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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Darkness suggested itself across
bashful starlight. Ever since the snowstorm two weeks ago, the highway leading
through the southern heart of the Black Forest in the Baden-Württemberg region
of Germany had become treacherous. Within view, three of seven safety lights
lining 317—out. Herman counted them again from within the cabin of his
hauling truck. A fading flicker of blue and yellow emitted from one. Fine then.
Two out of seven. Still—maintenance teams should have visited. He zipped by the
spasming light, moving on to darker portions of the road. 


Herman gripped his steering wheel,
muttering a quiet curse beneath his breath as he guided his large vehicle along
the damp asphalt. The snow had cleared, mostly, but the cold had damaged the
highway lights. Portions of the road seemed nearly abandoned. Herman knew
friends—other drivers—who were avoiding this section of highway. But he couldn’t
afford the time wasted. No, not now. He drove along the lonely, poorly
illuminated road, a swirl of browns and greens passing by his windows as he
zipped through the forest, testing his vehicle’s capacity for urgency. He’d
already passed Rotmeer, and could see Feldberg Mountain in the distance. 


Couldn’t be late. Not tonight. He
had to make the return trip in time to get some sleep before the custody
hearing tomorrow. 


Herman frowned to himself at the
thought of what the morning heralded, and, for the briefest moments, he glanced
down to the picture of the young, hazel-eyed girl taped to his dashboard. Some
of his frustrations melted as he looked at his daughter suspended in time. 


Only a brief moment of inattention…
He looked up again. And yelled. 


Someone was standing in the middle
of the road. 


Herman went cold, slamming on the
brakes, twisting the steering wheel to avoid the person. 


The tires screeched, protesting
the sudden change in motion. Herman could feel the cabin threatening to tip.
His heart had already escaped his chest and seemed to be twisting somewhere in
the vicinity of his throat. His scream was lost in the sound of the whining
brakes. The truck veered off the road, slamming into one of the light poles.
The pole crumpled, and glass from the light shattered, scattering across his
windshield with insistent taps.


Three of seven lights. Herman sat
there, trembling, blood dripping down his nose. It took him a moment to fully
realize the airbag had deployed. His hands still gripped the steering wheel.
For a moment, it almost felt like he couldn’t let go. He stared at the back of
his knuckles. His vision was blurry, adrenaline pulsing through him. His hands
were white. A spectacle of red dripped against the back of his hand. He reached
up and felt warm liquid seeping from his nose.


He shook his head and blinked a
few times. Had he hit the person?


He looked through the windshield
once more, and was struck by how lonely and desolate these parts of the forests
were. No one around. He glanced up and down the side of the road, given a good
view from where he’d crashed, and noticed no cars parked on the shoulder. A
slow trickle of fear probed down his spine.


Herman wanted to lock himself in
the cabin, call the police. But a small niggling sense of worry caused him to
glance down at the picture on his dashboard once more. The person in the road
had looked like a young girl. A blossom of courage propelled him toward the
edge of his seat. He unbuckled, pushed away the airbag, and then opened the
door.


Normally, though middle-aged, he
was spry enough to drop from the cabin in one leap; now, though, with trembling
footfalls, he used the metal step leading to the ground and eased himself from
the cabin.


The cold settled on him like a
blanket. The chill winds seemed to have picked up. Above him, the safety light
he’d struck was dead. The one across the road, a few hundred yards back, still
sputtered and blinked blue.


It was in this haze of pulsing
light that he spotted the person again. A woman. A girl. Perhaps something in
between. Young, certainly no older than twenty. She stood in the middle of the
road, not having moved an inch from when he’d first spotted her. Standing.
Standing was good. It meant she was still alive.


“Hello? Fräulein!” he
called. “Are you okay?” He raised a hand, gesturing at where she stood in the
middle of the highway.


She didn’t turn. She continued to
stare, eyes fixed ahead, glaring down the open road.


Herman glanced one way then the
other, his eyes tracking the road curling around the forests and moving through
a steady incline. Dark branches with bristling leaves extended over the
shoulder of the road. Other limbs had been hacked back, kept away from
telephone lines and from hazarding the highway.


Where had the girl come from?
There was no vehicle in sight.


Herman winced, feeling a bruise
forming along his ribs from where the airbag had punched him. His nose still
trickled with blood, and he could feel it pooling in the crevice of his upper
lip. He detected the faintest taste of bitter salt as the blood seeped down the
corner of his mouth. He reached up and wiped it away, still moving cautiously
toward the girl in the middle of the road.


His truck was still bent around
the light post. The post itself had fared far worse than the truck. He would
still be able to drive. The trucker continued forward, one hand extended in a
calming gesture. The girl still didn’t look his way.


And that’s when he spotted the
blood.


Rivulets of crimson dripped down
her arms to her fingertips and pattered against the ground. Her feet were cracked
and calloused, and covered with welts and cuts. She wasn’t wearing shoes, and
it looked like she’d run through the forest judging by the state of her. There
were small rips in her thin, gray T-shirt. There were cuts along her arm. She
wore only underwear, with no trousers.


Herman felt another chill, and he
stared at the girl, looking her in the eyes. At last, she seemed to notice him,
as if snapping from a daze; she looked at him, and began to scream.


The sound echoed in the hills and
the forests, sweeping across the trees and spreading over the highway like a
glaze of ice. With it came a frigid, horrible sensation. Herman shook his head,
refusing to allow himself to listen to his gut. His instincts were telling him
to flee, to run back to his truck, get in the cabin, and zip away, leaving this
problem behind him. He noticed the girl’s hands were bloodied too, and,
tentatively, he called out, “Geht’s dir gut? Are you all right?”


She was shaking her head though,
trembling, her chin jutting forward. Her eyes hadn’t settled on him until now,
but now it seemed like they wanted to see nothing else. She continued to stare
at him, desperate, her gaze pleading. And at last, she spoke.


If frostbite had a tone, it would’ve
echoed in the girl’s words. Her voice croaked and stretched with splinters of
sound. “Please,” she said, desperately. Her German strained with an American
accent. He winced, trying to understand. “Please, don’t let them take me back.
Please don’t let them take me back!”


Herman was now near her. He extended
a hand, hovering it over her shoulder. He wasn’t sure if he should touch her.
He wanted to comfort her, to let her know it was going to be okay. But at the
same time, he didn’t want to scare her. So he lowered his hand and tried to
convey, with his eyes, a warmth and gentleness. He could feel his nose still
bleeding, but ignored it.


“Where did you come from, child?”


The girl pulled at the hem of her
shirt, as if suddenly realizing she was standing half naked in the middle of
the highway. She glanced around, staring toward the trees.


“There are others,” she said,
desperate. “He keeps us locked away, hidden, no one can find us. I barely got
away. Please. I’ve been there—I don’t know how long. Please, he’s going to kill
them!”


The trembling, horrible feeling
pawing at his spine only increased. Herman stared at her and swallowed. “Who?”


She stared back and said, “Please,
please don’t let him take me back.”


Herman shushed her, quietly, his
hand fumbling into his pocket, then realizing his phone was still back in the
truck.


He gestured at her and quickly
said, “Come, hurry. I need to take you to a hospital. Please, you’ll be safe.
Let’s get off the road.”


It took some convincing, and
patience, gesturing with his hand, but at last, the girl followed, stumbling
after him and leaving bloody footprints behind her, leading away from the
center of the highway, toward his truck. The speckled droplets of blood
scattered across the damp ground. The blue light, flickering and sputtering
behind them, suddenly stopped, dying as Herman stared.


Each step was one ventured in
darkness. The trees loomed around them, the forest and the solitude oppressive.


“Come, hurry,” Herman said.


He helped her into the truck,
gently, doing his best not to touch her. Every time he did, she seemed to
flinch.


Then he raced around the truck,
got into the cabin, and, without waiting, pulled away from the bent light post.
He would have a mechanic look at the vehicle in the morning. For now, he wanted
to get off this cursed highway, away from the flickering lights, and away from
this desolate forest.


“Where are you taking me?” she
said, softly, her eyes rolling in her skull.


“Hospital,” he said. “The police
can meet us there. It’s going to be fine. I promise you. Whoever hurt you, they’re
not here anymore. You’re safe.”


The girl let out a quivering sob,
her chest heaving, her eyes fixed on the road and then closing, her eyelids
fluttering. As exhaustion took its toll, and she bled, staining the seat next
to him, she murmured, “The others aren’t safe. He’s going to hurt them. He’s
going to kill them for what I did.”











CHAPTER TWO


 


 


No
elevator in her new apartment, but Adele didn’t mind the stairs. Her hand
trailed along the lacquered wood banister. Her mind cast back, sifting through
memories. She remembered skipping down these marble steps. She remembered
pausing and glancing at the door across from the post boxes. Apartment 1A. The
peeling silver letters had been replaced. In fact, the entire apartment had
been renovated. Even the lights above were no longer flickering and dim, but
provided a stream of illumination to the hall and stairwell. Adele took the
last step, pausing at the bottom of the stairs and gathering herself.


Back in France. She never saw that coming.


She passed a hand through her shoulder-length blonde hair
and smiled. Less than a month since the last time she’d seen her father. That
business at the ski resort had ended strangely. Adele had wanted to visit her
father for Christmas, now that she had relocated to Europe. But the small apartment
in France was far enough away from his home in Germany that the snowstorm two
weeks ago had prevented travel. So she’d spent the week with Robert,
celebrating Christmas at his mansion.


She reached up and delicately touched the teardrop diamond
earrings he’d bought her. Adele wasn’t normally one for jewelry, but from
Robert, it always meant something special. She frowned, lowering her hand and
staring toward the front of the apartment door. Robert didn’t seem well.
Whenever she asked, he would deny it, but he would break into fits of coughing,
and sometimes even excused himself from the room.


She shook her head, wishing she had broached the subject
more aggressively last time she’d seen him. But Christmas celebrations hadn’t
seemed the time.


And now, not only was she back in France, she was back in
the apartment she used to live in with her mother. Fate had aligned—the unit
had gone up only a week after Adele had started apartment hunting in Paris.
Perhaps not just fate… perhaps something closer to inevitability… 


Adele fished a small, worn, brown leather notebook from her
pocket and thumbed through the pages, her mood darkening. She leaned against
the banister, facing 1A while scanning the notebook. 


Every clue, every possible lead, and some, she was certain,
the police hadn’t even known. Her father had been hunting Elise’s killer for
years. And now he’d given the notebook to her, effectively passing the baton.


Adele had been combing through the notebook for the last
three weeks in between moves and Christmas celebrations. Three weeks of time
sifting through her father’s notes, cataloging them, memorizing them. She had
multiple files on her computer she used to sort through the notes. Eventually,
she would find something.


Returning to this apartment? Not the same unit—but the same
building she’d once shared with her mother. Not nostalgia—it had a purpose.
Adele wasn’t someone who considered herself a particularly nostalgic person.


She was a bloodhound with a scent. Page thirty-seven.


She thumbed through it again and reread the lines now
seared into her mind. 


“Someone is switching notes… handwritten. Funny?”


Adele shook her head. She’d already asked her father about
it, but he hadn’t been able to make much sense of it either. It had simply been
a memory of a conversation he had with his ex-wife. The first time he’d
suspected something might have been awry in France. His ex-wife had called him,
and had seemed flustered. She mentioned someone had been switching something or
other. Adele gritted her teeth. Her father had never been great at listening.
At least he’d written it down before he’d forgotten completely. Someone had
been switching notes, handwritten, funny… 


So someone had been switching notes. What did that mean
exactly? 


Adele tapped the notebook against her hand and stared at
the mailboxes.


She’d already spoken with the mailman. A young fellow, no
older than thirty. Certainly didn’t fit the bill. She had tried to extort him
for information of who had delivered mail to this building nearly ten years
ago. He hadn’t known. Couldn’t say—confidential. 


