her hand on her hip and glared at the boys. When she noticed the giant shiner on Doug's eye, she looked away, knowing what it meant.


  Doug lowered his head, and the boys took off on their bikes.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six
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  WHEN YOU'RE THE son of an angry alcoholic father, seeing the man at his worst becomes commonplace. To Doug, it was understandable that you could love a person, even though they were terrorizing your life. In small pockets of time, Bob Finster could be happy and charming. He often enjoyed his father on Saturdays—well, on Saturday mornings at least. His best memories of his father were moments of still and quiet on Saturday mornings. Mom would usually be up making breakfast early. Doug didn't know then, but his mother had mastered the art of making a hangover-curing breakfast. She was tall and blond but too skinny. Looking back, Doug couldn't remember her smile.


  Saturdays provided a small window of normalcy. Bob didn't have enough time after getting off work on Friday to smash too many beers. He wouldn't be too hung over, and he was at least approachable. He wouldn't start drinking until noon. A man has to have standards, right? A code? But hoo boy once the beers cracked at noon on a Saturday you could be in for a long, long night by the time eight PM rolled around.


  When you're the son of an alcoholic father, all alone on an island with him, you don't fear the drunk. You fear the unknown. You never know what each day will bring. What spark will catch the powder keg this time? What benign thing will make Bob Finster explode?


  Doug was up early.


  He showered in the tiny outdoor shower, which was intended for rinsing off saltwater after visiting the beach. The house they lived in had a shower room, but there was a bathroom next to Bob's bedroom and the pipes creaked when you first fired them up; Doug always made sure the doors on that side of the house were closed, just in case.


  Afterward, he copied his mother's hangover breakfast step-by-step, making sure to not burn the rye toast. He placed two eggs on the toast and poured a tall glass of orange juice. He set them on the table and made himself a quick bowl of Lucky Charms while he waited.


  Bob, a creature of habit, came stumbling out of his room moments later, drawn in by the smell of coffee and eggs. His eyes were bloodshot, his balding head full of stringy strands drooping over his face; he grew his hair out so he could comb over the bald spots. He wore a white tank top and boxer shorts, and he reeked of Pabst Blue Ribbon.


  "Morning, Dougie."


  His dad only called him Dougie when he was in a good mood; Doug's body relaxed.


  "What are you up to today? I've got some friends coming over tonight to play poker."


  Doug tensed at the thought of his father's drinking buddies coming over. That meant double the drinks and double the crazy by the end of the night. Drunks hid their disease well from friends and the few people close to him. That list grew every week but remained small enough for Bob to keep his routine. His progress to an abusive father had been incremental; on the surface, he was still just Bob Finster, the electrician who couldn't hold a job.


  "Umm, Steve wants to watch the NBA Finals. He asked if I could stay over.".


  Doug braced for the angry response. Who would cook his dinner? Who would prepare the house for his friends to drown their brains in booze?


  Bob leveled his eyes at Doug, took a bite of his rye toast, and considered the egg sandwich. "You did good on this, Dougie."


  "Thanks." Doug smiled.


  "You can stay at your friend's house only if your chores are done. Stove needs cleaning, and I don't want the house to smell like fried eggs."


  Bob handed him a $10 bill. "Ride up to the store and grab some snacks when you're done."


  "Yes, sir," Doug stood from the table and cleaned his bowl. Bob spent the rest of his meal in silence, staring off at something in the distance. And that was a safe morning. No yelling, no throwing of silverware, quiet. Doug understood that he must tiptoe around the line, and make sure he was away from the blast radius tonight after poker.


  Doug said his prayers for the day. Please God, let him win at poker. Please God, let him not fight with his friends. Please God, let him have a job he can keep. Please God, please God, don't let me piss him off before then. Please God, get me out of here. Please God, make time go faster. Please God, please God, please God. He reached underneath the cabinet and got out the Comet cleaning powder. Time to make the room shine.


  * * *


  On the other side of town, the phone rang in Ethan's apartment. He stirred and wiped the sleep from his eyes. The clock read 7:00 AM. He’d slept heavily, and his legs felt like tree trunks when he rolled over and picked up the phone. "Hello?"


  "Thresher. Where are you?"


  Ruggle’s impatient voice woke Ethan completely. "Cap. Sorry, what's up?"


  "You're supposed to be here for our department meeting. You're thirty minutes late."


  Shit. He was supposed to be at the early morning meeting, to provide an update on outstanding cases. "I'll be there in ten."


  He got to the office fifteen minutes later. He knew he was in trouble when he reached the elevator and saw most of the other officers, detectives, and staff in the department exiting en masse. Ruggle had ended the meeting before he arrived. A few of them shot him a concerned look.


  The captain had sent everyone home; Ethan knew he was in for a beating. Most of the lights in the bullpen were off, but Nunez and Daly were at their desks. They gave him a thumbs up as he walked by. Daly smiled and sipped his coffee. Ruggle must have asked them to stay and wait for me.


  At the end of the hall, the glow of Ruggle’s office looked ominous from the darkness of the bullpen.


  Ethan stood outside the Captain’s door, took a deep breath, and knocked. Ruggle was behind his desk reading over a file on top of a stack. Ethan could smell his coffee from the door.


  "Hi, Captain."


  "Come in." Ruggle didn't look up.


  Ethan stepped in and shut the door behind him. He sat down and took his medicine.


  The shouting lasted about twenty minutes. Ethan responded when prompted. He spoke when he needed to. When the Captain was done tearing into him for being late and not having his presentation ready, he reminded Ethan that he was still on his probationary period as lead detective.


  "I can think of a few guys right outside who would jump at the opportunity to lead the department."


  "I understand."


  "You need to handle your business in the office. I shouldn't have to remind you to do your job. You're dismissed."


  Ethan emerged from Ruggle’s office and went over to Nunez and Daly's desk.


  "You good?" Daly said.


  Ethan turned around and showed his ass to Daly. "How much of it’s left?"


  "Not much there to begin with but I think you'll live."


  "You guys got your closures?"


  He handed Ethan a stack of files. "Here are the cases we've cleared for your report. Smith and Ernst put theirs in there as well."


  "Great work." Ethan sat down across from them and explained that due to budget cuts they would be hiring a new detective—inexperienced and in need of extensive training. "Daly, she'll be with you"


  Daly groaned. "Another greenhorn? Another you?"


  "Careful, that greenhorn is your boss now," Nunez said.


  "Not for long at the rate he's going."


  They would have to take on extra casework from the drug unit. It would bog them down but keep them working. Crime in town was slow, and that was a good thing.


  "So you're saying I have to chase common weed dealers through the projects?"


  "Looks like it. Either that or you can go ask a school board member about the death threats she's receiving."


  "I'll take drugs," Nunez said.


  "Ditto," Daly said.


  Ethan spent time at his desk working his current cases. He called Lisa Whalen, the school board member receiving threats and scheduled a meeting with her.


  Ethan opened up the Katy Thornton file.


  Nunez approached and read over his shoulder. "What are you still doing with that?"


  Ethan closed the file and slid it across his desk. "Getting ready for Carr's appeal."


  "That's not for another six months."


  Ethan expected suspicions. Nunez was the best detective in the department and getting passed over for the lead job by Ethan obviously burned—he’d been more standoffish since Ethan’s promotion and didn't mind seeing Ethan get dressed down by Ruggle. A fair response. He would have done the same if the roles were reversed.


  "Nunez."


  Nunez turned and faced Ethan. His smile was fake. "What's up?"


  "Say a kid wants to get a degree in electrical engineering. Where would he be able to do that, in town?"


  Nunez considered the question. "My cousin wanted to do something technical like that, so he went to VoTech. Gets a bad rap. A good school."


  Ethan was unaware of VoTech. He sat up in his chair. "What's VoTech?"


  "Manatee Area Vocational Technical College. A place you go for a couple of years to learn a trade like if you want to be an electrician, work on computers and stuff."


  "Computers?"


  "Yeah, why?"


  Ethan didn't answer at first.


  "Ethan?"


  "Yeah, makes sense. Thanks, Nunez."


  "What's that about?"


  "Huh?".


  "The VoTech question. Is that with the Thornton case?"


  "No, the stalker/death threat case. I think the person making the threats is a student who works on computers."


  "I talked with Holloway yesterday and mentioned you were poking around that case."


  Ethan's face went red. He turned to Nunez. "Yeah? What would make you think I was doing that?"


  "Bugman downstairs said you made a copy of the file, early in the morning before everyone was here. He always checks the tape when the alarm is disarmed. Back in the 80’s some of the cops would break into evidence and steal cocaine and shit from the evidence bins. They had cameras installed; if the alarm is disarmed, Bugman makes a note and reviews the tape."


  "I was just making a copy of stuff for the preliminary appeal."


  "Uh huh." Nunez turned and walked back to his desk. "Just be careful." He grabbed his things and exited the police station.


  So, Nunez was having private conversations with Holloway, and he was, at a fundamental level, seeing through Ethan’s bullshit about the Thornton case.


  Ethan fired up the computer and frowned. He could use the help of the boys for this. Ethan clumsily loaded up a web browser and was greeted by a default page called Altavista. He used one finger to type in Manatee Vocational Technical School and pressed enter. A list of sites appeared from the search. He clicked the top one and waited as chunks of the page materialized. A picture of VoTech loaded on the screen in front of him and he recognized the building.


  At the bottom of the page were the pictures of the VoTech board members. Ethan smiled; he’d caught a huge break. Staring back at him on the page was the face of Lisa Whalen, the school board member receiving death threats.


  * * *


  At the Thornton residence, the front door opened to reveal Kevin’s father. He was rolling a suitcase behind him, his clothes disheveled. "Honey, I'm home," he called, mocking Ricky Ricardo’s voice from I Love Lucy.


  Kevin rose from his seat and hugged his father hard.


  "Hey, Kev. Missed ya, pal."


  "Missed you too."


  Susan entered the room, looking relieved. She hugged Mitch deeply. Kevin thought his mother had become way too paranoid since Katy's death; every time Kevin or Mitch left the house, she looked like it was the last time she would see them. He noticed her hair was getting gray. He wondered if she was still medicating.


  "Honey, are you okay?" she asked him.


  Kevin looked at her with wide, tired eyes. "I stayed up too late."


  "I’m going to start unplugging the phone line at night."


  Kevin laughed, but the thought terrified him. He was so close to getting the real guy. To punishing him. Things could start to be normal again. They could have closure. He wondered if his parents thought the same way about Katy's killer.


  Did they have reservations at how fast it was resolved? No. Of course not. They wanted closure. They barely mentioned Katy anymore. They hadn’t put many of her pictures on the walls. Pain avoidance. He understood; seeing them hurt Kevin, too.


  "Ask your son what he did yesterday."


  Mitch frowned at Kevin. Looking down at his son took less and less effort. Kevin had started a growth spurt and was catching up to Mitch; he would top out around the same height. Still, fathers had a way of looking down at their sons even if their kid towered over them. "Go ahead."


  "I forgot to check in again. I was at Lewis Park with Doug and Steve." Kevin's voice was flat. He glanced up at Susan, who had crossed her arms and raised her eyebrows.


  "Kevin, come on. Let common sense prevail for once."


  "I'm sorry. I just..."


  "No excuses. Look, we've been hard on you, your mother and me, and we're sorry we're so overprotective but..." Mitch's voice trailed off.


  Kevin finished the sentence in his head. I'm all you have.


  Susan sighed.


  "I'm sorry. I won't take any more risks."


  She nodded and pulled him close for a side hug. Mitch joined in, and they held it that way for a long moment. During the embrace, Kevin looked up at Katy's senior picture smiling down at him, like she was catching him mid lie. When they broke free from the hug, they said nothing, and each went in separate directions.


  Kevin returned to his room and shut the door behind him. He stared at Katy's computer for a moment, tempted to log back into NovaNet and see if Dikeman was online.


  Instead, he walked over to the phone and dialed the home of Jennie Kushner. It was something he had been trying to do for a month but couldn't work up the courage. He dialed six of the numbers hundreds of times but always hung up before finishing the call.


  Today, he did it without thinking. Rip the band-aid off and go for it. What have you got to lose?


  After four rings, Kevin came close to hanging up, but the line picked up. There was silence for a few moments, before a mature boy’s voice said "Yeah?"


  "Uhh, hi. Is Jennie home?" His voice cracked halfway through.


  "Who's asking?"


  Kevin heard a female voice in the background. “Bryan, who is it?” It must have been Jennie's mom. Her idiot brother Bryan had answered the phone. He was a grunge head two years older than Kevin and would be a junior this year at Manatee.


  "I don't know. Someone asking for Jennie."


  Bryan's voice pulled back from the line and was replaced by a high-pitched woman. "Who's calling?" Jennie's mother asked.


  "Hi, this is Kevin Thornton. I was looking for Jennie."


  A beat. Recognition must have hit her mother as to who was on the other end. The brother of the dead girl. He’d hoped for a different response. "One second. Jennie, you have a phone call!"


  Kevin tapped his toe on the ground and waited for what seemed like a month before approaching footsteps on tile came through the line.


  The soft voice of Jennie Kushner filled his ear. "Hello?"


  "Hi, it's Kevin Thornton."


  She waited for a beat before answering. "Hi, Kevin. How's your summer?"


  He tried to think about how to answer. He went with the canned response.


  "Fine. Boring. What have you been up to?".


  They talked for a few minutes. Small talk. The conversation was all just surface. Kevin talked about spending time with Doug and Steve, and how they ducked Joey Tavares.


  "No free computer parts this summer, though?"


  Kevin felt his face flush. He smiled and looked down at the floor. He wanted to sound cool but not come across as a weenie. "No, none of that. We've put our marauding days behind us."


  He slapped himself on the forehead. Who says marauding days? He sounded like a dork.


  Jennie giggled. The line sounded hollow for a moment, and the faint sound of music played in the background. "Hold on one second."


  Kevin sensed frustration in her voice.


  She put her hand over the receiver and screamed off into the distance. "Bryan, hang up the phone you jerk!"


  A beat. "Hey, sorry. I heard about what happened on the last day of school. You okay?"


  Kevin smiled. "I'm fine. He said some terrible things about Katy, and I blew up."


  "Joey is a jerk. He asked Stacy Boatwright to the dance and when she said no, he had one of his cronies dump chocolate milk on her the next day."


  Kevin waited a beat, nearly to the point where he spoke just before Jenny asked if was still on the line.


  "Hey, you want to hang out sometime this week. Like, go to the park or something. You know Lewis?"


  She hesitated, and Kevin's heart sank. He held the phone away from his face, trying not to panic. He’d gone for it. Since he had dialed the last digit, regret had tried to overwhelm him. Had he waited too long? Had she started talking to someone else? Oh, hell if she had, he didn't know what he would do. He couldn't handle rejection.


  "Umm, I think I can on Thursday. But Lewis is too far for me. Can we meet at Palma Sola?"


  He realized she was whispering, and then the world exploded in his mind. The heat in his body shot up a thousand degrees. She'd said yes. He had braced himself for the ultimate rejection, but instead found his mind in a state of euphoria he hadn’t felt since... since when? Before Katy died. "Umm, yeah... tot... totally." He wiped the sweat from his brow. "Sounds great. How about around noon?"


  "I'll meet you by the swings. Hey, I have to go. Thursday?"


  "I'll see you then."


  "Bye, Kevin." She hung up.


  Kevin hung up the phone and began jumping up and down pumping his fist. He was trying not to make noise and startle his parents, but he mocked a proud scream and pounded his chest once. He had a date with Jennie Kushner in two days! How in the hell was he supposed to make it two days? He decided to occupy his time on NovaNet. He wanted to get Jordan Dikeman out of his shell and out in to the open. He opened his BBS software and clicked connect.


  The modem sprang to life with its clanging sounds and electronic screeches. In moments he was jettisoned into the chat room. Jordan Dikeman was waiting for him.


  Don't take any more risks, Susan said in his mind.


  RUBYROSERUNS: Hi.


  HOWARDTHEDIKE: Hey there. How's your morning going?


  RUBYROSERUNS: Terrible. I sprained my ankle jogging this morning.


  HOWARDTHEDIKE: Make sure you elevate it.


  RUBYROSERUNS: DUH. Want to bring me some ice?


  It was forward, but Kevin thought it was time to be forward. He was tired of playing around with this asshole. Kevin thought it was time to bring down the hammer on Jordan Dikeman. He wanted to look him in the eyes as the cuffs went on his wrists, or worse. He wanted him dead. He wanted him to be punished.


  Dikeman didn't respond for a long time, and then his name disappeared from the chat.


  "What the fuck are you doing?"


  Kevin spun around, the color draining from his face, and found Steve standing behind him.


  "Was that him?"


  "Yeah." Kevin’s head dropped, and he looked down at the floor.


  Steve sat down next to him. "Well?"


  "Well, what?"


  "Did he take the bait?"


  There was a jolt of excitement in Steve's voice that was quickly replaced by the weight of the situation.


  Kevin felt it, and the two boys stared at each other for a moment.


  "We—"


  "We need to tell Thresher."


  "Yeah." Steve slapped Kevin on the back of the head.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven
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  ETHAN WAS SITTING in Lisa Whalen’s spacious living room. Ethan thought she couldn't have lived alone, but the presence of another person remained limited. There were vast expanses of rugs across polished dark wood flooring. Plenty of natural light from the oversized windows cascaded throughout the house. The thick leather sofa engulfed Ethan. Lisa sat cross-legged. She was thin, with straight blond hair and permed bangs. Her face was caked with a layer of makeup.


  Ethan glanced up at her and back down at the threatening note she'd received in the mail. The note was a standard cut-out; the pasted-on letters spelled out the message:


  "STAY OUT OF EAST BRADENTON, OR ELSE. WE KNOW WHERE YOU LIVE. CAN YOU BREATHE SWAMP WATER?"


  To Ethan, the letter resembled the work of what the department called Parrish white trash. A swell of good ole' boys lived out in that area, and the swampy marshlands near Parrish were being looked at for a potential high school site. Ethan had learned this after talking with members of the school board. The term VoTech had come up in multiple conversations.


  "What do you think? Should I be scared?" She was biting her lips. Ethan wondered if she only did that when nervous.


  He glanced down at her hand and didn't see a ring on her finger. "We're treating this as an active threat. Standard procedure. We don't want you to worry. What does your husband think of all this?"


  Her face turned a slight shade of pink. "I'm divorced. I live here alone."


  There was a long beat. A flash of heat flushed up the back of Ethan's neck. She locked eyes with him and looked away. Was this woman flirting with him?


  "Do you... have any leads?" Whalen asked.


  "We're looking into a few people. In fact, I was hoping you might be able to help me out with that part of the investigation. Have you made any enemies at work?"


  Whalen's brow furrowed, and she sat up in her chair. "No, I mean, there are always people who want to replace you on the school board. You don't think it could be one of the other board members?" She sounded surprised at the thought that someone close to her could do such a thing.


  "Tell me about your role with VoTech."


  The question caught her off guard. She straightened up in her chair. "What do you mean?"


  "I noticed that you're on the Board of Directors. Does that entail much contact with the students?" Ethan took a sip of the coffee she had made for him and waited for her response.


  She seemed perplexed by the question. "Well, no, only in disciplinary meetings."


  "Tell me about those."


  "If a student does something on campus that is deemed unfit for the school enough times, especially our dual enrollment kids, then they have to go before an appeal board before they can be expelled. The Board of Directors oversees those meetings."


  "And how often do you attend those?"


  "About once a month."


  "Any of the kids who are expelled become irate?"


  "Only a few. Most of them are just indignant. We don't spend much time talking to them; we hear the case, and then we make a decision. Mostly harmless."


  "Harmless to you."


  "Well, I guess." She laughed nervously.


  "Can you look up a name for me in the registry?"


  She looked down at the ground for a moment before meeting his eyes. "Unfortunately, no. I cannot do that due to FERPA laws. We cannot reveal the name or information of any student in our system."


  "Even if it means finding the person responsible for this?"


  He waited. Her demeanor changed. The way she looked at him changed. Ethan thought he had her on the hook, but then she straightened.


  Guilt for trying to skirt the system slid into his nervous system. He had tried to get information from this poor woman by leveraging her fear; instead she rebuffed him, making him feel like a fool. The further Ethan distanced himself from Holloway, the less he liked the way he’d been trained by his ex-partner. Holloway wouldn't allow instinct to take over in any of his decisions; he would merely take the path of least resistance and somehow, some way, things would work out. Natural and logical, but the perfect solution all the time. He rigged the game.


  Ethan decided he was going to do it the right way.


  "Detective?"


  Ethan snapped back to the conversation, embarrassed that he let his mind drift.


  "I'm sorry,” Lisa said. “I just don't think I'm comfortable doing anything that could jeopardize my job. I appreciate it, but it's my integrity. You know?"


  "Yes, I think I'm beginning to understand that now." Ethan smiled. "I apologize for putting you in that position. I just want to get this guy."


  She smiled a warm smile and stood.


  Ethan did as well. In the light, Ethan could see the business suit conform to her body. It occurred to him that she was more beautiful than he had given her credit for. She was strong. Stronger than he was, even though she was afraid. Ethan had neglected his job in protecting her.


  "We'll take this seriously, Ms. Whalen. I apologize for the delay. I truly am sorry."


  Ethan stepped out the door and walked back to his car at a measured pace, half expecting to see Holloway's reflection when he caught sight of himself in the mirror. Katy Thornton's smiling face appeared in his mind. He stood next to his car, hands on the hood, thinking about how poor a job he’d done investigating her death, and how he’d tried to cheat yet again.


  * * *


  Ethan didn’t remember much of the drive back to his apartment, but as he crested the top of the stairs, adrenaline shot through his veins. The familiar sound of his stereo echoed down the hallway.


  He froze in his tracks and peered down the dim hallway toward his door. It was ajar. Whoever had opened it had turned on the lights, and he could see a sliver of the yellowish glow from the lamp next to his door.


  Ethan reached inside his jacket, unsnapped the button on his shoulder holster, and withdrew the Glock, his finger resting on the safety. He crept down the hallway, knees bent, the Glock raised in a ready position. When he reached the door, he peered through the crack and looked at his well-lit apartment. Whoever had entered didn't care much for discretion.


  Ethan slid his foot between the door and the frame, pushing it open and stepping into the open space. The door shot open and hit the wall; Ethan didn't raise the gun but jumped into the room.


  Sitting on the couch was Doug, eating a bag of Ethan's potato chips. He screamed, "I was hungry!" as he jumped up, spilling chips all over the floor in the process.


  "Doug! What the hell are you doing in my house?"


  The shouts brought Kevin and Steve out from the guest bedroom.


  Ethan snapped his head in their direction, and his arm flinched. He calmed his nerves and holstered his gun. "You too? How the hell did you three get in here? How do you even know where I live?"


  Steve looked surprised by the question. He walked over to his bag and lifted out two items. "Phonebook. Lockpick. Detective Thresher, you need to do better about security."


  "You little shitbird, I ought to arrest you for breaking and entering."


  "He didn't break the lock," Kevin said.


  "Fine, I should still arrest your asses for entering." Ethan shut the front door and went into the kitchen to brew some coffee. He looked up at them. They sat on the couch next to each other, all their eyes on the floor.


  "How do you boys take your coffee?"


  They all looked at each other, not sure how to answer. Steve was the first to respond. "Like I like my women?"


  "Black?"


  "No, ground up and in the freezer,” Steve said. “Sorry, that's a Dahmer joke. My dad told me it.”


  Ethan lowered his head, trying not to laugh. "That is a sick, sick joke, Steve. Disgusting."


  Ethan placed a tray of cups of black coffee on the coffee table. "I think this is the first time I’ve ever brought coffee to my coffee table."


  "We're sorry,” Doug said. “We didn't mean to freak you out.”


  "I appreciate that, Doug, but you boys shouldn't be sneaking into anyone's house for that matter. Steve, you're going to land yourself in juvenile hall if you keep this shit up; do your parents know their kid is out on the streets behaving like some low-level street hood?"


  "I’d like to think I was a little more sophisticated than that," Steve responded.


  "Don't. Now why don't you idiots tell me why you're sneaking into my house?"


  The boys exchanged another one of their unspoken glances and returned their gaze to Ethan.


  "We got you a present," Kevin said.


  "This ought to be rich. What is it?"


  "More like where is it," Doug said, gesturing toward the back room.


  Ethan stood from his seat and walked down the hallway. He opened the door to the guest bedroom and was met with a faint blue glow. In the corner of the darkened room was a desktop computer the boys had set up. "Please don't tell me you boys brought hot computer equipment to my home."


  "Pssh. Like we'd give you the good stuff,” Steve said. “This is our old stuff. The stuff that our parents bought us and we've replaced.”


  Ethan walked into the room and inspected the machine. The PC was nicer than any workstation he’d ever worked on. He sat down at the desk and tapped on the keyboard, then turned in the chair and faced the boys. They stood in the doorway, grins on their faces.


  "I don't know how to use any of it,” Ethan said, “but I am appreciative."


  Kevin stepped into the room. "Don't worry about that. We'll teach you. But listen, that's not the real reason we're here. The computer is a gift, but we were hoping it'd soften you up a bit... you're about to be really pissed off at us.”


  Ethan tensed and sat up straight in his chair. Their faces had changed; they were apprehensive about something. "What is it? Did you get in trouble for something?"


  Kevin switched spots with him and began typing on the keyboard. The sound of the modem filled the room, which felt like nails on a chalkboard to Ethan. He recognized that noise from when he was trying to track down the calls from the Thornton residence. Another cog clicked in place; another clue missed.


  The login screen for NovaNet appeared. Kevin typed in RubyRoseRuns and a password.


  "What is this? Who is Ruby Rose Runs?"


  Steve shuffled into the room and sat on the guest bed, as Kevin spun the chair around and looked up at Ethan. He explained how he’d set up a fake account as Ruby, with the intent of making contact with Jordan Dikeman. He told Ethan how over the past week or so, Dikeman began to respond to Ruby the same way he had first come on to Katy. Kevin had done his best to keep Dikeman on a leash. Earlier that week, Kevin had made an off-topic comment about them meeting up, and Dikeman had stopped responding; he’d disconnected and hadn’t returned. As Kevin told the story, Ethan began pacing the room, rubbing the stubble on his chin. He didn't look at them but listened with his eyes on the carpet, his mind ablaze with possibilities. Why hadn’t he thought about doing this before? In truth, the idea was genius. They had a way of contacting Katy's killer. When it came to approaching this case from a digital perspective, his scope was off; he was glad the boys were here.


  "We should have told you," Steve said.


  "Yes. You should have."


  "We thought you would be pissed," Kevin said. "I know it was foolish but—"


  "It wasn't." Ethan interrupted Kevin.


  "What?" Steve said, his jaw slack.


  "Smart as hell, actually. Doing it without me was foolish. I could have coached you on what to say. You might have let the fish off the hook. I don't know if we'll have another opportunity to talk to Mr. Dikeman."


  "I know," Kevin said. "Did I blow it?"


  "I don't know yet. I'm not going to lie to you, Kevin. Not really my deal. Why don't you give it a shot? Maybe we'll get lucky."


  Kevin turned in his seat and clicked on the chat room. Empty. His head sank.


  "Explain to me how you do this?" Ethan waved his hand toward the screen.


  Steve traded places with Kevin and walked Ethan through the process of connecting to NovaNet as RubyRoseRuns. Ethan mastered it after five tries. They returned to the living room.


  "No matter what, we do this together from here on out. Kevin has set the tone for what RubyRose sounds like and how she speaks. None of us will make contact with Dikeman without all of us here. Got it?"


  They spent the evening talking on Ethan's couch. He looked up at the clock and noticed that two hours had passed. It was 10 PM. "Kevin, doesn't your mom flip her lid if you're not home right on time?"


  Kevin knew that question was coming. He had been lying to his parents non-stop and he knew the final straw was coming.


  "They think he's staying at my place,” Steve said. “My parents are at some Chamber of Commerce gala tonight. Dumb shit. A reason for people to dress up. They left us pizza money. They think we're playing Tetris or something.”


  Ethan didn't like the secret friendship, but he had to admit he enjoyed having them around. Doug, though, was always quiet, reserved, and huddled. His body always seemed like he was waiting for the other shoe to drop. He didn't trust Ethan, or any adult. Ethan looked over at Doug and caught him dozing off on the couch.


  The detective muted the TV, which had been tuned to the NBA finals, and played a CD. The sound of NOFX's album White Trash Two Heebs and a Bean made Steve and Kevin perk up. They bobbed their heads with the music.


  "What's this?" Steve asked.


  "A band called NOFX. They're a band out of California. Own their own label and produce some pretty good punk."


  "This music rocks," Kevin said.


  "You like it? Don't tell me that, you'll end up sending me down a wormhole of punk albums. I'll keep you here all night. Give you boys a history lesson."


  The looks on their faces were all Ethan needed to see. A spike of excitement shot through him... and down the wormhole they went. He played album after album, and they drank cup after cup of coffee. Four more hours passed. Steve and Doug had fallen asleep on the other couch, but Ethan and Kevin were awake.


  Ethan knew he had to wrap us this session soon, but he was having too much fun. He had made a more genuine connection with these three thirteen-year-old boys, than he had with anyone else in Bradenton.


  He stood. "Hop up. Time to go."


  In the car, Kevin sat up front with Ethan while the other two nodded off again in the back seat.


  "I won't sleep,” Kevin said. “I have a big day tomorrow."


  "Do tell."


  Kevin blushed but didn’t answer.


  "What is it?"


  "I'm just meeting up with this girl that I've... you know. I like her."


  "Ahh, yes. Young love. What's her name?"


  "Jennie."


  "This a first for you?"


  "Yeah, definitely. She's so cool too. Into computers like us."


  "That's important."


  "So how do I know if she likes me?" Kevin asked.


  The question caught Ethan by surprise. He considered how to answer. "I assumed she did if she agreed to meet you."


  "She could just be being nice. She knew Katy. Could be a pity hang."


  Ethan considered that for a moment and smiled to himself, thinking about the schoolyard crushes of his youth. It was fascinating for Ethan to see another person going through it. He wished he could impart some wisdom, but he was drawing a blank. He glanced at the radio and an idea occurred to him. "You said she's cool, right?"


  "The coolest."


  Ethan grabbed a cassette tape from his case. Blondie's album Eat to the Beat. He tossed the tape to Kevin, who caught it out of mid-air.


  "Track one. Dreaming. Play it for her. If she likes the song, she's a keeper."


  Kevin turned the cassette over and read the tracks on the back. He turned the case over again and considered the band on the front. "She's pretty. Kind of looks like Jennie."


  "Now you're talking. I had the biggest crush on Debbie Harry when I was a kid. Got to see Blondie at CBGB in New York. One of the best shows ever."


  They drove in silence for a few moments. Tubular Bells was playing in the background but had reached the end of the tape.


  Ethan dropped the three groggy teens off at the corner of Steve's block and watched them until they made it to Steve's house. He waited in dark silence, the loneliness returning in an instant. He sucked in a deep breath, drove to the end of the block, and turned on to the highway, heading back toward downtown Bradenton and home.


  Sitting in front of his apartment, Ethan rolled down the window and let the stagnant summer air fill the cruiser. He tilted the seat back and stared at the roof of the car as summer clouds drifted by into the dark night sky. The night air was thick with humidity and Ethan began to sweat.


  What he had failed to notice was the black sedan that had followed him from his apartment to Steve's block. He’d had too much on his mind.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight
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  "ISAAC. WAKE UP, Isaac. Wake up."


  It was the voice. The same familiar voice that woke him up every morning. It was vile, and it seeped into the deepest recesses of his mind. Even in his deepest sleep, his father’s voice could stir Isaac Hamilton from his slumber.


  Today, Isaac was not in a deep sleep; he’d only had a restless two hours. The world around him was coming apart at the seams. He never slept much, but last night was the worst night of sleep he’d had since...


  Isaac pushed the thought away and sat up on his bed.


  He stood from the full-sized bed in the corner of the room and limped toward the bathroom. His bedroom was in the back corner of the house, a blinking alarm clock the only source of light.


  Isaac was barefoot in boxer shorts, a tight wife beater clinging to the awkward shapes of his body. He appeared thin from behind, but when you saw him from the front, his small shoulders accentuated a bulbous gut that protruded out from his clothes. He had dark bags under his eyes as a result of his work environment and the odd hours he kept, and his smile didn't make things better. He brushed crooked teeth, but at least they were white. He finished brushing his teeth and began flossing. Every time he spat into the sink the water was tinted red; his gums were weak.


  "Gums still bleed like a little Nancy," Earl Hamilton’s voice said and laughed. Isaac shut his eyes and shook his head. Father was busier than usual. Busy bee, busy bee. Always talking, always laughing, still taunting.


  "You need your medicine sometimes. Someone has to keep that stupid brain of yours in line. You want to end up in Old Sparky? Do you want the juice?"


  Isaac was afraid of death, scared of what was waiting for him on the other side. He would have to look at the faces of those he hurt—and he would burn. He feared Old Sparky, the electric chair of the Florida State Penitentiary System. The thought of all those people watching him as he writhed and screamed in pain.


  And the laughs. Don't forget about the laughs.


  They would all laugh at him. His father, Vicky Donofrio, the boy from the train in Kansas City, Lucy Peltz, and Katy Thornton. Katy's laugh was the loudest, because it was fresh. Always the fresh ones.


  It was maddening.


  It took everything in him not to scream aloud when he was at work. Or in the grocery, or in the mall. When he was in the fog things were more manageable, more controllable. The fog was a mixture of valium and vodka. That made the laughing stop, washed away with pill after pill. Vodka for sleep. And the urges, those went away, too. Those terrible urges that gripped his body and shot fire through his bones. The urges that would make him stroke at his cock when he thought about Vicky, or Lucy, or Katy. But the pills and the drinks didn't work recently, because his brain was on full tilt.


  He had gotten away with Katy's murder.


  They’d pinned it on someone else. Someone who kidnapped girls. Some sick monster that chained them to a bed in some Godforsaken bedroom. What kind of monster would do that? He felt sorry for those women and was sincerely grateful that they had survived their horrible ordeal. Swift justice for the man who had kidnapped them.


  Isaac was different. Isaac didn't consider himself a criminal or a murderer; he had urges. He wanted to be wanted, like he wanted them. But they always laughed. Always. That couldn't be tolerated.


  "Did they?" Earl asked.


  "Yes, did we?" That was Vicky, her voice soft and reserved, the way it had been before their encounter.


  "Did I laugh, Isaac? I don't remember..." Lucy said.


  "And me?" the voice of the boy asked, scared and distant. "I just wanted to talk. To learn about..."


  "I laughed at your horrid face," Katy said.


  Another deep breath. How could he have been so Goddamn foolish? It was so obvious.


  RubyRoseRuns.


  Isaac began talking to her, and she was cool. She was, well, a lot like Katy. She got to be too much like Katy. Things she said, certain ways she talked. Red flags, but he couldn't stop because the voices couldn't get to him when he was in NovaNet. When he was there, and he was with Katy, the voices couldn't get to him—even Earl had no place in their conversations. NovaNet was the vault where he escaped when he needed solace from Father and his constant insults. When he was there with Katy, the voices were gone. Lucy, Vicky, Earl, the boy... they were all gone. He was happy. He wanted to be happy. He wanted to love her.


  "I could never love you," Katy said.


  He wanted so badly for her to love him back, but she had to see his face; she had to see him for what he was.


  Katy was different. She was. He knew in his heart that she was.


  And now RubyRoseRuns wanted to meet him. The bells and whistles had gone off like a steam train redlining before an explosion. The sweats crept up on him. Cold and wet and draining. The feeling of his mind receded from the room.


  Was it the police? Were they trying to entrap him?


  No, it couldn't be. The detectives searching for Katy's killer appeared clueless. Lost. Dumb.


  So who was it?


  Isaac waited for her to reconnect. She didn't call into his BBS site for another three days, and when she did, he was ready. He logged the number.


  The next morning he called. A woman picked up on the third ring. She sounded older. Not like a seventeen-year-old girl. He’d heard the voice before but couldn't place it.


  "Hello?" The woman said.


  "Hi, this is Bob Trainer with Publisher’s Clearing House. Who am I speaking with?" Isaac did his best to hide his lisp and inflate the tone of his voice to sound like a game show host.


  "Umm, this is Susan Thornton."


  The name hit him like a shotgun blast to the brain. It was Katy's mother. How? Isaac remembered biting down on his lip hard to the point of bleeding. His mind raced. His head swam.


  "Hello?"


  Isaac couldn't speak. His stomach turned. As if someone had opened a glass jar full of their voices, all the laughter burst out at once. The cacophony screeched in his ears.


  He hung up.


  Isaac collapsed into a chair, the weight of his legs slipping out from under him. A migraine pulsed in his mind. He gripped the bridge of his nose and pressed down hard.


  "They know. They know, Isaac. You must flee. For us," Earl said.


  "Yes, Isaac. Time to run. Collect your things. Collect our things," Lucy said.


  Isaac stood with weak legs and pushed himself along the wall toward the rear of the house and the spare bedroom that had been converted into an office. The door had three locks. A slide lock with a padlock and two deadbolts. He unlocked all three and shut the door behind him.


  In the corner was a workbench with tools, and shelves holding mason jars full of bolts, screws, and hardware. In the opposite corner, next to the window, was a large computer workstation and telephone routing system with five ports. This was the hub for NovaNet, his BBS creation which allowed five users to be connected to his network at one time. He coveted his computer more than any of his personal possessions, save the ones on his special shelf; his computer was his refuge.


  "It's time, Isaac. Time for a new home, a new name, a new place, a new life," Earl said. His tone was serious, the usual mocking gone. Earl was his guide, his conscience. The hatred he felt for his father paled in comparison to the fear.


  "Or maybe you stay," Katy said.


  This was new. Whenever his body kicked into flight mode, which was often, the voice of his father took charge. Earl was the dominant voice in his head, the leader of the pack. It directed his movements, and so far, it had not done him wrong. He always survived. No matter how crazy the stakes got, Earl would always lead him in the right direction.


  "That is because I am your father. I know what is best for you," Earl said. His voice was menacing. It was firm. It was direct.


  "But you loved me. And I never lied to you. I never laughed," Katy said.


  <Yes, she did. They all laughed.> Isaac thought, his own inner voice almost lost in those of the others.


  "No, you loved me for who I was. I would not lead you astray. You cannot run from this," Katy said.


  “Shut up! Shut up shut up shut up!” Isaac was screaming at his shelf, yelling at the five mason jars sitting there full of green liquid. The first one was cloudy. The oldest. Earls' tongue. Next to it were three others at various levels of decay. At the end, a clear mason jar with a pink tongue floating inside. Katy’s. Hers was the loudest voice of all. He wanted it to stop. Isaac needed relief from the noise. He tried to shut off the world.


  "Put a bullet in your head and end it all for us. Release us," the boy said.


  He screamed again at the shelves and retreated from the room.


  Back in the bathroom, Isaac opened the medicine cabinet and pulled out the pill bottle. Two pills went down this throat. He didn't follow it with water, just rubbed at his Adam's apple until the dry pills made their way into his stomach. Isaac plugged his ears and took in two deep breaths. The voices receded to the back of his mind.


  He had to move. He had to find out what they knew. He had to go where it all started.


  Grabbing his keys from his pocket, Isaac locked up his fortress and set the alarm.


  ***
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  Isaac sat reclined in the front seat of his 1986 Jeep Grand Cherokee. The white paint was faded and cracked, and rust had begun to set in along the edges of the wheels. He used his left hand to munch Doritos, one chip after another, wiping the dust on his shirt. With his right hand, he held a set of compact professional binoculars to his eyes. In this position, Isaac was at home.


  He loved watching.


  Isaac was a patient person and when he had a purpose, there was nothing that could stop him from his manic nature. He had parked at the end of the street where the Thornton family had lived, unaware that they had moved. He’d spent the night in his car but barely slept; the longer he went without sleep, the more the voices talked to him. He hummed along to songs on the radio in an effort to tune them out.


  He hadn’t intended to come to the house, the place he had watched Katy leave so many times before. He thought about the countless times she'd walked right by him while he sat prone in his driver's seat. He’d followed her to school, to the library, even to her friend Tracy's house, but always at a safe distance. She had always strode confidently toward the bus stop that took her to Manatee High School. When he had begun to follow her, she never deviated from her path. She’d moved with the grace and beauty of someone who had it all figured out, always looking around at the world in front of her. Never behind her, though. People who lived like Isaac were always looking over their shoulders. Even after the death <murder> of his father, he half expected the man’s rotting corpse to appear from behind dark bushes as he walked up to his door. He never believed the man was gone. Not entirely. He never would be.


  Katy was also a part of him, and she had become one of the dominant voices. "Go up to the house and see if they're home," Katy said.


  Isaac shook his head and fought off the voice. She was reckless. She needed to be trained. She couldn't be ordering him around like this. She needed to be taught that he was in control and that she took orders from him. She was not in control, and she would not laugh at him.


  "Don't go anywhere near that house," Earl said. "This is a mistake. You know it's a mistake. Where is your head, son? Are you this foolish? Yes, you are this foolish, you ingrate."


  <What would you have me do, Father? They may know my true name but not my real face. I need to know if they are laughing.>


  Isaac reached into his backpack and grabbed an unlabeled pill bottle. He took out two Haloperidol and swallowed them dry. During the dark time—after the boy in Kansas City, when Isaac had considered ending his life—his father’s voice had convinced him to seek help.


  Earl had told him it would be better to make his voice, and the voices of the others, go away rather than ending his life. Earl needed him to go on; they all needed him because he was their life force. They were part of him, and they would all die without him. Isaac had to preserve his body; he was responsible for the memories of four others. The pills had terrible side effects. Headaches, dry mouth, muscle rigidity. But without them, reality came apart at the strings.


  This was the first time he had left the house in three days, save going to work at the Institute. His job at the Manatee Vocational Institute was the one thing keeping him sane.


  Isaac was a good teacher.


  He was patient with the students, kind. He was the opposite of his father. Earl detested the students—to Earl, they interfered with his time with his son. That made Isaac happy; anything that pissed off his father was good with him.


  Isaac taught the circuitry program at VoTech and enjoyed leading his department in research and development. They gave him a budget and opportunities for growth. Stability was possible.


  But the urges.


  He wanted love. He wanted to be loved. That was why Katy was so important to him; nothing had ever made him feel alive like watching her smile from afar. Isaac knew he had to meet her. He had to show her his real face. He had to risk everything; the closer he got to doing that—even the day he watched her a few feet from him—the more he froze. And then the voices began to ring out once more, beating like a drum through the medicine. Overpowering it. Dominating it.


  Movement in front of the house.


  Isaac perked up and pushed the chip bag away. His hand slid to the ignition, and the Jeep roared to life. The house, Katy's house, had seemed so lifeless. It had remained dark and carless. Were they on summer vacation? No, the boy had logged into NovaNet that last night. It was from a different number, but he had logged on. This made Isaac sick to his stomach. He didn't like that the boy was moving around. He didn't like that Katy’s brother was trying to bait him.


  Isaac spotted movement at the house again. A woman with short dark hair stood in the yard, wearing a light pink business suit and holding a sign. When she moved to the side, Isaac saw something that made his heart sink in his chest. The sign read "Open House Today!" Isaac looked past her toward the front of the house. The door had a real estate lock on the front.


  The Thorntons were gone.


  "Leave this place. Don't come back," Earl said.


  Isaac turned the Jeep around at the end of the cul-de-sac and sped away from the old Thornton house. At the stop sign, he paused and placed his head on the steering wheel. His eyelids became heavy, and his mind moved into that odd space where dreams and reality mixed. He thought about the boy in Kansas City, shocking him with his taser. Nothing was thrilling about the prospect of shocking the boy. That's not what excited him.


  It was about dominance.


  To dominate someone, to exert power over them, was the real thrill. To feel them underneath him, full of fear, knowing that in Isaac’s grasp, he was the one in control. Exotic. Erotic, even. Modern technology made Darwinism bullshit; you didn't have to be the fittest to survive, you had to be the smartest.


  The blaring of a car horn behind him shocked him back into reality. He whipped his head around and saw a woman in her late 50s behind him, slamming her fist into her horn. He wasn't sure how long he had been sitting there. Isaac stepped on the gas and began moving forward, when he was forced to slam on his brakes hard. A young boy in a dark blue polo shirt and khaki shorts shot by the front of his car, wearing a JanSport backpack that looked like it was about to burst at the seams. The boy veered to the right riding into busy 75th Street. He locked eyes with the boy for half a second as he crossed the crosswalk and sped away toward King Middle.


  Isaac smiled as recognition filled his face. It was one of the brother's friends. He’d seen the boy pull up to the Thornton house many times while watching for Katy. Always there on the weekends. The smug one. <What was his name?>


  "Steve. His name is Steve," Katy said


  <Yes, thank you. Steve. Steve, Kevin, and one other boy.> They were as thick as thieves. What good fortune. All he had to do was follow at a distance.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine
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  STEVE'S LIFE FLASHED before his eyes as he sped across the intersection at 13th and 75th. There was a Jeep sitting at the corner, but it hadn't been moving. Steve however was moving; he was hauling ass. He wanted to meet with Doug and Kevin, before Kevin's big date. He knew Kevin would be nervous as hell meeting Jennie Kushner today, and Steve was going to stoke the flames. He loved his best friend like a brother, and he would be lying to himself if he pretended there weren't at least slight pangs of jealousy filling his heart with dread at the idea that the tripod was going to get broken up because of some silly girl. Where did Jennie fit into the equation? What benefit would there be to having her around? Steve liked girls, sure, but he wasn't obsessed with them. Not the way Kevin pined over Jennie, and not the way Doug had obsessed over Katy before...


  In that moment, the Jeep lurched forward, as Steve was passing by. The bumper must have missed his tire by inches, but Steve was ready for such things. He turned the Cannondale out into the road and slid through the grass. He wanted to shoot the bird at the weird looking dork behind the wheel of the Jeep but decided against it. He had better things to do than get chased around by some weirdo for being disrespectful.


  Grownups always talked about respect. Don't disrespect this. Respect this. Show respect here and there.


  It was all bullshit.


  As far as Steve could tell, the things he needed to respect were those who earned it. It was not hard to earn respect, you needed to be reliable and not sell each other out. Doug and Kevin never sold him out, no matter what happened. Through thick and thin they were always there. Even in these scary times, times he was having a hard time wrapping his brain around. He couldn't put his finger on what that energy was, but he knew if he could bottle it up, he would keep it forever. If he had to guess, he would say it was brotherhood.


  It was not something he felt at home. Not that his parents were terrible people, hell, anything but. Steve wanted for nothing, and the things that they wouldn't get him he found a way to get himself. He was resourceful. He was wily. His parents were caught up in their own professional world. Their work was everything. They went on vacations, and they spent time at Disney or all these weird little things that you check off the list if you're a "good family," but the interactions were sterile and cold.


  His mother loved keeping an excellent clean house, but to Steve it felt like living in a museum. His father never laughed; he was too serious. Clients, business meetings, drinks at the club, golf with the boys. Close the deal, close the deal. Hell, he wouldn't trade places with someone like Doug, even if his life depended on it. He’d seen the monster show his face when he was around Doug's dad. All it did was confirm how great a life he had been blessed with. His parents may not have been there emotionally, but at least Steve didn't have to pay for it. He was free to do what he wanted. Risk-free.


  This morning he was following the same routine. Go rescue Doug from that piece of shit, before his jobless loser of a father could wake up and take out the misery of his shitty existence on his son. Steve hooked left and cut through the playground of Palma Sola Elementary, shooting between the playground rides, trying to maintain his speed as his bike jumped from the sidewalk to grass. He lost control at the same damn spot every time, a small sand pit between the playground and the street that connected to the second busy intersection on his path.


  Traffic was clear, and he sped across 67th and turned onto Doug's block. Here there were unkempt yards and houses with dilapidated cars in the driveways. These were uncivilized people who slept into the wee hours of the morning and worked late. The Cracked Hand crew as his father would call them. People who used their hands for labor instead of their minds. His father looked down on people like Doug and his family, and it was the one thing that bothered Steve about his father. He lacked empathy for people less fortunate. Steve didn't want to be that way, but sometimes when he looked at the homeless, he didn't pity them. They disgusted him. He caught himself in those moments and thought of his father. Had that poison gone into him as well? Would he always be close to Doug as the years went by or would the shackles of adulthood make them grow apart?


  Would Doug end up a worker bee, banging metal or installing plumbing? Not that there was anything wrong with that. Those jobs needed to be done. It didn't matter that Doug could work circles around Steve. In fact, when it came to computers, Doug was the real hero; he was the one who made everything work. Sadly, his father had done an irreparable number on him.


  Doug was a slave to Bob Finster. Cooking, and cleaning, and "taking his lumps" as Bob called it. There was never a missed opportunity to "take the lumps."


  Steve had learned that a person's history can change on a dime—he knew it was true the minute he stopped in front of Doug's house.


  Something was off.


  The front door was ajar, and there was a faint smell of burned food coming from inside. Steve didn't slide to a halt with a screeching of his tires, instead he slowed to a stop in front of the house. The whole vibe of the house creeped him out. He could feel an evil air drifting out from the front door like he was in danger.


  Doug was in danger, or worse, was hurt or dead.


  The lights inside were still on, despite it being nearly ten AM. Steve crept toward the door. He peeked his head inside the small screened in porch area. Cigarette buts were strewn about the gray concrete flanked by empty beer cans, some crushed, some turned on their sides.


  Steve felt his body shaking in fear. He didn't lack bravery; it was just a muscle that was rarely used. It was there, he could flex it on occasion, but only in short bursts. Opening the screen door had sapped most of his bravery. He wanted to turn and run, call the police or Kevin. Kevin would know what to do, but Steve couldn't leave. He knew Doug was in there. He knew Bob was in there. He stepped onto the porch and pushed the door open. It creaked loud. He paused. No movement.


  "Doug?" Steve whispered.


  He heard a snort from the living room. His hand went to his mouth to stifle a shout. Steve looked around the corner and saw Bob Finster passed out on the couch, a burnt cigarette and ashes on the floor next to him. There was blood and sweat on his shirt—not his blood.


  What did that son of a bitch do?


  If he’d hurt Doug badly this time, Steve was going to end Bob Finster.


  Steve took cautious steps backward and turned toward the kitchen. There was a pot full of water on the stove. On the floor was a broken glass bowl, sitting atop a pile and spaghetti. No Doug.


  "Dougie!"


  No response.


  In the hallway was the doorway to the two bedrooms of the small house. A door on the left and a door on the right. At the end of the hallway was the bathroom. The entrance to all three rooms was shut.


  Steve walked along the wood floor trying to make as little sound as possible. His heart was beating out of his chest, and he could hear the blood flowing in his ears. He had never been more frightened in his life, not even when Thresher had shown caught them with the stolen goods. If Bob Finster woke up, Steve would be trapped in the hallway. He heard him moving in the living room. Steve couldn't be sure if that was Bob shifting on to one side or getting up from the couch. Steve thought about the blood on Bob's shirt. He pushed the thought away.


  Be brave. Find Doug.


  At the door to Doug's bedroom he heard the muffled sound of a television. Whatever was playing on the other side of the door, was playing on a loop. It sounded like the opening music from Actrasier, one of their favorite games. Steve listened at the door and didn't hear any movement inside. He opened it and looked inside. Except for the light emitting from the TV, the room was dark. It was, in fact, Actraiser playing on the screen; a small jolt of satisfaction met Steve, having been able to pick out the game from the music. The room was otherwise empty. It looked like Doug had turned on the Super Nintendo with the intent of playing it at some point.


  All three boys left their machines on, to be ready at any moment. Doug’s bed didn't look slept in. There was a pile of laundry on the bed that Steve remembered being there the day before, when he'd followed the same routine to retrieve Doug.


  Steve whispered out his name again, thinking maybe he'd slept on the other side of the bed as far from the door as possible. No dice. Steve started to step into the room but stopped when a sound from the other side of the closed bathroom door caught his attention. It sounded like the shuffling of feet on tile.


  Steve turned, stepped to the bathroom door, and tried the doorknob. It was locked. He got down on all fours and tried to look underneath the door, to see if he could see Doug. As he kneeled, he said a prayer to himself hoping his friend was alive on the other side of the door. The door jam on the bathroom was splintered. It looked like someone had tried to bust the door off its hinges. A crowbar maybe?


  He knocked on the door with gentle raps. Murmurs on the other side. Doug's voice.


  "Dougie. It's Steve. Open the door."


  "Steve?" His voice was frightened.


  "Steve, thank you. I've been in here all night. My dad..."


  "Let's get out of here." Steve tried to keep his voice just above a whisper.


  "Is he still out there?"


  "Open the door, man. Let's go. I'm bugging out here. Grab your shit. We're gone for good."


  "He hurt me bad, man." It came out as a whimper. Doug was crying. They were pitiful sobs.


  Steve's heart sank. He was desperate to get out of that house, to take Doug with him and never look back. "Buddy, try to open it."


  The lock clicked. Doug yanked on the door, but it didn't budge. Whatever Bob had done to the door the night before meant it was stuck in a permanent closed position.


  "It's stuck."


  "Push while I pull."


  "Quietly." Steve pushed against the door, but it wouldn't move. Doug pulled on the door with him. Behind him, the shuffling of feet. His body went cold. "Can you go out the window? I think I hear him."


  Doug didn't respond.


  Steve thought about the bathroom. There was no way in hell Doug was getting out that window. Maybe three years ago, but puberty had put the kibosh on that. They were stuck here.


  "I'm going to have to kick it down or something,"


  "What are we going to do?"


  Steve put his shoulder into the door. It moved but not enough to free him. "It might be moving. Pull again."


  But it didn't move. It was all in his head. He hoped it would move, but it was becoming evident that Doug had little hope of getting out of that bathroom without them making a lot of noise.


  "I'm calling the cops."


  It occurred to Steve however, that if Bob woke up before the cops got there, or if Doug was left alone, things could go wrong. "Fuck it. Stand back, dude."


  "Wait, what are you doing?"


  "Trust me." Steve took three long steps back from the door. He positioned his shoulder down, prepared to run through the door. He put his eyes on the target; he was aiming for the area next to the knob. He hoped his momentum would carry him through the door, blowing it down. Then they would run like hell. They would call Ethan when they got out.


  If they got out.


  Ready, Steve. On the count of three. He was trying to get up the nerve but couldn't stop his body from shaking. There was no time to think, only to act. The door had to open. He was about to take off, when he was yanked backward with force.


  He turned around to see Bob Finster standing behind him holding his collar, his face snarled, his eyes bloodshot.


  "Fuck you doing in my house?" Bob said. His voice came out like gravel.


  Steve stared into his eyes and didn't feel fear. He felt nothing but blind rage coming out of him. He yanked away from Bob and put his back to the bathroom door.


  "Come on out of there, Doug,” Bob shouted. “Tell your friend to get the hell out of my house. We need to talk."


  Steve heard Doug whimper behind him.


  "He's done with you." The words came out suddenly. Steve didn't feel himself saying them, but he heard it. The words were loud, clear, and confident. He sounded confident.


  "You're a piece of shit. Beating on your kid. He does everything for you, you loser. Why don't you go choke on your vomit?"


  Bob stood there stunned, not knowing how to react to this little punk talking to him this way. He needed to be taught a lesson. "Silver spoon thinks he knows what's what? You think I give a shit who your daddy is, little boy?"


  "Eat shit old man. You don't have my respect. Doug's mom was smart. Doug's smarter than you'll ever be. He's more of a man at thirteen than you'll be your whole life. And he's done with you. So back the fuck up. We're leaving. Lay a hand on me, and my dad will see to it that you never see the light of day."


  "Steve, for Christ's sake. Get out of here, he's crazy." Doug was pleading.


  Steve didn't move.


  "He's right about that. I am crazy." The kid calling him a piece of shit didn't send Bob over the edge, it was that this silver spoon needed to be taught some manners. He needed to take his lumps. He could hear Doug yanking on the door. He realized Doug was stuck. It was just him and the punk.


  "Steve, get out of here, man!"


  "You want to take a poke at me, don't you?"


  Steve's voice was shaky. "You couldn't take a real man. Like my old man. He'd knock you sideways. So you beat on kids and your wife because you're a coward."


  Bob’s blood was boiling. The whites of his eyes went full.


  It terrified Steve, and he took another step backward.


  Bob was coming, a primal scream erupting from his mouth. He charged at Steve; his shoulder lowered taking pounding steps down the hallway.


  Steve sidestepped and moved into the entryway of Doug's room.


  Bob's hand reached out to grab at Steve, but his momentum carried him through the bathroom door. The door blasted from the jam and swung around. Bob collapsed into the room, skidding to a halt at his son's feet. The door caused Bob's arm to shoot up and he hit himself in the face, making a sound like the breaking of a branch. He yelped and looked up at Doug with pain in his eyes, dazed.


  Doug brought his foot down on his father's face. A crunching noise erupted as Bob’s nose collapsed toward his jaw. His face was a symphony of pain and ruin. His hands grasped his face, and he screamed and curled up into a ball. Doug jumped over him.


  Bob's foot shot out and tripped Doug, but he fell right into Steve's arms.


  "Run!" Steve screamed and turned the corner.


  Bob was up on his knees and chasing them. He was full of adrenaline and screaming in pain as he crawled along the floor and scurried to his feet. He was behind them in an instant.


  Doug made it out the front door first, screaming and crying as he ran down the block.


  Steve grabbed his bike and spun it around. He was on it and trying to gain speed away from Bob.


  Bob swiped at Steve's collar trying to catch it like he did in the hallway. He missed by inches. "That's right, you run! Runaway and hide you little pussies! You'll have to come home eventually, Douglas. And I'll be waiting!"


  "Fuck you, lush! I wouldn't be here when the cops come!" Steve's voice was full of victory. He was laughing. Laughing. He couldn't believe he was laughing. Adrenaline pumped through him pushing him forward. He thought this must have been what Kevin felt like the day he took on Joey Tavares and lived to tell the tale. Steve had stood in the face of the monster and hadn't balked.


  Doug had kicked his father square in the nose, and that must have felt like seeing heaven to him. Doug was sprinting faster than Steve was riding, but they were confident strides. Steve thought he’d never seen Doug so alive. He was screaming and laughing. They were so caught up in the aftermath of their fight or flight reaction, they barely noticed the empty white Jeep as they went past it.


  
    Chapter Thirty
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  ETHAN SAT IN the front seat of his police cruiser with Doug and Steve in the back seat behind the cage. Doug held an ice pack over his swollen eye and fidgeted in his seat waiting for something to happen as they watched the squad car pull up to his house to arrest his father. Ethan adjusted the rearview mirror, to watch Doug’s face.