If someone had been switching her mother’s mail out, and
leaving notes, perhaps he’d been a stalker. Someone interested in her. Perhaps
the killer himself?


But the mailboxes were locked. Not sending notes… switching
them. That’s what the message said. That’s what her father remembered. He’d
been adamant about that part. On the phone call, from all those years ago, her
mother had been upset that someone had been switching notes.


But for that to happen, someone would need a key to the
mailbox. Not even the landlord had one. Adele had already tried to call the
post office a few times but they refused to relinquish the information over the
phone. She thought to use her credentials, but without an active case, it would
be a breach in protocol and grounds for termination. This was only her second
week working as a correspondent for the DGSI, in between cases for Interpol.
Using credentials without permission might not be the best tactic.


But Adele now had a new idea. 


She moved along the corridor and approached the door to 1A,
raised her hand, and tapped delicately.


A shuffling sound from inside, then quiet. She tapped a bit
louder. More sound, then footsteps.


Then the sound of a chain rattling, and the door swung open.
Within, the apartment was quite neat. A cupboard filled with china sat across
from a clean dining room table with four embroidered chairs tucked neatly under
the table. The woman standing in front of Adele was old, with wrinkles around
her eyes and forehead. She wore a single silver locket on a chain and had on a
pink cardigan. One painted eyebrow rose on the woman’s forehead as she examined
Adele. “You again,” she said in creaking French.


“Yes,” replied Adele, also in French, nodding politely.
Very few Parisians could pick up that Adele’s first language hadn’t been their
native tongue. She spoke with a faint accent, according to some, but for others
it was difficult to detect. “I was wondering if you had a moment to talk.”


“Not about tenants again, is it?” said the landlord. “I
told you before, I can’t tell you.”


Adele fixed a smile and nodded politely. “I remember. No,
not tenants. Postman.”


The landlord’s eyebrow seemed permanently quirked. “Like I
said, I don’t remember. It’s been years.”


“Yes,” said Adele, “but landlords in France are required to
keep tenant records, yes? For tax purposes.” Here was the risk. But Adele had
to go with her gut. She glanced back into the apartment, her eyes scanning the
neatly arranged furniture, the freshly painted walls. Everything about the
building, and the renovations, suggested order. 


“You don’t use a computer for your records, do you?” said
Adele.


The woman frowned. She adjusted her glasses and shook her
silver-crowned head. “So what if I don’t?”


Adele swallowed slightly. “And you’ve owned the building
for what, more than ten years?”


“Been in the family for fifty; yes, I’ve owned it. My late
husband helped, but I do most of the paperwork, what of it?”


“I was wondering if there are disputes. Missing packages,
complaints. Fragile items that have been smashed. In a building this large,
there has to have been someone with an issue.” Adele swallowed. “Specifically,
anything from up to ten years ago.” 


The landlord blinked behind her glasses. “I do have a
folder for complaints. Not sure how long they go back. But so what? Without a
warrant, I can’t show those to you.”


Adele nodded once, feeling a prickle spreading across her
skin. “Because you don’t want to betray your tenants, I understand. But what
about tenants that don’t live here anymore? People that have left? Surely it
wouldn’t be an invasion of privacy. Specifically… what about my mother?” It was
now Adele’s turn to study the landlord, waiting patiently. 


The woman wrinkled her nose. “You don’t want to let this go,
do you?” Her voice creaked with age, but there was a glint in her eye that
propelled Adele to say, “If I could, I would. Please, I’m not interested in the
tenants. Just the postman. That would’ve been public information anyway, yes?”


The woman cleared her throat. “Did you try calling the
company?”


Adele flinched. “Yes.”


“And?”


“They said the information was confidential.” Adele quickly
added, “But that’s on their side. They have to safeguard employee records. But
a public dispute—a missing package… Or,” she licked her lips, “tampered mail…
That would be on record. Yes? Please, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.
Elise Romei, do you remember her? My mother. We used to live here nearly
fifteen years ago.”


To Adele’s surprise, the woman seemed to react at the name;
she blinked owlishly behind her glasses. “Elise Romei?” she said. “Of course I
remember her. I still remember the policeman when they came around asking
questions. Tragic. You say she’s your mother?”


Adele nodded. “I don’t know if you remember. But I actually
used to live here too. With my mother—I should have mentioned it when signing
the lease, but didn’t feel it was relevant.” 


“Yes? It is now, though?” 


Adele nodded, quiet, patient. She watched the older woman.
Somehow, in those intelligent eyes set in a wrinkled fixture, she glimpsed
something familiar. The woman looked back at Adele, studying her, evaluating
her, and then said, “I can make no promises. But I’ll check. Give me a few
hours. If there are any names on the dispute form for a postman that involved your
mother I can send them to you. Other tenants, though—I can’t. Will that
suit you?”


Adele smiled, a flush of relief spreading through her. “That
would mean the world to me, thank you.”


The landlord smiled, her eyes wrinkling again, and she
nodded once. Then, slowly, she began to close the door.


Adele breathed another quiet gasp of relief and stared at
the closed, freshly painted door. Now, she would just have to wait. The
landlord had her number.


She could only hope the lead would pay off. Someone had
been exchanging notes. Handwritten. Funny? That last part still didn’t
make sense, but Adele hoped she could figure it out by talking to the postman.
What if he was the killer? Someone who’d been delivering packages years ago
would’ve had the perfect alibi to sneak into buildings and spy on his unwitting
victims. Adele wasn’t sure, but she felt closer than before.


Still, she suppressed the emotion, not wanting to get her
hopes up, and exited the front door, stepping into the street. She paused for a
moment, facing a closed bus stop across from a cafe. Above, she noted a speed
limit post. Kilometers, not miles. Small differences, but small differences
compounded. 


Adele sighed. She would just have to wait for the landlord
to reply.











CHAPTER THREE


 


 


It felt different walking into DGSI headquarters this time.
No longer as an Interpol correspondent, but once again an employee. Not a
proper agent, but a resource all the same. Freelance investigator. At least,
that’s how Executive Foucault had pitched it.


Yet, as she entered through the side doors, passing
security, she wasn’t headed to the Executive’s office. Instead, Adele made a
beeline toward the stairs, heading down. It had only been a half hour since she’d
spoken with the landlord. She had checked her phone while driving the borrowed
vehicle the agency had provided her. But after nearly running a red to a chorus
of blaring horns in the Parisian streets, Adele had decided perhaps it was best
she parked herself somewhere.


She took the stairs, enjoying the sense of physical motion.
One of the reasons Adele liked to go on runs was because she enjoyed the sheer
movement. The way her arms would extend, her legs beneath her, like pistons.
She enjoyed a similar feeling of vitality on the stairs—control. At the bottom,
a long stretch of corridor led to open and empty old rooms. The basement of the
DGSI had been abandoned years ago. And yet, one person, she knew, still made
use of it.


For a moment, she thought she could detect the faint odor
of fermentation on the air.


She tapped her knuckles against the second door on the
left, then glanced down at her wrist. It was nearly nine p.m. Which meant most
of the agency had gone home for the day. Which also meant he would still be
here.


“What?” came a gruff voice from within.


“John, it’s me,” Adele replied.


“Me who?” said John’s voice, a little less gruff. 


She rolled her eyes, and without waiting, she twisted the
door handle and pushed open the door.


John was sitting on his couch, without a shirt, his head
back, a glass with ice and clear liquid clinking in his left hand.


One eye was closed, as if he’d been caught in the middle of
a nap, but the other was open, staring at her. He had the lazy, lounging look
of a tomcat. His shirt was bunched up behind his head. Adele felt the corner of
her lip twitch, and she eyed him. 


They had gone swimming once before, back at Robert’s
estate. But it had been dark at the time. Now, in the heat of the basement
room, John’s chest was revealed. She had always known he had burn marks along
the underside of his chin, down his neck, but Adele hadn’t realized just how
far the wound traveled.


Criss-crossing patterns of scar
tissue ornamented the entire left side of his torso, curling under his arm and
down to the edge of his waist. The burn mark seemed to coil as John breathed,
twisting like the scaled hide of some snake. Beneath the burn, and around, it
was evident John spent time in the gym—his muscles slick with sweat beneath the
single naked bulb dangling from the fixture above. 


“Like what you see?” he said, a
purr to his voice. 


Adele cleared her throat and
blinked. She tore her gaze away from the wound, looking at John. The handsome
agent’s eyes were hooded and his dark hair was combed back out of his face. He
looked the picture of comfort, despite the burn wound, as he returned her gaze.



“Does it… does it hurt?” she
asked, gently, still meeting his eyes. 


“Every single day,” he said with a
shrug. “Are you here to admire the view or taste the local cuisine?” He jangled
his glass in her direction and nodded toward the makeshift distillery across
from the couch, edged against the wall. Adele had been here before, and noticed
that John had recently added to his collection of beakers, sugar tanks, and
spouts. She didn’t know much about moonshine, but from what little she’d tasted
before, she certainly approved. 


Adele’s
gaze flickered to the edge of the couch, her eyes flitting to a small glass
frame. Instead of a painting or a photo, though, the portrait displayed a single
metallic emblem attached to a ribbon.


Adele blinked.


“Is that a Légion d’Honneur?” she said automatically.


John noticed her attention and quickly reached out,
knocking the thing off the couch and behind it, wedging it against the wall.


Stunned at the cavalier way he treated the French military’s
highest medal of honor, Adele ventured, “Is that yours?” 


John grunted, his eyes still hooded. “Not mine,” he said. “They
gave it to me, but it isn’t mine.”


The only other ornamentation John kept in the room were the
two pictures of a group of men. All wearing desert fatigues, all members of the
Commandos Marine, the French Navy SEALs. The pictures were worn and
sun-stained, and yet placed in positions of honor above the couch, where John
could see them while lying down.


“How did you get that wound?” Adele said, softly, nodding
toward Agent Renee.


John rolled his shoulders and took a long sip from his
glass. “Which wound are you talking about?”


Adele murmured, “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t
want.”


John laughed and shook his head. “I’m not embarrassed,
American Princess. Here, it’s not a pretty story, you’ll need a drink.”


He got to his feet and approached the distillery, pressed a
spigot, and poured the clear liquid into a spare red cup kept upside down on
the wooden counter. He brushed past Adele and handed her the cup. As he passed
her, she was reminded again just how tall he was. She found herself looking up
at him, her eyes trailing the edge of his chin, down to the scar, then up into
his brooding gaze.


“Helicopter crash,” he said, simply. “My stupid ass couldn’t
fly in a straight line. Hit by enemy ordinance.” He shrugged. “A lot of good
soldiers died on my watch.”


“They don’t tend to give Légion d’Honneurs out
for being a bad pilot,” said Adele.


John quieted a bit, going stiff. He took another long sip
from his glass and said, “I can’t pretend to know why they do what they do. But
that Légion d’Honneur was earned by
others, I’m just keeping it safe for them.”


Adele wanted to press further, for the sake of curiosity,
but thought this would be an unusual cruelty, and instead switched tack.


She took another sip from the glass and winced. “Stronger
than before.” The drink singed her lips, and started with a burning sensation,
but it became mercifully sweet and mellow as it went down.


“Secret ingredients,” said John, wiggling his eyebrows.


Adele tilted her red cup, watching the liquid slosh back
and forth in the confines of the container. “Do you usually invite girls into
your bachelor pad while half naked and drinking alcohol?”


Just as quickly, John retorted, “I didn’t invite you, you
came in without permission.”


“And yet you’re still half undressed. Not very professional
in the headquarters for the DGSI.”


“Or,” said John, his eyes hooded again, a wolfish grin on
his lips, “perhaps you’re the one that needs to match me. I’ve always found
moonshine tastes best when half clothed. You should try it.”


She smirked. “You would like that, wouldn’t you?”