  When they pulled onto Doug's block, they half expected Bob's truck to be gone from the driveway, but it was still parked from the night before.


  Doug was nervous Bob was still lurking inside the house, waiting for him to come home. He recalled what his father had said as Doug was running away with Steve.


  Steve wondered if Bob had thought Steve was bluffing when he said he was going to call the cops. Probably. Arrogant assholes like Bob Finster thought the rules of the world didn't apply to them. He tried to convince Doug everything was going to be okay. "Hang tight, we're going to make sure this is taken seriously okay, bud?"


  The cruiser pulled up to the house without its lights on and stopped at the path leading to the front door. A young officer got out of the driver's side, flanked by an older female partner from the passenger seat. The officers knocked on the door, still standing ajar. There was no response, and the officers entered the front door.


  Doug held his breath, praying nothing would happen to the cops inside the house. His father was crazy, but he’d never been violent to the point where Doug feared for his life... until today. He had feared for Steve's life, too. He still couldn't believe what his friend had said to his father.


  The two officers emerged from the house a few minutes later. The female officer approached Ethan's door. He rolled the window down.


  "No sign of the Dad,” she said. “You're safe to go inside."


  Ethan was relieved. He didn't want a showdown to occur in front of Doug, given how long it had taken to calm the boys down earlier. Ethan had felt their panic the minute he opened his front door that morning to find the two of them there. "Thanks."


  Ethan rolled up the window. He returned his attention to the boys. "No matter what, we're going to find him. There are only so many places in this town a person can hide, Doug. No reason to be afraid of this man anymore. Now listen..."


  Doug could feel the nerves making his body lock up. He was going to have to go inside.


  "You and I are going to go in the house together,” Ethan told him, “and we're going to collect some of your things. Then you are going to come and stay with me for a couple of days. I cleared it with the DCFS. I don't want you staying at either of your friend's houses, and we're going to put cruisers on each one of your blocks to make sure if they spot Bob, he's taken into custody. Give me a quick nod if you're following me, buddy."


  Doug nodded.


  "Let's go in there and grab some things. I don't want to take too long. We've got some work to do." Ethan got out of the driver side and opened the back door for Doug. Steve offered a few words of encouragement and patted his friend on the back as he got out.


  "Doug,” Ethan said, “please wait for me over there by that cruiser. I want to talk to your friend here for a second."


  Doug paused, reluctant to move toward the house without Ethan, but he made his way to the officer waiting next to his car.


  Ethan was surprised there weren’t many curious neighbors on the block; he guessed they were used to Bob Finster and his crazy rants.


  The detective leaned over and stuck his head in the back seat of the car. "Pretty bold of you, Steve. Took some major balls. You're a good friend, and you're going to need to be a better one. You are very lucky he didn't hurt you... but I want you to know I'm proud of you. You got a smart mouth, and sometimes it writes you checks you can't cash, but today you did real good. You probably saved Doug’s life."


  "I know. I love him, you know? He really is like a brother to me. I don't have any other brothers or sisters. These guys are my only family and..." His voice trailed off.


  Ethan understood. He grew up as an only child and remembered the bonds he built with his friends in Hamtramck. He smiled at Steve and shut the door, leaving him alone with his thoughts.


  He turned his attention to Doug and began walking toward the Finster residence. Out of habit, he unclasped the top button of the shoulder mount, on the off-chance Bob was lurking in the shadows somewhere, waiting to pounce on his son. He wanted to grab Doug’s things as fast as possible. "Ready?"


  "Ready." Doug's shoulders stiffened and his body filled with confidence; the usual fear and submission were gone. Ethan couldn't point to what had caused the change, but if he had to guess, it was probably the kick to Bob's face. Sometimes the bully needed to be popped in the mouth, even if it was your dad. He liked this version of Doug better; the boy was off the charts smart, and Ethan enjoyed this more relaxed version.


  Ethan went through the breezeway and into the living room first. The room was trashed. Bob must've gone into a rage after the boys escaped. The worn-out shades were drawn, and the room was dim with a yellowish glow as the sun shone through cracks in them. Ethan stepped into the living room, glass cracking under his feet. The room was a mess with furniture overturned and broken glass everywhere.


  "Go in your room and grab your things. The essentials. Toothbrush, clothes, the stuff you need."


  "Okay, but where I go, my SNES goes."


  "Fair enough."


  Ethan moved toward the kitchen. When Doug was busy, Ethan took the opportunity to search the rest of the house. He checked the bathroom, finding it as Doug said. The door was broken off its hinges, and an imperfect circle of blood had dried on the linoleum. He opened the door to Bob’s room and was met with the stench of old cigarette smoke and sweat. The bedsheets hadn't been slept on.


  Ethan peeked into the kitchen. The two-seater table was upside down. A folding table was on its side. Potato chip dust and playing cards were littered along the floor; the room was covered in food and broken porcelain. Had there been a struggle? There was a large boot print smeared across what looked like old spaghetti on the floor. An odor in the room brought Ethan's hand to his nose... something was off. "Doug, come here for a second."


  Doug came into the kitchen, and his jaw dropped.


  His shock was confirmation he’d had no part in the kitchen disaster. Bob had done something to this room himself, after Doug and Steve ran away. "What happened here?"


  Doug shook his head. He was carrying a full duffel bag. Good. He’d gathered all his things. They walked back through the living room, and Doug scanned the room, his mouth agape. "He must've gone on a real rager after we ran away."


  "Yeah, looks like it. Let's go. I just need a few more seconds, and then I'll be out. Do me a favor... go sit with Steve and make sure he's not screwing with anything in my car."


  Doug agreed and took one more look at the house before exiting.


  Ethan recognized that look. The same one he remembered when his house burned down as a kid. The "I don't live here anymore" look. Somehow, he didn't think Doug would be leaving with much nostalgia.


  Ethan returned to the kitchen and knelt down next to the smeared boot print on the floor. He leaned closer to the floor to examine a dark stain and recoiled after smelling it. It was shit. Human shit. Whatever happened here caused someone to shit their pants when they hit the ground.


  Perhaps Bob, in a rush, had slipped and fallen while looking for his keys and then shit his pants. Things must have gone from bad to worse for Bob Finster, and the thought made Ethan smile. Bob would shit his pants in fear if he was forced to face real people in prison tougher than him. The ones who wouldn't beat on women and kids but would fight for themselves against grown men.


  Why would Bob leave the house without his truck, and with his pants full of shit? Something didn't make sense, and this time he didn't want to take any shortcuts. There were gaps in the information that were troubling. Ethan scanned the house looking for other signs of life or the direction Bob took but came up with nothing. He stepped outside and pulled the door shut behind him.


  He approached the officers waiting by their squad car. "Hang out at the end of the block and call it in if he shows up. He couldn't have gone very far without his truck, unless he had an alternative form of transportation. This will sound weird, but this guy might have shit his pants. Don't ask. There is an APB out on his head, so he won't slip through the cracks for very long. Stay here as long as you can. Order a pizza or something. I want eyes on that house."


  Ethan drove off toward downtown, keeping a watchful eye on all the mirrors, hoping to spot Bob Finster trailing them if he was indeed resourceful. That was when he spotted the black sedan. Ethan diverted from his usual path and drove south toward Cortez, Bradenton's other main artery. The sedan followed.


  If it were Bob Finster following, then he’d had training in the art of keeping a low profile. It wasn't Bob. Ethan turned off the road to force the driver to either pass or to a U-turn. "You guys want something to eat?" He pulled into a Taco Bell and let the black cruiser pass. The sedan did a U-turn and passed by again while they were in the drive-through. The windows were tinted, but Ethan had a pretty good idea who drove the unmarked car. The cigar smoke coming from the cracked driver’s window was a dead giveaway. Kendrick Holloway. The car didn't return, but Ethan was sure Kendrick was out there, blending into the crowd of traffic.


  He would have to be careful with how to proceed.


  
    Chapter Thirty-One
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  KEVIN WAS BURNING down the bike path that connected west Bradenton with northwest Bradenton. He was too preoccupied to notice the police cruiser parked on Doug's street when he flew by it on his way toward Palma Sola Park.


  He was running late like a damned idiot. He had been working on a mixtape for Jennie and lost track of time. He wanted to make it perfect, but it had to lead with the song Thresher had suggested for him.


  "Shit shit shit..."


  It was hot as hell outside, and Kevin pedaled as fast as he could. He was sure he’d missed his shot. The thoughts running through his head were maddening. She would never speak to him again;, he would have to tuck tail and take massive amounts of ridicule from the tripod.


  Kevin skidded around a corner and lost his balance. He was eighteen minutes late. She was gone, he knew it.


  The park sat on the horizon as he crested the only hill in Manatee County. He scanned the park, but it was empty. His heart sank. She was gone.


  Wait.


  Near the swings, a speck of blond hair. Jennie was walking her bike toward the exits. She had stayed. By the grace of God, she had stayed! He turned his head to the sky and thanked Katy, hoping she was smiling down on him.


  "Jennie!"


  She didn't turn. His voice didn’t reach her.


  He pedaled hard, leaning forward on his bike and begging the wheels to move him faster. He zipped through the narrow gap of the wooden entrance, and his bike faltered as he hit the sandy gravel.


  He shouted out to her again.


  She was on the other side of the softball field, by the wall that separated the park from the entrance to the school. At the last moment, she turned.


  Kevin's chest deflated with relief as he jumped off the bike. He jogged toward her as she turned around and walked back toward him. She was smiling, but the closer he got, the less he liked that smile.


  "Hey, I'm sorry. My mom kept me." Kevin was panting and rested his hands on his knees for a moment. He peeked up and thought he caught her smiling. "I'm really sorry."


  "It's fine. Only twenty minutes in a park by myself."


  Kevin stood and wiped the sweat off his brow. He could feel his lip quivering. He was so damn nervous he thought he was going to pass out.


  Then Jennie let her guard down and lowered her bike to the ground.


  Kevin walked with her back toward the swings. They made small talk; they talked about going into the ninth grade, high school life, friends, enemies, pop culture. All surface stuff.


  Kevin started to relax a little bit, but his palms were still covered in sweat. Jennie sat down in one of the swings; he took the swing next to her.


  "I used to be terrified of these things,” Jennie said.


  "Really?"


  "Yeah. When I was in kindergarten I loved swinging, but my mom always pushed me in one of those kiddie ones. The jumper with chains. When I got old enough to use one of the big ones, I was so excited. I remember getting on one for the first time and swinging higher and higher, then I slipped off the back of it and fell on my elbow. Broke it. Had to wear a cast for almost a year."


  "I remember. I signed it."


  Jennie averted her gaze, her face flushed.


  "You had that cast on forever."


  "What about you?” she asked. “What were you scared of?"


  "Remember that movie Poltergeist?"


  "Yeah, where the little girl gets sucked into the TV."


  "Yeah. That that movie scared the living crap out of me. My parents were watching it one night and fell asleep on the couch. I had a nightmare or something and came out into the living room when they were watching it. Scared me half to death. Gave me nightmares for months. Made me afraid of the dark."


  Jennie rolled her eyes and shook her head.


  "What?"


  "Everyone's scared of the dark. You scared of snakes, too?" She started laughing. "Come on scaredy cat, how high can you go up on these things?"


  They continued to swing for about ten minutes, taking turns jumping off the swing at its highest point. Kevin jumped and landed awkwardly. He thought he snapped his ankle for a second but recovered. Jennie slowed and jumped off into a jog.


  Kevin grinned at her. "Let's walk."


  "You want to lock up the bikes?"


  "If anyone wants to steal my piece of crap bike, they can have it,"


  Kevin left his bike, but Jennie walked with hers. The afternoon heat had given way to evening dusk. They walked over to the gazebos near the far end of the park, now covered by shade. Jennie placed her bike on its side near the entryway and sat down across from Kevin. Her long blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and he noticed sweat around the nape of her neck.


  "It's really hot." Kevin's eyes never left her neck. He wanted to melt looking at her. He was staring at her, and she was staring back. He wanted to tell her everything; he wanted to spill his guts out onto the floor about Katy and Dikeman, and what he did with Thresher. He wanted her to know he was hunting a killer. He closed his eyes and breathed in deep. Jennie's perfume and shampoo were intoxicating.


  "Are you okay?"


  His mind was screaming to tell her. He didn't want to keep anything from her. "It's nothing."


  She sensed his mood change and moved closer. She was next to him. Kevin lowered his eyes, staring at the ground. He looked up and their eyes met again. The electricity made his heart beat faster than he ever remembered.


  "You can tell me."


  He gulped back, a lump in his throat forming. Say the words, Kevin. You can trust her. "The guy who...the guy who killed Katy. He's still out there."


  "What?" Jennie’s voice was sharp and full of genuine surprise.


  "They arrested the wrong guy."


  "How can you be sure?" Her face turned pale white, and her hand moved to her neck. She was aghast at the news.


  Kevin explained the whole situation to her. She listened as he went over everything that happened over the last two months. He told her about Dikeman, Thresher, and the chat logs. He told her about how they were working with the detective off the books to find Dikeman. By the end of the story, her jaw was near to the floor.


  "Do your parents know?"


  "No, and I don't think I can tell them. They wouldn't understand, and it would make everything worse. We have to find him first. We have to find him."


  "You mean Detective Thresher has to."


  Kevin didn't know how to respond. He smiled, but it was a sheepish smile.


  "You can't slap the cuffs on him yourself. And you can't go looking for him alone. It's dangerous. He's dangerous. You do realize that. right?"


  He did, but when he was with Doug and Steve and Thresher, he felt invincible.


  "I mean, you have to promise me you won't do anything stupid."


  "What do you mean?"


  "Your parents, Kevin. They're already so heartbroken. My mom talks to your mom. She told my dad she's not the same. If something happened to you, I don't know what I'd...what she'd do. They would have nothing. You have to be careful."


  Kevin took in a deep breath, pangs of fear filling his chest. For the first time, he grasped the situation from a bird's eye view. From behind the monitor, fear was easy to mask. The pursuit had been fueled by rage and anger, sometimes excitement, as they made progress. Kevin lamented losing the upper hand; he had forfeited it by playing it too loose trying to lure Dikeman out of his lair.


  "I've been on that site before,” Jennie said. “I remember you telling me about it in class."


  Kevin remembered the conversation and all the fear he had for himself, for his friends, for Thresher, was replaced with a great concern and wariness for Jennie. She seemed to steal the words right from his brain when she spoke. "Are you going to tell your parents? Are any other cops involved?"


  "I can't. My parents wouldn't understand, and I don't think they would believe me, either. The cops... other than Thresher, they wouldn’t understand how we figured it out. Only nerds like me seem to understand it."


  "Nerds like us."


  "Yeah, nerds like us."


  "So you're not going to tell your parents. I don't agree with that. But I'm glad you got Detective Thresher involved. I won't tell anyone about this as long as you promise me something."


  Kevin gulped back his nervousness and met her eyes. "What?"


  "Promise me you won't do anything stupid. Tell Thresher everything. Don't let Steve or Doug, or you, do anything that could get you hurt."


  "I promise. As long as you promise to stay off NovaNet."


  "I promise."


  Kevin leaned toward her and froze halfway. He started to pull back, but Jennie was there and met him. She kissed him on the lips. It was gentle and brief, and it sent a shockwave through him that rocked him to the core. They stared at each other for a beat, then smiled, looking away.


  Jennie rested her hand on top of his as the sun dipped beneath the trees, sending an orange glow across the field in front of them.


  * * *


  Kevin and Jennie rode side by side in silence as the streetlights came to life around them. They smiled at each other, the unspoken moment resting in the air as they pedaled toward her house. Jennie's father was pulling into the driveway as they arrived. He emerged from the car and waited as she approached. His smile was wide, but it faded when he saw his little girl was riding her bike next to a boy.


  Kevin slowed as they approached Dan Kushner. He was tall and wore a black suit. Power suit, with a red tie. He had a thick, dark mustache that matched his eyebrows. His eyes narrowed when he spotted Kevin.


  "I better go," Jennie said.


  "Can I call you tomorrow?"


  "Early. Before ten AM. We're leaving in the morning to go to my aunt's house near New Orleans. Fireworks on the bayou."


  "You're leaving town?"


  "Just for the weekend. Happy Fourth of July."


  Jennie rode across the grass, passing her father. She said hi to him and disappeared into the garage. The elder Kushner lingered in the driveway, his arms folded. Kevin waved and turned his back, riding off.


  As soon as he was clear from the block, the butterflies in his stomach lifted, and Kevin was filled with a Christmas-like joy, like when he’d received the bike he was riding. He carried that magic all the way home with him, but when he opened the front door to his house, he was met with a wave of darkness and fluttering light.


  Alarm bells were going off from the moment he entered. The house smelled stale, like food had been left out. The TV was on, but the volume was turned all the way down. All the curtains were drawn, and the light from the TV flickered violently against the wall.


  "Mom?"


  No response.


  Dad was away on business again, but his mother's car was parked outside. He walked through the family room, past the kitchen, and glanced in his room. Everything was where he left it. He placed his bag on his bed and walked down the hall toward his parents' bedroom, where he could hear soft whimpering. He stopped at the door. It was cracked, and he pushed it open.


  Susan was on the floor, her face caked with tears and streaks of makeup. His foot slipped on something that made one of his legs shoot out from under him, and he almost lost his balance.


  Strewn about the floor were at least thirty letters. They were everywhere. Susan sat atop the letters, her legs sprawled out. One hand rested on her temple, the other was holding her up.


  Kevin went to her, sitting down on the floor. He placed a hand on her arm, and it startled her.


  "Kevin." Susan snorted.


  The scent of hard alcohol hit him like a tidal wave, pushing him back. "Mom, are you okay?"


  She sobbed and grabbed him, pulling him close. She gripped at his shoulders, tucking her face into him. Her cries sounded animal-like. She rested her head on his shoulder. Kevin turned his face away.


  He looked at the envelopes on the carpet. They were letters from universities. The University of Florida, Florida State, Stanford, Miami. And those were just the ones he could see. Many were upside down; they were all addressed to Katy.


  "Mom, what are these?"


  Susan pulled away from him and wiped the tears from her eyes, trying to compose herself. "I've been keeping them."


  Susan choked back tears.


  "All the letters Katy received from the schools. They don't know she's gone. The one from Stanford asked if she wanted to live in the dorm. I can't take it. I can't keep pretending like she's still here like she's going to walk in the door. I thought once we moved, it would stop, but it doesn't stop. They don't stop!"


  Susan screamed the last part. The lump in Kevin's throat tightened. He fought back the tears. Kevin reached out and pulled her close again.


  "Your father... he pretends like she never existed. He leaves so much. That is how he deals with it. He leaves me to handle it by myself." Her voice was full of disdain.


  It made Kevin's stomach turn. He feared for the future, the uncertainty, the divide that had formed in the wake of Katy's murder.


  "You don't do that do you? Pretend she's not here. Please tell me..."


  "No, Mom. I could never, she was my best friend. I miss her every day."


  Her face scrunched and a fresh wave of silent tears streamed from her eyes. Susan nodded with him. "Me too, honey. She was my little girl, and I miss her so much I can't stand it. I can't stand it. We're the same, Kevin."


  Susan took a deep breath and pushed the air out with an audible sigh.


  He went to the end of her bed and began picking up the envelopes. Soon he had a thick stack of them in his hand. Many were crumpled and damaged, and he smoothed these out with his other hand and placed them all in a pile to straighten them. They were Katy's, and she would have been proud of them. She would have kept every single one.


  Kevin grabbed the letters and moved out of the room, toward his own. He admired the stack and wondered if he would ever have anything as impressive. Everyone wanted Katy. She would have been a great addition to any of these schools. The next one in the stack knocked the wind out of him. She got into Stanford. She would have been so happy. Kevin smiled at the vast array of schools and names. All came with crisp white envelopes, long or short.


  Hidden beneath a few of the envelopes was a bright blue and yellow advertisement, different from the rest. It was a card from the Manatee Vocational Technical School. It was date stamped late January and addressed to Katy. At the top, it read THANK YOU FOR YOUR VISIT TO OUR CAMPUS AND YOUR INTEREST IN OUR CIRCUITRY PROGRAM! DON'T MISS THE APPLICATION DEADLINE: FEBRUARY 1, 1994.


  VoTech? Katy wouldn't have gone to VoTech. That was a school for dual enrollment kids and the GED crowd. Why would she be getting pamphlets from a commuter school among all these elite schools? Was Katy thinking about staying local? No way.


  Kevin sat in his chair and looked at the letter again. Circuitry. Katy didn't care about circuitry. She was interested in coding. She wanted to go to Silicon Valley.


  That word. Circuitry. Where had he heard it?


  Dikeman.


  The answer hit him like a ton of bricks. He hadn’t heard it, he’d read it.


  He scrambled across the room, pulled out the chat logs from Katy's conversations with Jordan Dikeman, and began turning pages at a fever pitch. He stopped on the entry from November 15, 1993.


  HOWARDTHEDIKE: I study circuitry. That is my passion. I love to work things out and make them light up.


  CARDINALCAT: That sounds really cool. Maybe you can show me sometime what you mean.


  HOWARDTHEDIKE: I know where we can meet. I can show you firsthand.


  Kevin turned the page. Blank. That was where the chat logs ended. She wanted to meet up with Dikeman and learn about circuitry, but he stood her up. And Kevin knew where it happened. VoTech.


  He grabbed the letter and slammed the notebook shut. He hurried down the hall and peeked into his mother's room. She was snoring. He could leave. Susan wouldn't wake for hours.


  He had to talk to Thresher. He had to show him.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two
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  ETHAN COULDN'T SLEEP. Too much had happened. He now had temporary legal custody of a child. The weight of the day rested on his shoulders. Doug slept in the next room, with a mixture of loud snoring and shouts in his sleep. The boy had crashed as soon as Ethan had shown him where he was going to sleep.


  Four hours passed, but Ethan was still wide awake on his couch, a cup of fresh coffee on the table. He had a wad of tobacco on his lip, and the nicotine shooting through his veins was fueling his fire. Spread out before him on the table were all of the files from the Thornton murder. He had his headphones on, and the lights in the living room were turned dim to let Doug sleep.


  A tap on his shoulder made Ethan nearly jump out of his skin. Doug stood next to him with sleep in his eyes.


  "What's up?" Ethan pulled off the headphones.


  "Your pager is going off." Doug went into the bathroom and closed the door.


  Ethan stood up and went to the counter. His pager hummed and vibrated, dancing across the table. He caught it before it fell. It was the payphone outside the liquor store he busted the kids hiding behind on that fateful day when all their paths crossed.


  Ethan walked over to his phone and dialed. It rang once before it was picked up.


  "Ethan?" Kevin screamed his name into the receiver. His voice was full of panic.


  "Hey, what is it?"


  "Vo-Tech. Katy... I know where she went to meet up with Dikeman. The deleted logs. I figured it out. She tried to meet him at VoTech."


  VoTech had come up earlier as a hunch; it was the sole locale in town where you could study circuitry. Once was a coincidence, but twice was a lead. It was time to discuss it with the boys.


  "Can I come over? You need to see this."


  "Absolutely. Listen, I need to tell you something about Doug."


  The line went silent. "What did his dad do?"


  "He's fine, Kevin. He's here. You should come."


  * * *


  Kevin knocked on the door less than twenty minutes later. His jaw dropped when he saw Doug. The bruises and cuts on Doug's face had darkened, making them more pronounced. Kevin went to his friend in an instant. "Where is he?"


  "Dude, I'm fine," Doug said.


  "Doug's dad is missing at the moment. Doug's going to stay here with me for a while. Court order."


  "I'm not worried about it. I'm good. I'm glad to be out of there." Doug's voice shook at the last part.


  Kevin punched him in the shoulder and smiled.


  "Okay, show me the goods,” Ethan said. “How do you know she went to VoTech?"


  Kevin handed the visit flyer to Ethan.


  Ethan examined it and noted it had thanked Katy for her visit. "The logs. She was going to Stanford."


  Kevin reached into his bag. "The date. It matches the gap." He handed Ethan the part of the chat log where Dikeman and Katy talked about meeting. The VoTech visit happened soon after.


  "She visited the campus? Holy shit, Kevin. This is huge!" Ethan walked over to his case file and flipped to the page on the VoTech lead.


  "You know about VoTech?" Kevin's voice was incredulous.


  "We were working under the assumption Jordan Dikeman was a person her age, or slightly older. Someone who works on computers and hides their whereabouts very well. Then we came upon Dunlow Carr. The VoTech angle went by the wayside. We didn’t quite get the BBS angle at first. Out of our depth. And when we called we got the screech noise that I now know is a modem. The phone number for NovaNet. He's routing it somewhere else. I couldn’t trace it without sending off alarms."


  Kevin barely heard Ethan’s words. He fumed. For all her smarts, Katy’s heart had led her down a path he didn't understand at all; it wasn’t like her. "He tricked her."


  "Maybe. Maybe not," Ethan said.


  Kevin turned to him, confused. "What do you mean?"


  "He—"


  "He stood her up," Doug interrupted. "She was pissed. I think he wanted to meet her. I mean, if he was just trying to hurt her, why would he ask her to meet him in such a public place?"


  "Bingo. He wanted to meet her. He was adamant, but for some reason he didn’t."


  Kevin was confused.


  Ethan understood. He was letting the rage blind his vision again. He couldn't piece together that there were real feelings attached to their interactions. Katy's death was black and white; in his mind the story went: he met her, he killed her.


  "Okay,” Kevin said. “So how do we find this freak?"


  "Let me handle it." Ethan could feel the boys’ eyes on him. He could read the disappointment on their faces. "I'm going to keep you in the loop. Tomorrow I'm going down there."


  Kevin stood and spoke, his voice defiant. "We're going."


  "No way, Kevin. If I'm right about this guy, he will recognize you. I think he... there's a chance he followed Katy once or twice. Maybe more. Things he said in the logs. Hints, like he’d staked out your house. Also, we have another issue, one I haven't told you about. Stand up. I want to show you something."


  Ethan stood and went over to the glass sliding door. He pressed the lock and slid it open. The humid air hit all of them in the face as they stepped out on the porch. Ethan walked over to the edge of the wooden porch overlooking the parking lot. "Tell me what you see."


  "The river,” Doug said. “Plus, I see the roof of the library."


  Kevin was quiet. Across the street, a streetlamp illuminated an idling car with a large man sitting in the driver's seat. Kevin could see smoke drifting from the driver's window.


  Ethan was staring at Kevin, a smile creeping on to his lips. "You see it."


  "See what?” Doug looked perplexed. “What am I missing?"


  "Holloway," Kevin said.


  "Yes. My old partner. Sitting at the end of the block. Possibly looking back at us right now. He was never the best cop. Aloof. Smoking like a chimney, watching the door. He’s been following me for a while now, I think."


  "Why?" Doug asked.


  "Holloway's on to us. Cops in my department probably ratted me out, that I'm still investigating Katy's murder. That means he knows about Doug, and he knows we have been talking, Kevin. That’s why I need you guys to help me. We're going to split up. Tomorrow morning, I'm going to have a chat with my old partner, and I need you to do something for me. Call Steve. This is right up his alley."


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three
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  KENDRICK HOLLOWAY COULD smell himself, and he didn't like it. Kendrick was a man of fine tastes and cleanliness was always of utmost concern.


  He opened up his glove box and pulled out a stick of deodorant. Kendrick lifted his shirt and applied the stick to his shaven armpits. He had dozed off at some point during the night, but he wasn’t sure what time it had been. It was sometime after the lights went out. If Ethan had been on to him—and Kendrick was sure he wasn't—he would have stayed awake.


  Holloway never thought his old partner was the sharpest tool in the shed. Ethan was pliable; he could be bent and manipulated in whatever ways Kendrick needed him to be bent. He had enjoyed his time with Ethan. The kid had some skills for sure, and one day could have been a good detective, but that first year on the job was like training a puppy not to piss on the rug.


  Ethan did whatever Holloway needed him to do. Kendrick was shocked when Ethan made the leaps he’d made in the Thornton case, though. He had a depth of emotion Kendrick lacked. He cared about the family; he wanted to see satisfaction in their eyes. Kendrick didn't much care about how satisfied the customers were. His main concern was keeping his head above water.


  When they found Dunlow Carr, no matter how they found him, a door opened for Kendrick. The local celebrity he’d gained from the arrest made the rest of his career a cherry walk. Island life was a fucking breeze. He loved every second. Rouse the occasional drunk, kick the occasional panhandler off the island, keep the tourists safe. Pull cars over that went twenty-seven in a twenty-five MPH zone and write them a ticket. His stress had dropped to zero. He was sleeping better. He was eating better. Life was good. That door needed to remain open.


  He had to be sure Ethan wasn't going to fuck up his situation. They had arrested Dunlow Carr, the piece of shit, and in the process freed three hostages who had been tortured both physically and mentally. Sounded like a win-win to Kendrick. When they couldn't make the murder charge stick, Holloway had taken the situation into his own hands. Not the first time. You had to take the bad guys off the streets, by any means necessary. He’d placed one of Katy Thornton's hairs in the truck. He had to be sure Ethan found what he was looking for. What if he missed the hair? Kendrick went to evidence and sifted through the items found in Katy's purse that night. At the bottom of the bin was her learner's permit. Holloway had slipped the permit into his pocket and closed the bin, all done outside of the evidence locker room’s closed-circuit television system. In Carr’s vehicle, he had placed the permit in the glove compartment. Then he’d told his puppy dog to go check the car out. Took him less than ten minutes to nail Carr's ass to the wall. Open and shut. Heroes.


  These evening ventures tracking Ethan were like babysitting. Ethan spending time with the three boys made him nervous. Kendrick remembered the tallest of the bunch was Katy Thornton's younger brother. What had he missed? He’d always been adept at dodging those types of shitstorms. When he logged into the BCI computer, he used Ethan's username. Ethan found Carr. Ethan found the evidence. Holloway was clean.


  He nearly jumped out of his seat when three loud raps on the window shook him from his daydream. His hand slid toward the pistol he kept in the driver's side door pocket, and his head snapped around.


  Ethan Thresher's smiling face was outside the window.


  Holloway's face drained. He closed his eyes and sighed. The little shit found him out. Holloway reached over and pressed the unlock button. The sound of the lock springing echoed throughout the empty car. Stale cigarette smoke wafted out from the passenger side when Ethan opened the door.


  "Hey partner. Whatcha doing in my neighborhood?" Ethan saw Holloway's jaw clench. It was a slight twitch, but it was the reaction he was looking for. He’d surprised his old partner. Gotten the jump on him. Now it was time to take control of the situation.


  "Let's take a walk, Kendrick. There are some things you need to know."


  Ethan kept his right arm obscured from Holloway's view. He gripped the Glock, which was firmly tucked into his waistband. He was unsure of Holloway's intentions, but Ethan knew he was a confirmed dirty cop. How far would he be willing to go to protect himself? Ethan couldn't be sure.


  "Cut the bullshit, Ethan. Get in the car. We'll take a drive."


  Ethan laughed. "Listen, Kendrick. You're going to get out of the car and walk with me. You're going to do this. Do you understand?"


  "What's your deal? Why are you so hostile?" Holloway's gaze moved down toward the manila envelope Ethan was holding in his left hand. "I ain't seen you in almost six months, and this is how you talk to me? Ethan, I thought we were friends."


  "Is that why you followed me, Kendrick? Concerned about my wellbeing? Just making sure I'm safe and tucked in at night?"


  Holloway sighed and turned back to face Ethan's apartment. He picked up the cigarettes on his dashboard and lit one. "I'll admit it’s been a long time since I tailed a perp. Beach living is way different. Thought I was doing a good job. How long you been onto me?"


  "Don't worry about it."


  "What do you got there?" Holloway motioned to the envelope in Ethan's hand.


  "Come find out." Ethan shut the door and began walking toward the water without waiting for a response. With his back turned to Holloway, he heard the driver's side door open and slam shut.


  Ethan walked along the narrow path leading toward the Manatee River, picking up his speed a little when he heard the sound of crunching gravel behind him.


  Holloway had come.


  The path opened up to a clearing along the seawall. Two park benches were flanked by oak trees. The Manatee County Public Library sat off in the distance.


  In the early morning sunlight, Holloway looked like a broken man trying to hold everything together with duct tape. Holloway had played him, and Ethan knew why. The job had worn him down to a nub. His eyes were weathered and cracked, and he moved with all the swiftness of a lame duck.


  "I always loved your neighborhood, Ethan. Was jealous you lived so close to the station. The burbs can get mighty boring. At least you're near it all."


  Smart. He was trying to play the family card. He wanted Ethan to know the stakes. Torpedoing the Thornton murder case wasn’t just about their careers, it was about his family.


  Ethan nodded to himself. He would play the game. He tossed the envelope at his ex-partner’s feet.


  Holloway didn't retrieve it. His eyes never left Ethan. There was a long beat before Holloway bent over and picked it up.


  Ethan felt he could hear Holloway's entire body creak.


  "What's in here?"


  "Chat logs from a computer session between Katy Thornton and her actual killer. A person who might be named Jordan Dikeman, although I'm certain it’s an alias."


  Holloway let out a deep sigh that sounded like a dying whistle and walked past Ethan. He sat down on a park bench and opened the envelope. He removed the chat logs and read the first few pages. Ethan had highlighted certain areas of the text.


  Holloway's eyes widened. "Jesus..."


  "Yes. Which has me wondering how Katy's hair and identification card were found in Dunlow Carr's Bronco."


  Holloway flashed a false attempt at pain and regret.


  The depth of the betrayal hit home. "You baited me into finding the evidence you put there. Is Nunez involved?"


  Holloway's face gave it away. It must have been a gambit they had played at for a long time. Holloway nodded.


  "How long? How long have you and Nunez been doing this?"


  "Long enough. But never this big. Ethan, I'm s—"


  Ethan cut him off; he had no time for apologies. He turned his back and faced the water. His head was swimming. "You realize what this means, right?"


  "We're both fucked."


  "And rightly so. Christ, Kendrick. You didn't have to pin it on him. He did more than enough to get locked away for good."


  "You don't know that. And we didn't know he didn't kill her at the time. He showed up on the list, Ethan. He met all the criteria. Woman beater, kidnapping, lived in the circle of interest. That piece of shit doesn't just walk free."


  "But he didn't kill her."


  Holloway slammed his fist on the wooden planks, the veins in his neck standing straight up. "You think that means justice wasn’t served, Ethan? You think we'd be able to make shit stick with the way things work in this town? Far as I knew, we couldn't find anything to put Carr with Thornton, but I knew in my gut we had our man, and we needed him to go away. You saw those girls. They would be dead and gone, without a trace, had we not done what we did. And you know what else? That family got peace. We put a bad guy behind bars. Doesn't matter how it happened. It HAD to happen."


  Ethan moved to Holloway, looking down at him. Ethan leaned in an inch from his face. He could smell the sweat and sleeplessness radiating off of him. "The guy who murdered Katy Thornton is out there right now, and you're talking about justice? Why? Because you made one man look like the boogeyman and let the real monster walk? You dumb son of a bitch."


  "I gambled. And it paid off."


  "Are you out of your fucking mind? How did this pay off?"


  "Because you're going to drop this nonsense and let the sleeping dog lie. You get to keep your job, and I get to keep mine. You keep your mouth shut to the media and this blows over. The guy slips up, and we bust him for something else. You keep looking for him. But we have to get him on something other than the Thornton murder. When it's over, you come out to the island, and we run the show out there together. It's the simple life, Ethan."


  Ethan stood there, hands on his hips, mouth agape in disbelief at what he was hearing from his old partner. "This guy is going to kill again. He's going to kill someone in this town. And blood will be on our hands."


  "And that is a damn shame, but when it happens, you'll get your man. Be a hero. Again."


  Ethan took two quick steps toward Holloway, his fist cocked. Holloway tried to get up from the bench but only made it halfway up. The right hook connected with Holloway's jaw, sending a jolt of pain and light through him he hadn’t felt since getting sucker punched as a beat cop. He stumbled to the side and fell awkwardly on his back onto the dirt.


  Ethan stood over him, his fist cocked ready to strike him again. "You dirty piece of shit coward. You’re unbelievable." He wanted to leap onto Holloway and beat him senseless. He was ashamed to have been mentored by this man. "I trusted you. You think I give a damn about being a hero? I cared about one thing: finding Katy's killer."


  "Katy. Like you knew her. She's a victim. Nothing more!"


  Holloway got to his feet. He got in Ethan's face. "You don't owe them nothing but an answer, and they got one. No matter how they got it. And you're going to blow your whole career? Over a girl, and a solved crime. They are going to put Carr in the chair and flip the switch, and then he'll be gone, too. Another piece of trash, gone. The guy who killed that girl is long gone. Trust me; you’ll never find him. All you'll ever be is a cop who snitched on other cops. No matter where you go, you'll always be a snitch cop."


  "I'd rather be a snitch than a coward. You, Nunez. The whole lot of you can go down with me." Ethan snatched the papers out off of the table. He began to walk back toward his apartment.


  "Ethan, wait. Wait, Goddamnit! You can't do this, Ethan! We have families. Kids."


  Ethan turned back to him. "You didn't think about your family or your friends, or your partner, when you planted evidence. Whatever excuse you told yourself when you did it, you didn't do it for your family. You can keep lying to yourself, but I'm not you, Kendrick. I want to be able to look at myself in the mirror when I wake up in the morning."


  Ethan turned away again heading back toward his apartment.


  "Spoken like a man with nothing worth losing."


  Ethan stopped and closed his eyes. He wanted to turn around and get the last word in, but he had played the game long enough. As Holloway's jab drifted through Ethan's brain, it was replaced with the smiling laughing faces of Doug, Kevin, and Steve. He had plenty to lose. "See you around, partner."


  Ethan focused on the sound of his feet crunching the shells along the path leading back to Point Pleasant.


  "Ethan. Ethan!"


  A tingle shot down Ethan's spine as his muscles relaxed. For the first time, Ethan understood his old partner. Ethan had given the man unwarranted respect. He was unremarkable.


  A timer went off in Ethan’s brain. The walls were closing in and he was running out of time. He had to find the man behind Jordan Dikeman.
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  BY THE TIME Kendrick Holloway got back to his cruiser, he was flustered and out of breath. He had waited there as long as he could, trying to plan his next move. He had to keep himself in front of Ethan at all costs. The kid had some balls, but they needed to be clipped. With the proper care and consideration he could still keep this close to the vest.


  Ethan needed a change of heart, and Kendrick was going to have to dive into the mud to make it happen. He opened the door to his sedan and sat, lighting a cigarette. He reached down to turn the ignition, but instead of the familiar feeling of cold steel against his hands where his keys should be, the ignition switch was void of keys. He had left them in the ignition where he always did.


  Thresher. That son of a bitch had taken his keys.


  Kendrick laughed to himself, not letting the bile of anger in his stomach rise up. Dumbass didn't know about the backups. He opened the glove box. Those keys were gone too.


  Nunez would need to pick up the tail; Ethan had about ten minutes on him now. Kendrick opened the console and reached in for the radio. It too, along with his wallet, was gone. He’d been robbed blind.


  "Motherfucker!"


  ***
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  Kevin could feel the blood pumping through his veins. The four of them, all in sync, were working toward the same thing. He’d felt an energy in the room he never felt before, as if the tripod had gained a fourth leg. An overweight, sarcastic, lonely cop was the fourth leg of their tripod, and he fit in fine. He was one of them.


  As the boys looked on, Ethan appeared about two houses down, low to the ground and moving faster than the boys thought possible.


  "Watch him trip and eat shit," Steve said above a whisper.


  Doug punched him in the arm, and he winced.


  "What? Look at him move. Like a fat snake, slithering up the sidewalk."


  Doug stifled back laughter.


  Ethan stood up about two cars behind Holloway and crept up beside the car. Ethan banged on the window loud enough for them to hear from the balcony. Holloway jumped in surprise. From their body language, it looked like whatever Ethan was selling was working.


  "Let's get our bikes. That dumbass is going to take the bait," Kevin said.


  The three hustled down the stairs and grabbed the bikes they had deposited near the stairwell. Kevin was in the lead, walking his bike toward the edge of the sidewalk where the bush line ended. He had to pull his bike backward a bit when Holloway stepped out of his vehicle and slammed his door shut.


  As Holloway followed Ethan toward the water, Kevin's heart spiked. Steve was beside him, panting. Kevin could see the sweat beading on his forehead. He always got this way before a package was dropped off, too—his adrenaline running full tilt. Doug was behind them, always the guard dog, looking back over his shoulder for any signs of distress.


  They watched as Holloway walked down the shell path. There was a clearing by the water with a couple of park benches. It would be isolated, and Holloway would have no view of his car.


  Now was the time. "Move your asses," Kevin said.


  They sped over to the car. Steve, naturally, was the first to arrive and he was in the driver's seat before Doug got there.


  "Got it!" Steve ejected himself from the car. He pulled back and threw the keys as hard as he could. They heard the keys hit a tree branch before they disappeared into the bushes.


  Doug grabbed the radio from the console, right where Ethan had said it would be. He also snagged Holloway’s wallet, for good measure. "Now get the spare keys. Quick!" he said.


  There was shouting in the distance. It was Ethan and Holloway. Time was running short; they had to find the spare keys.


  "I can't find them." Steve's voice approached panic. He ran his hands around the base of the wheel hub. Nothing. The panic, which he had kept at bay, arrived and small yelps climbed up into his throat. He could taste bile. Someone was coming. He didn't know if it was Holloway or Ethan; the steps on the gravel were distant, but they were moving at an incredible pace.


  "They're not here." Steve choked back fear. He sensed Kevin's presence beside him. "Check the other tires, Kev. Quick, dude. I think someone's coming."


  "Nothing," Kevin said.


  "Guys, they're getting close. Let's go," Doug said.


  Steve and Kevin heard Doug mount his bike, ready to flee. They should have been doing the same, but both knew they couldn't let Thresher down; he needed their help. They needed to stall Holloway, no matter what.


  "I'm checking the other side," Kevin said.


  Based on the sounds of the gravel crunching in the distance, they had less than thirty seconds. Steve stood and got back into the cruiser. Holloway's spare gun was strapped to the side of the seat. It occurred to Steve that if he'd wanted a gun, he could have taken it. It also occurred to him that Holloway was so sloppy and unkempt that he’d left an unmarked police car unlocked with a gun inside, ready for anyone who checked the car. He sighed and left it there. In the glove box, he hit paydirt. He grabbed the spare keys, then saw a switchblade. He grabbed it and popped the safety latch.


  "Dude, what the hell are you doing?"


  Steve emerged from the car with the switchblade in his hand.


  "Improvising. I found the spare keys, too"


  Steve knelt next to the rear tire. He clicked the button, and the knife entered the rubber so smoothly it didn't even make a sound. He pulled it out and heard a violent hissing sound.


  "You're a lunatic." There was joy in Kevin’s voice. He hopped on his bike and pedaled off.


  Steve, never one to miss an opportunity, pocketed the knife and followed Doug and Kevin on his bike.


  * * *


  Ethan passed the boys as they were speeding off. He honked once and thought Doug was going to fall off his bike at the sound. The light leading to Manatee Avenue was green; he took the corner a little too fast and squealed his tire. He was heading toward Bayshore Gardens, the neighborhood that housed the Manatee Vocational Technical School.


  It was time to see if the tree was going to bear any fruit.
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  MANATEE AREA VOCATIONAL Technical Institute was not very impressive from the road. It was flanked by the town's community college and sat across the street from Bayshore High School.


  It was in a middle-class neighborhood, without much foot traffic. The school itself was one hundred percent commuter, and it served as the central technical training center for Manatee and the three surrounding counties. Ethan had never once stepped foot inside the building because he’d never had a reason to. The place reminded Ethan of a glorified high school, with outdoor hallways leading to lab spaces. The place was an eyesore, noticeable from the road because all the poles on the campus were painted bright orange, straight out of the design models from the late sixties and early seventies. Only one building on campus had an enclosed interior. The administration building. The rest had open air corridors to save on electricity.


  Ethan parked in the visitors parking space out front and waited. He pulled his pager from his belt and tapped it against the steering wheel; he needed the boys to page him. His nerves were on edge. As he was set to open his door, his pager went off, and he was flushed with a wave of relief. It was the boys. They had followed his instructions, and it meant that they were safe.


  He plucked his pager off of his belt and read the screen. It said '46'. Ethan sighed and closed his eyes. The stress of the morning weighed heavy on him, and he rubbed his eyes. No matter how hard he tried to push against the walls, they closed around him. He needed movement; he needed to loosen the grip.


  Ethan walked into the administration building, still uncertain what steps he could take to make progress. Katy hadn't been on the campus in seven months, and he didn't know where she had gone or who she had spoken to when she was here.


  Inside, he was met by faded and dingy orange walls. A campus directory sat near the back stairwell. He scanned the meager list of departments; it was only twelve programs deep. The one that stood out to Ethan was the "Circuitry and Electrical Engineering" program. The directory showed that it was on the second floor of what was known as the Whitman Building.


  Ethan checked the map below the directory and saw the Whitman Building was next to the cafeteria.


  Behind him was a door with a glass front, titled Admissions. A heavy-set woman sat behind the counter, looking at a computer screen. Ethan walked across the lobby and entered the office, where thick perfume assailed his nose. It was heady but somewhat calming. The woman, dressed in a black blouse and leopard print skirt, said, "Can I help you?" without looking up from her screen. The nameplate on the counter read, "Shirley Johnson - Registrar."


  "Yes. My name is Ethan Thresher. I'm a detective with the Bradenton Police Department." He showed her his badge.


  Shirley offered him a fake smile. "Don’t see that every day. What can I do for you, Detective?"


  Ethan flashed his own trademark smile and leaned on the counter. "I'm tying up some loose ends on a case, and I need to know if a specific person filled out an application for admission here. "


  "Do you know his or her name?" Shirley asked.


  "Her name was Katy Thornton,"


  Shirley frowned, picking up on the fact that he'd used her name in the past tense. "Let me see what I can find."


  The woman typed faster than anyone he'd ever seen in his life. Within seconds, she had pulled up Katy’s admissions records. "Looks like she only filled out one of the interest cards and the common application. They're over on the wall. She must have come close to the end of the semester. They give those out to any student not wearing an ID badge."


  "Do you have a student registered here named Jordan Dikeman?"


  She rifled over the keys again. Her face drooped, and she jumped to a new screen and did another search. She frowned, shaking her head. "No, we had a student named Paul Dikeman, but it looks like he graduated in 1971."


  "Thank you. Any chance I could get the Thornton stuff copied?"


  Shirley obliged. A few minutes later Ethan was holding a small envelope with a copy of Katy Thornton's information card in it.


  After exiting through the double doors, Ethan was facing a small quad offset by six buildings. As he walked toward the small cafeteria in the center, he stopped on the path and approached one of the kids, a teenage boy who had to be high school age. He was sitting on the bench wearing a baggy t-shirt and khaki shorts. He seemed harmless but tensed up as soon as Ethan entered his personal space.


  "Hi, I'm Detective Ethan Thresher with the Bradenton Police." Ethan smiled. He tried to come across as warm but firm.


  The student tensed more at Ethan's job title. A beat went by before the kid spoke. "What...what's up?"


  "What's your name?"


  "Dan Ryder. Am I in trouble? I wasn't smoking."


  "Nothing like that. Just wanted to ask you a quick question about VoTech. Is that okay?"


  Dan nodded.


  "What are you studying?"


  Dan's face scrunched in confusion. "Umm, I'm just taking summer credits so I can take more AP classes next year."


  "Okay, so can you take any of the classes or just remedial classes? Can you take any of the higher-level classes like circuitry, welding, or anything like that?"


  The boy smirked. "No, high schoolers can only take the Gen-Eds, but the teachers try really hard to get us to stay afterward and learn a trade. We're forbidden from taking upper-level classes."


  "Thanks, kid."


  Ethan stepped away.


  He remembered clearly from the chat logs Dikeman saying he was a high school student taking circuitry classes, but that was crap. Whoever he was, he wasn't a kid.


  Ethan entered the Whitman building and took the stairs to the second-floor lobby. The lobby was brightly lit by halogen lamps, and contained a small desk, sporting a nameplate which read "Mrs. Garcia." Ethan's eyes adjusted to the light, and he focused on an older woman sitting behind the desk, wearing oversized, horn-rimmed glasses. Her hair was gray, and she wore a blouse that was mostly obscured by the desktop.


  She raised an eyebrow at the sight of him, obviously surprised someone had entered the lobby. "Can I help you?" She spoke with a hint of a Hispanic accent.


  "I hope so. I'm looking for a student who is enrolled in your circuitry program." He removed his badge from his back pocket and flashed it to Mrs. Garcia. He quickly realized it wasn't the smartest play.


  Her face grew cold, her lips tightened. "Police? Can't imagine why you need information about a student, even if I could give it to you."


  Ethan smiled and tried to level the situation. "Nothing serious, just trying to gather the whereabouts of a potential student. It has to do with a missing person case from a few months back." Ethan wasn't lying. Before her body was found, Katy was a missing person.


  Mrs. Garcia glanced over her right shoulder as an office chair creaked in the distance.


  A man with graying bushy hair emerged from the farthest office behind her. He had a solid frame, wore a short sleeve button up oxford-style shirt, and his expression was one of utmost concern. "Lucia, is everything okay?"


  "Everything is fine, Dr. Carter." She never took her mistrusting eyes off of Ethan.


  "Who is this gentleman?"


  Ethan cut in. "My name is Detective Ethan Thresher. I'm with the Bradenton Police Department. Are you in charge of this department?"


  The man's face went flush with nervousness. Ethan had seen it thousands of times. The minute you mentioned the word detective, people hit their heels.


  "Is something wrong?"


  Ethan flashed a confident smile and shook his head. "No, not at all. I'm working on a cold case, and I’m trying to find the whereabouts of a student, or former student. I'm hoping you can tell me if you have any contact information for him."


  Dr. Carter's face relaxed, and he moved next to Lucia. He leaned down, placing his hands on the desk. "I don't see why that would be a problem."


  Mrs. Garcia's lips pursed. It was clear she hadn't wanted to help Ethan but was being overridden by her boss. "Absolutely. What is the student's name?"


  "His name is Jordan Dikeman. He's a student in the circuitry program."


  Dr. Carter frowned. "We don't have those records here. I know it says circuitry on the door, but that's one of our newer programs, less than five years old."


  Ethan didn't want to push Carter; he’d already gotten farther with him than he had with the receptionist. "Is there someone who I can talk to in that department?"


  "Who's teaching today?" Carter asked Garcia.


  She opened up a three-ring binder and flipped to the section titled "Summer Courses." "The only one here is Mr. Hamilton."


  "Would he be a good person to talk to?"


  Carter and Garcia shared a moment. It was brief, but it told Ethan that whoever Hamilton was, he might not be much help.


  "Mr. Hamilton isn't the most social person, but he's a fantastic teacher. Couldn't be happier with him as a teacher but..."


  "A difficult talker. No worries. It should only take a minute."


  "Right this way." Dr. Carter led Ethan through a door on the right side of the lobby that led down a narrow hallway, full of classrooms. The floors were old Florida terrazzo, and their shoes squeaked as they made their way down the corridor, toward a small door set between two of the classrooms. On the door a small sign read "Circuitry and Engineering Lab."


  Below the sign was a set of office hours for Mr. Hamilton, and another teacher named Mr. Greer.


  Carter knocked on the door. On the other side, a meek voice came through hollow and distant. "Just a second."


  Carter opened the door for Ethan.


  Ethan stepped into the office space, where two desks sat on opposite walls. In the center of the far wall was a closed door. Behind it, a toilet flushed followed by the sound of a sink.


  "Isaac? It's Dr. Carter."


  "One moment, sir,"


  Moments later, the door opened, and Ethan set his eyes on Isaac Hamilton. He was a short man, with pasty skin and thinning hair, combed over to obscure it. The man was wearing khaki pleated slacks and had a slight bend to his posture. "I... I didn't know you weren't alone."


  Ethan unknowingly fixed his gaze on Katy Thornton's killer and dismissed him as a non-factor. Based on the room, he understood what Dr. Carter had expressed moments before.


  "Isaac, this is Detective Ethan Thresher from the Bradenton Police Department. He has a couple of questions he'd like to ask you."
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  THE RIPPLE OF shock that shot down Isaac Hamilton's spine made his knees go weak. Thresher's expression had tightened when Isaac came out of the bathroom. The detective was the last person Isaac expected to see when he came out of the toilet.


  <Was he caught? Was this it? No, it was not.>


  Isaac glanced over at his green army backpack, the one he carried with him wherever he went. He thought about the Smith & Wesson Model 64, also known as a .38 special, which he kept inside it. He’d started carrying it with him after he'd seen the three boys with Thresher.


  Thresher smiled, and in that smile, Isaac saw something he hadn't expected. It was aloofness, underestimation. He wasn't here for Isaac. He was just following a lead.


  "Hi, Mr. Hamilton. Like Dr. Carter said, I'm Detective Ethan Thresher. I'm wrapping up some loose ends on a case from last winter, and I'm hoping you can shed some light on a few things."


  “Deep breath.” Earl’s voice spoke quietly in Isaac’s head. “Don't blow this. Keep your composure. He doesn't know. Lead him off the trail.” Isaac smiled at them with his mouth full of crooked teeth.


  Thresher's expression didn't change, but Carter's did; as lovely as the man was, Isaac knew that Carter despised being in the same room with him. He repulsed Carter the same way he repulsed others. It didn't make him dislike Carter, it made him want to earn the man’s friendship even more.


  "Absolutely. What kind of questions?" Isaac walked back over to his desk and sat down. He spun in the chair and faced them.


  "I'm looking for a student, someone who took classes in the circuitry program. His name is Jordan Dikeman. Do you recall ever having a student by that name?"


  "No, the name doesn't sound familiar. We only get about ten or eleven kids a semester. I often see the same kids; it’s a two-year program." He scanned his mind to see if he'd ever talked to Katy about something like that. He couldn't recall. He had to be so damn careful.


  "Do you know anything about BBS systems? Do any of your students work on BBS systems or any kind of communications tools like that?"


  Isaac thought about how to respond to this. The boys had been on NovaNet. They were obviously feeding this information to him. Even the way he said BBS systems didn't sound like someone who knew what they were talking about. Thresher was apprehensive, trying to sound like he knew more than he actually did.


  "Outdated communications systems. The new wave is America Online. All my kids talk about it. The wave of the future. We don't surf the oceans anymore, am I right?" Isaac laughed. His laugh came out forced and painful.


  Ethan and Carter exchanged a knowing glance. Isaac was awkward.


  Ethan pulled Katy's picture from his pocket and showed it to Hamilton. "What about her? Have you ever seen her on campus before?"


  Isaac bit the inside of his mouth so hard he thought he'd drawn blood. There was Katy, smiling at him. Laughing at him behind those sneaky eyes. It was her senior picture.


  Isaac's eyes met Ethan's, and for a moment, he felt like he'd confessed with his eyes. But Thresher didn't seem to pick up on it. "Was that the girl that went missing earlier this year? Didn't they catch the guy who did that?"


  Ethan nodded. "Yes, and it's going to trial soon. I'm just trying to wrap up some loose ends. Dot the I's and cross the T's. Have you seen her?"


  "Only on the news."


  <And in my mind, every night.>


  "I'm sorry. I wish I could help."


  Ethan scanned the room, and nothing stood out. A stack of papers here, a desktop computer with an old dated monitor which wasn't running. A couple of trinkets on Hamilton's desk that matched the nerdy persona. There was a poster on the wall of Spiderman fighting Dr. Octopus.


  "Big comic book guy?"


  Isaac turned to the poster and winced. The poster.


  <Oh God, he's going to see the bobblehead and then I'm finished. I'm dead.>


  "Unfortunately, yes. Never quite grew out of the habit. Have boxes of them at my house still in their plastic sleeves. I'm sure they'll be worth a fortune one day after I'm long gone."


  "Any kids?" Ethan seemed interested.


  "None. Bachelor for life. This isn't exactly a hotbed for dating either, with all the retirees."


  Ethan laughed. "I know a few kids who would like to get their hands on a collection like that,"


  It was dismissive, but it signaled something to Isaac. He knew Thresher was single from the tabs he’d kept on the first investigation. But the detective had grown close to the three boys who were his now allies, the ones who were the catalysts to this whole second investigation. And that could be exploited.


  Isaac relaxed.


  "Well, look. If you think of anything, please let me know." Ethan pulled out a card from his coat and walked toward Hamilton.


  Isaac wasn’t expecting this; he recoiled slightly and ran his chair into his desk. A couple of items on the far side of the desk rattled and fell off. He stood lightning quick, moving to pick them up.


  Ethan, sensing it was his time to leave, placed his card on Hamilton's desk.


  Isaac got down on one knee and began picking up his things.


  "Sorry about that."


  Isaac laughed. <Too nervous. He’ll know. He’ll know.> "No worries. Happens all the time."


  "Thank you, Isaac,” Dr. Carter said. “I think we'll take this time to see ourselves out. Unless you have any more questions, Detective Thresher?"


  "No, I'm good. Again, if anything occurs to you, especially about the BBS thing, please reach out. My beeper number is on the back there. That's the best way to reach me. Thanks for your time."


  Isaac nodded and smiled that toothy smile again.


  Dr. Carter turned, ushering Ethan out of the room.


  Ethan peeked back to see Isaac placing a clipboard and a Howard the Duck bobblehead back on the desk, before Dr. Carter shut the door.


  Once the door was closed, and Isaac Hamilton was left alone with his thoughts, he felt his stomach relax and the vault door creaked open. From it emerged a chorus of screams and rants from his victims. He breathed in deeply and felt the cold sweat of his brow begin to drip down into his eyes.


  Five more minutes of that, and he would have killed them both, and then himself. His chance encounter with the detective, however, had opened new avenues he hadn't expected.


  He knew what he had to do.


  He hated the thought of it, but when it came down to it, he would always listen to that one guiding voice. It was the voice of his father. Earl the schemer. The one who had kept him alive all these years.


  "The man. Use the man. Find a way to use the violent man. That is your way out of this mess."


  Isaac rocked himself back and forth in the chair, his eyes closed, listening to the advice of his father and knowing that it was the truth. He had collected a new plaything, and it was time to use it.


  * * *


  Ethan walked back down the hallway toward the front office in step with Dr. Carter.


  "You understand now why we said what we said, about Mr. Hamilton. Fantastic teacher, kids learn a lot in his class, but he struggles with everyday conversation. Every single discussion I've ever had with the man has gone similarly."


  "Yes, but very helpful. A great deal of help." In reality Ethan felt something nagging at the back of his mind. A question unasked. A key to the whole investigation and he couldn't figure it out. Dikeman wasn't a student. So, who was he? Why did he try to lead her here?