John downed the rest of his glass, pushed off the couch,
and brushed past her again, pouring himself another drink. He smelled faintly
of sweat and cologne. He moved with surefooted motions, and had a swagger, even
in the small space.


John was a strange fellow. Equal parts infuriating and
reliable. Trustworthy and blunt. He was the single best shot she’d ever seen
with a pistol, and one of the few agents, in either the FBI, DGSI, or BKA, whom
she trusted completely.


And yet, he was covered in prickles, like a cactus. Any
attempt to get close with someone like John ended in some sort of wounding. He
intentionally went out of his way to be obnoxious at times, if only to throw
people off. Sometimes he would say cruel things, just to get a reaction.


Now, though, as he eyed her through his hooded gaze, his
lip twisted into a quiet smirk. Again, she was struck by the image of an alley
cat. A creature bred to be free, the king of its own back street, but nothing
further.


“It really is quite tasty,” she said, taking another long
sip. John hummed in response.


For a moment, Adele allowed her eyes to travel down to the
rest of him, past the scars and the burn marks. She took in the musculature of
his form, his lean frame, and broad shoulders. Her eyes lingered, and if he
noticed, he made no comment.


Just then, her phone began to buzz. As if jolted from her
reverie, Adele jerked, pulled her phone from her pocket. She gave an apologetic
wince toward John, turned her back, and held up the phone to her ear.


“Ms. Glaude,” she said. The landlord.


“Yes, is this Adele Sharp from unit 3C?”


“It is, ma’am, did you get a chance to look into what I
asked?”


“Yes, darling. I’m afraid it’s bad news.”


Adele’s stomach plummeted. Her landlord cleared her throat
and said, “Your mother didn’t file any sort of complaint here.”


Adele blinked. How did that make sense? If someone was
tampering with her mail, surely her mother would’ve brought it to the attention
of the building. “Do you mean your records just don’t go back that far?”


“No,” said the voice on the other end of the phone. “My
records go back forty years. But your mother didn’t file anything.”


Adele frowned, shaking her head. “That doesn’t make sense.”


“Another thing, darling, look, I remember your mother’s
situation. I remember the terrible things that happened. I’m very sorry, truly.
I wouldn’t know what that was like…”


Adele just waited, wondering what she would say next.


“I might get in trouble for this, but I suppose I don’t
work for the post office. And I’m not compromising any of my tenants. And given
the circumstances of, well… The postman who worked at the building when you
lived here with your mother,” the landlord said, a slight tinge to her voice.


Adele stiffened, waiting, her eyes widening. “Yes?” she
said, quickly. “Who?”


“His name was Antoni Bordeaux.”


“Antoni Bordeaux?” said Adele. She began to fumble at her
pocket, trying to extricate her father’s notebook, to write the name down.


“I’m afraid, dear, it’s more bad news, though,” said the
landlord.


Adele’s scrambling fingers fell still, pressed against her
thigh. “Oh?” she said. “And why is that?”


“Antoni Bordeaux died five years ago; I’m very sorry. But
that’s the best I can do… Hello? Mademoiselle, are you still there?”


Adele cleared her throat. “Yes, Ms. Glaude, I’m still here.
Sorry. No, thank you. You’ve done more than I could ask. Thank you.”


Adele bid farewell, then closed her phone, pocketing it
again.


“Someone die?” John asked, nonchalantly.


Adele didn’t realize how deeply she was frowning until she
glanced toward her partner. She blinked, trying to clear her expression. “Yes,
in fact.”


John stiffened. “Oh, sorry.”


“No one I knew.” A swirl of frustration and disappointment
twisted through her. “Died five years ago. A suspect, actually.”


John inclined an eyebrow. “Are you working a case?”


“Maybe. If you want to be cryptic about your past, then at
least allow me the decency to be so about mine as well.”


John raised his free hand in mock surrender, and then
downed the rest of his drink.


For her part, Adele paused, thinking. A dead end. The
postman had died five years ago. And yet, her mother’s killer was still alive,
according to the first serial killer she’d hunted in France; he’d said as much.



She shook her head angrily. So then what did that damn
message from her mother mean? Switching notes. Funny? It didn’t make any
sense.


She jammed her hands in her pockets, resting them against
her phone on one side and her father’s notebook on the other. She approached
John’s couch and collapsed on the edge, putting her feet up against him and
wedging herself into the corner, crossing her arms.


“Bad day at the office?” he said.


“The worst,” she replied.


“I can think of something that might take your mind off of
it,” said John with his usual coy smile.


She hesitated, suddenly aware of how close they were
sitting. “John, I’m not sure if—”


His eyebrows shot up. “What, no. I was going to say another
drink. Don’t let my dashing good looks and charm fool you, American Princess. I’m
not a complete asshole.”


“Only a partial asshole, then?” 


John tapped a long finger against his nose and pointed at
her, then got up, taking her cup from her and refilling it at the spigot. She
watched him as he did, again enjoying the view.


Before she could take in much of it, though, her phone
began to buzz once more.


The landlord again?


Before that thought settled, she heard another phone start
to ring. John frowned, grabbing his own device from where he left it next to
the distillery.


In near unison, the two of them lifted their phones to
their ears, and in tandem said, “Yes?”


The room remained silent for a second as they listened.


On Adele’s end, she heard, “Agent Sharp, we need you to
report to Executive Foucault’s office.”


“Now?”


“We know it’s late,” said the voice, “but it’s urgent. The
Executive is coming in, personally. He’ll fill you in on the details.”


Adele hung up her phone, and a few seconds later, John
followed suit. 


“I got dispatch,” she said. “You?”


“Foucault’s assistant,” said John.


Adele frowned. “Are you also supposed to meet him upstairs?”


John sighed, strode over, and grabbed his shirt; he pulled
it back on, almost with an air of reluctance. Then, without another word, he
sidled past Adele and, beneath his breath, muttered, “Next time it’s your turn
to provide the view.”


He pushed out the door to the bachelor pad and moved up the
hall.


Flustered for more than one reason, Adele quickly followed.











CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


Executive
Foucault stood by the window of his top-floor office as John and Adele entered.
The opaque glass door swung shut, rustling the carpet behind them, and Adele
cleared her throat, staring at the DGSI executive. 


Foucault turned. He had a hawkish face, with thick, dark
eyebrows and even thicker cheekbones. His hair was normally slicked back with
oil, but now was disheveled, curls dangling past his forehead and just barely
touching his eyelashes. He passed a hand through his hair, taming the loose
strands, his silhouette outlined against the moonlight streaming through the
glass.


He wore sneakers and a casual T-shirt with running shorts.
Adele hadn’t seen the Executive without a suit before, and somehow, now, he looked
like a father waiting to pick his children up after soccer practice. 


“Sir,” said Adele, “you wanted to see us?”


Foucault had a single picture in his hand, and had been
studying it, deep ruts in his forehead like grooves in clay. He waved the photo
in Adele’s direction, using it as if to scoop the air toward himself.


John moved first, taking a lengthy stride across the
office. “She dead?” said John, accepting the large photo.


The Executive shook his head once. “No,” he offered. He had
a deep, croaking voice, tinged with the influence of one too many cigarettes.
The office itself smelled of stale nicotine and smoke. Mercifully, one of the
windows in the back corner was left perpetually open. Perhaps an eventual
security breach, but in Adele’s estimation, she was willing to risk it for the
sake of her lungs.


Foucault wiggled fingers in the direction of the photo. “American,”
he said. “Found her last night. A truck driver did.”


Adele sidled up next to John, somehow finding something
about the proximity stranger than it had been the previous day. It wasn’t
particularly uncomfortable—more distracting than anything. She coughed slightly
and returned her attention to the photo.


The glossy picture showed a smiling face, dimpled cheeks,
and vibrant blue eyes. The woman in the photo couldn’t have been much older
than twenty.


“Alive you say?” John asked. 


Foucault, in response, handed over a second photo.


The same woman, though it took Adele a second to realize
it. She barely seemed recognizable. The second photo displayed a pale, sallow-faced
girl. Her cheeks were gaunt, malnourished, her hair stringy and stained. Her
eyes were closed, and, if Foucault hadn’t said anything, Adele would’ve assumed
the girl was dead.


The young victim had bruises all up and down her cheeks,
and small cuts visible on her arms, just at the bottom of the frame.


“What happened?” said Adele.


“That’s what they need you to find out.”


“You don’t know what happened?” Adele asked. 


Executive Foucault sighed. “All I know is what she was able
to tell the Germans. The Black Forest boots brought her in only a few hours
ago.”


“The Germans?” said John, frowning now. 


Foucault pressed his lips together. “I’m here to make sure
you don’t cause any more damage.” He nodded to John. “You’re going with her. But
after the shenanigans you pulled last time in Germany, I’m here to warn you,
one foot out of place, just one,” he raised a finger, wiggling it under John’s
nose, “and I’ll end your career faster than you can put a bullet in a target.”


John shifted. Quietly, Adele prayed he wouldn’t say
anything obnoxious. If only to help prevent this, Adele spoke quickly. “Hang
on. Germany? She wasn’t found here?”


Foucault shook his head. “No. Interpol is handling it, but
they want you on the case. Can’t blame them—you’re the only agent I have who
has triple citizenship. As you’re technically one of my employees now, I had
the final say so. John will go with you for backup. Fine as far as I’m
concerned.” The Executive’s dark eyebrows dipped. “The less time he’s under my
roof, the less trouble he can cause in France.”


John smiled as if he’d been complimented. 


“And Ms. Jayne?” Adele pressed. “She knows about this?”


Foucault dipped his disheveled head. “She suggested it.
Busy with something else, and wanted me to convey the details. Whatever the
case, I don’t have many. Details, I mean. Funds have already been allocated for
travel. We’ve already set up a rendezvous. You fly out tonight.”


“And the girl,” said Adele. “You said she’s alive.”


Some of the bluster and frustration faded from Foucault’s
expression to be replaced by an authentic, quiet sadness. Adele wasn’t used to
seeing this side of the Executive, but she waited, watching.


“The poor girl was found in the middle of the highway, half
naked, bleeding from her feet. She was covered in small scrapes and cuts, which
the doctors figure came from running in that state through a freezing forest.
The temperatures were low enough that it did a number on her lungs.”


“She’s unconscious?” said John. “Hypothermic?”


Adele glanced in surprise at her partner, but even more
surprise as Executive Foucault replied, “Yes. The truck driver who found her
meant well enough, but his vehicle was too warm for her. The cold combined with
rapid heating did damage. She’s in the hospital now, unconscious, on a
ventilator. They hope to recover her, but it doesn’t look good.”


“She was found half naked and covered in small cuts,
meaning she was in the forest, running from something. Running from what?” said
Adele.


Executive Foucault shook his head and tapped a finger
against the photo of the American girl where she was still smiling. “All we
have is what the trucker told us. He says she kept mentioning a he. Some
person, some man, had been chasing her. Someone had filled her with the fear of
God Almighty himself.”


“I didn’t know you were a religious man,” said John,
quirking an eyebrow.


Adele winced at the indelicate comment.


Foucault, having more experience dealing with John than
Adele, ignored it completely. “She kept mentioning there were others,” the Executive
continued. “That’s the part that has us worried. And one of the reasons they’re
requesting Interpol.” His eyes flicked to Adele. “She kept saying he was going
to kill them all. At least, that’s according to the truck driver.”


For a brief moment, Adele was reminded of her father’s
notebook. Scribblings, notes, secondhand recordings of what her mother said.
And now, again, the truck driver, serving as a mouthpiece after the fact of an
unconscious girl who couldn’t speak for herself. A voice for a victim. Would
his clues serve just as useless as her father’s had to this point?


“Others, how many others?” said John.


Foucault shrugged. “He didn’t know. She didn’t say.
Hopefully, if she wakes, we can ask her. But for now, I wouldn’t rely on her
making a recovery.” His voice was grim once more. “She’s in a bad way.”