  They said kind words to each other as they parted, but they were the words of people who knew they would never speak again. Ethan left the Whitman Building feeling lost and with less information than when he'd begun. He'd been able to track Katy to this location but couldn’t point to where she had gone or what she had done when she was here. She had filled out an application, and she had been stood up by the mystery man. Isaac Hamilton had offered no help.


  Ethan took the steps down to the lower level and sat down on a bench outside the cafeteria. He wasn't sure how he was going to explain to the boys that the only solid lead they had was a bust. Glancing at the door, he saw a black sign with the image of a security camera. It read: 'Please keep your belongings near you at all times. Video surveillance twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.'


  Recognition swept over him. He leaped from the seat and went back to see Shirley Johnson.


  "Back again. What can I help you with?"


  "Where can I find your IT department?"


  * * *


  Ethan was given directions to a small building behind the Administration offices. At the end of a dark corridor was the VoTech IT department. Ethan entered the room and saw a series of thick blue wires running out through a ceiling panel.


  A thin man wearing a flannel shirt peeked his head around a workstation. His hair was graying, and his glasses were falling off of his face. "Help you?"


  "Well, I hope so. I'm a police detective, and I’m investigating a missing persons case. I have reason to believe that the girl who went missing spent a day on campus about six months ago. I noticed you had a security camera system. Please tell me you keep the tapes."


  The man’s face tightened, and he stood. Ethan approached him and saw that his nametag read “T. Vale”.


  Vale walked over to the corner of the room, motioning for Ethan to follow. They turned the corner around a PC server, and Ethan saw a wall with twelve 4”x4” television screens, stacked in four rows of three. On each screen was a different camera feed from around the campus. He spotted the cameras from the cafeteria.


  Vale pointed to dozens of stacks of boxed tape sets in the corner. "We had a string of thefts right around the time kids started bringing laptop computers on campus. We put up these cameras, and the thefts stopped, so I guess whoever was doing it got the message." He laughed and slapped Ethan on the back.


  Ethan still needed to ask the million-dollar question. He saw what looked like about a hundred tape boxes. "How long do you keep the footage?"


  "We log them for about six or seven months, and then we recycle the tapes. If you're looking for something that happened about six months ago, then you might be in luck. What day are you looking for?"


  Ethan opened up the envelope from Katy's visit and checked the date. "December 17."


  Vale stepped away and began sifting through the stacks. Ethan took a seat at Vale's desk and waited. The longer it took, the more he felt hope draining out of him. If he’d found out about this place earlier, he might have been able to retrieve the tape from the day she visited.


  "I've got December nineteenth. Closest I've found so far. I'm not seeing it."


  "Listen, I knew it was a long shot. I appreciate your help."


  "Now, wait. Wait... yes. Here it is."


  Ethan shot up from his seat and was next to Vale in an instant. He held a boxed set of tapes labeled December 17, 1993.


  "This the whole day?"


  "Yep, but it's kind of a bear to get through. You'll see all twelve recordings, in three groups of four screens, and it rotates through them every 4 seconds; each tape holds 6 hours, which is why there are four tapes in each case. To find what you're looking for you'll need to do some fast forwarding. But don't fast forward too much on your tape player, or it'll wreck the tape. If whoever you're looking for was here during the day, you could save yourself a lot of time by fast forwarding until you see someone on campus in the morning."


  "Do you have a way to make a copy of these?"


  "No sir, I do not. But go to any RadioShack in town and they can sell you one of those VHS copiers."


  Ethan felt a joy in his body he hadn't felt in a long time. He resisted the urge to hug this man. "Mr. Vale, you may have saved lives. You know that?"


  The smile that crept over Vale’s face was genuine. His posture changed and he placed one hand on his hip. "Happy to help. This is the most excitement I've had in weeks."
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  IN THE BULLPEN, Ethan found Grace at her desk staring into her computer screen, doing data entry. He locked eyes with Nunez as he exited the elevator. He saw the man smirk and flex.


  Ethan nodded in approval. He'd have something for both Nunez and Daly soon.


  "Long time no see, boss." Ethan ignored Daly's sarcasm as he continued toward his desk.


  Grace perked up when she saw Ethan's face. "Thank God you're here. I've been trying to reach you on an unlisted number. Why aren't you answering your pages? Ruggle is looking for you. He's on the warpath. Something about the Thornton murder."


  And there it was. That was Holloway's play. He'd used what little leverage he had to pit Ethan against Ruggle.


  His pager buzzed. It was Steve's number. Ethan picked up the phone and dialed.


  Doug answered on the first ring. "Ethan, your apartment. It was ransacked when we got back. The chat logs are missing. Kevin got called home, and when we went back to your place, it was trashed. My computer is gone."


  Ethan felt his body go cold. Ruggle's voice boomed across the bullpen and Ethan turned to face him hanging up the phone in the process. Ruggle was standing outside one of the conference rooms, his face red and tight.


  Ethan trudged across the room knowing full well all of the eyes of the department were on him. He entered the conference room, and as soon as the door shut behind him, he felt the wind get knocked out of him.


  Sitting in one of the chairs was Susan Thornton. Kevin was next to her, his face caked with tears, his eyes wide and apologetic.


  "Detective Thresher," Susan said. Her voice was taut, and a mild rage was hiding behind it. "Have you been visiting my son? Have you been investigating my daughter's murder with him and his friends?"


  "I..." He didn't know how to respond.


  Ruggle moved next to him and placed the chat logs on the table. "Where did you get these?"


  Ethan took in a deep breath and pulled out a chair. "The better question is where did you get those?"


  "Mrs. Thornton was nice enough to come down here and share a phone call she received this morning."


  "And what call was that?"


  Ruggle nodded and moved behind the Thorntons. Kevin's eyes had dropped to the floor.


  "Mrs. Thornton received a phone call from Dana Williamson. She is in possession of these same logs, and she intends to publish a story tomorrow in The Bradenton Herald, detailing the department's ineptitude in the investigation. She called to get a quote from the Thornton family."


  Ethan nodded. Holloway had given the logs to Dana. That way he could control the narrative; the story would be his to tell.


  "Start talking, Ethan."


  Ethan took a deep breath and felt his vocal cords tremble as he fought to find the words. He knew it was time. He had to be right, honest and true in this moment.


  He was done hiding. He suddenly felt free, and the words came. "I first received these chat logs about a month ago, when Kevin and his two friends called me from a pay phone. They were left for me in a mailbox. Kevin did not believe that we had arrested the right man for the murder of his sister."


  He saw Susan wince when he mentioned Katy.


  "I began looking into them because the information inside was an avenue we hadn't explored during our initial investigation. After reading the logs, it was clear that Katy had agreed to meet an unknown male at an unknown location. The name that man used was Jordan Dikeman. They had begun an online relationship in late October of 1993. I began looking into whether or not Dikeman was an alias used by Dunlow Carr to lure your daughter out of the house." Ruggle listened and Ethan saw his posture change.


  "Mrs. Thornton, I'm sorry.” Ethan looked directly in her eyes. “I'm sorry for the role I played in botching the investigation into your daughter's death. If I could go back and change it, I would. At no point in time did we have access to Katy's computer, nor did we see it as a potential lead. That was a misstep by Detective Holloway and I."


  "A misstep?” Ruggle sounded disbelieving. “And finding evidence of Katy Thornton in Dunlow Carr's Bronco...was that a misstep too?"


  "Sir, I believe that Detective Kendrick Holloway planted that evidence on the Bronco. He visited the vehicle before I searched it... before I found the identification card and Ka... the victim's hair."


  "According to Williamson, Holloway is alleging the opposite. He says that you, in a moment of desperation, hacked into the Florida Bureau of Investigation's computer system and used unauthorized access to obtain a list of suspects. With media and departmental pressure mounting, you made sure you had someone to arrest when you found Dunlow Carr. The rescue of the kidnapping victims only made Carr a culpable target."


  "That is not true, I... I'm trying to make it right."


  "And we trust him," Kevin said.


  Susan turned to her son. "You trust him?" Her voice was incredulous.


  "I think—" Kevin started.


  "What? You what? You certainly weren't thinking when you did this. And if he's right, and there IS someone out there, you've put yourself in danger."


  "I didn't say anything because I didn't want to hurt you, Mom. I loved Katy. She was my best friend. She knew me better than anyone, and someone took her from us. I want to make them pay. And we've gotten farther than anyone in this department. Steve, Doug, and me. And Ethan took Doug in after his dad went apeshit. He's a good man and a good cop! And he's trying to help us."


  He turned to Ruggle and pointed. "And you should have seen yourself on TV when they caught the other guy. Carr. You were so proud. You thought you had your man. You wanted it finished, his partner wanted it finished. Ethan is the only one doing anything now."


  "Kevin, stop," Susan said.


  "I won't stop! Katy's killer is still out there, and I'm going to find him. With or without your help." With that, Kevin stormed out of the room.


  "Kevin..." Susan followed him, stopping at the door. She faced Ethan, not sure how to measure the man. Her heart ached for her daughter, but her son was still here and still breathing. And he trusted this man. Deep down, she knew he was doing the right thing, but she couldn't forgive that another man had taken the fall for her daughter. The justice she had been given was paper thin, and it made her hate Ethan Thresher.


  "You failed my family."


  "I'm sorry." Ethan said.


  "I wasn't talking to you," Susan said and turned her head to look at Ruggle. "I believe him." She turned and left, leaving Ruggle and Ethan alone.


  Ethan slumped back in his chair. His mouth was dry, and his heart was beating out of his chest.


  Ruggle placed his hand on the chair Kevin had been sitting in and pushed it back into place. "Ethan?"


  "Yes, Captain?"


  "Why didn't you come to me? I would have had your back."


  Ethan wasn't sure if Ruggle was telling the truth, but he went along with it anyway. "I'm sorry, sir. I thought I was doing the right thing."


  "You're suspended, with pay, for two weeks pending an investigation."


  He wasn't facing Ethan, so he didn’t see the abject look of shock and surprise on the detective’s face. He paused for a beat before turning to see Ethan take off his shoulder holster and place his Glock on the table, followed by his badge.


  Ethan stood to leave the room when Ruggle caught him by the arm.


  "Ethan." His face was stern, but something in Ruggle’ eyes made Ethan stand straighter. "Yes, Cap?"


  "Keep grinding, find out who really did this. I have your back. I have to suspend you for insubordination, but you will appeal, and it will be reduced. You will go to the Union and file a grievance against me. I will not object. You'll have your badge back by the end of the week. Take this time. Find the guy who did this."


  Ethan placed his hand on Ruggle’s shoulder and let his head sink. He was thankful, and he told the captain as much.


  "Stop. You're going to walk out of here like I fired you. Do you understand? Play the part. But keep me in the loop. Anything you need, you let me know. If this breaks right, we might be able to save both of our jobs."


  "Nunez is feeding info to Holloway. They've been following me. Tag team. And they fed the story to the reporter."


  "Don't worry about Nunez, but I can't stop her from publishing that story, Ethan."


  "I'll try to take care of it."


  "Did you really take in the kid?"


  "Yes."


  Ruggle patted him on the shoulder and nodded in approval.


  Ethan took in a deep breath and walked out of the conference room, slamming the door behind him. He tried to act as angry as possible as he walked toward the elevator.


  Nunez was waiting for him. "Everything okay, Thresher?" he asked, smirking.


  Ethan stepped in close to Nunez's ear. "You really should learn how to fucking tail somebody," Ethan whispered. “Two thirteen-year-old kids spotted you a mile away, you stupid fuck.”


  Ethan brushed by Nunez before he had a chance to respond; he was halfway down the stairs before the shock of what had happened hit him.
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  DANA WILLIAMSON HAD put a 'Do Not Disturb' code on her desk phone. She'd spent a good portion of the day writing a version of the story she was going to send to print tonight. It was going to be the one that got her out of this shithole town. Corruption, lies, and a murderer roaming free in a small beach community. It wasn't every day a story like this fell into your lap, but she'd been grinding for the better part of five years, and today she hit the jackpot.


  The morning had started out like any other. She'd woken up around seven AM and made herself a light breakfast, followed by a jog around the neighborhood near the duplex she rented in the Gardens. She didn't have to be in the office until ten AM.


  Dana was daydreaming as she drove and didn't notice the flashing blue lights behind her on 26th Street. The sound of the siren’s two short bloops brought her back to reality.


  "Shit." She eased her Tercel onto the grass and pulled out her driver's license.


  Dana felt her face going flush. She was terrible at talking with the police, despite it being part of her job. She always put on a decent façade and tried to look tougher than she was, but deep down every time she talked to an authority figure her insides turned into Jell-o.


  She noticed it was an unmarked car that had pulled her over; one blue light was flashing through the windshield. Two men approached her car, one on each side. She could not see the man on the driver’s side but recognized the man coming up to her passenger door as clear as day. It was Detective Eric Nunez, her source within the department.


  His lips were pursed, and he radiated a tension that put her on edge as he approached her passenger window. She jumped when a rapping sounded against the driver's side window. She whipped around and looked into the face of Kendrick Holloway, the Chief of Police for the Holmes Beach Police Department.


  The last conversation she'd had with Holloway had not been a pleasant one, and her insides were churning even harder than they were before. "Chief Holloway," Dana said as she rolled down the window.


  "Hello, Mrs. Williamson. You mind if my partner and I get in the car with you for a moment? We only need a minute of your time." His voice was warm, but when he smiled a toothy grin, she could tell there was something behind his eyes that wasn't safe.


  Nunez didn't wait to hear her answer. He opened the passenger door and sat next to her, then pressed the unlock button.


  Holloway got in the back seat of the car right behind Dana and surveyed the interior of the vehicle with disgust. "This car is tiny. Doesn't suit me much."


  "Not meant for men your size, I guess." Dana's voice cracked. Nunez looked at her with those sharp eyes. Goosebumps rose on her arm.


  "Why did you pull me over?"


  "Let's go for a drive. I'll explain on the way. Head toward the island on Manatee. I need to show you something."


  "You're going to leave your car?"


  "It will be fine," Nunez said. "Only take a minute. Bottom line is, we need your help."


  Dana drove east on Manatee Avenue toward the island. Holloway motioned her to pull into Smitty's Pub, a local dive bar known for its Philly cheesesteaks.


  She followed them inside and sat at one of the booths. Without being prompted, the bartender brought over three frosty mugs of Coors. She waited in silence as the two cops talked shop; she had no idea what they wanted from her. The place began to clear out as the lunch crowd dispersed. Holloway got down to business.


  "What's this about?"


  Holloway waved a dismissive hand. "What if I told you I could prove that Ethan Thresher planted evidence on Dunlow Carr and not only that..."


  He slid a folder over to Dana. "What's in that folder proves that the person who killed Katy Thornton is still at large. Would that be something you would be interested in writing?"


  Dana opened the envelope. Inside were the chat logs between Jordan Dikeman and Katy. "What are these? And where did you get them?"


  "Do you want the story?" Nunez said.


  She glanced at both of them and flipped through the pages. Dana saw the shapes falling into place. It was a goldmine. After finishing, she closed her eyes, then looked up and smiled.


  Holloway returned a big toothy smile in response.


  Nunez slid a number across the table. Dana looked down at it. "First things first. We need you to call Katy Thornton's mother and get a quote. You want the story, that part is non-negotiable. She needs to know first."


  "Let me get my bearings with the documents. Fill me in on the rest." Holloway and Nunez reviewed the finer points of the case and where it stood. She took notes at a fever pitch, asking questions when she could. An hour later she was ready to make the call that would change the course of the entire investigation.


  Dana was putting the finishing touches on the first draft of the story. The call she'd made to Susan Thornton had gone about as well as expected. It started cordial but deteriorated as the details of the chat logs came into light.


  The remorse was instant. She felt dirty.


  Susan Thornton's heart had cracked open at the sound of her voice. It turned to anger. Susan called out for Kevin and the phone was slammed down.


  After Dana hung up, she walked in a daze down the hallway to the women's restroom and splashed water on her face. She was being used, but enough was enough. It was time to move on. This was the story that was going to make it happen.


  The next phone call she made was to Dunlow Carr's lawyer, as instructed by Nunez and Holloway.


  After that call was placed, the newsroom was sent into a frenzy. Her editor, Jane Stanton, pulled Dana into her office with a direct warning. "Be wrong again and make us lose credibility, and you're done."


  Dana, shaken from the exchange, returned to her desk to go over the story. Her line rang from an unknown number. She picked it up.


  "Williamson."


  "Dana, it's Thresher. We need to meet."


  "Ethan, I need a quote from you. Did you or did you not plant evidence in Dunlow Carr's vehicle to force an arrest?" Her tone was businesslike but full of venom.


  She heard a deep audible sigh on the other end of the phone. "Listen, I don't know what Holloway told you. But I know for a fact that he only has a fraction of the info on what's happening right now. I need to talk to you. Face-to-face. When can we meet? Off the record."


  "On the record, Thresher. No more freebies."


  "Look, I'm going to go to Councils in about an hour. I hope to see you there. If you want to know the truth, that's where you'll find it."


  The line went dead, and Dana sat there for a few moments with the receiver to her ear. Hearing Ethan's voice filled her mind with a sense of regret she wasn't sure she could handle at the moment.


  He sounded defeated.


  Whatever he was dealing with, she was about to make it much worse. She looked down at her computer screen and read the giant smear job she was about to pull on him.


  He deserved better. Ethan was a good man. Flawed. Infuriating, but a good man. He earned the right to tell his side, no matter what Holloway offered her.


  * * *


  Dana walked into Councils five minutes before seven PM. The dive bar had a few tables. In the back were a set of pool tables that were never empty. The bar was slim and had eight stools, six occupied. Both the back and front doors were open so there was a breeze running through the bar, but it was hot and sticky.


  Dana spotted Ethan next to the wall in one of the booths. She was taken aback by how haggard he looked. He had dark circles under his eyes, and it looked like he'd lost about ten pounds since she'd last seen him. She sat across from him, placing her purse on the table.


  "Thanks for coming." His voice was warm but strained. He cracked a smile and lifted up a glass of water. "I ordered you a beer and water. Wasn't sure what you'd prefer."


  "Water's fine."


  "A lot has happened since we last spoke."


  "I seem to remember you telling me you never rat on your friends."


  "I'm fresh out of friends."


  Dana didn't respond. "I need to know your side of the story. The whole story. Because if you have nothing to add, I'm going to run it."


  Ethan produced a photo of Katy Thornton, her body sprawled out on the cold ground with a pool of blood around her mouth. Dana's hand moved to cover her mouth.


  "I go to sleep every night with that face on my mind,” Ethan said. “There is a nutjob, a real maniac, in our town right now, operating nearly undetected by law enforcement. He's cunning. He's brutal. He lured Katy Thornton out of her house, killed her, and cut out her tongue. And he knows I'm looking for him. I think he knows, anyway... I feel that in my gut. I should have listened to my gut back in February when we arrested Dunlow Carr."


  "Why did you put the ID card and Thornton's hair in Carr's Bronco?"


  Ethan cracked a painful smile. He reached across the table, grabbed the beer that Dana wasn't drinking, finished half of it, and wiped his mouth. "I never claimed to be a good detective. I'm trying to be a better one now, but my partner set me up. He was the first person at the Bronco, and I've got video evidence of that. Now, why would he go to the Bronco and then ask me to search the car? Because he wanted me to find the evidence. My arm was shredded, I was still in a sling, but he sent me down there because he wanted to manipulate me..."


  Ethan paused and made sure he had her eyes. "And now he's manipulating you. He's a puller of strings. He's trying to control the narrative. Did he tell you about the Bureau computer?"


  Dana shook her head.


  "He hacked into his old partner's account who works at BCI. He did it the day you ran the story about us with quotes from Susan Thornton. We felt pressured and needed a break. I let us cut a corner. I trusted him."


  Ethan tipped the beer back and finished it. "So I'm here to make a counteroffer. And if you accept, I need you to put a pin in whatever story you're going to publish tomorrow."


  "Ethan..."


  "What they've offered you, it's surface bullshit. Its only purpose was to get me to stop investigating. And it worked. I've been suspended." He pulled out his wallet and flashed an empty badge holder.


  "Ethan, I'm so sorry."


  "No worries. I don't care about that. There's only one thing I care about... finding the real person who killed Katy. I want you to know that. I have no other motive. I can't say the same for anyone else. The politics of it all, the backdoor deals, the manipulation. I'm not a part of any of it. I just want to find—"


  "Jordan Dikeman,"


  Ethan shot her a thumbs up, finger pointed. "And if you hold off, I'll give you all of it. Even if it costs me my job. It might be time for a change anyway. I don't think I'm a very good detective, Dana. I wanted my dad to be proud. It's funny how we do stuff like that, right? He's not even here anymore, but I still wanted to make him proud."


  "Ethan, I need you to tell me what... for lack of a better word, you have that they don't. Tell me why I should help you."


  "It's the right thing to do, I'm trying to make it right."


  "Give me something."


  "Ever heard of NovaNet?"


  Dana shook her head. She leaned in to listen. Ethan explained the BBS system and how Katy came in contact with Dikeman. He didn't tell her about their first attempt at a meeting in public, and he didn't tell her about the tapes. Ethan spent a great deal of time telling her about the boys and how they helped with the investigation and how their computer expertise was the thing that opened it up in the first place.


  "They're the real heroes here. They took a risk. Especially Kevin. I need to protect him at all costs. He's just a kid."


  Ethan went on to explain how Doug came to live with him and how they've grown close. "If we can't find his dad soon, I'm afraid he'll have to go into foster care. We can't find the mom and all his other relatives live in Wisconsin."


  "Or he could stay with you."


  "I've considered that, yes."


  "It's probably good for both of you. I'm not sure if you've looked in the mirror lately, Ethan, but you look like hell."


  There was a mirrored Budweiser ad on the wall next to the booth. Ethan gave himself a good look in the mirror and confirmed what Dana said. His face looked pale and tired. His cheeks seemed gaunt. He needed a shower. He couldn't remember the last time he'd had a solid meal.


  "Do we have a deal, Dana? No story tomorrow. If you publish tomorrow, the real killer runs. He'll know we're on to him. Are you willing to risk that?"


  "Ethan, are you any closer to catching him today than you were yesterday?"


  "Yes. One hundred percent. Zero bullshit. I've got one more play."


  "Tell me."


  "No story. That's my deal. Kill the story tonight, and I'll let you know. But just know, if you agree, you're about to have a really late night ahead of you."


  Dana was confused. What the hell did that mean? She was intrigued. Ethan laid out a pretty compelling case, and it was time to decide if she was Team Holloway or Team Thresher.


  "And I don't need to remind you that this is time sensitive. If you don't publish tomorrow, Holloway is going to think I got to you."


  "And he'd be right."


  "Yes." They sat there for another beat. Ethan could see her working it over in her mind. She looked up at him, and he already knew the answer.


  "Let me call my editor."


  Ethan stood beside her as she called Jane Stanton and put a plug on the story.


  "How much time do you need?" Stanton asked.


  "A couple of days. I'm going to work on it from home tomorrow."


  "I don't care how long, as long as you get it right. We're not having a repeat of January."


  Dana winced. She hung up the phone and turned to Ethan. She extended her hand out to him. "We've got a deal. You give me the full story. No holds barred when this is over. You've got two days, tops. Otherwise, I go with Holloway. Deal?"


  Ethan had no choice. He shook her hand.


  "Now what?"


  "Now you get to watch me have a very uncomfortable conversation." Ethan said.
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  ISAAC LISTENED TO the soft wails coming from the other side of the locked door. His guest had done quite the number on the room, but Isaac had done a good job of silencing the animal. The lock popped and he entered the room.


  The walls had soundproofing from corner to corner. Isaac had fastened a steel bracket to the wall with a circular ring. Handcuffed to the wall was Bob Finster. There was a small pool of vomit a few feet from where Bob had been lying, no doubt from the alcohol withdrawal he was experiencing.


  "I have to admit, Bob, you gave this soundproofing a run for its money. I'm shocked you didn't sever your vocal cords screaming in here last night. Let me tell you though, even if you did get out of this room, we're so far out in the sticks that you'd sooner wander into a pond full of gators than make it back to the main highway. Do me a favor? Okay? Calm down."


  Bob had tried to pull his hands up toward his face as the exterior light came into the room. He was disoriented but well aware of the danger he was in.


  Isaac placed a small plate of food on the floor and used his foot to kick it Bob's way. "Eat something. You look pale."


  "Let me go, please. I don't even know you."


  "You'll have your chance to leave here soon, Bobby. Can I call you Bobby?"


  On a normal day, Bob would be enraged by the taunting tone, but he was in no place to negotiate with Isaac. "What do you want from me?"


  The question was interesting to Isaac. At first, he had simply wanted to plunge a knife into Bob's windpipe and extract his tongue. His father had talked him out of it. Instead, he sent ten thousand volts through Bob's neck sending the man, his face already bloodied from the fight with the children, to his knees. The next jolt made him evacuate his bowels. Stupid drunk. Father convinced Isaac that Bob might be useful. A tool at luring the boys later. Or something else. He hadn't decided yet.


  First, the animal needed to be broken like a wild stallion. "Oh, you feel like talking now? Where is the tough guy I was talking to last night? Did the poker work that out of you? That's good. I have some questions for you."


  Bob looked down at his right ankle and pulled it toward him. There was a large triangular burn mark where Isaac had held the fireplace poker.


  He'd placed the metal on his oven's burner and let it heat to a solid orange color. When Bob had tried to rip the chains off the wall, Isaac placed the poker on his ankle. The wound seared but immediately cauterized. "The only reason you're still sucking in the precious air right now is that my father told me not to kill you."


  "Who's your dad, some guy I pissed off or something? Tell him I'm sorry. Truly, I do dumb things when I'm drunk. Very dumb things. I want to go home."


  Isaac laughed a shrill laugh. It was uncontrollable laughter, the laughter of someone surprised by something out of the blue. The sound made Bob recoil against the wall.


  "No, my father isn't around anymore. He's in the wind as they say. Like ashes. You remind me a lot of him, Bob. You like to beat up your kid?"


  Bob didn't answer.


  "I asked you a question, Bob. You like beating up on your boy?"


  "I get a little out of hand sometimes. I'm not proud of it."


  "You ever knock your boy unconscious? Kick his head against the wall? My father did that to me. He'd do that, and he'd laugh as I squirmed and fought and screamed. He thought it was hilarious. Me, not so much."


  "No, I never..."


  Isaac's leg shot out connecting with Bob's face. His head slammed back against the wall, his nose cracking again. Blood shot out from his nose and mouth.


  Bob grunted in pain and went limp. The room was full of stars. He tried to get up onto his elbows but was kicked in the ribs, sending him back to the ground.


  "Yeah, I bet you're the kind of guy who'd punch your kid and laugh about it."


  Bob was crying, curling up into a ball of his own piss and blood. Isaac could smell it.


  "Did you piss on my rug, Bob? Not a good boy, Bob." He put emphasis on the last word.


  "Do I have to housebreak you, Bob? Do I?" Isaac shouted the last part making Bob recoil and scream.


  Isaac was panting. He stood up and loomed over Bob Finster. "I'm going to show you the other side, Bobby. I'm going to show you. I'm not going to kill you. I can't have someone as dumb as you running around in my brain. I've only got room for one lunatic. You want to meet him?" He said the last part with genuine concern and excitement. "I'll go get him. Let me show you, my father."


  He strode out of the room taking big looming steps. Bob Finster was not looking at the same nerdy man who'd shown up at his door a couple of days ago. He was watching the confident steps of a monster, comfortable in its lair.


  The wood floor creaked as Isaac made his way back to the soundproof room. He came in carrying a tray. He turned his back to Bob and placed the tray on the ground.


  Bob squinted his eyes and tried to see what Isaac was holding, but he couldn't make out what it was.


  "Turn around, Bob. I don't want to ruin the surprise."


  Bob continued to stare at him.


  "I said turn!" Isaac screamed the command. Bob averted his eyes and looked down at the ground. "Good boy."


  A few moments later Isaac was next to him. "Open your eyes."


  Bob looked up and saw that Isaac was standing over him. He was nude. In his right hand was a knife with a thin blade. In his left hand was a mason jar full of a grayish-green transparent liquid.


  Bob pulled back toward the wall, recoiling at the sight of Isaac in the nude.


  "This is my father, Bob." Isaac bent over and placed the jar in front of Bob. "Well, what's left of him. I killed my father almost twenty years ago. Cut his tongue out with this blade. Set his insides on fire. Set his outsides on fire. Watched him burn alive." His tone was distant and afraid, like reliving the memory of a scared child.


  Isaac looked down at the jar with contempt. "I thought that'd be the end of it, you know? He would be gone, and the pain would be gone...but it never left. It only got worse."


  He tapped his forehead. "Now he lives up here. The same maniacal laughter. All day, every day... just like the others."


  Isaac motioned with his head toward the tray. There were other mason jars on the tray. Some looked like the one he had brought over with him, murky and gray. Others looked like they had an object floating around in them.


  "They all live up here now." Isaac tapped his forehead. "Every one I add to my collection makes me stronger. I can't kill you, Bob. You'll weaken the species."


  Isaac laughed again. He thought his joke was hilarious. A riot. He walked back over to the tray and moved it over to where they were sitting.


  "You've met my father. Now meet Vicky." He grabbed another one of the milky jars and set it down next to his father.


  "And this is the nameless boy. The one who came onto me on the train." Isaac placed a third jar on the ground.


  "And this is Lucy. She's the calmest of them all. Like a motherly figure." Isaac picked up one more jar that looked fresh. Inside was a red swollen object that Bob recognized. Tongues. They were all tongues. Human tongues. He wanted to scream, but the sound wouldn't come, only small gasps.


  "And this is Katy Thornton. She's a feisty one. Smart as hell, but still hasn't accepted that she'll be with me forever." Isaac's voice had gone to gravel. He began to sway back and forth.


  Bob looked up at him and noticed Isaac was staring down at him. His face had changed, his expression one of anger. In his hand was a leather blackjack.


  Along with the tray, Isaac had brought a basket of chemicals back to the room. He walked over to the door and shut it, locking it securely. "Best to keep quiet now, Bob. I'm going to have to teach you a lesson in pain. A lesson my father taught me many times. I never thought I would, but he told me I needed to, and I always listen to my father. He never leads me astray."


  Isaac moved behind him. Bob tried to scoot away, but his body had gone weak. He was hyperventilating, and he couldn't take his eyes off of the jar with Katy Thornton's tongue in it.


  "Don't struggle. It's time to take your medicine. This might hurt, but you like to hit kids, don't you Bob? I promise I won't laugh, but if you try to get away, I will put this blade through the back of your neck."


  Isaac hadn't held up that end of the bargain; he didn't kill Bob Finster that day. The screams that finally escaped his lungs came back to him full, and loud, and ripe with terror.


  Bob was taking his medicine.
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  SUSAN AND MITCH Thornton processed the news that their daughter's murderer could still be at large in different ways. Mitch did what he always did, he retreated inward. He sat in silence, staring at the wall as the wound of Katy's death—the one he'd thought was healing, began to reopen. Behind the wound was a ball of rage so intense it scared him. Susan had reverted to her own ball of emotion, with tears streaming down her face. She, too, was angry at the whole situation, but craved closure more than anything.


  "I felt it," Mitch said. "When they caught that guy. It didn't make sense why she would meet that guy. Did you feel it, too?"


  "No, I wanted it to be over."


  Mitch nodded and went back to being silent.


  Kevin emerged from his room, his face still red with tears. His friends hadn't left his side; they had waited outside his house while he and his mom had gone to the police station earlier. Steve had gone home a while ago, but Doug was still there with Kevin.


  Susan knew the boys were like a second family to him, and as much as she hated what her son had done, she knew that it was out of love for his sister. Still, she felt betrayed.


  The doorbell rang. Kevin was there in an instant. "Ethan!"


  Susan was on her feet in seconds. "What do you want?" She was taken aback when she saw Dana Williamson with him. "What is this?"


  "I need to apologize to you and your husband."


  The door swung open violently, ripped away by Mitch. He rushed at Ethan, grabbing him by the shirt. They took two full steps backward as Ethan lost his balance.


  Mitch raised his fist and held it an inch away from Ethan's face. "You son of a bitch!"


  "Mr. Thornton." Ethan's voice was full of surprise and shock.


  "Dad, stop!" Kevin shouted and began pulling his father off Ethan. "Dad!"


  Susan was also shouting at Mitch to let go. After a few moments of awkward dancing, Mitch released Ethan's collar.


  Ethan lost his balance again when he was let go. He gathered himself and stood tall, ready to grab Mitch and restrain him if the man came at him again.


  Doug stepped in between the two men.


  "What are you doing here?" Mitch asked.


  "I'll explain."


  Mitch's lips pursed. He was shocked. This man had failed them. He had failed Katy, and now he wanted to come into their home and sort things out.


  "Please, it will only take a moment."


  "Haven't you done enough?” He looked at Dana. “And you! You going to write this up into one of your stories? Victim’s family tries to fight incompetent cop? Sounds about your speed."


  "Mr. Thornton, please,” Ethan said.


  "It's Mitch."


  "Dad,” Kevin said, “let him talk. We can trust him."


  Susan put her hand on her husband's shoulder. He turned to her, a look of shock on his face, as if it was the first time she had touched him in months. He placed his hand on top of hers, and his eyes began to well. "You have five minutes."


  "Okay, fair enough," Ethan said. He and Dana followed the Thorntons into their living room.


  Ethan told them everything he knew about the case and Katy's movements. He filled in the gaps for them while Dana took notes, much to the chagrin of Susan. He talked about how Kevin had made contact with Dikeman, and that there was a possibility they were all in real danger.


  When he was finished, they sat in silence as the Thorntons brooded on the couch.


  "I think you need to leave," Mitch said.


  "What?" Kevin said.


  "We need to stay together now as a family. Kevin, Susan and me. We're leaving."


  "Dad. You can't."


  Mitch shot him a cold look that stopped him in his tracks. "We've lost too much. If you can't guarantee his safety, then we're not coming back until you can."


  Ethan and Dana stood. "Grab your things, Doug."


  Mitch looked at Ethan, confused.


  "Doug is staying with Ethan while they look for Doug's father. He attacked Doug and Steve a couple days ago."


  "I've been granted temporary custody of Doug while the courts sort it out and we continue to look for his father."


  Mitch's face went red, and Kevin knew why; he had been dishonest with his parents by withholding information.


  Susan went to the front door, opened it, and stood next to it. "Goodnight, Detective." There was a slight tone of panic in her voice and a hint of legitimate fear.


  Mitch stood and took his place next to her. He felt their eyes on him as he, Dana, and Doug exited.


  The door shut behind them and they heard the deadbolt lock. A moment later all the exterior lights of the house came to life, and Susan began drawing the blinds shut.


  * * *


  On the way back to Ethan's apartment, they stopped at RadioShack.


  "Stay here,” Ethan said, and went into the store.


  Doug and Dana sat in the car in silence until Doug spoke up. "I like your writing."


  Dana turned around in the passenger seat and smiled. "Thanks, kid."


  Doug smiled back. He turned his head and looked out the window.


  Ethan came out with a shopping cart containing two large boxes. He opened the trunk and loaded the contents inside. "Holy hell, electronics are expensive. I blew my entire savings in there. Now I know why you little shits steal this stuff."


  "What the hell did you buy?" Dana said.


  "Umm, two TVs and three VCRs... and a VHS tape duplicator. I don't know how to work any of it, so Doug, you're going to be on duty."


  "What are all those things for?" Doug asked.


  "We've got some homework."


  "Ethan? Have you got something?"


  "Yes. And if it doesn't work out, we’re all up shit's creek."


  * * *


  Dana stood, aghast at the state of Ethan's apartment. Doug wasn't fazed; he walked over the mess blocking the front door, went into the kitchen, and began making coffee. Ethan was starting to like this kid. His no bullshit attitude was endearing.


  "Want to help me straighten up a bit?"


  They worked to get the apartment back in normal working order. Doug finished sweeping up glass while Ethan and Dana unpacked the tech.


  "What's the plan?" Dana said.


  "Okay, there's three of us. Three VCRs and now three TVs."


  He opened the tape case from the school and extracted a VHS tape from it.


  "I was able to locate the tapes from the day Katy went to VoTech to meet with Jordan Dikeman. She's somewhere on one of these, and I'm betting he's somewhere on them too."


  "But we don't know what he looks like."


  "I know, kid, but it's the only thing we got."


  "So what are we looking for?" Dana asked.


  "We're looking for any abnormalities. Any students or kids or guys in their twenties that seem to take notice of her. If we see the same guy in multiple camera shots, I want you to make a note of it. I know he was there."


  "But why? Why did he stand her up?" Dana asked.


  "He was afraid. Afraid that she would laugh at him," Doug said.


  "We're looking for someone who might be disfigured or has a limp or anything. If it seems odd, note the time on the tape, and we'll all look at it. Doug, I don't know how to do any of this shit, so you're going to have to help me set this stuff up."


  Doug nodded and got to work. First, he made three copies of each of the tapes. They put one of the TV and VCR sets in Doug's room, and another on the kitchen table. Ethan placed the first tape in the VCR above his TV.


  "First we need to see when she arrived on campus. We know that she went into the Administration building because she filled out one of their info cards and dropped it off. The camera system is a little wonky, so we'll see five-second clips of each set of four cameras, cycling through the day. It's going to make this a very painstaking process."


  "No one says wonky, Ethan," Doug said.


  "I do. I say wonky."


  They started in the living room together. The second tape began at six AM, so Ethan pressed the fast-forward button. The recordings in the cafeteria and Administration buildings were in color. The other cameras on campus were in black and white.


  "My guess is fast forward till about ten AM. She probably tried to meet him for lunch."


  Doug nodded, and Ethan kept the tape going. The sun came up and people started showing up on campus. Doug relaxed maybe for the first time since he'd met him. The kid had always been so high strung, but you couldn't blame him with the walking sack of shit he had for a father.


  As the tape progressed, the angle of the sun cast a shadow over the buildings. The images began to brighten as it moved toward mid-morning. On two or three occasions, they thought they had spotted Katy, but it turned out to be another girl with a similar build. The tape was almost over, approaching noon. The morning of December seventeenth was flying by, and they still hadn't located her.


  Ethan was refreshing his cup of coffee when Doug sprang out of his seat and paused the tape.


  "That's her. I know that's her."


  Ethan came back to the TV. Doug had paused the tape as a girl was entering the administration building from the rear door. Ethan got close to the screen.


  It was Katy. They had found her. They must have missed her on the way in, since it looked like she was leaving.


  "Press play."


  Doug started the tape. Katy was ambling. She stopped in the middle of the courtyard and looked up at the second-floor stairwell. Katy put her hands on her hips and circled the room. She was moving toward the door when a woman approached her. They began conversing.


  "I see you," Ethan said, barely above a whisper.


  Ethan felt a wave of relief wash over him that he hadn't felt in weeks. He couldn't say it to Dana or Doug, but he felt like a competent detective. After feeling so broken down by the job, this was a massive boost. One that he relished—but they needed another break to find the man behind the curtain. To find Dikeman.


  "I wish I could hear what they were saying," Doug said.


  "Me too," Ethan said.


  The woman led Katy to the information desk and handed her a card. She filled out the card and gave it back. The interaction took less than two minutes, but Ethan knew it was the most critical detail yet in the entire case. Had that woman not stopped her and asked her to fill out the info card, they'd have never known she visited the campus. Katy walked, nearly ran, out of the building.


  "She's upset," Dana said.


  "Yeah, I think she really liked him. Like, for real liked him," Doug said.


  "Ethan," Dana said.


  He turned to her and saw that her eyes were full of tears.


  "Thank you."


  "For what?"


  "For trusting me. You didn't have to do that. I've been awful to you and I... I'm sorry."


  Ethan looked down at the floor. Doug looked away, trying not to make it awkward.


  "I'm sorry I played a part in getting you suspended."


  Ethan dismissed the comment. "No apologies. Just have my back now. Help me find him."


  "Okay."


  "Dougie, back up the tape. Let's see where we missed her."


  Doug rewound the tape and they retraced Katy’s steps. They had missed her because she never entered the campus through the administration building. They were so focused on that one place; they didn't see her enter. She came on campus from one side of the quad. She sat and waited on one of the steel benches, her eyes looking up at every boy that walked by. None of them stopped.


  It looked like she finally gave up and entered the cafeteria.


  "Okay, this is it. We're going to get some color shots now."


  The quality of the cameras in the cafeteria were miles better than anything in the courtyard. There were four cameras, all showing in the same grid on the screen. That much coverage made sense, as the most common areas would be the place where most things were stolen. The cafeteria cameras displayed for 5 seconds, then there was a maddening 10 second gap, where the tape flipped to the two other four-screen shots. Katy entered through the double doors and got in line to get some food. She had a small handbag with her that looked awkward on her tall, lanky frame. She was in line with what looked like a bottle of water and some French fries, when the tape cycled away.


  When the cafeteria views resumed, she was sitting in one of the booths near the back of the cafeteria not far from the camera that showed in the lower left corner. She looked around. They let the tape run, pausing at the start of each five second view, taking note of any person that walked by her table. The sole person that lingered was a man that looked to be in his late 60s. Another young girl took a seat at the table next to her. She made small talk with Katy that they couldn't hear.


  Katy wasn't touching her food. She took occasional sips of water. Her head turned back and forth trying to determine if her date would show himself. A man with an Army bag walked by her desk and dropped his bag on the floor, but when the view cycled back he was picking up his things, and then he went on his way. Katy didn't pay much attention to him.


  "Look," Dana said.


  A man began limping toward Katy. The limp was pronounced. They paused the tape and examined him. He looked to be a Hispanic man in his mid-to-late thirties, wearing a VoTech uniform. Possibly one of the workers in the cafeteria. They continued the tape and he stopped at Katy’s table, and they spoke for a moment. Katy nodded at him, and he took her tray. When the cycle came back, he was visible in another camera, behind the counter.


  "This could be something," Ethan said.


  The limp was significant and matched the abnormalities they were looking for, but their hopes were dashed when they saw the same man visit the other tables in the cafeteria. He was a tray collector. They watched the cameras rotate through the cafeteria for the remainder of the time Katy sat there. There was no other suspicious movement, and the crowd began to thin out. On one of the cameras there was a young couple in the corner, feeding each other food.


  "Gross," Doug said.


  "You won't be saying that in a couple of years." Ethan grinned.


  Katy stood up from her table and marched out of the room. They saw her cross the quad. She made a fast line to the administration building, and they were back at the point where they'd first seen her. She signed the forms and walked out.


  "There's nothing here," Doug said.


  "Let's split up. Each of you grab a copy of the tape and a TV. You see the timecode? That's where we start." Ethan wasn't ready to give up.


  Doug was determined that if there was something there, he was going to find it. He grabbed one of the tapes and took it into his room. Dana put her tape into the VCR on the kitchen table. Ethan remained on the TV. They watched the same hours' worth of tape for the next four hours. They watched it in slow motion, they watched it sped up.


  It was approaching one AM when Ethan turned and looked at the kitchen table. Dana had fallen asleep, her head on her arms like a student in a classroom. Ethan walked into the bedroom and found Doug fast asleep, too. He grabbed the blanket hanging on the chair next to the bed and placed it over him. He helped Dana into his bed and covered her up as well.


  Ethan returned to the couch and put a lip of tobacco in. He rewound the tape again, hoping that something would stick out. Sleep overtook him, and the tape ran to completion.
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  ETHAN WOKE BEFORE the sun came up, the tobacco still in his mouth. He knew one day he'd choke to death doing that. He pulled the tobacco from his lip and placed it in the empty coffee cup on the table in front of him. The TV had that snowy effect that happens when it's left on, and there's no signal. Other than that, the house was quiet.


  He stood up and stretched. His body ached, but he was glad he'd gotten a little rest.


  Soon, the morning edition of The Bradenton Herald would be hitting the streets. When Holloway didn't see the story in print, he'd come looking for Dana.


  Ethan walked into his bedroom and found Dana still sound asleep on his bed. She stirred and opened her eyes. She saw him standing in the doorway and smiled. "Did you find anything?"


  He shook his head.


  She nodded, then lifted herself on to her elbows and looked out the window. It was still dark out.


  "Hey,” Ethan said. “I don't want you going home without me."


  "Why?"


  "The story Holloway asked you to plant didn't happen. He'll come looking for you."


  Dana frowned.


  "Do you have someplace you can stay for a couple of days?"


  Dana looked distraught. She knew about as many people in this town as Ethan did. "Yes, I have a few people I can bunk with. Can you take me back to my car?"


  "I'll do you one better. I'll take you back to your place and help you get packed. This is serious. I need you to take it seriously."


  She raised her hands in an "okay" gesture and stood up.


  Ethan left the room and brewed some coffee in the kitchen. The smell woke Doug. He came shuffling out of the room wiping the morning from his eyes.


  "Stay here, kid. I'm taking Dana to get some things."


  Ethan grabbed his keys and moved toward the door.


  "You want me to clean up or something?"


  "Just eat something."


  "Find anything on the tapes?"


  "Not yet, but it could use some fresh eyes."


  Dana came out of the bedroom and kissed Doug on the forehead. "Be good."


  Doug returned to his room and tried to watch the tape, but found it was too hard to follow on the small screen, so he went back into the living room and fired up Ethan's copy; it was much easier to follow on the thirty-two-inch screen.


  He rewound the tape to where Katy had walked into the cafeteria. Doug watched the cafeteria scenes over and over again, trying to find some irregularity. He paused the tape right as it was switching over to the cafeteria cameras. He stood up, poured himself a cup of water, and grabbed a bagel from Ethan's bread holder.


  When he returned to the TV and sat down, something didn't seem right. Where were the two kids feeding food to each other? They were gone.


  In the booth where the couple had been, there was a man in his late thirties, sitting alone. He had an Army style backpack on the table. Doug rewound the tape and noticed that the couple who had been feeding each other must have walked out some time while the cameras were cycling. This guy appeared out of nowhere and was in that corner booth. He was on the camera twice, for five seconds each time, but from where he was sitting, it seemed he had a clear view of Katy's table. His head didn't move.


  He was watching her.


  Doug started to feel his insides turn a bit. Could this be the guy? He noted the timestamp on the tape and wrote it on a piece of paper "Weird guy, 11:46:17. Sitting in a corner booth. Watching Katy?" Doug rewound the tape and got close to the screen. The guy had an army style bag. Green. Minutes later the same man walked next to Katy and dropped the bag. Katy didn't pay much attention to him.


  He didn't linger, but Doug noticed something when he stood up. His shoulders were slumped. The man looked defeated.


  Doug got up from the couch and walked over to the phone. As he was going to pick it up, it rang. He answered it.


  "Hello?"


  "Hey, Doug. It’s Steve. I need your help with something."


  "Can it wait, dude? I think I'm on to something with Katy."


  "Yeah, it's about that. Kevin's not answering his phone. The house line is disconnected. I rode by on my bike, and it looks like no one is home. Do you think they're okay?"


  "Let's call Ethan. He can find out."


  "Dude, come by my house. Tripod, remember?"


  * * *


  On the way, Doug turned down his block and slowed in front of his old house. He stayed on the other side of the street, looking at the abandoned house from a distance. The block was off. Something didn't seem right.


  Was he being watched? No, that was just paranoia from everything going on. Had something moved behind the glass? No. Bob wouldn't be that foolish. Besides, the crime scene tape on the front door remained intact.


  Doug rolled away, continuing toward Steve's house. He met Steve in stride, and they pushed forward, riding their bikes hard into the stagnant heat of the morning air.


  Ten minutes later they were in front of Kevin's house. They jumped off their bikes and dropped them in the grass on their sides. It was ten AM, but the heat was already making their clothes sticky from sweat. Doug was the first to knock. No one answered. Steve rapped louder.


  Susan answered the door moments later. "Boys, Kevin is grounded. He won't be able to come outside. I suggest you go home and stay home. For your safety. Until this thing blows over, okay?" She didn't wait for them to respond. She shut the door.


  The boys heard it lock.


  "This is bullshit."


  They waited for a few minutes before making their way quietly to the side of the house to knock on Kevin's window. The blind opened, revealing Kevin's surprised face. He opened the window and gave each of them a fist bump.


  "Looks like you're in pretty deep shit."


  "A river of it."


  Steve looked over Kevin's shoulder and saw a bag packed in the corner of the room. "What's that?"


  Kevin looked back and pulled in a deep sigh. His face fell. "We're going to Atlanta. My dad has to work there this week, and he said my mom and I are going with him. He won't let me out of his sight. We're leaving tonight. What are you guys doing here?"


  "We wanted to see if you were okay,” Doug said. “And we wanted to give you this."


  They passed Holloway's radio to Kevin. "This way you can communicate with Ethan. And monitor any traffic you hear from Holloway and Nunez," Steve said. "You're still in the game. We're going to get this piece of shit."


  Kevin held up his hand, and the two boys gave him a high five.


  "Is your phone still working?" Steve asked.


  "Yeah, I suppose I could use it," Kevin said.


  "Okay, we're going to set up behind 7-Eleven. You know the spot. If anything happens, call us. We're going to try to plug in and see if NovaNet is still online," Steve said.


  "Good idea. If gets back online, he might think he's in the clear."


  "Hey, listen, Ethan has security tapes from VoTech.” Doug explained to them the video session last night. As he did, he saw Steve and Kevin's faces light up. They were on the right path. “I think I got a look at the guy. It's possible. We're getting close."


  "Take it to the end. Tripod?" Kevin said.


  They put their hands in the middle. "Tripod," they replied in unison.


  "We'll page you from the payphone behind the store,” Steve said. “Then call us, okay?"


  "Deal."


  Doug and Steve hopped on their bikes and began riding back toward Lewis Park.


  Kevin watched them until they were out of sight and closed his window.


  * * *


  From the minute they crawled into the small clearing in the bushes behind the 7-11, Doug knew something was wrong. The phone box had been tampered with, and there were large footprints leading up to it. One of the sides of their small lair had been toyed with. He didn't like it. The paranoid part of his brain went off. "Someone's been here."


  "I know, but who?" Steve's expression was one mixed with skepticism and surprise.


  Doug stood slowly and let his head poke out from the bushes. It was slight, but it allowed him to survey the area around them. There was nothing there. But there had been. He was certain. He remembered his father's house this morning and an irrational fear built in him. "We need to move,” Dug whispered loudly. “Now!"


  Something in his eyes spooked Steve. They were glassy and gray. He'd seen that look a few times before, and it was always after the worst of his beatings. Steve packed his laptop into his bag, shoving it in as quiet as he could. He unplugged the alligator clips from the phone, placed the black box back into his backpack, and slung it around his shoulder. He tightened the straps against himself so the bag wouldn't shift as they crawled out.


  "We go hard and fast."


  Steve nodded and understood; getting out was not a quiet process. They'd give themselves away as soon as they jumped out. It was a matter of getting to their bikes as fast as they could.


  Doug went first, and Steve watched as his feet disappeared through the brush. The branches rustled and flicked back and forth as the two made their escape from the bushes that hid the phone box.


  Doug helped Steve to his feet. They brushed off their legs and took off in a full sprint toward the bikes. Steve’s backpack was slamming up and down; Doug was trailing.


  Doug looked over his shoulder and saw nothing. They were in the clear so far; they only had to get to the bikes.


  The attack did not come from behind.


  An arm shot out from behind one of the large oak trees near where their bikes rested. The clothesline caught Steve square in the chest, his eyes registering a brief moment of surprise before his feet went out from under him. He landed on his back hard and felt all the air leave him. The Yankees cap he had been wearing rolled off of his head toward the bushes. He rolled onto his side and began to greedily suck in air.


  Doug skidded to a halt and saw a pistol rise, an inch from his face. Every fiber of him wanted to scream. His mouth was dry, and he felt his back go slack. He looked down the barrel of the small pistol. It was bright silver but had a black suppressor attached to the end of it.


  The gun lowered, and Doug felt the contents of his bladder begin to spill down his leg. He recognized the man. It was the one from the video. The one who was watching Katy.


  Dikeman.


  "Keep your mouth shut if you want to live through the day,” a shrill, angry voice said. Steve began to catch himself and tried to roll away from the man standing in front of him.


  Isaac lowered the pistol and aimed it at Steve's face. He pulled the hammer back.


  "Please..." Doug pleaded.


  Isaac looked back at Doug and smiled a mouth full of crooked teeth. Doug could smell the sweat radiating off the man in the hot summer morning.


  Isaac gestured over his shoulder. “Where is the Thornton boy?" he growled.


  "He's not with us. I swear. Please let us go."


  Isaac knew that wasn't an option. He had crossed over a line that couldn't be undone. His mere presence, out in the open with a gun in his hand, had to be rectified. But a wrench had been thrown into his plans. He leaned down, the gun in Steve's face.


  Steve winced and closed his eyes, assuming his life was about to end. He yelped, like a scared cornered animal as Isaac's hand reached out and ripped the backpack off of his back.


  Isaac rifled through the backpack. Inside were a laptop, a black box and a spoofing device to hide phone numbers. "You've been busy, boys. This is some high-end tech."


  An idea occurred to him. It would take some coaxing out of the boys, but that could be arranged. He would take them with him; he would lure the boy and his cop friend out of the dark and into the mouth of his trap.


  Isaac stood up and turned the gun back toward Doug. "Get in the car. Lie down in the back seat and place the blanket on the floor over your heads. Do exactly as I ask, or I will put a bullet between your eyes. Then I will visit the Thornton residence and kill them, too. Do you both understand?"


  "Dikeman.” The sound came out in a wheeze, as Steve choked air back into his lungs.


  Hearing the name confirmed something in Isaac's head. Katy had kept a copy of their conversations. The bitch had lied to him. The rage of her betrayal made his teeth stand on edge. It took everything in him not to pull the trigger and end it right there. Not because he was afraid, but because he wanted to shed blood.


  He took in a breath and leaned down, his face inches from the boy laying on the ground. "Pleased to meet you, Steve."


  Steve recoiled at the sound of his name. This guy knew as much about them as they did him.


  "But please, call me Isaac."
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  TOO MUCH TIME had passed. Kevin hadn't heard from Doug and Steve. The phone booth number rang off the hook. Kevin had tried to reach his friends time after time with no response. He hadn't thought anything of it at first, but he was beginning to feel nervous pangs flutter against his stomach. He looked at the bag packed by the door and felt his shoulders slump. It was over. The whole charade. He would have to let Ethan handle it from here on out. His dangerous game had ended. He had failed his sister. He had promised he would find whoever had killed her and bring him to justice. He had almost found him, but his quest had been chopped off at the knees. He knew in their eyes they were doing the right thing; he was furious with his parents for taking this from him.


  Doug and Steve had gone AWOL after they had asked him to call. The page never came. The calls were never answered.


  He picked up the receiver again and called Steve's house. His mother answered on the first ring. "Hello?"


  "Mrs. Larchmont? It's Kevin. Is Steve home?"


  "Does your mother know you're calling me right now?"


  "No, ma'am."


  "Can I speak to her?"


  He hung up the receiver, his eyes still fixed on the floor. Maybe they went back to Ethan's apartment. He tried Ethan's but got no answer. He felt alone. Helpless. He made an involuntary look toward the window as if being drawn toward it. Open it. Climb out. Run.


  His pager went off, and he felt relief wash over him. He reached out and grabbed the pager hoping to see a familiar number on the screen. It was the number to Doug’s house. The house where he no longer lived.


  Kevin froze, staring at the number on the screen. Why is he there? Was his piece of shit dad finally back and looking for him? Couldn’t be. Kevin only gave his pager number out to a select few, and Bob Finster sure as shit wasn’t on the list. Kevin looked over his shoulder at the door, but he didn't hear Susan. He moved to the phone and dialed the number. Instead of a dial tone, he was met with the familiar screeching sound of a modem. He pulled the phone away from his ear. This was unexpected. Doug’s computer wasn’t in that house. There was no modem. He felt the hairs on his neck stand in full attention. His mind was hinting at the answer, but deep down he didn’t want to believe it could be true.


  Kevin turned and moved over to Katy's old rig. He unplugged the line and inserted it into the modem. Using Doug’s number this time, Kevin typed in the commands to dial up a BBS.


  He dialed the number on the pager and heard his modem spring to life. When it finished, a black screen of text appeared, a rudimentary login screen with green text. NovaNet. Impossible. NovaNet was connected to Doug’s landline. Kevin felt his stomach bottom out. The screen looked like a basic template; below the logo it requested a four-digit passcode.


  Kevin stared at the screen unsure how to proceed. Below the four-digit code box there was a line of text that made his skin run cold. He felt the color drain from his face.


  "Check your pager, Kevin."


  It could only mean one thing. NovaNet was Dikeman’s creation the whole time, and he had used it to trap his sister, and now he had it set up at Doug’s old house.


  He picked up the pager and found the four digits after the phone number. He punched in the four-digit code on the BBS page and pressed enter. The screen went blank and two rectangular empty boxes appeared—boxes used to denote pictures and rich media associated with the BBS. Photos loaded in chunks on BBS systems, starting from the top and working their way to the bottom. Kevin waited as the first image on the left-hand side of the screen began to load. He felt the contents of his breakfast shooting up toward his throat as an image of Steve appeared on the screen, bound and gagged, with a line of blood trickling out of a wound on his forehead.


  He didn't have to wait long for the other image to load. Doug, on the floor, hogtied next to Steve. His eyes were looking up at the camera, his face stricken with fear.


  Kevin touched the screen and gasped, his fingers stopping on his friends. He began to quietly weep, knowing he had put his friends in danger. The tears flowed freely as his young mind struggled to comprehend what had happened. Through the tears he read the text below the image. It was simple instructions.


  "Bring your cop friend with you to the Finster house. If I see anyone other than you two, your friends die. You have one hour."
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  LIGHT FOUGHT ITS way through cracks in the curtains like hands reaching out from a grave, shedding soft lines of white light in an otherwise darkened room. Isaac sat, rocking back and forth on a rocker recliner in the middle of the living room at the Finster house. He had the boys tied up in the other room, and his prize was tied up in his own bedroom, unconscious. It was just Isaac and his thoughts. He needed the little shit to take the bait, but so far he hadn’t nibbled.


  When the phone finally rang, Isaac stood up from the recliner where he had been sitting, staring at the laptop screen.


  Showing the brat the stakes, his two friends tied up in the room with a simple message, should be enough to make it all work. That part had been Earl's idea. Isaac had wondered if the boy would get fresh and run straight to the police. That would be unfortunate; he had worked so hard to get to this point, and he was nearly free.


  The others would die, quick, painless deaths. He had to be humane, after all. They were innocents caught in the wake of the bigger plan.