Adele moved a bit, circling around John’s other side and
glancing out the window into the city streets below. Many of the buildings were
still streaked with lights, as Paris wasn’t the sort of city to go to bed
early. 


“The girl, what do we know about her?”


“Amanda Johnson,” said Foucault. “Twenty-one years old. A
college student from the US, who was in Germany over the summer backpacking
with some friends. She split up from the friends a month into it, to travel on
her own. A missing person. Fell off the face of the radar, and wasn’t seen
again.”


Adele felt a slow shudder creeping up her spine. “Amanda,”
she said, softly. “She’s been here since the summer? Months?” 


“Five months,” said Executive Foucault. “She’s been missing
for five months.”


John handed the photo back to Foucault. “What has he been
doing with them? Her? Five months? Evidence of sexual assault?”


The Executive still looked troubled, but at this, his
expression lightened, if only a little. “Not that they can tell. There doesn’t
seem to be evidence of that kind.”


Now Adele was shaking her head. “No sexual assault? But she
couldn’t say anything else? She went missing months ago, and apparently others
were missing too? Her friends, the ones who traveled with her?”


Foucault shook his head. “No. They’re all accounted for.
But the Black Forest, in Germany, you hear stories,” he said with a shrug.


“What sort of stories?” said John.


This time, though, Adele answered. “Disappearances. Some
say kidnappings, others say random accidents. Whatever the case, there are a
lot of missing persons reports in that area. I tracked a case there once
before—turned up a dead end. Still, the lore sticks with you.”


Foucault clicked his tongue. “At least that’s what the
locals are saying. I don’t know. That’s as much as we know. John, I’m being
serious, keep your nose clean on this one. I can’t cover for you again.”


John held his hands up in surrender. “I hear you loud and
clear.”


Adele tried not to sigh too loudly. The last time they’d
been to Germany together, John had thrown a camera crew’s equipment off the
edge of a cliff. It had nearly cost John his job. After a series of performance
reviews, he’d been reinstated the previous week, but he was on thin ice. Another
incident, and it might prove fatal to his career, if not his freedom.


“We’re heading out tonight?” said Adele.


“First thing,” said Foucault. “Tickets are booked.
Chauffeurs waiting. Good luck, you two. This is a bad one.” He trailed off, his
countenance darkening. “I can feel it. There’s something wrong about this one.”


“Something wrong about all the cases we get,” John said. 


The Executive nodded and waved a hand, sighing as he did. “Perhaps.
Good luck.” And with those words, he gestured delicately toward the door.


 


***


 


Another plane—another journey.
Adele had picked up a small book from the airport bookstore for the flight, but
now found herself ignoring it where she’d tucked it into the elastic
compartment on the back of the seat in front of her. 


John, next to her, was snoring. He
had an uncanny ability to fall asleep wherever they went. She glanced over at
him, her eyes moving past his muscled chest toward the window as she glanced
out into the night sky. Moving, moving—from place to place. The sky itself
never changed much. The clouds above France were the same as the clouds above
Germany. 


Killers were the same. 


French or German—the devastation
they caused was identical. 


Adele crossed her arms but
remained turned toward John, peering across his chest out into the night as she
settled for the few-hour flight back to Germany. 











CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


Adele awoke to a polite knock on
her motel room door. She groaned, stretching, feeling the discomfort of the
night settling on her body. The small airport motel they’d been shacked up in,
next to Zurich Airport, had been about as comfortable as it sounded. Most of
the night had been shaken by the rumble of airplane engines above. And if not
that, the broken heating unit, spewing a lukewarm stream of heat through the
room, had made a churning noise through the night. Adele was someone who valued
her sleep, but also someone who prided herself on waking before an alarm.


With a hint of frustration, she
realized she’d slept right through her phone’s timer.


Another quiet, polite knock on her
door. “Coming,” Adele called.


It took her a bit, but she got
dressed quickly, brushed her teeth over the sink, and gathered the remnants of
her things, storing them quickly back into the suitcase she’d brought with her.
She pushed the suitcase under the bed and then strode to the door, pushing it
open.


She smiled as she recognized the
person waiting for her on the motel steps.


“Agent Marshall,” Adele said,
nodding once. “Good to see you again.”


The young, twenty-something BKA
agent nodded in return. She was quite pretty, and had an energy about her that
sometimes made Adele feel old. Beatrice Marshall tended to do things by the
book, but had proven more than once that she was a reliable agent. She’d gone
out of her way to cover for Adele back in the ski resorts, and had even bent a
rule or two on Adele’s behalf. Adele was grateful their chaperone would be a
familiar face.


She glanced past Marshall, her
eyes flicking to John, who was leaning against a chipped, rusted support beam
protruding from the motel railing.


“You’re up early,” she said,
frowning.


John winked at her. “Slept like a
babe. You snore, you know.”


Adele glared at him. “I do not.”


John grinned in response. Adele
glanced at Agent Marshall hesitantly, looking for confirmation to John’s
comment. The younger agent, though, just stood by.


“Are you two ready?” Marshall said
at last. “I’m supposed to take you to the Black Forest station. The truck
driver who found the victim is waiting there.”


“Ready and willing,” said John.


Adele’s eyes narrowed on him. “I’ve
never known you to be much of a morning person,” she said.


John glanced toward the pretty
Agent Marshall and wiggled his eyebrows over the back of her head where only
Adele could see. “Sometimes the early bird just needs the right incentive,” he
said. “Besides, this place,” he waved vaguely to the airport motel, “is not
unexpected. I came prepared with two extra pillows. Executive Foucault is
notorious for shacking agents up in dumps when they’ve irritated him.”


“Yeah?” Adele glared. “You could
have warned me.” 


“Slipped my mind.”


Adele heaved a sigh skyward. “You
chuck a camera off a cliff, but I end up sleeping on a box of springs. How is
that fair?”


John reached out and patted her on
the cheek. “I admire how you suffer in silence. Anyway, how about we let the
nice young agent take us to speak with the truck driver.”


He extended an arm, which Agent
Marshall accepted with a quiet chuckle. With her arm looped through his, they
descended the metal stairs from the motel’s second level, the sound of an
airplane engine buzzing overhead.


“Nice young agent my ass,” Adele
muttered beneath her breath. She double-checked her holster, adjusted her belt,
and then, with a sour mood, still feeling every creak in her body from the
night before, she followed after them toward the waiting car.


 


***


 


The
Black Forest police station was smaller than Adele remembered from the last
time she’d been there. Only a couple of officers lounged in the entry hall, and
one desk sergeant had to be called from the back to attend the new arrivals.


Agent Marshall, Adele, and John waited patiently to be
escorted into the back of the building.


The truck driver awaited them in one of the interrogation
rooms. The man wore a corduroy shirt, and had a neatly trimmed gray mustache to
match the salt-and-pepper stubble along his temples.


The moment Adele spotted him, she decided he had kind eyes.
There were soft laugh lines around them, and though he clasped his hands
together, he didn’t fidget or twist nervously.


As Adele and John took seats across from the truck driver
in cushioned, metal chairs, she reflected this man had to be made of stern
stuff to stop for someone in the middle of the night on an abandoned highway.


“Are you Herman Carmichael?” she asked, softly.


The truck driver nodded at her in greeting, meeting her
eyes and then flicking his gaze to John.


Agent Marshall stood, allowing the more senior agents to
lead the interview.


“Can I get you anything to drink? Eat?” said Adele.


“Danke. Coffee would be nice,” said the man.


John raised an eyebrow at Adele. In French, she translated,
“Could you go get him a coffee?”


John sniffed. “Merde. Why should I?”


“Because you can’t understand a word he’s saying. Try to be
useful.”


John grumbled to himself and then left the table, stomping
out of the interview room.


Adele returned her attention to Mr. Carmichael. “You found
the girl?”


He passed a hand wearily over his face, his expression
darkening. “Yes, unfortunately she was in a bad way. I was told that heating
her too fast might have caused damage. Did I hurt her?”


Adele shook her head. “From what I was told, she was in a
bad way before you found her. Leaving her out there would’ve been a death
warrant. Waiting for an ambulance just the same. You did what you could, don’t
trouble yourself about it.”


Mr. Carmichael breathed again, a bit more relaxed now. Some
of the exhaustion creasing his face, introducing itself in lines next to his
eyes and across his forehead, seemed to fade a bit at Adele’s words.


Adele cleared her throat. “Is there anything else you can
tell me? Anything you’ve thought of since?”


The trucker ran a hand through his beard and shook his
head. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve already told—”


Before he could finish, two people entered the room, the
door clicking.


Adele stowed her annoyance, glancing over her shoulder.
John had returned. Next to him, a woman in a suit had arrived as well, a small,
white coffee cup held in a cardboard heating pad in her left hand. She didn’t
wear the normal blues of a police officer, but she carried herself as one.
Detective, Adele guessed. Homicide most likely.


“Hello,” the detective said in German. She extended the cup
toward the man, and, before John could beat her to it, sidled into the chair
next to Adele. “I’m Detective Klopp,” she said. “Precinct policy, but I’m
required to be here for this interview.”


Agent Marshall remained quiet in the back of the room, her
notebook out, her eyes flicking between the different participants in the room.
Adele shifted a bit in her chair, her hands pressed against the cool surface of
the metal table. She waited for Mr. Carmichael to take a drink from the
steaming coffee. He smacked his lips, wincing against the heat.


“You’ve already interviewed him?” Adele glanced toward
Detective Klopp.


“Ja. Just here to verify and help in any way I can.”


Adele gathered herself and indicated the truck driver. “Well,
I was just asking him if he could think of anything else from that night.”


“And as I was saying,” Mr. Carmichael replied, quietly, “there’s
nothing. No cars, no one else. Just the girl, with bloody footprints.”


“As you told us already,” said Detective Klopp, nodding. “And
also the wild, far-fetched claims she made.”


The truck driver hesitated at this. “She said there were
others,” he said, swallowing then raising a hand as if signaling a teacher in
class. “Said someone had them captured, and was going to kill them all.”


Adele, though, looked over at the German detective. “You
don’t think the girl’s comments are to be taken seriously?” 


Detective Klopp was shaking her head. Her hair was pulled
back in a neat bun, and she had the barest traces of makeup on her features.
Her cheekbones were high, and her eyes searching as she studied Adele. “The
girl was malnourished, starving, freezing, and in the middle of the forest,”
she said. “Taking anything she said seriously, especially,” she cleared her
throat and shifted a bit, “secondhand, might be inadvisable at this point.”


Adele glanced toward Agent Marshall, then back. “Is that
the official position of this department?”


Detective Klopp smiled in a comforting sort of way toward
Mr. Carmichael. She addressed Adele, but still had her eyes fixed on the truck
driver. “It is. Herman,” she said, “tell her how the girl was behaving when you
first encountered her.”


The truck driver shifted uncomfortably. “Well, like I was
saying, she said there were others. But when I first came upon her, she didn’t
say anything at all. In fact, it almost felt like she couldn’t see me. I drove
my truck off the road trying to avoid her. She was standing in the middle of
the highway. Not wearing any clothes.” He blushed a bit, clearing his throat
and shaking his head. “Bad business. Bad business. Anyway, the fräulein
was standing there; didn’t seem to see me until I was right upon her. I was even
talking, but she just stared off in the distance.”


Detective Klopp waved a hand, as if displaying something in
the air. “As I said,” she said, “might not be best to take the girl at her
word.”


Adele dipped her head once to show she’d heard; she pressed
the same line of questioning for another few minutes, but the truck driver
failed to convey anything Executive Foucault hadn’t already told them: someone,
according to the girl, had others in jeopardy. The girl had seemed upset, for
obvious reasons. She had been covered in small cuts and bruises from running
through the forest. Besides that, the truck driver had nothing to add.


Adele thanked him quietly and pushed up from the table.
John hounded her with questions in French, but she ignored him and said to
Marshall, as they exited the interview room, “Where’s that hospital?”


Marshall looked at Adele. “You want to speak with her
yourself?”


“By the sound of things that’s not going to be possible.”


Marshall shook her head. “She’s in a coma. But I can take
you to the hospital if you want.” 


Adele nodded. “Maybe the doctors found something they
missed at first. The truck driver is not going to be much help anyway.”


Adele could feel something worming in her gut. Executive
Foucault’s seeming premonition came back to her. This was a bad one. Something
about this case felt off, eerie. Adele was beginning to feel a similar
sensation. She wasn’t sure why. But somehow, she wasn’t sure she wanted to
witness the culmination of this investigation. Her stomach twisted as they
exited the police station and made their way back to the car, preparing to head
to the hospital.











CHAPTER SIX


 


 


“This time, I’m not fetching coffee,” John said, sternly. 


Adele shook her head as she took the steps up to the front
of the hospital. 


Agent Marshall was already standing next to rotating glass
doors. She smiled politely and gestured for Adele and John to follow. The three
agents entered the hospital lobby, confronted by the sickly sweet smell of
cleaning fluids and disinfectant. Adele felt a sudden itch at the back of her
neck. She shook her head. Something about hospitals always gave her the creeps.
Secretly, she hoped if ever she got too sick, people would be kind enough to
leave her in peace to die in her bed, rather than dragging her off to a
horrible place like this. She didn’t particularly like doctors either.


John strode across toward the front desk and said, in
French. “Mademoiselle. Do you have any French-speaking doctors who have
treated Amanda Johnson?” 


The woman behind the counter just stared up at him,
hesitant. She glanced at one of her partners, but the young man just shrugged
back.


Agent Marshall approached, gently touching John on the
elbow. She spoke quietly and quickly with the nurses, and eventually they were
redirected to an elevator at the far end of the large atrium. They passed a
couple of faux potted plants. Again, Adele was reminded how much she hated
hospitals.


“Are you all right?” John asked, as the elevator doors
dinged open and they stepped in.


“Fine,” she replied, curtly.


“You’re sweating,” he said. “It’s cold. Why are you
sweating?”


“I’m not sweating, shut up.” Adele turned away, but when
John returned his attention to Marshall, chatting up the young agent as the
elevator dinged up the floors, Adele quickly reached up and wiped her forehead.
Damp. She was sweating. Damn. She would have to get her emotions in check, even
in a place like this.


They stepped off the elevator and were confronted by
another long hall with glass windows on either side. She could hear distant
beeping sounds. Another noise as grating to her as bones on a chalkboard.


“You sure you’re all right?” John murmured in her ear.


“I’m fine, let’s go see if we can find this doctor.”


Marshall, hearing this, said politely, “The head doctor in
charge of Amanda’s case can speak English. I requested for him to meet us
outside her room. This way.”


Marshall led them past three closed doors. Two of them had
curtains, but one was open, with three nurses inside, wearing green scrubs,
trying to lift an old, frail man onto a sliding table.


The scene, the scents, the beeping, all of it, sent Adele
into another spasm of existential dread. For some reason, she thought of
Robert. She thought of his coughing, his age. Perhaps she should run an extra
couple hours tomorrow. Yes, that would help clear her mind.


They finally came to a stop in front of an open glass door.
A man was waiting for them. He had a stethoscope jammed unceremoniously into
the pocket of his blue scrubs, and had a name tag pinned to his chest.


“Dr. Samuel,” said Agent Marshall, “we spoke on the phone
earlier.”


The doctor was an older fellow, with a pure white beard and
crinkling eyes. But where the truck driver’s eyes had lines from smiling, Dr.
Samuel’s lines were those of a worrier.


“I don’t have much time,” he said, without exchanging
pleasantries. “How can I help?”


The doctor spoke nearly perfect English. John’s expression
brightened at this, and he replied in heavily accented English of his own. “You’re
in charge of Amanda Johnson’s case?”


The doctor nodded once. He didn’t volunteer anything else,
waiting, one foot in the room, one foot out. 


Within, Adele spotted the crumpled form of the victim lying
on a bed. The room was dark, the lights off. Three different screens displayed
the girl’s vitals, with numbers and flashing lights pulsing. The girl lay
motionless beneath two blankets. The ventilator seemed a foreign
contraption—some invading device. The tubes and metal and blinking lights all
only served to deepen Adele’s anxiety. The girl seemed so small, like someone
caught in a giant bear trap, or cocooned by tubes and metal and a glass coffin
the size of a hospital. 


Adele shivered and looked away, refusing to stare any
longer. “Is there anything you can tell us?” Adele said through tight lips. “Is
she going to make a recovery?”


The doctor spoke in quick, clipped tones. It sounded like
he was annoyed with them, but Adele suspected he was annoyed with everything. “The
poor girl had the run of it,” he said. “Spent hours in that forest. Here,” he
said. “See for yourself.” 


He pulled a clipboard from a slot next to the door and
extended it to Adele. She glanced down, flipping through large photos, her eyes
narrowing with each one.


First, she saw the girl’s feet. Deep cuts all along, flesh
peeled off, dirt beneath the toenails and in the wounds. Two of the toenails
were missing completely, and a couple of the toes had a bluish tinge to them.


“Frostbite?” Adele said.


“Almost,” said Dr. Samuel. “Those cuts, see them? From
running through the forest barefoot. Harsh terrain, whatever had her scared
kept her going despite the pain.”


Adele nodded. “And the rest of her?”


The doctor pulled off the top picture, flipping it over the
back of the board. He pointed at the next one. “Other bruises and small cuts
along her body, here and here.”


Adele glimpsed scrapes above a belly button, and more
bruises along the top of the girl’s chest.


“But here,” he said, “these are old wounds. Old scars.”


“How old?” Adele asked, quickly.


The doctor shook his head. “In her state, it’s hard to
tell. We’re still looking into it. We don’t think it’s relevant to her current
situation though.”


“Five months old?” Adele.


But the doctor shook his head. “Longer. This, though,” he
said, quietly, “is about within that timeframe.”


He flipped to the final photo, which displayed the top of
the girl’s head, with some of the hair shaved back.


“What is that?” John asked.


Adele, though, just looked. There was the faintest of scars
over a jutting flap of flesh. It had healed, but poorly.


“That’s five months old?” said Adele.


“Five months without treatment or hospital. Five months of
someone picking at it. Yes. You can see how the scar tissue has spread, and how
the wound never fully sealed.”


Adele turned slightly toward John and Agent Marshall,
raising her eyebrows. “Five months ago. You think this is how the assailant subdued
her?”


Dr. Samuel cleared his throat. “It was a blow to the back
of the head. It could very well have knocked her unconscious if that’s what you’re
wondering.”


Adele pressed her lips tightly together, thinking. She
looked up at the doctor’s wrinkled countenance. “Anything else?”


“I found some other injuries. Signs of abuse. A broken arm,
poorly set. Marks consistent with bruises from punching. I also saw scrapes
across the girl’s back from an animal or long fingernails.”


“Perhaps one of the others kidnapped by the psycho?” said
John, quietly. “She said there were others.”


Adele paused, considering this troubling notion, then
addressed the doctor again. “What are the chances of her being able to speak
with us?”


The doctor still stood with one foot in the doorway, one
out, shaking his head. “Not good. Chances of recovering at all are slim. Like I
said, she was out in that forest for hours, running through the trees. The cuts
aren’t the only thing we need to worry about; the cold itself took its toll on
her lungs. She was hypothermic when she came in.”


“She’s sedated?”


“For some of the pain. But not much. She’s in a coma. On a
ventilator.”


Adele glanced back into the room, and it took her a moment,
but then she spotted the air compressing machine, a white, beige plastic thing
with many buttons.


“The girl only stayed on her feet that long because she was
made of tough stuff,” said the doctor. “Most people couldn’t have made it that
far in the forest. Especially not for that long. Adrenaline kept her going. She’s
lucky she found the highway when she did. If not, she would’ve died in some
hole in that woods.”


Adele frowned. “That’s a morbid thought.”


“And yet true. Look, I have other patients. If there’s
nothing else,” Dr. Samuel said, trailing off.


Adele glanced at her companions, but they remained quiet.
The investigators bid farewell to the doctor and watched him leave, striding
down the hall with lengthy steps that countered his aged looks.


Adele turned to Marshall. “You have the phone number for
the girl’s parents?”


Marshall didn’t miss a beat. “In the US? With the time
difference, it’s late enough in the day that you should be able to get them on
the phone.”


Adele nodded in gratitude, and waited as Marshall flipped
through her notebook, looking for the appropriate details.


The doorway the doctor had been standing in was still
swinging shut, slowed by a spring mechanism above the frame. As the door
closed, it cut off the line of sight into the room with the ventilator, and
Amanda Johnson.


“Let’s find a break room so I can make that call,” said
Adele, her mouth in a grim line once more.


 


***


 


Adele
heard the quiet ringing of the phone. It felt strangely soothing—the cool metal
pressed against her cheek, the quiet chirp like a nursery rhyme. She sat with
one of her knees bumping against John’s long leg. He slouched in his chair,
arms crossed, his eyes fixed on her.


Agent Marshall was once again standing. Adele wondered if
the young agent ever tired. Marshall had shut the break room’s door behind her
and closed the blinds for privacy.


Adele listened to the ringing.


She glanced down toward the number beneath her folded arm,
handwritten on the torn piece of paper Marshall had handed her. Correct number.
Perhaps she’d gotten the time zone wrong.


Another ring. Adele was about to shut the phone, when there
came an interruption of static, and then a voice on the other end said, “Hello,
who is this?”


The voice was alert, urgent. 


“Hello, my name is Agent Sharp, I’m with Interpol. Is this
Mr. Johnson?”


She heard a faint voice now, as if the phone had been
lowered for a moment. “Honey, it’s Interpol; they’re on the line. Yes, right
now. Hurry.”


Then the voice became louder again. “Sorry about the delay.
We were walking the dog. Any update? Well—” A pause, and the man cleared his
throat. “I imagine you’re calling about our daughter.”


Adele caught herself before she nodded, and said, crisply, “Yes.
I’m sorry if there’s been any delay on our part. Your daughter is still alive,
I wanted to lead with that—”


Before she could continue, she heard a quiet gasp on the
other end. The second, fainter voice she could barely make out said, “Thank you,
God. Thank you, dear Jesus.”


The first voice, Mr. Johnson’s, said, “That’s good to hear.
Last we heard, they weren’t sure she was going to make it.”


Adele wrinkled her nose. She hadn’t realized she’d been
designated to be the sole deliverer of news to the Johnson family. She supposed
because she was American, it made sense the Germans had left it to her. She
quickly switched tack, trying to take this new role in stride. “It’s still
early days,” Adele said quickly. “She’s not in a good way. I’m not going to lie
to you. They’re still not sure she’s going to fully recover.” 


As she spoke, Adele felt her voice quaver. A slight
fragmentation of sound—but one that caught her off guard all the same. Though
she kept the phone raised, her brow furrowed. A swell of strange emotions was
rising in her chest. Adele closed her eyes, trying to focus—but though Mr.
Johnson was replying to her on the other end, she found it difficult to attend
to his words. 


Bleeding… Bleeding… Always bleeding…


A flash of an image—a dream, or a snapshot from an old
photo—Adele hardly remembered. It came to her at night, usually. Her mother,
mutilated, lying in a French garden. Dead. She remembered flying back to
Germany to be with her father immediately following. She remembered the phone
calls… much like this. Phone calls from nations away. Phone calls picking apart
the most harrowing experience of their lives, interviewing—questioning. And at
the end of it? 


Nothing. Her mother still dead. The killer gone. 


This time, the story couldn’t end with nothing. This
time, phone calls from nations away couldn’t simply be static—white noise
against a backdrop of calamity. No. This time had to be different. 