  Isaac glanced at the set of knives he's brought with him. Next to them sat a mason jar full of clear liquid. Katy needed her brother. Maybe then she'd settle down, perhaps she'd even be happy.


  From the next room, he heard the loud one. The one who wouldn't shut up. Steve. He'd be the last to die, and maybe, just maybe, he'd take his time with that one. None of them were worthy of joining the family of tongues, who now cohabitated the space in his mind that brooded and hummed—the place where their voices never let up. One big happy family.


  Earlier, Isaac had put plastic down and placed two large plastic drums in the kitchen. He’d arranged the room to his suiting, his face to the door the entire time, preparing his killing floor.


  The work had been meticulous. Again, at Earl’s direction. The goal was to leave nothing behind but a violent scene of revenge and anger. The anger of the violent one. A sense of calm had washed over him as he worked. Father always had a plan. He’d even helped design the rudimentary login screen with the code.


  Isaac leaned down and watched as the BBS site came to life. As the green text scrolled across the screen, he saw Katy's face. He thought about how he had tossed and turned when her name had first appeared on the screen. She had been so innocent, but so tough. So real. He thought he loved her. Maybe even TRUE LOVE. He still felt it, as the months went by, but everything could be—would be—different if he had only listened to his father and his simple, one-line command. Don't.


  The modem connection lingered for a moment, and Isaac watched, trying to picture young Kevin as he read the words and saw the pictures load. Isaac looked up at the clock; the timer had begun. Patience. The boy would come and bring the oaf with him, and this nightmare would be over.


  Time was ticking.


  * * *


  No sooner had Ethan seen Dana off, than his pager started buzzing. He hurried the three blocks to the nearest pay phone, grabbed a quarter from his coin tray, and plugged it into the coin slot. His pager had been relentless, showing his home number, and Ethan felt the juice. Doug must've found something on the tapes.


  It went off yet again while he was dialing. It was answered on the first ring. The voice on the other end wasn't Doug, though. It was Kevin, and he was screaming.


  "Ethan! He's got them. He's got Doug and Steve. He took them. Help me. Please, Ethan!" Kevin's voice changed from a scream to a sobbing whimper.


  Ethan felt a lump in his throat. His stomach tightened and his fists clenched at Kevin's words. He felt the world go cold, his chest seized up, and his knees went weak. A million thoughts blasted through his mind. How could they have been taken? He’d told Doug not to leave. "Kevin, how? How does he have them?"


  "I don't know! Get here, we have to go get them. He's going to kill them, Ethan. We have to move right now. He said we had one hour. Hurry."


  Ethan felt the phone slip out of his hand. He was in his car. He was backing out. Lights on. Flashing police lights. Breakneck turns around corners as cars pulled off the road to avoid him. Ethan made it back to his apartment in less than five minutes. He screeched to halt in front of the building, jumped out of the car, and ran toward the stairs. He took them two at a time and burst into his apartment to find Kevin, pacing back and forth in the kitchen.


  Kevin's face was blotchy and red from the tears. Ethan grabbed him and hugged him tight. The boy’s body pulsed and gyrated as he let loose a fresh round of tears. He kept shouting "Sorry! Sorry!" into Ethan's chest.


  Ethan pulled him away and kneeled. Their faces were close, and Ethan looked into Kevin’s eyes. They were bloodshot and manic.


  "Listen,” Ethan said. “We're going to get them back. They're going to be safe, but I need you to tell me everything that happened. And I need you to try to stay calm while you're doing it. Nod if you understand me."


  Kevin sucked in a deep breath and nodded. His cheeks lightened, and he began to calm himself. When he stopped panting, he explained to Ethan everything that had happened that morning. How Doug and Steve had shown up at his house earlier that morning to see the damage from the previous evening. He told Ethan that Steve had been adamant about using the black box to call NovaNet to see if Dikeman had gotten back online. They were supposed to page him when they got to the back of the liquor store, but they never did. Instead, Kevin explained, he had received a page from Doug’s number, but a modem had answered, and he had used his computer to call.


  He told Ethan how the NovaNet screen had appeared with a code, and how it was followed by the pictures of Doug and Steve. Then Dikeman had told him they had one hour, and the two of them were to come alone.


  "Tell me exactly how they looked. Try to remember everything. What was in the room? Did you see anything odd?"


  "Steve was bound and gagged. Which probably means he was running his mouth." Kevin began to cry again at the thought of that. He knew it would be like Steve to let his mouth get him killed. Kevin saw all the possibilities firing through his mind; none of the possible outcomes he imagined sounded good for Steve. "Oh God, I hope he didn't say anything too stupid."


  "He's not dumb. He'll keep his mouth shut." Ethan's mind was racing. He was trying to come up with a plan but so far was coming up blank.


  "What if he—"


  "Don't say that. Listen. If we're going to get them back, you're going to have to be a man now. Are you ready to be a man, Kevin? No more tears. Push it aside. Your friends need you now. You need to be my backup. I need you to be my partner. Do you understand?"


  Ethan could see Kevin shrinking away from his words. His face had gone dark. He was letting the emotions of the situation get the best of him. "Listen, Kevin, when I was a young boy, my father was shot and killed during a riot. He was a good man, but that didn't mean shit. He didn't take his service weapon with him that night. There had been riots for weeks. He made a mistake, and it cost him his life. My mother tried the best that she could after that, but I had to give up my childhood, because she needed me. I had to be a man. Even if I didn't want to, it's what the situation called for. Right now, the situation calls for you and me to go help your friends. Our friends. Okay? Look at me."


  Kevin's eyes met his.


  "If we don't get this right, we're all dead. I'm not trying to scare you, Kevin. I'm trying to tell you what's what. There is no help coming. It's just us. Just the way he wanted, okay? We have to find a way to get the game back in our favor.” Ethan's voice was coming out rapidly, but he forced himself to keep it even and rational. “Now think. Think like a man."


  Kevin listened, wide-eyed. "I understand."


  "Say it again.”


  A single tear rolled down Kevin's cheek. "I understand."


  Kevin drifted over to the couch. The TV had the snow on it, signifying the end of a video tape. Ethan sat beside him when he noticed something on the VCR. He picked it up and held it for both of them to see.


  Doug had left them a note.


  "Weird guy, 9 hours 46 minutes 17 seconds. Corner booth."


  They exchanged a look. Ethan rewound the tape to the beginning and fast forwarded to a timestamp about 10 seconds before the mark Doug had noted. They backed away from the screen and watched.


  Kevin looked at the lower right corner and saw the couple sitting there. On the next cycle through the cameras, they were gone, replaced by a man sitting by himself. He was oddly shaped and had a green army style bag sitting next to him. They watched the cameras cycle again and Ethan heard Kevin's breath catch when he saw his sister on the screen.


  His hand reached out toward her, but he caught himself. "She's there."


  "Yeah, and there's the guy. The guy Doug spotted." Ethan went down to one knee and felt the heat building in his neck.


  He knew that man. It was Isaac Hamilton.


  He was on camera for maybe thirty seconds, sitting across from Katy with his eyes locked onto her. He stood and dropped his bag next to her. She paid him no attention. There was a brief moment, maybe just a second, where Katy acknowledged that the man was there, but she dismissed him and continued to scan the cafeteria. Hamilton then stood, and his body slumped as he headed for the exits.


  Ethan rewound the tape and paused it as he dropped the bag.


  "His name is Isaac Hamilton," Ethan said flatly. "He's the head of the Circuitry Program at VoTech, and he killed your sister. That's who has our friends.” Ethan stood. “I have to call Ruggle."


  "No."


  "Look, I don't know what you think is going to happen here, but I've let this go too far. I've put them in danger. If I had..." His voice trailed off, pained.


  "It's not your fault."


  "It is. I'm a shitty detective. I missed him the first time. And then I stood in front of him with his..." His army bag and his Howard the Duck poster. He’d had Hamilton standing right in front of him, had the wormy monster squirming in his chair, dropping things on the floor, and he'd walked out like he'd never been a cop a day in his life. "If we survive this, I'm done."


  "We will survive this." Kevin was the one who sounded like the man in the room now.


  Ethan looked up at him and saw him as a man the first time. The desperation in Ethan to not let this boy down, to not let the other boys down, reached deep down into the recesses of his heart, where that little voice lived. He heard that voice whisper out to him. You're all going to die today.


  Kevin could see resignation in Ethan’s eyes, but he felt a resolve he’d never had before. He’d seen the face of his sister's killer, and he didn't look like much. He looked like a weasel, and the idea that an ugly weasel had snuffed out the bright, magnificent life force of his sister, sent a rage through Kevin’s spine that made him feel like he could bend steel. "We're going. Together. And we're going to win."


  Ethan stood up and wiped the sweat off of his brow. He felt a slight pain in his chest that he considered for a moment. It was panic; he tried to push it down, but the weight of the situation felt like a stack of suitcases on his back. Why the Finster house? It made no sense. Or did it? What game was Isaac playing? And how could they disrupt it?


  Ethan walked across the room and looked in Doug's room. Nothing was disturbed. All of his things were stacked and folded neat. What was it about Doug's house that would make Isaac want to go there? It wasn't close to where they were taken. It was empty but surrounded. He closed his eyes and thought back to the day Bob Finster had attacked Doug.


  Bob Finster.


  They hadn't found Bob Finster. But what if someone had? Ethan's hand went to his mouth when he put it all together. He smiled, not because he was happy, but because he felt that he finally figured out Isaac's plan.


  Kevin watched Ethan go to Doug's room but didn’t follow. He fixed his eyes on the screen, trying to remember every detail of Isaac Hamilton's frame. He pressed play and watched the scene again, and then rewound it and played it twice more. He studied the man’s movements and noticed he had a slight hitch in his step.


  Ethan returned to the room and positioned himself in front of the TV.


  Kevin pushed his hair out of his face and fixed his attention on Ethan.


  "I know why we're going to Doug's house."


  "Why? Why there?"


  "Isaac has Doug's dad. And he intends to use him in some way. He's tying up loose ends."


  "Are you going to be able to take your gun?"


  "No, he’ll be watching for that. We're going in blind, unless you can think of something."


  Kevin glanced up toward the clock. Twenty-five minutes left. "We need to go."


  "Not yet. Not until we find a way to get a gun into the fortress. We have to find a way to get the upper hand back." The word fortress stuck out to Ethan. His eyes lit up.


  He jogged away from Kevin, who looked on, puzzled. Ethan came back into the room a moment later holding Doug's backpack.


  He tossed it to Kevin. "Put that on."


  "There's no way he's going to let us keep that."


  Ethan waved a dismissive hand as he moved into the kitchen rifling through the drawers.


  "Ethan, what are we doing? We need to move. We need a plan."


  He stopped, put a lip of tobacco into his mouth, and considered for a second that it might be the last one he ever chewed. He realized he'd be okay with that. He searched the drawers in the kitchen, until his hand rested on what he was looking for.


  Kevin watched Ethan emerge with a large roll of duct tape. Ethan pulled out his service revolver and sat down in front of Kevin with it in one hand, the tape in the other. "Question. Have you seen Die Hard?"


  Kevin stood there for a moment before it dawned on him. He looked at the roll of tape and the gun again. "Ethan, no way. I've never shot a gun before. There's no way in hell I'm going to be able to pull a gun off of your back."


  Ethan smiled and looked down at the gun. "No, that's not what I'm suggesting."


  Kevin breathed a sigh of relief and let his shoulders relax.


  "Actually, we’re gonna tape the gun to your back."
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  THE SUN WAS at its highest point when Ethan and Doug pulled up to the Finster residence. They had made it with 9 minutes to spare. Kevin had a line of cold sweat on his forehead. He kept taking giant gulps of air. The ride over had been quiet, save for Ethan reassuring Kevin a few times that everything was going to be okay.


  Kevin opened the passenger door and exited the car, looking at the house. All the shades were drawn. He took the backpack out of the passenger seat and put it on. He felt the ridges of the Glock press into his skin, where Ethan had taped it to his back. He gulped again and scanned the front of the house. He thought he saw the blinds poke down on the bedroom window for a slight moment and return. They were being watched.


  Ethan unclipped the radio and placed it on the console. He stepped out of the car and felt the heat of the summer day hit him like a shockwave; his stomach turned.


  He looked down at Kevin. He was a good kid. Great kid. For a moment the urge was strong to push him back into the car. He saw Susan Thornton holding her dead son at his funeral. He knew he would be dead as well... he would die before letting Kevin be harmed.


  "Ready?" Ethan said.


  "About as ready as I'll ever be. Let's go. Let's just do this." Kevin stepped forward. As he did, the front door opened, and a small figure stepped onto the porch. As he moved out of the shaded area, they saw it was Doug. His face was caked with tears, and his clothes were wrinkled and scuffed. He looked frightened beyond measure.


  "Dougie,” Ethan said firmly. “Is everyone okay in there?"


  Doug looked over his shoulder, then back at them. He nodded, taking a step backward. He mouthed the words "Thank you," and Ethan felt his heart sink. Doug didn't think they'd come; he had given up hope.


  "Why don't you come inside?" Isaac's voice was shrill but confident.


  "We need proof of life,” Ethan shouted back. “I need to see Steve."


  "Come inside right now, or I send that one’s brains into the wind."


  This time the voice was lower, and there was a wild anger behind it. Animalistic. Believable. As they approached, Doug disappeared back into the doorway.


  Ethan crested the steps, opened the screen door, and held it open for Kevin.


  Kevin walked through it, crossed the porch, and entered the doorway, disappearing into the darkness.


  Ethan followed him into the darkened living room. It looked different. All of the furniture had been pushed to one side, and the stench of old sweat and stagnant air made the room feel stale.


  On the kitchen table was a laptop computer, casting a light green glow into the room. Light bullied its way through the thin cracks in the blinds. An underlying faint smell of gasoline filled the room.


  In the corner, Isaac Hamilton stood behind the recliner, his body shielded. He had expected gunfire. He had a confident smirk on his face, but his eyes were narrow. In his right hand, a pistol with a silencer was leveled at them. His other hand was behind his back. He was keeping as little of his body exposed as possible.


  Kevin stopped in his tracks when he saw Isaac for the first time. His face went dark, and his eyes narrowed.


  "Hello, Kevin. It's a pleasure to meet you finally. I've heard so much about you."


  Kevin took a step forward, intending to rush the weasel who killed his sister.


  The gun in Isaac's hand rose, but Ethan caught Kevin by the handle on the backpack.


  "No," Ethan hissed. He moved Kevin to the side and faced Isaac.


  "Hello, Detective. I didn't think you were going to make it. I think it'd be best if you kept that one under control." Isaac waved the gun at Kevin.


  Ethan took in a big sigh and examined Hamilton close. "Where is Steve?"


  "No questions please. We're on a time budget. Lose the backpack, kid."


  Kevin complied and tossed the backpack. A flashlight scanned Kevin's pants. Isaac didn't see any bulges that would suggest a weapon. Kevin began breathing deeply. If Hamilton saw the gun on his back, they were dead for sure.


  "Lift your shirt, Detective, and spin around." His voice was low and raspy. Ethan lifted the t-shirt he was wearing and slowly turned all the way around.


  Isaac shone the light on Ethan and was satisfied there were no weapons on him as well. He smiled.


  "Turn around Kevin. Spin."


  Kevin complied. If Hamilton spotted even the profile of the gun on his back, he knew it was game over. The shirt he was wearing was baggy. He spun around, lifting the shirt bottom, but not enough to reveal the gun taped to his back. He felt the tape crinkle but wasn't sure if Isaac could hear that from across the room.


  He finished turning around and faced Isaac again. There was a beat.


  "Why did you kill her?"


  Ethan could hear the desperation in Kevin’s voice, he could almost see the cracks in the boy’s resolve. Ethan was certain that Kevin had dreamed of this moment; there would be no punishing today. There would be no revenge.


  They were going to die.


  "She deserved the life she'd built. She was going to be something amazing. And you killed her for nothing."


  "I never kill for nothing. And you're right, she was something." Isaac sounded forlorn. "I regret it. I regret all of it. I... I never meant to hurt her. Honest"


  "Bullshit! You fucking psychotic piece of shit. You... weird looking freak! I'll..."


  Isaac raised the gun and pulled the safety back.


  "One more word and you're dead."


  "Kevin, stop. Please," Doug pleaded.


  The sound of his friend's voice snapped Kevin back to reality. His jaw dropped when he turned and met Doug’s eyes. Kevin had forgotten he was in the room.


  He’d lost himself in rage—but he’d promised Katy; he’d promised he would punish the man who took her away from him. The weasel was standing right in front of him. He could do it. If Isaac was distracted, Kevin could do it himself. He could put a bullet in his weasel brain. He thought he could, even though he’d never fired a gun before.


  Ethan knew that Kevin would be dead before he could pull the gun from his own back, but Ethan was too far away. Kevin had moved forward, making it impossible for Ethan to reach the gun.


  The kid was letting his emotions get away from him.


  “Isaac.” Ethan tried to keep his voice calm. "I spooked you at VoTech, huh?" Ethan took two steps toward Isaac.


  Isaac turned the gun on him. "That's close enough."


  Ethan stopped and held his hands up in a pleading gesture.


  "Yes,” Isaac said. “We're here now because of our little chat at the school. I must admit I hadn't expected Katy to keep the chat logs. She seemed so trustworthy at the time. That was a mistake, but it was something I thought I could control. Then, I saw them with you.” He nodded at the boys. “I had to make... adjustments. Even so, I was certain you would be waiting for me in that parking lot, but I remembered how you arrested that other man for what I had done. I only had to rely on your inability to detect."


  "I don't need a monologue.” Ethan's voice was sharp and antagonistic. “You killed her. I missed it. But I'm here now."


  Isaac's eyes narrowed. "You're here because I brought you here."


  "Get behind me, boys." Doug and Kevin moved behind Ethan. "These boys, they didn't do anything wrong. They don't deserve to die. It's time to end this. I don't care what happens to me, but the only reason they are here is because I messed up."


  "You don't get to play the hero, Detective."


  "It's Ethan."


  "Okay, Ethan. You're part of a bigger plan. I'm going to walk out of here soon, and I'm leaving with the boy." Isaac gestured toward Kevin. "He's coming with me."


  "That's not happening." Ethan stepped forward.


  Isaac raised the gun and aimed it at Ethan’s head. "I don't think you've grasped how this works."


  "So, what? You're just going to shoot us and leave us for dead? They'll find you. There's no way this goes down the way you want, no matter how badly you want it."


  "The police in this town couldn't find their way out of a paper bag. It's one of this place’s charms. I've been to a lot of places, but this one is different. It's odd. The air is different here, and the people... they're off. This whole place is sour. And to answer your question, no. I'm not going to kill you and leave you to rot."


  Ethan heard a thumping noise coming from the hall, where Doug’s room was. Steve was in there, bound and gagged. He could hear them, and he was making a commotion. "I want the boy in the room. I want him with us. He doesn't deserve to die like a dog."


  "That one has quite the mouth on him. He's said some things that he needs to atone for, but there's someone else who will take care of that."


  "If you think Bob Finster is going to do what you want,” Ethan said, “you're overestimating the old drunk."


  Doug stepped forward and looked up at Ethan. "My dad. He's here?"


  "Yes, little one,” Isaac said. “He's been spending some time with me, and we've become close. He desperately wants to live. He loves his life, maybe more than anyone I've ever met. He's in the bathroom. Don't worry, he won't hurt you."


  "He already has."


  Ethan saw Isaac wince. It was slight, but it was there.


  "Yes. I know how that feels, little one. It... stays. It never leaves does it?" Isaac lowered the gun and laughed to himself. "It never leaves."


  "Is that what happened to you, Isaac?” Ethan asked. “Daddy hurt you? And now you have to hurt everyone else?"


  "Watch your mouth before you end up like the boy."


  "His name is Steve. You'll call him by his name, damn it. You won't make him into nothing. They're all more than you'll ever be, you spineless piece of shit.” Ethan deepened his voice, drawing out his words. “You... fucking... coward."


  Isaac snarled and stepped out from behind the recliner. He took two fast strides toward Ethan and pistol-whipped him across the face.


  A white light. The world tumbled out from under his legs, and Ethan wobbled down to one knee.


  Isaac used his foot to push Ethan the rest of the way to the ground.


  Kevin lunged forward, but Isaac back-handed the boy, and he sprawled, landing on Ethan.


  Doug, sobbing, stepped backward, taking in long gulps of air.


  "Go fetch him for me,” Isaac told him. “And bring your friend in here."


  Doug's face had gone a shade of white that Ethan had seen before, on people who were about to vomit.


  The world was coming back to Ethan, but he could hear his heartbeat thrumming in his brain. Blood dripped from an open gash on his cheek. There was a moment, maybe half a second, when Ethan could have charged and perhaps gotten under Isaac's arms. One wrong step, though, and they would all be dead; in his current state, he couldn’t fight. He needed to get his head back. His mind was swimming. When he shut his eyes, he saw stars.


  Doug backed away from them, down the hallway toward the bathroom door. His mind flashed with fear as memory flooded back to him. The last time he was in this hall, his father snarling, charging toward him and Steve... they were right back where they started.


  He reached the door, turned the handle, and opened it a crack. He saw his father, bloody and bruised in the bathtub, his eyes wide and full of fear. That fear didn’t change when he looked at Doug; there was a blankness in his father's eyes he'd never seen before. His own father didn't even recognize him.


  "Dad?"


  Bob's face had changed. It was his father's body, but the blank, vacant look behind his eyes made Doug take two giant steps back.


  "Best to come out now, Bob,” Isaac said. “I won't hurt you. You know what happens when you don't obey me."


  Ethan had known Bob would play a role in Isaac's plan, but he didn't know the half of it.


  Bob rose from the tub like a zombie moving toward ripe flesh. He bristled past his son and walked into the living room, reeking of sweat, blood, and something else. Doug couldn't put his finger on it, but it was repugnant and made him recoil. His father never even looked down at him, his eyes on his new master. He stood in the living room, swaying and staring at Isaac, waiting for his next command.


  "Bring me the loudmouth."


  Bob entered Doug's old room. As soon as the door opened, the sounds of muffled shouts came roaring out.


  Ethan sighed a breath of relief. Up until that moment, he hadn't been completely sure Steve was still strong enough to scream.


  Bob returned with Steve over his shoulder, then tossed him at Doug's feet. Doug tried to catch him, but the weight of his friend took them both to the ground.


  Isaac let out a sharp laugh at the unexpected humor of it all. "That's good. That's very good. Bobby, be a good boy and fetch me the can from the kitchen,"


  Isaac never took the gun off Ethan, the only one in the room with the skill to put a dent in his plans. And so far, the plan was going swimmingly. Isaac had a grin from ear to ear revealing his crooked and bent teeth. His neck was drenched from the Florida heat, and the stagnant air seemed to rest in front of their faces.


  Bob turned and moved into the kitchen. There was a clanking sound followed by a plunging gulp of a sound, like a cap being peeled from a soft drink. Bob returned to the room with an open jerrycan. Ethan smelled the gasoline as it filled the air.


  "Douse them,” Isaac told him. “The cop first."


  "Wait," Ethan said, but it was too late.


  Bob reared back and flung the canister forward, a gush of gasoline hitting Ethan's shirt and neck. The runoff hit Kevin in the side of his face, as he yelped and pulled away. Bob continued dumping the canister on the two boys on the ground.


  Ethan stepped forward and grabbed Bob by the throat. His right hook swung around and caught Bob on the chin, sending him flying.


  Isaac was around the recliner in an instant, the gun to Ethan's head. He clicked the safety off.


  Ethan froze, the cold steel pressed against his temple. He panted.


  Isaac moved the weapon with him. "Stop! Or I will paint these walls with your brains."


  "You're not doing this,” Ethan said. “These—"


  The gun came down on the back of his neck sending Ethan down to his knees. He fell forward on his shoulder.


  "Untie your friend, Doug."


  Doug complied, ripping the tape off of his friend’s lips. Steve shouted out in pain.


  Isaac smiled.


  Doug removed the tape from Steve’s ankles and his wrists. Steve sat up, rubbing them, trying to get the blood back into them.


  "Ethan..." Steve said. His voice was pleading. All the fire had left it. He had experienced real fear. "Ethan, please help us."


  "He can't," Isaac said, then turned and helped Bob back onto his feet. "Are you okay?" He held his hand up to Bob's lips and pressed his thumb against the open wound.


  "I'm sorry," Bob said.


  "Don't apologize. Don't apologize to them. They're not doing anything for you. I am the one who will get you out of this mess. Don't you believe me?"


  "I do." Bob's words came out in measured sobs.


  "Then take this." Isaac held out the gun.


  Bob's eyes widened, confused.


  "You're going to kill them. And then you're free. Your debt is forgiven."


  Ethan propped himself up on his knees and leaned toward Isaac. Kevin moved to Ethan’s side and put his hands on the detective’s shoulder.


  Bob moved his eyes to every single person in the room. First Isaac, then Kevin, then Ethan, then Steve. He stopped at Doug. His mouth was slack. He was turning it over in his head.


  Did he have the guts to do it?


  Doug believed he did, but he also knew that his father was still in there, somewhere. His father had to be in there. No matter what had happened to him, behind the layers of his eyes was the real Bob Finster. The one who’d bought Doug ice cream and taught him how to change the spark plugs in the car. The one who lifted him when he skinned his knee as a young boy and put band-aids on his wounds. Before the alcohol. Before the addiction. Before the beatings. His real father. He was still in there.


  "Dad," Doug said. "Please don't listen to him. Please. Whatever it is. We can fix it together."


  Isaac turned to him, a placating smile on his face. "You don't understand, young one. You're just... caught in something that can't go unpunished."


  Isaac leaned down closer to Doug. "You and your friends should have just... left it alone. Life would have moved on. Wounds would have healed." He turned his head up toward Bob. "Your son first."


  Bob sighed and lifted the gun.


  "Dad, no!" Doug said. It came out as a whimper; deep down Doug had always known that if his life were to ever end early, it would be at the hands of his father. He hadn't assumed it would occur in such a macabre way.


  "You're a fucking coward,” Steve said. “The biggest fucking coward I've ever seen. You want to shoot someone, shoot me first, so I don't have to watch you kill your own kid, like the biggest piece of human trash that ever walked this earth. You never deserved him. You're a soulless, gutless coward!"


  Bob turned his head like a robot toward Steve and grinned, remembering how that one had hurt him. He was the one who had hurt Bob in the hallway. That was when all the trouble started. He saw Steve and recognized him; if he wanted to die first, Bob would oblige.


  He turned the gun toward Steve and looked back at Doug. "I'm sorry, son."


  "Dad, please, I love you." Doug sobbed.


  Bob's face fell for a moment. He glanced at Isaac.


  Isaac nodded to him, watching his plan unfold exactly the way he'd hoped. He turned his head and looked around at all of them, in a frozen tableau. He cocked his head to one side considering them like they were pieces in a diorama.


  All the pieces were in place. The fool would kill them, then Isaac would take the gun and incapacitate Bob. It would look like a murder/suicide, and the house would burn; all the evidence would be gone, up in flames, just like it had in Palo Alto.


  <Father was right. Father was right once again. Father was always—>


  Adrenaline spiked in Kevin's mind, and time slowed to a standstill. While Isaac was kneeling there, Kevin saw an opportunity.


  He stepped forward.


  Isaac didn’t see the kick coming until it was too late.


  Kevin's leg shot out like a rocket aimed straight for Isaac's jaw. Isaac tried to pull away, but the foot connected hard with his shoulder, sending him skidding across the floor. He rolled onto his side, his shoulder hot with fire, and felt numb. He turned a murderous gaze at Kevin and screamed. "You'll die for that!"


  Kevin wasn't afraid. He moved toward Isaac.


  Bob saw this and turned the gun toward Kevin.


  Ethan reached out and snatched Kevin by the shirt, yanking him backward. His hand shot up the back of Kevin’s shirt. Ethan's hand found the gun, and he ripped it free from Kevin's back, yanking the boy to the ground.


  Kevin screamed as his feet went out from under him. He landed on his back at Ethan's feet.


  "Down!" Ethan yelled.


  Doug and Steve both saw the gun, their mouths agape, as if it had appeared out of thin air. They fell back together, away from the line of fire. Kevin rolled onto his side, and Ethan leveled the pistol at Bob Finster's chest.


  Ethan was on one knee in a perfect speed kneeling position. His shoulder tensed. His eyes focused. His finger smoothly squeezed the trigger twice. The first shot hit Bob in the chest, sending him backward. The second ripped through his shoulder and spun him like a top. Bob fired reflexively as the bullets hit him. Ethan felt the wind from the bullet as it zoomed past his leg and into the carpet, sending a plume of fiber and dust into the air.


  Ethan turned to face Isaac. He had crawled across the ground, screaming, toward the recliner. Ethan fired three times toward him. His ears rang with the sounds of the gunshots.


  "Stand up! Hands up, right now Hamilton! Up, now!"


  Doug, Kevin, and Steve crawled behind Ethan, cowering behind him. Steve had his fingers over his ears.


  "Boys, get out!"


  Doug began crawling toward the door. Steve was on his feet, his hands over his head. Kevin remained behind Ethan, frozen in place.


  "Go, Kevin. Go!" Steve said.


  Maniacal, shrill laughter boomed from behind the chair. Ethan steadied his pistol ready to fire. He had eight shots left in the clip. He stood, his gun never moving from the recliner. He heard the clink of metal and the sound of a flint snapping.