Adele swallowed back the bile rising in her throat. She
closed her eyes against the sudden images lashing the insides of her eyelids.
And then, exhaling, she did her best to listen. 


Mr. Johnson was still speaking. “…anything at all? Is there
any way we can help?”


Adele swallowed again. Her voice sounded raspy in her ears,
and for a moment, she felt Marshall’s eyes on her, watching. At last, she
croaked out, “Some of the best doctors in the world are here. They’re doing
what they can. And… And so will I…” She bit off this last sentence. The
urgency—the need to promise. To settle the fears, the terrors swirling through
Amanda’s family. Adele knew the fear, but to her, it had been laden with grief.
For now, the Johnsons were spared this particularly bitter barb. But
eventually, if the doctors didn’t come through… they too would partake. 


“Honey,” said the second voice, a gentler, smoother voice. “Honey,
it’s going to be okay. Have faith. It’s going to be okay.”


She heard a pause, and another whispered conversation
between kind voices, not contentious. Adele felt a small glimmer of relief. In
her experience, there were two reactions to bad news like this. It would either
draw families closer together, or tear them apart completely, leaving only
rubble. At least for now, the Johnsons were taking it in their stride. They
would need each other in the coming days. 


Adele said, “I’m sure we’ll be able to update you as soon
as we know anything new. One way or the other.”


This time Mr. Johnson spoke. “Our Amanda is a tough girl.
She’ll cover. She will. Trust me.”


Adele cracked a small, sad smile. But it faded as the same
emotions from before contended for her attention. Bleeding… Always bleeding…
“I certainly hope so. She is strong. You’re not wrong about that.” Adele
thought of the doctor’s comments. Running for hours in the forests, the cold,
her feet bleeding, cut. A dislocated elbow, reset. Bruises all up and down her
body. The girl had suffered something horrible. The same way Elise had
suffered. At least Amanda had come out alive.


“If there’s anyone I would bet on, sir, it would be her.
But look.” Adele again maintained a professional tone despite the sudden
ambushing of her thoughts. A practiced skill—but one that didn’t come lightly. “I
need to know, was it usual for your daughter to travel with friends?”


This time, the female voice answered over the phone. “Inspector,
sir,” said the voice, suggesting Adele hadn’t been on speakerphone.


“Yes, Mrs. Johnson?” she said, inflecting the question.


“Oh, yes. Sorry. Miss.”


Adele kept her tone gentle, entirely free of rebuke. “My
name is Agent Sharp.”


“Agent Sharp. Our daughter would do these trips all the
time with her friends. They would sometimes split up and head off and explore
for a while on their own, before joining up again.”


“And this is when she disappeared? When she split off?”


“Yes,” said the woman’s voice, cracking for a second, but
then warbling and continuing. “As best as we can guess.”


“Was there anything strange at the time? Any phone calls?
Anyone who had been bothering her? Perhaps even one of her friends?”


“Nothing. Nothing like that. Amanda was overjoyed for that
trip. All her phone calls were filled with laughter as she told us of the
things she’d seen. She loved traveling. Nothing out of the ordinary.”


“Mr. Johnson?” said Adele.


“I just said nothing,” said Mrs. Johnson’s voice.


There was another fumbling sound, and Mr. Johnson’s voice
came on. “I’m sure she didn’t mean anything offensive by it, dear. She just
wants to get all the facts.” Louder now, he said, “Nothing. Just like my wife
says. Amanda was happy. Excited. Who would do something like this to her? Was
she…was she herself? When we were first contacted, German police said they’d
found her. Did someone speak to her? Do you have any suspects?”


Adele hated this part. The necessary, but painful veil
between loved ones and the investigation. She did her best to handle it by
saying, “Eventually, we hope to find out everything. For that to happen, I’m
going to have to take some time though. I hope you’ll allow that. From what I
saw and heard, your daughter is a very strong girl. I would focus my thoughts
on that. Leave the rest up to me, okay?”


Some heavy breathing, but then, “All right. Thank you Agent
Sharp.”


“One other thing,” Adele said. “If you could do me a favor,
and I know it’s a big ask, but it will help; could you write out, to the best
of your knowledge, your daughter’s itinerary? From the moment she left the US,
to when she went missing. Anything you can think of. Where she might’ve
traveled to with her friends, any emails she sent from the different places you
visited. Hotels, motels, B&Bs. Like I said, I know it’s a lot, but it would
help. I’ll have the agent who first contacted you give you my email. You can
send it directly to me.”


“Happy to,” said Mr. Johnson, a slight strain to his voice.



For a moment, silence reigned. Then Adele bit her lip and,
before she could stop herself, a spurt of what she was feeling internally made
itself known to the room. “I’ll find who did this. I promise you,” she said,
her voice strained all of a sudden. “I’ll find who did this. Your daughter
deserves that… At the very least—I’ll figure it out. All right? I know it’s
scary, being far away. Feeling like you can’t help. But just know, I… I’ve been
there. And I’ll find them. I promise.” 


This sudden leak in the dam of emotions seemed to prompt a
similar reaction on the other end of the phone. Adele heard someone crying quietly
in the background before Mr. Johnson spoke in a gruff voice. “A bold promise,
Agent Sharp. I half believe you mean it.” 


“I do.” 


“Good evening, Agent. Godspeed.” 


They bid their farewells, and Adele lowered her phone,
allowing the grieving couple to shut the line first and end the call.


“Anything?” John asked. He’d grabbed a bag of chips from
the vending machine, but mercifully had waited to open the packet before the
phone call ended. Now, though, before Adele answered, her phone downturned, he
opened the crinkling bag.


“Nothing,” she said, over the sound of munching chips. She
breathed through her nose, calming herself as best she could. Then refocused.
The case came first. Promises meant nothing without procedure. “Nothing new, at
least. It was usual for them to split up from each other. I don’t know. We may
have to speak with some of her friends. We’ll see.”


“Usual for her to go missing for five months?” said John. “Something
happened—something out of the ordinary. But what?” 


Adele nodded. “That’s where we come in.” 


She pocketed her phone, adjusted her sleeves, and then move
toward the door. 











CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


Adele sat at the small table in her airport motel room.
John was across from her, his eyes fixed on the laptop screen, sifting through
the files open on his computer. He’d taken his sweater off and wore only a
tight, black T-shirt. It introduced itself in interesting ways across his
muscled form. Adele far preferred watching him than the content on her screen. 


“Anything?” she asked, still watching him. John looked
over, and she glanced sharply away, swallowing as she did and pretending she’d
simply been scanning the little kitchen. 


She dutifully returned her attention to her screen and her
eyes glazed as she flicked through the various files and records Agent Marshall
had given them access to. For now, the young agent was helping organize a
manhunt in the Black Forest. But Adele had wanted to first look into other
missing persons. 


“Surprising amount,” John said. “Here’s a fellow named
Henry Walker. Went missing two years ago. Another one, Cynthia Davis, missing
last year. Both of them Americans.” He raised his eyebrows significantly. He
continued, “Another one named Pierre Costa. French fellow. Went missing three
years ago. Two more girls, went missing at the same time. Both last year.”


“How many of them were found again?” Adele asked, glancing
over the lip of her laptop. This time, she didn’t examine the tight shirt or
his long, proportioned form. John’s eyes found hers, and he held her gaze. His
next words jarred all thoughts of her partner from her mind. “Three of them
were found. Two with bullets in the back of their head. One at the bottom of a
ravine, looks like a hiking accident.”


Adele gnawed on the corner of her lip. “We’re not looking
for anyone who’s been found. Just focus on the ones who are missing. Tell me
how many you see.”


John sniffed, and there was a rapid clicking sound. He
continued to cycle through the files. For her part, Adele paid closer attention
to the details of the few names she’d already found in the database. All of
them in the Black Forest. Six in total so far. All of them college age. All of
them, seemingly, foreign.


She tapped her fingers against the base of her computer,
enjoying the sensation of drumming her hands. She leaned back in her chair,
feeling the sturdy metal not give an inch beneath her. Part of her wanted to go
for her regular run. It had been a few days since she’d managed to exercise.
She was growing tired of sitting all the time. If for nothing more than to change
her posture, she got to her feet and began walking around the table. Partly, as
she drummed her fingers against her thigh, she knew she was antsy from their
visit to the hospital. She hated hospitals. But partly, she could feel the
sense of foreboding descending on her. Executive Foucault’s premonitions gnawed
at her mind. Why in particular did Foucault think this case was ominous?


It seemed calculated, Adele thought to herself. There was
something shrewd about it. Something that suggested whoever was behind Ms.
Johnson’s disappearance, and subsequent abuse, had done so knowing full well
the target he’d chosen. A foreigner. College age. Defenseless, with no
connections in the area, which meant no one to miss her. Her parents were
separated by an ocean. The killer had chosen his victim—it hadn’t been random.


“Anything?” she asked.


John looked up at her, frowning slightly. “Sixteen names,
just in the last three years. All of them still missing. All of them except one
are in their twenties.”


“College age,” said Adele. On a lark, she said, “And how
many of them are foreigners?”


John scanned the list, looked up again. “More than half,”
he said.


He turned his computer to show Adele the files he’d
selected and separated. Adele read through the names, cycling through each of
them. As John said, the disappearances went back for three years. 


“Did you look back further?” Adele asked.


John shook his head. “The records were moved more than five
years ago. I can find some, but the detailing isn’t as concise. It’ll take longer.”


Adele sighed. “Well, it’s a start. Potentially sixteen victims…”
She winced. “What do you think he’s doing with them?” Her gaze burrowed into
the side of John’s head.


He shrugged a shoulder. “I wish I knew.” He paused and
wrinkled his nose. “Actually, I don’t think I do.”


“Do you think he’s been kidnapping the guys as well as the
girls?” Adele said. “Half the names on my list are male. But also college age.
And most of them foreign.”


“Black Forest is a popular tourist destination, especially
for backpackers,” John said. “I was talking to Agent Marshall about it.”


“I think that’s the killer’s MO,” Adele said. “He’s preying
upon young people who aren’t from around here. He knows they’re defenseless. He
knows they’re easy targets.”


John winced. “So he has to have access to that information
somehow.”


“It’s not that hard to get. Their ages are obvious, and the
moment you talk to some of them, or even look at them, you can tell they’re
from a different country.”


John began to ease down the lid of his laptop, crossing his
arms. “So what does that tell us?”


“Tells us,” Adele said, quietly, “that this fellow is
clever. He plans this out. He knows what he’s doing. He kept Amanda kidnapped,
captured, for more than five months. Some of these names go back three years.
People have been disappearing in the Black Forest for ages. What if he’s been
operating that entire time?”


A strange silence fell over the kitchen. They glanced at each
other, and Adele shivered. John’s troubled expression seemed to darken further.
It was John who changed the subject first; with a slight jolt, he shook his
head and said, “The German authorities are organizing a manhunt to search the
wilderness. Are we going to be a part of that?”


“We do need to examine the scene,” Adele said. 


John scratched at the side of his chin. “Adele, I don’t
like this one.”


“You and me both,” she said. “But if we’re going to find
anything, the manhunt can help. From what Marshall was saying, they’re
gathering more than a hundred people.”


John grumbled. “A hundred stupid people, trampling over the
crime scene and disturbing evidence. Things like this more than likely will
attract the killer himself.”


“Not killer.”


John raised an eyebrow.


“Amanda’s assailant—kidnapper—hasn’t killed anyone yet. Not
that we know of. Something else is going on here.” Adele paused at her own
unpleasant thoughts. Vaguely, she felt a chill along her arms. A kidnapper—with
victims possibly ranging back years. She thought of Amanda—what the poor girl
had suffered. What would the others be enduring this very moment? A second
passed. Then another. Each one a reminder of the plight of the kidnapper’s
victims. If they were even still alive… each served as a reminder of the
scalpel of wasted time extracting each moment in a pound of pain. 


“Well, if he’s not a killer, that means we have a chance of
recovering these people that Amanda mentioned alive.”


Adele was still pacing the small kitchen, and she heard the
rumbling sound of a jet engine overhead for the third time in the last half hour.


She crossed her arms and stared back at John, adopting a
similar posture to his. “Do you think we can trust Amanda’s word? The detective
back there seemed to think she was hallucinating.”


John scratched an ear and pressed a hand against his laptop
lid. He seemed grateful to put the files out of sight. “I’m not sure,” he said.
“I get where the detective is coming from. The girl isn’t exactly a reliable
witness. Maybe she hallucinated.”


“You think she’s been hallucinating for five months?”


John shook his head. Breathed softly, his nostrils flaring
from the pressure of the air. “Obviously not. She’s been missing. But as far as
others being there. A killer having them, we don’t know. Normally, for us to be
called in on a case like this, there tend to be bodies, or multiple victims.
Right now, we’re relying on the testimony of an unreliable witness, who is
still alive.”


“Barely alive.”


John shook his head. “Either way. It’s a strange case. But
like you said, I think we should check out the scene where she was found.”


Adele was grateful partly to be able to leave the small,
stuffy motel room. And also, she was grateful to be moving again, to get out of
a sitting position. No more hospitals, no more cramped motel rooms. A strange
thing, to be grateful a crime scene was in a forest, but there it was.


“Let me get my jacket, I’ll be right there,” she said,
calling over her shoulder as John moved from the table to the motel room door.











CHAPTER EIGHT


 


 


The stranger gripped the steering wheel of his van, moving
at a gentle clip up the highway outside the Black Forest. He had a pleasant
smile fixed to his lips, and he was humming softly with the dulcet tunes of
classical music emanating from the speakers of his minivan.


Inwardly, though, the stranger’s mind was in an uproar. Looking
at him, it would’ve been nearly impossible to detect the emotion. And yet,
every few moments, his right hand would grip the steering wheel and twist. His
left hand stayed stony. Still, motionless, empty.


“Run away, will you,” he murmured, quietly. He spoke to
himself, still through smiling lips. The man was a chameleon. He knew how to
play the part, perhaps better than anyone else.


A couple of drivers moved along next to him. These roads
were generally empty late at night as people liked to avoid the patches of
highway with broken safety lights, following the snowstorm two weeks ago. But
during the day, a decent amount of traffic made its way through the forests.


The man, of course, used this road every day. This was his
home.


And a home had to be respected. A disrespected home became
a house. And a house became a burden. And a burden became something to abandon.


The man’s right hand gripped the steering wheel again,
knuckling white against the leather.


Disobedience. So stupid. All children had to be punished.
If they weren’t punished, they would misbehave. And there was nothing more
damaging to a home than disrespectful kids. He’d grown up knowing that. He
cleared his throat at the thought and adjusted the edges of his sleeve. Just
above his left hand, he could make out the twisting, melted portion of skin
that had healed poorly. The cigarette burns went all the way up his arm, over
his chest, down his back. He’d known punishment. And it had made him turn out
how he was. Well behaved. The smile constantly fixed to his face. People had
often been drawn to him, purely based on his personality.


“You catch more flies with honey,” he murmured softly,
reiterating a comment his mother used to say.


For the first time in a while, his smile flashed authentic,
and he caught a glimpse of his teeth, well-maintained, pure white in the mirror
facing back.


Everything about the man was well-maintained, neat. The
interior of his vehicle was clean, no dust or pet hair, or discarded trash on
the dashboard. The carpets were all vacuumed and in place. The back seats were
immaculate. Outside, the minivan was the same. Washed, clean. He took good care
of it. He took a polish to it. Even during the winter. The man knew how to take
care of his things. How to take care of himself. And how to take care of his
family.


Family. Dammit. That little fucking bitch, how dare she!


He smiled again, stopping the sudden burbling of rage.
Anger was unseemly. Anger displayed was costly. No. His right hand twisted, his
left hand stayed still. Normally he punished anyone who tried to escape. It
sent a message to the others. Without discipline, a home became a house. A
house became a burden.


Some of them might have hope now. Hope of rebellion. And
rebellion cost everything. No, people had to learn how to respect their
parents. To obey.


He had been a difficult child. He knew that. He deserved
the punishments he’d earned.


Up ahead, the man glimpsed flashing lights through his
windshield.


His eyes narrowed, but only for a brief instant, then his
smiled returned, his pleasant expression dropping over his face like wool over
a wolf.


He didn’t slow, he didn’t adjust his speed at all. The
clean minivan headed straight toward the checkpoint, and he slowed to a halt,
two cars back.


He watched the red coupe, two cars ahead, moving away from
the checkpoint. The car in front of him paused, and one of the officers leaned
in, talking for a bit with the driver.


The man didn’t feel anything. No fear. No guilt. Nothing.
They wouldn’t suspect a thing. They never did. There had been manhunts before.
Seven of them, from what he could remember. Checkpoints before. More than
twenty. He’d been doing this long enough that the sheep didn’t recognize the
wolf. The fleece he wore had only become better, more camouflaged.


His smile remained affixed to his lips. His right hand,
almost against his will, continued to twist and turn on the steering wheel.


The car in front of him pulled away, spitting some dust,
and the man followed.


On either side of him stone barricades lined the highway.
Looming, dark green trees stared down at him. The prickling leaves stood
sentry. But the man knew the truth. The trees were his friends. The forest was
his. These were the trespassers. Their guns, their badges meant as little to
him as a child’s toys. The only real authority came in the structure of the
family. A true family. Obedience, discipline, respect. The girl had talked to
the police—that much was clear. Telling tales outside of the home. Another
punishment needed. But at least she wouldn’t be able to lead them back—no, he’d
made certain of that. He’d been careful. 


Still, he could play the part.


He pulled forward, smiling politely, rolling down his
window. The officer looked into the car and examined the man. “Hello, sir. What’s
your business here?”


The man twisted his head quizzically. “Hello, Officer,” he
said. “What seems to be the problem?”


The officer glanced in the back of the minivan, his eyes
scanning the seats. The stranger’s polite, quizzical expression cranked up a
notch. Projecting innocence. A dove. He had eyes that others had called kind
before. It was amazing how some people trusted others based purely on their
physical appearance. The stranger handed his license through the window and
watched the officer examine it. 


“Sir, we’ve had some incidents in the forest, and we were
wondering if you’d seen anything.”


“What sort of incidents?” the man said.


“Missing people.” The license was handed back. It would
come up clean; the stranger made sure of that. 


The stranger nodded, wincing as he did. Every facial tic,
every expression, rehearsed. Nothing about it came naturally. It never had,
growing up. At least ten of the cigarette burns had been for smiling at the
wrong moment. He had never known quite when to laugh at a joke. But study, over
years, over decades, had taught the stranger. He watched the officer’s
expression and knew commiseration was in order. And so, like a snake slipping
from its skin into a new one, his smile faded to a wince. “Oh, sorry,” he said.
“I actually live in these woods. I’ve heard some of the stories. You know, you
don’t really want to believe it. Especially with my wife and kids.”


He glanced back in the seat, redirecting the officer’s
eyes. Something as small as a glance could tell volumes.


The officer followed his gaze, noticed the child seat in
the back of the car. Also well-maintained, also perfectly situated in the clean
seats.


The officer cleared his throat. “You live here?” He
hesitated, hinging on a decision. He scanned the interior of the vehicle, his
eyes moving over the man’s face, along the vehicle interior, toward the car
seat. Then he sighed. “Well, stay safe. Have a good day.”


The stranger smiled once more, ending with a half wince. It
was hard to gauge these exactly. But facial expressions didn’t always have to
be one or the other. It was the combinations that people responded to most. The
man had delighted himself when he first discovered this. A smile could be mixed
with a wince. A frown could be reformed into a furrowed brow, projecting
concern instead of anger. So many emotions, so delightful. So useful.


The man drove away from the checkpoint, moving past the
stopped police vehicles and the barricades.


As for emotions, the man was familiar with only two. One a
secret. 


The other: rage. His right hand twisted the steering wheel.
She’d escaped. Rebelled. Ran away from home. That couldn’t be left to stand.
The others would get funny ideas. And while he might not be able to punish her,
not yet, he would make sure to punish the rest of them. They would pay for
their sister’s crime. But of course, given the chance, he would make sure the
sister paid as well. Runaways couldn’t stay away from home for long. Eventually
they all came clawing back. And if they didn’t come back, he would have to go
find them and bring them home.


The clean, pristine minivan chugged away from the
checkpoint, meandering through the winding trails of the Black Forest, heading
home.











CHAPTER NINE


 


 


The air
was cold around them, sending chills down Adele’s brown jacket, eliciting a
shiver. She stood at the edge of the caution tape and orange cones circling the
cordoned off area. John was at her side, one hand braced against one of the
sawhorses that had been brought in. Only a thin trail of traffic meandered
through on the other side of the barriers, following the directions of two
traffic officers. 


Adele looked at the many cars parked on the shoulder of the
road up ahead—thirty vehicles on one side of the road and another twenty on the
other.


She heard sharp commands, barking voices. She glimpsed
orange vests being handed out from beneath the tent. She saw whistles doled out
to group leaders, as people were organized into groups of ten. All of them
volunteers.


Adele heard choppers overhead and glimpsed two of the birds
fly by, low over the trees, sweeping along the forest across from the highway.
Dogs strained on leashes, sniffing the various pedestrians and volunteers.


“I still think this is a bad idea,” John said. He frowned. “They
will trample over any evidence.”


Adele folded her hands into her sleeves for a bit of
warmth. The chill had picked up again, and a thin layer of snow had fallen
overnight. The skies above were gray, threatening further interruption. 


“Without them, there won’t be any evidence to find,” she
said, nodding toward the gathering of people. Nearly a hundred milling souls at
this point.


John frowned. “Marshall said many of them are cops, rescue
workers…”


“What’s your point?” 


“Means some of them aren’t. See them?” He nodded toward a
group on the far end, the first leading into the forest. All of them wore
orange vests, and the one in the lead, a brown-haired boy with sleek glasses,
had a whistle draped over his neck. “Can’t be much older than the victim.”


Adele shrugged. “College-age kids, looking to find one of
their own. Can’t blame them.”


Adele heard more orders being barked by the coordinator of
the search. The woman had a speaker to her mouth, the black device clutched in
a gloved hand. The sound emanated from the squad car parked next to her as she
called out, “Attention! We will search in grid patterns. Everyone stick to your
team leader, as they’ve been given instructions. If you see anything, have the
leader blow a whistle. One of our officers will be to you soon. The choppers
overhead can be flagged down in an emergency. Your team leaders have been
provided with flares. If you have any questions, please direct them to the
nearest officer; also, be careful not to feed the dogs. Don’t pet them either.
They’re here for a job, the same as you. Good luck.”


There was a crackle of the speaker being turned off. The
front door of the squad car slammed, and the microphone was pushed back through
the open window.


Groups then began to move, following the grid pattern set
out to them by their squad leaders.


Adele watched as the lead group, the college-age kids, led
by the young man with the brown hair and sleek glasses, took to the trees with
quick, surefooted steps, eyes on the ground, spread out in a line, arm’s-width
apart, moving in sweeping patterns as they began to step through the forest.


“Adele,” John said, hesitantly.


“What? It can’t be called off at this point,” she said. “Evidence
or not, I doubt they’ll trample it. Just trust—”


“No,” he said, “it’s not that. Look, is that your dad?”


Adele frowned and turned. She spotted a squat man with a
walrus mustache and thick arms. The only one in the group who wasn’t wearing a
jacket. He had a white T-shirt on, and a thin vest over it.


Adele stared. Her father glanced over at her and gave a
brief nod of recognition. Then he turned, a whistle in hand, and gestured at
the nine others behind him to follow as he stepped foot into the forest.