  Isaac kicked the recliner away and tossed the lit Zippo into the air. It spun in the air and landed next to Bob Finster's legs, igniting the gas and sending the floor into a blaze.


  Flames spread rapidly, engulfing the room. Fire crawled toward the ceiling, eating everything in its wake. The fire danced toward the half empty gas can, and it exploded into firework-shaped flames.


  Ethan turned away and tripped. He landed on his back but hung on to the gun. He saw a sliver of Hamilton as he rose from the floor. He aimed at it and fired, but the bullet struck the wall above Hamilton's head.


  Isaac dropped to the floor.


  Flames shot across the carpet approaching Ethan, who was covered in gas. He had to move. Kevin was moving now, but it was too late. The fire caught his pant leg. It was aflame in an instant.


  Ethan grabbed him and pulled him down, slapping at the flames. Ethan's sleeve caught, and he could feel the fire burning his arm, but he had been able to extinguish the fire on Kevin's legs. He pushed the boy toward the door.


  Kevin limped toward the door, but before he reached it he was tackled by Isaac. Kevin flew against the wall and collapsed. He could hear Steve and Doug screaming from the street. Sirens were approaching in the distance.


  Bob Finster's body was engulfed in flames, his body unmoving. He was dead. The fire moved into the kitchen. Glass began to break as the shelving collapsed.


  Isaac grabbed Kevin by the collar and dragged him toward the door.


  Ethan tried to give chase. He got up off the floor, his clothes still burning. Isaac spun and kicked, catching him in the stomach.


  Kevin screamed and writhed, throwing his fists and everything he could toward Isaac, but he was overpowered.


  "Kevin..." Ethan wheezed. "No."


  Isaac connected his elbow into Kevin's head.


  Ethan saw the boy's body go slack. Again, Ethan tried to chase them, but he doubled over and hit the floor; the air had left his lungs.


  Isaac dragged Kevin's limp body through the door and into the open air.


  Flames licked at the door as Ethan tried sucking in what little air was left in the room. His eyes were going blurry. A beat of time passed. Through slightly unfocused eyes he saw an early 90s Jeep drive off, Isaac behind the wheel.


  Ethan dragged himself across the floor, the light fading from his eyes. "Kevin..." He coughed and fell to the floor.


  He coughed again and felt the bile rising in his throat. He fought back the water building in his eyes. He tried to get moving, but smoke filled his lungs and he lost consciousness.
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  IN THE DARKNESS, Ethan heard a voice calling out to him. It was familiar because it was his own. He was sure of it. He opened his eyes and felt nearly weightless. He rolled over onto his side and looked up into a dark night sky. He could feel the heat of the flames burning his body.


  He sat up and crossed his legs.


  He was back on his old block in Hamtramck, sitting on the sidewalk curb watching his childhood home burn to the ground. He could see a younger version of himself in the distance, pleading with him to help put out the fire. His mother stood at a distance, her back to him, watching the fire consume all of their belongings and memories.


  His father was there too. He had been gone for so long, but there he was, with his back to Ethan. He watched his father reach out and grab his mother's hand. The younger Ethan was screaming at him, but it sounded like it was in an echo chamber.


  "Wake up! Help him! Wake up!" the younger Ethan screamed.


  Ethan smiled at him and wondered why he was so worried. This place was nice. It was comfortable. It was free of pain. It was free of the tethers that were keeping him anchored to reality. He felt like he could fly. The world around him flickered, and for a moment it looked like a drab old living room with piles of furniture and fire dancing on the walls. He blinked, and he was returned to his old home in Detroit. Something was tugging at his back and his arm.


  "Get up! Move!"


  Something wet splashed across his face, and the world blinked back to reality.


  Ethan coughed and hacked up black slime as the contents of a water bottle were poured out over his face. He opened his eyes to see Steve and Doug, each with one of his arms in theirs, dragging him toward the door. It was slow work.


  "Pull!" Doug said.


  "Ugh, my God, Ethan, why are you so heavy?" Steve shouted.


  "He's waking up. Ethan, can you move?"


  He thought he could move. His arm ached and throbbed. There was no sleeve left, and a patch of skin on his shoulder was charred. His face was covered in soot. He got to his knees and walked on them out the door, while Steve and Doug held the screen door open with their feet.


  A fire truck arrived. Ethan rolled his body down the porch stairs and landed in the most cooling mixture of dirt and weeds he could ever remember. He hacked up something that felt like gel from his lungs and spat it out.


  "Are you okay?" Doug asked.


  Ethan nodded. "Are you?" He reached up and touched the kid's hair. He was alive, and in one piece.


  "I.. I'm okay." Doug looked back into the doorway.


  "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."


  Doug sat down next to him. "It's okay. He was going to..."


  "Ethan,” Steve said. “He took Kevin. We saw him drive away with him. I'm sorry we couldn't stop him."


  Three patrol cars skidded to a stop in front of the house. Multiple uniformed officers came running into the grass and stopped in front of them. A young, well-built cop in his early twenties stopped in front of them and kneeled, trying to help Ethan up off the ground. "Come on, let’s get away from the house."


  "Good luck getting him up," Steve said.


  "Funny." Ethan rose up off the ground.


  An unmarked car pulled up to the house. Nunez, Daly, and Ruggle emerged. Ethan was led toward an ambulance, where a female medic tried looking at Ethan's arm. "Get these boys checked out. I'm fine."


  "Your arm is toast," the medic said. "You're not fine. Sit still."


  Nunez and Ruggle approached the ambulance. Daly watched from the street as the firefighters worked to prevent the fire from jumping to the houses next door. They sprayed heavy cannons of water between the gaps in the house trying to force the flames back into the structure.


  "Ethan, talk to me."


  "Hamilton. Isaac Hamilton. He has Kevin Thornton. He snatched these two boys. We were instructed to come within thirty minutes, or they'd die. Cap, I know I should have called, but I did what was in the best interest—"


  "He saved our lives," Doug said.


  "And he's telling the truth,” Steve said. “We were taken this morning near the 7-Eleven off of 35th. Our bikes are still there. He pulled a gun on us, and Ethan saved us."


  "The Thornton boy. What happened to him?"


  "We don't know. Isaac Hamilton is the one who killed Kevin’s sister. He confessed to us; he said he killed her, and he needed Kevin because Katy wanted him to join her."


  "Jesus," Nunez said.


  Ruggle turned to Nunez. "Get Hamilton's address. We’re gonna send in the cavalry."


  Nunez trotted back to his squad car and called into dispatch requesting an address on Hamilton. He returned moments later. "It's out east. It's not far from the farm where the Thornton girl was found."


  "This is going to be our asses," Ruggle said. "I need to call SWAT. Get a team ready."


  "Wait,” Ethan said. “If you sound the alarms, Hamilton will kill the boy. He's..."


  "He's what?" Nunez asked.


  "He's completely fucking insane. And very smart. There is no reasoning with him. We have to do this right. We have to do at least one thing right. The Thorntons already lost their daughter... we can't bring another dead child back to them."


  Ruggle and Ethan walked to the squad car together. Ruggle grabbed the radio and gave the order. The dispatcher requested his authorization code, and he rattled it off.


  A man's voice came across the receiver. It was a strong voice. Firm. "This is Underhill."


  "Underhill? Ruggle. We’re going to need a perimeter established around 15425 Pope Road. Approach from the West. When I give the order, we breach and clear. This is a hostage situation with a suspect who is armed and considered unstable and dangerous."


  Ruggle passed the radio to Ethan. "Underhill, it's Thresher. He has a fourteen-year-old boy with him. The boy's name is Kevin Thornton. He has blonde hair cut longer on one side, weight is approximately a hundred and twenty pounds. He may be suffering from superficial burn wounds. I'm coming with a black and white. We're on our way. Hold your positions until we get there."


  Underhill radioed back an affirmative.


  "God help us if that boy gets killed." Ruggle tossed the radio mic back into the vehicle and shut the door.


  Ethan pulled Ruggle off to the side. "Captain, the boy that is staying with me. Doug."


  "Yes, I remember him."


  "His father, Bob Finster, is inside the house. He's dead. I shot him." Ethan explained the standoff to Ruggle. He briefed the captain on how Bob Finster had been taken, tortured, and manipulated into an attempted murder, in what was meant to look like a murder-suicide. "He planned to take Kevin the entire time. He just didn't get to kill us."


  Ruggle wiped the sweat off his brow and turned to face the fire. The firefighters had the blaze mostly under control now. "We have to tell Susan Thornton that the man who killed her daughter has taken her son."


  In the distance, local media had arrived. Ethan could see satellite dishes as reporters began to set up shop as close as they could to the Finster house.


  "I'm going to his house."


  "Ethan. Don't let the emotions of it blind you. Let SWAT do their job."


  Ethan considered what Ruggle said and agreed. He felt a boiling in his blood that he was unable to control. It made him feel reckless. If he didn't get it in check, he could get Kevin killed.


  "I'll speak with the family,” Ruggle said. “Isolate them. You keep me posted on what's going on with Hamilton. We need to be careful."


  "Affirmative." Ethan turned away from Ruggle as Nunez climbed behind the wheel of the car. Ethan got in the back seat and slammed the door, startling Nunez; he wasn’t expecting Ethan to be behind him.


  "Drive. Pope Road. And after this is over, you and I are going to have a chat about tearing up my apartment. Twice."


  Nunez put the car in gear and did a 180. Two officers moved the roadblock as he passed through. Ethan held his injured arm close to his body. He tried to push the pain out of his mind, but as his adrenaline waned everything began to throb.


  Every time he tried to stop Hamilton he'd failed.


  Ethan ground his teeth at the thought and felt the anger begin to rise again. He had to get control of himself. He had to be ready for next time, if there was a next time. He pushed the thought away.


  It took the SWAT team twenty minutes of time Ethan didn't have to clear Isaac Hamilton's house. It was a good thing, too. The house was littered with traps. It was set to burn.


  The front door led into a living room. The blinds were drawn casting a similar eerie glow to the one he experienced at the Finster house. Ethan felt a cold spike of anxiety at the thought and backed out of the room.


  Stairs to the second floor led up and around a corner. Members of the SWAT team were still up there. On one of the doors in the hallway, Ethan spotted the first booby trap. It was a trip wire attached to a slide lock. The wire connected to a light bulb filled with a clear liquid. The same fuel that had been dumped on Ethan earlier that afternoon.


  Isaac Hamilton was a pyromaniac. Everything was rigged to burn.


  At the end of the hallway, there were two locked doors with additional traps. Once safely opened, the first door revealed a room with barred windows and a small dirty mattress on the floor. There was a bucket in the corner that had been used as a bathroom. This is where he kept Bob.


  Ethan entered the room and surveyed it. With two windows, it had the most natural light of all the rooms, which gave a false sense of space and freedom. In reality, it was the most cramped room in the house. There was no escape. The bars were attached on the outside. There were small pools of blood on the floor in the corner, and tiny pieces of toilet paper. There was also an empty Depends wrapper.


  The torture had been sexual. Who knows how many times Isaac had assaulted Bob over the three days he'd been locked in this room.


  "Vomit on the floor. Blood. Depends wrappers.” Nunez looked ill. “Jesus, Ethan. What happened here?"


  "Alcohol withdrawal, rape, and torture. Not in that order. Let's get the fuck out of here."


  They backed out of the room and shut the door. "I'm willing to guarantee that blood is Bob Finster's."


  Nunez stopped in the hallway and put his hands on his knees, his complexion mottled gray and white.


  "You good?"


  "I'm good. The smell got me."


  Ethan went into the next room, unclipped his flashlight, and turned it on. The room lit up to reveal two shelves filled with three-ring binders, above an unused monitor. In the corner were large stacks of peripherals and printers and broken computer cases; a variety of cables and wires were strewn about. He moved over to one of the workbenches. It was a soldering station and a half-finished circuit board sat on it. He pointed the light at the floor and followed a wire that led to a phone jack in the wall.


  Ethan pulled down the three-ring binders. They were guidebooks on building different types of circuit boards. Phones, computers, fax machines, copiers, ovens. Ethan rifled through them as fast as he could, until he opened one that had three blank pages in the front. He flipped through the pages quickly but stopped when something recognizable caught his eye. Chat logs.


  He scanned through to the middle, and saw a name leap out at him from the page.


  CARDINALCAT.


  Hamilton kept copies of the logs too, but something was different. In between the pages, there were photographs of Katy. Polaroid pictures with dates written on them. For every day there was a chat log, there was an accompanying photo. Most of them were pictures of the same place: the Thornton’s old house. He flipped through. Hamilton had watched Katy leave, every single day. He even took pictures of the house when there was no one there. Below one of the pictures, scrawled in messy print, were the words "Home Sweet Home."


  The radio on his belt screeched, startling him. It was Nunez. He was shouting into the other end of the connection. "Ethan, you better get up here. You need to see this."


  "I'll meet you up there."


  Ethan closed the binder and carried it with him. He took the stairs two at a time; at the top, Nunez led him into a smaller bedroom, with pictures all over the walls. Most of them were pictures of a young boy. They looked aged, from the 70s. A man with a crew cut was standing with him in many of them, his face stern. He looked into the camera. The boy had a nervous smile on his face while holding a fish. It was a young Isaac Hamilton.


  "Look," Nunez said and pointed to the shelving on the wall. On the shelf were five mason jars. Each of them had a liquid in them, and something was floating inside. The one to the far left was the murkiest. It was labeled "Earl." The next was "The Boy," followed by “Vicky,” “Lucy,” and at the end, “Katy.” Inside Katy's jar was a floating pink tongue that was beginning to wither.


  "Oh, fuck me."


  "Ethan, what are we dealing with here?" They exchanged a panicked look.


  Underneath the jar containing Earl's tongue was another picture. Ethan carefully picked up the jar with his gloved hand and looked at the picture. It was the same man in the photos on the wall, most likely Isaac's father, asleep on a recliner. Underneath the picture were the words, "Laugh now."


  Ethan understood. Another piece of the puzzle clicked into place. His mind flashed to the pages in the chat logs. Promise not to laugh?


  "He doesn't like to be laughed at."


  "What?"


  "Hamilton. He hates when people laugh at him. Despises it. It makes him kill. Or at least he uses it as an excuse."


  On the wall was a newspaper clipping. The headline read, "One casualty in deadly fire." Ethan approached the aged clipping and read the story. It described a fire in Palo Alto that had claimed the life of a Naval civilian employee, Earl Hamilton. His son Isaac, thirteen, had been rescued from the blaze by firefighters, who found his unconscious body in the kitchen.


  "He killed his father and burned down his house to cover it up. Just like he tried to do today."


  Ethan looked down at the binder and back up at the wall. Burned down his home. Burned down Doug's home. Abusive father. Rejection. Laughter. It was coming together. He wanted love. He wanted a home. He wanted someone to relate too, but they always laughed at him.


  Ethan looked up at the jars of tongues, back down to the binder. The words were glaring. Home sweet home. "I know where he is."


  "Where? Ethan, let's go."


  Ethan turned to Nunez. "8690 Dunbar Lane. The old Thornton house."


  "Let's roll. We'll follow SWAT."


  "No. We call them, but only as backup... and we need it to be quiet. I'm going in alone. I'm going to get the kid out.”


  Ethan looked at Nunez with burning intensity. “Do not let him get away. If I fail, you have to promise to not let him get away... at any cost."
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  KEVIN HAD LOST the urge to fight.


  He rested on his knees in his sister's old bedroom. The walls were blank, missing the pictures and posters she'd hung on the walls. His head swam from the blow he'd taken earlier. He'd been in and out of consciousness. When he woke up, he thought he was dreaming. How did he get in Katy's old room? Was he dead? Would she come to him? No, he was in too much pain to be dead.


  Isaac Hamilton was sitting in the corner of the room, his elbows resting on his knees, tears caking his cheeks. He held a knife in one hand. It looked old. A relic. But the glint of light reflecting off of its edge suggested it was still sharp as hell.


  "What...why are we..." Kevin mumbled.


  "Hey, just be quiet," Isaac said. "We don't have much time left." He Isaac continued to fix his gaze on Kevin.


  Kevin scooted away from him.


  "This is a beautiful home," Isaac said. "Much better than where you live now. I'm sorry I took this from you. I'm sorry I took her from you, too, Kevin. I don't mean to be the way that I am, but I am what my father made me. Do you know what true pain and fear look like?"


  Kevin didn't answer. He shook his head.


  "True pain and fear lie within hopelessness. When you look at the world around you and know there's no escape. I can assure you that you've never felt that kind of pain. You had these walls to protect you. A father who cared and a mother who loved. One who didn't leave her child to be beaten and destroyed and pieced back together by the glue of his father's vengeful laughter."


  Isaac took the knife and began flicking it at the carpet. He looked childlike to Kevin. Deconstructed. The confident, terrifying man that had stood in Doug's living room hours before had been reduced to something else. Something meek.


  "I killed my father when I was about your age." Isaac laughed. "If you only knew the things he did, you'd have done the same thing. Trust me. The night he died, I almost died, too, from asphyxiation. Zero oxygen for six minutes. You're looking at a living breathing, miracle... but when I woke up, guess what I heard?"


  Kevin didn't respond.


  "Guess. Go on." This time, his voice had a bit of vitriol behind it, and his eyes had gone full white.


  "I... I don't know."


  "My father. Can you believe it? Like he'd never gone! And do you know what he was doing? Laughing! All the time laughing. I couldn't shut him up." Isaac began banging on his head.


  "All day, every day. Talking to me, trying to give me advice. Pills didn’t work. No therapy could quiet him. He was... embedded... in my mind. Just like the rest of them are now. Just like..." He paused and took in a deep breath. "Just like my sweet Katy girl,"


  Kevin felt his jaw tighten.


  "That's right. She's up here now.” Isaac tapped his forehead and stared into Kevin’s face. “Feisty one. And she misses you. She misses you dearly. Loves you. She just now told me she loves you. She’s the one who asked me to bring you here. Home sweet home. Where you guys played, and laughed, and loved."


  "Stop it," Kevin said.


  "Stop what?" Isaac said, confused.


  "She's not there. She's gone. You killed her." Kevin said.


  "No, that's where you're wrong. You see, I have a gift. I, for lack of a better word, take on those who I kill. They become part of me; I become stronger. And soon, you'll be part of the family... and you'll be with her again. Doesn't that feel good? And we can be one big happy family. You, me, her. Maybe then she'll be a little nicer to me. Oh, who knows. Women, right?" Isaac laughed.


  "You are one sick piece of shit," Kevin said and looked away.


  Isaac scrambled toward him on the floor like a spider, closing the space in a matter of seconds. "You don't really have a choice in the matter,” Isaac said. “I'm just trying to get my blood up. And you won't talk to me that way." Isaac said.


  He grabbed Kevin's cheeks and squeezed, holding the blade to his lips. "I will take that tongue out of your body when I'm good and ready, and then you will be a part of me. Say it."


  Kevin writhed and twisted trying to free his face from Isaac’s grasp. His hands went up toward Isaac's face, but Isaac slapped them away with his knife hand.


  "You will be a part of me. Say it!" He. touched the knife to Kevin's lips again.


  "I will be a part of you," Kevin said and winced.


  Isaac shoved his head away, and Kevin tumbled backward.


  "You know,” Isaac said, “I actually envy what you have with your friends." His voice had calmed. "You’re like brothers, am I right?"


  Kevin nodded. He had gotten back up onto his knees and positioned himself further from Isaac, against the wall.


  "And the cop; he’s your friend, too. So many friends. I'm sorry if I'm rambling here, but you have to understand I don't get to talk to many people. No one gets to see the real me. I used to watch boys like you when I was younger, and I’d fantasize about what it'd be like to be part of a group. Maybe if I'd had friends like yours, they could have saved me from my dad."


  Isaac chuckled to himself. "But what is a home? My house is ash by now. Rigged to burn like everything else. The police in this town are something else. I wish we could stay forever but, alas, we must disappear again."


  "Not this time." Ethan's voice rang out from the hall.


  Isaac lifted his head and gasped. He crawled across the room toward Kevin, slid behind the boy, and placed the knife to his throat.


  Kevin's neck stiffened. He didn't want to move, but he was relieved. Ethan had come. Kevin had been found, and he once again had hope.


  "Ethan?" Kevin said, his voice pleading.


  Suddenly Ethan was in the doorway, gun raised. "Hello, Isaac. Are you surprised to see me? I bet you are."


  "Truth be told, Ethan, I am gobsmacked to see you. I guess you can thank me for making you a better detective."


  "Pretty sneaky shit at your house," Ethan said and took a step into the room. His eyes were fixated on Isaac. "You okay, kid?"


  Kevin didn't move. His eyes were wide.


  "Where are the rest of them?" Isaac asked.


  "It’s just me,” Ethan said. “Unfinished business. Besides, we both know how this ends."


  "Tell me," Isaac snarled.


  Ethan looked at Kevin and lowered the gun. His posture changed. He grinned at Isaac.


  The grin made Isaac uneasy, and his lips tightened.


  "I'm not here to kill you or arrest you," Ethan said and laughed. "You really thought you could convince the entire world that Bob Finster, that dumb fuck, had the brains to kill those kids and me? And that you could just walk away with Kevin? That was your half-assed plan?"


  Ethan laughed. It was loud, uproarious laughter. It filled the room and bounced off the walls. "You really are a stupid piece of shit, you know that?" He laughed again. "You’re even dumber than Bob. Just like your old man said. Yeah, that's right. I hear Earl, too."


  "No, Isaac. He doesn't. He's trying to bait you," Earl said.


  "Shut up," Isaac said through gritted teeth. "Shut. Up."


  "Or what, Isaac? Are you going to punish me? I've taken everything you've thrown at me, and I'm still standing. Right here, right now... and you're nothing. You've always been nothing. You will die nothing. Just like Daddy said. He was right." Ethan took two more steps forward.


  Isaac's eyes had changed. He was shocked; he didn't know how to comprehend what he was hearing.


  Ethan kept moving forward, the insults freely flowing. "You're not worthy of the things you've done. No one will ever remember your name. You're filth. You are an ugly, soulless, brainless piece of shit. I heard you squeal in that house, little piggy,” Ethan said through gritted teeth. “That high-pitched voice of yours. You ought to be on Broadway with those pipes.”


  Ethan stopped, dropping the gun on the floor.


  Kevin's eyes widened. What was Ethan doing? Was he out of his mind?


  "I don't even need a gun. You know why? Because you're a joke. I laugh at you. Come here, you pathetic piece of shit, and I'll laugh right in your crooked, ugly face."


  Isaac removed the knife from Kevin's neck and pointed it at Ethan, screaming for him to shut up. Like lightning, he was on his feet, coming toward Ethan.


  It worked. Ethan had gotten him to release Kevin, and this time, Ethan was ready. He did not underestimate Isaac's speed. Isaac lunged at him with the knife in his left hand; he brought the knife around in a slashing arc, but Ethan caught his arm mid-swing. The detective had a size advantage over Isaac. He pushed his body forward, screaming as he did. He lifted Isaac off the floor and slammed his body into the wall. The force of it sent them both sprawling.


  Kevin tried to move out of the way, but Ethan's forward momentum knocked him in the opposite direction.


  Isaac clawed at Ethan's eyes and found skin, dragging his long nails down his face, reopening the wound he had made with the pistol.


  Kevin scrambled across the floor and moved toward the door. He crawled out and climbed to his feet, running for the front door. He burst out of it screaming for help. Sirens flashed from around the block. Blue and red lights sprang to life and drove toward Kevin, skidding to a halt in front of the boy.


  "Help!" Kevin screamed. "He's still in there. Please, help Ethan!"


  Isaac and Ethan tumbled along the floor. Ethan's breathing had gained pace, and he was running out of energy. Isaac brought his knee up into Ethan's stomach and made contact. Ethan made an oof sound. Isaac bit down hard and ripped a piece of flesh away from Ethan's shoulder. Ethan went to the ground, screaming; Isaac was over him, the knife raised.


  Isaac brought the blade down quickly but missed as Ethan rolled away toward his gun. They were caught in an alligator roll across the floor.


  Ethan's hands found the Glock’s handle. He was raising it to fire, when he felt cold steel break through his shirt and slide smoothly into his stomach.


  Isaac lifted up on the blade and blood spilled from the wound, accompanied by a sharp, sucking noise.


  Ethan fell onto his back, the knife still lodged in his stomach. A bubble of blood popped out of his mouth. He raised the pistol and fired three times.


  The first two shots hit Isaac in the chest, the third went through his neck. Isaac made a half-hiss half-gurgle sound, and collapsed next to Ethan, his body shaking in a violent arc on the floor.


  The gun slipped out of Ethan's hands, and he moved them to the blade in his stomach. The world faded, then reappeared. He was calm. He wasn't afraid.


  "Ethan!"


  "It's okay. It's fine. I'm fine," he whispered. He caught a glimpse of Nunez, right before he slipped behind a curtain of darkness.


  
    Chapter Forty-Seven


    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  


  LIGHT. BLINDING LIGHT, and pain. Horrible pain.


  The world returned to Ethan Thresher three days, several blood transfusions, and three surgeries later. He’d been placed in a medically-induced coma until the medical staff at Manatee Memorial Hospital felt he was no longer in imminent danger. He was out of the woods now, but still in intensive care.


  In his slumber, Ethan had missed the media fervor that had befallen the sleepy beach community where he lived. National news outlets had descended on Bradenton to tell the story of Isaac Hamilton, the serial killer who had been labeled "The Tongue Thief" by a talk-show host. The name stuck.


  Soon, a tapestry of information about Isaac's movements and whereabouts over the last twenty years, including potential victims, started to come together. Ruggle had mostly kept the news reporters at bay while Ethan recovered.


  The media had painted him as a hero. Susan Thornton was interviewed, and in that interview she thanked Ethan for saving her son. When Ethan saw the videotape, he could see the pain in her eyes and knew there was a layer of mistrust there. The news folks had found out the names of all Isaac’s previous victims, except for the one he’d called "The Boy." With Hamilton dead, there was no way to find out his identity.


  The Herald had done its job, and Dana had done hers even better. In her pieces, she questioned the ability of the police department and asked how they could have landed on Dunlow Carr so early in the investigation. She’d painted a picture of a corrupt police detective looking for an easy score to advance his career.


  Kendrick Holloway had resigned as Chief of Police, his resignation a silent confession of framing Dunlow Carr. For his sins, Carr remained in prison on charges of kidnapping. The death penalty was off the table, and a new trial was scheduled to begin in the fall.


  Ethan blinked at the brightness. His mouth was dry, and there was a tube down his throat. He reached for it and was met with pain unlike anything he'd ever experienced. He exhaled through the sting and managed to pull the ventilation tube from his throat. A series of alarms and whistles began to howl in the empty room, and soon he was flooded with nurses trying to calm him down. A needle came out and Ethan was back asleep.


  The next time Ethan woke up, he saw Kevin in the room. His skin was pale, and it looked like he'd lost weight, but there was a tension released from his eyes that Ethan recognized.


  "Hey," Ethan said.


  "Hey yourself," Kevin said. "They say you're going to live. But I got to be honest... you look like crap."


  "I can only imagine. Doesn't feel like it yet," Ethan said, touching the bandages on his chest.


  "Ethan," Kevin said, his voice steeped in emotion. "Thanks for helping us. Thanks for trusting us. My mom and dad will never say it. Hell, I don't know if they'll ever talk to you again, but they're at peace now."


  There was a beat. Kevin wasn't sure how to say the next part, but Ethan felt he knew what was coming.


  "Doug's been staying with us, and my mom and dad seem okay with it. As much as my parents keep trying to talk him out of it, he wants to come back and stay with you. He trusts you. You saved his life. You saved all our lives."


  "You saved mine too, Kevin." Ethan said. "Don't ever forget that. You boys are heroes. You found him."


  "I'd have done anything to find him.”


  “Quite the conundrum, for Doug, living with the guy who killed your dad," Ethan said.


  "No,” Kevin said. “You did more for him in the week he stayed with you than his piece of crap dad did his whole life."


  Steve and Doug entered. Ethan felt his spirits lift at the sight of their faces. "Boys, you should get as far away from me as possible. Only trouble follows you."


  "Yeah, well you're lucky we were there to save your fat ass,” Steve said, “dragging you out of that house."


  "Hey, I've lost at least twenty pounds in here,” Ethan said. “You can stop calling me fat now."


  The boys stayed with him talking for over an hour, before a nurse told them that visiting hours were wrapping up. Doug lingered at the door, preparing to leave.


  "Doug, wait," Ethan said.


  Doug turned and came back to his bedside. Ethan had built up enough strength to pull himself up; it hurt like hell, but he made it to a seated position.


  "Listen—" Ethan began.


  Doug cut him off. "Look, I get it. You don't owe me anything. I can stay with the Thorntons and maybe..." Doug bit back tears. "And then maybe we can find my mom."


  "Doug,” Ethan said. “I just wanted to say I'm going to need a list of your school supplies. And I don't want you going back to school looking like... that." Ethan gestured to his clothes.


  Doug smiled a hopeful smile.


  "You'll always have a home at my place. That's your room now, as long as you want it. I'd like to keep up with the agreement, if that's something you'd like—"


  The hug was unexpected and sent a wave of welcome pain through Ethan's body. "I'll see you when I get out of here."


  "Okay," Doug responded.


  "Can you do me just one favor?" Ethan asked.


  "Sure." Doug said.


  "Stay off the computer for a bit. For both our sakes," Ethan said and laughed.


  Soon, Doug was laughing with him, and Ethan couldn't remember the last time he'd felt that happy.
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