Adele shook her head, blinking at the abrupt departure.


“Guess he’s volunteering,” said John.


She swallowed. “He lives about an hour from here. I bet you
he didn’t know I was on the case.”


John snorted. “You didn’t tell him?”


“I mean, didn’t really come up.” She trailed off,
swallowed, and said, “To be honest with you, he’s kind of been dodging my calls
since I missed Christmas. I don’t think he was thrilled that I stayed in France
during that snowstorm.”


John winced sympathetically and turned to look toward the
trees where the Sergeant and his group had disappeared, their orange vests
fading between the thick, brown trunks.


“Well,” said Adele, “I guess now isn’t the time for
chitchat anyway.” With a sour taste in her mouth, she turned from the portion
of forest where her father had disappeared without so much as a hello, and
ducked under the caution tape, moving toward the cordoned off section of highway.


John followed. “I suppose covering thousands of square
kilometers is going to take some time, huh?” 


“Let’s see if we can help them narrow it down, shall we,”
she murmured. She spoke quietly, but somewhat inattentively. When Adele was at
a crime scene, only half of her mind could be used for conversation. The rest,
without fail, was already cataloging, analyzing, looking. She scanned the
grated asphalt, her eyes flicking to the bent light post above the barrier on
the edge of the caution tape line. Three officers stood, making sure none of
the volunteers crossed the boundary. A few of them nodded to Adele as she and
John moved, and another ignored them completely, his eyes on the trees.


Adele moved over to the most obvious portion of the crime
scene. Bloodstains. Bloody footprints, to be exact, in the center of the
highway. The snow hadn’t settled on the asphalt the way it had in the forest.
Only a thin snowfall, but it had melted on the road. The blood, though, as it
had touched the asphalt the night before, had frozen in place. Two stains, no
larger than the girl’s feet, had collected the most blood. But there were
trickles of droplets leading over to one edge of the forest, and then
footsteps, from the accumulated blood, moving toward the bent light post.


John jerked his head. “She went that way with the truck
driver.”


Adele murmured, “Means she came from that way,” she said,
nodding toward the bloody footprints. “I’m sure the coordinator knows to keep
the search localized.”


But John shook his head. “You heard the doctor, she was out
here for hours. Could’ve covered an enormous distance. We don’t know if she
walked in a straight line.”


Adele hesitated. She saw the sense in it, as much as she
hated to admit it. “See this?” Adele said, pointing with the toe of her boot.


John looked, and then dropped into a crouch, his hands on
his knees, his body hunched.


“How did you see that?” he said, softly.


“Probably just the girl’s hair,” said Adele.


John gestured at one of the officers at the barricade to
bring over an evidence bag. The woman hurried over and helped extricate the
single, long, curling brown hair Adele had found.


It was latched between the asphalt, like a trail of river
water through dry ground. It had been stuck in place from the blood and frost.
Adele thanked the officer, and then moved toward the edge of the forest, away
from the bent light post.


She reached the trees and could hear John moving behind
her, following, allowing her to take the lead.


She scanned the branches, her eyes flicking along the
prickling needles. The detritus hadn’t fared as well as the asphalt. A thin
layer of snow had fallen over the ground. It would make it difficult for the
search team already; finding a needle in a haystack was one thing. Finding a
needle in a frozen haystack was even more difficult. Especially since they didn’t
even know if they were looking for a needle.


“See anything?” John asked. Adele scanned the tree line,
her eyes flitting from trunk to boughs.


She paused for a moment and said, “No broken branches.
Strange.”


John leaned in and also looked. The trail of flecked blood
and footprints led to the edge of the road, but beyond, the low branches and
brambles and tree limbs seemed undamaged.


“What do you think that means?” he said. “Was she dropped
off here?”


Adele shook her head. “No, the doctor said she’d been
running through the forest. At least that’s what the wounds on her feet
suggest. So why aren’t the twigs and bushes and small branches broken?”


John just stared, looking at the forest, then glancing to
Adele, waiting for her to fill in the answer.


“Careful,” she said. “Our girl was careful not to break the
branches. She avoided them. See, look,” she said, pointing to a particularly
thick portion of brush. “It would be nearly impossible to get through. You
couldn’t, you’re too large.”


“Thank you,” he said.


“But she’s smaller. If she wanted to, she could sidle this
way.” Adele showed him, slipping through the brush and moving with a crab step
through the trees. “So while she was running from something, scared, she also
moved quietly. Maybe that means she’s used to moving through the woods.
Avoiding noise.”


“Or else she’s just a clever girl, and was being chased by
someone. Didn’t want to be heard breaking branches.”


“Maybe,” Adele said, trailing off. She sighed and turned. “You’re
right, though. She was out here for hours. There’s no telling which direction
she came from. She was lost, nearly frostbitten, and delusional. She could have
meandered in circles for all we know.”


John also breathed heavily and looked through the trees,
his eyes straining as he spotted orange jackets moving through the forest,
glimpsed occasionally as the search parties spread out.


Just then, John’s hand twitched toward his waist. He
frowned and pulled out his phone, raising it to his ear. A pause, then in
French, “Hello?”


John listened for a moment, and Adele watched him
quizzically. She raised an eyebrow.


“It’s Robert,” he said, quietly. Then he listened a bit
more.


Adele waited, the cold still settling on her, her breath
coming in vaporous puffs.


She scanned the forest as John spoke with Robert. Why had
the girl avoided the trees? Why had she been so careful to step through the
undergrowth, not breaking anything? That wasn’t a natural skill for someone
running for their lives. Adele had been in forests before. She had been chased
through some before herself. And cold, with adrenaline, usually precluded
caution and care around the small branches and thin brush. 


She turned to John as he lowered the phone. “What is it?” 


“Robert says the girl’s parents put together a list of
known locations. The last place she mailed them from was a youth hostel at the
edge of the forest not far north of the High Rhine.” 


“Youth hostel?” said Adele.


“Basically a B&B for college kids,” John explained, although
Adele knew what a hostel was. “A lot of backpackers use it. Word of mouth, some
reviews online. Robert had one of the techs cross-reference it with our sixteen
other missing persons and found others had stayed there.”


“How many of them?”


“Three,” said John. “Two girls and one fellow. All of them
college age. All of them foreign. They posted about it on social media or
checked in on apps. There’s a chance that even more stayed there, but we only
have three confirmed.”


“And all of these are still missing people? None of them
were found?”


John shook his head. “Still missing. Same hostel. Same as
Amanda.”


Adele frowned. She glanced toward the trees at the
undisturbed brush once more, then breathed a long jet of steam. “All right, let’s
go check it out.”











CHAPTER TEN


 


 


John
growled. “Ask her if she knew our victim.”


“What’s he saying?” said the hostel manager, glancing from
John to Adele.


John returned the manager’s look with equal amounts of
suspicion.


Adele translated, “He wants to know if you remember the
American, Amanda Johnson. Online, it says you have to register to check in. You
have access to those files?”


The hostel manager stood in the doorway of the small,
two-story house. Next to the glass door, a small black chalkboard had green
letters reading, “Welcome. Check in from 9 to 5. Check out 12 PM sharp. No
smoking.”


Adele glanced toward the asphalt driveway. A scattering of
trees surrounded the drive, and someone had extended the drive with gravel
dumped between the trees, then pushed out with rakes or shovels toward the
forest. Five cars were parked in the driveway or on the gravel. One of them,
Adele and John had used to reach the hostel. The others, though, looked in
different states of repair and care, suggesting different owners.


“You have guests with you now?” Adele asked.


The manager raised an eyebrow at her. She crossed her arms
over her chest and pursed her lips. She had on a white apron, and her hands
were dusted with flour. A pencil was stuck behind one ear, and a slight glaze
of sweat covered her brow, suggesting perhaps she’d been in the kitchen with
the oven on.


“Which question do you want me to answer?” said the
manager.


Adele cleared her throat where she stood on the porch with
John next to her. She glanced past the woman into the hostel, expectantly. But
the woman stayed on the porch, refraining from inviting them in.


“Look,” said the manager, “I have records, and I keep a
registry. For my sake as much as theirs. This is a youth hostel. Age limit of
thirty. We like to keep it that way. Tend to only have shorter-term guests, who
are willing to move on if they need to.”


“We?” said Adele.


“I run this place with my sister. Yes.”


“And you’re Ms. Schroeder?” said Adele.


“You may call me Michelle,” said the woman, without
cracking so much as a smile. She adjusted the pencil behind her ear, causing a
flecking of dust to dislodge from her fingers onto the side of her hair.


John cleared his throat and said, “What’s she saying?”


“She says she runs the place with her sister,” Adele
translated in French. She switched back to German. “Would it be all right if my
partner and I step in? Quite cold out here.”


Ms. Schroeder crossed her arms even tighter now, as if she
were hugging herself. “Are you over the age of thirty?”


Adele chuckled nervously. “Guilty as charged.”


Ms. Schroeder shrugged. “House rules. Unless you have a
warrant, I need you to stay outside. The tenants would feel uncomfortable.”


“I can’t say that makes much sense to me. Fine. You’re
saying Amanda Johnson did stay here, though?”


“Well, when you called ahead, I went and looked up the
names you gave me.” The woman stared at Adele, almost as if she were
challenging her. Then, from memory, without so much as a glance at a piece of
paper, or her eyes rolling to the side in recollection, she said, “Amanda
Johnson, Catherine Waters, Ross Ortega, and Yusuf Yazici.”


Adele nodded. “Impressive.”


The woman kept her arms crossed. “Yes, well, we’re a bit of
a family here. Most don’t stay long. But many are frequent visitors. Will come
for summers to go backpacking or for minimalist excursions.”


She extended a hand toward the asphalt and gravel driveway,
indicating a portion of cleared woods beyond the first row of trees. Adele had
spotted it on the way in. There was a small gate, with white flowers dappling
the top of the wooden structure. Within, through the slats, she spotted a small
garden bed, with different pots and different colors of plants. Most of them
weren’t growing during the winter, but she saw spotted notecards and signs. A
layer of translucent fabric was suspended above the small garden, like fishing
nets, with hooks attached to the trees above, protecting twigs and leaves from
falling, and perhaps also protecting from snow.


“You do your own gardening?”


“Everyone does,” she said. “Many of the people that come
through here rent out portions of the garden. Long-term. The red tomatoes,
cucumbers.” She shrugged. “This place isn’t so much somewhere to stay, as a
launching pad for a way of life.”


John huffed in frustration next to Adele, now leaning
against the wooden banister of the porch rail. “What’s she saying now?” he
said.


“Merde, Renee! She’s talking about
vegetables, you wouldn’t care. Shush.” Adele glanced back at the woman. “So you
have college-aged kids. Are they all international? Of those names you
mentioned, not all of them are German.”


“Only Catherine Waters is German,” said Ms. Schroeder. For
the first time she uncrossed her arms, and her hands twisted at the front of
her apron.


Adele glanced through the open doorway into the house. She
saw movement for the first time. A couple of people were in the kitchen, trying
to get a look at those in the door.


Ms. Schroeder seemed to notice the attention. She didn’t
try to interrupt it, nor did she try to move to block anyone’s view. But her expression
of disapproval only increased, directed toward John and Adele.


“Like I said, my tenants are here for a certain way of
life. They don’t enjoy the presence of people in your line of work.”


“Federal agents?”


“Authority,” said Ms. Schroeder. “Everyone here is equal.
Those badges will matter to some, not to others.”


Adele sniffed. “These are college kids, yes?”


“Some. But there are others that prefer the lifestyle. They
like the forests. They like leaving things behind. Many of them don’t even have
cars. There are currently five people staying here, two of them hitchhiked.”


Adele raised an eyebrow. “There’s a few cars in the drive.
Did no one come with someone else?”


Ms. Schroeder said, “Many of them travel alone. It’s part
of the appeal of the experience. Minimalist living, isolation, quiet. Getting
in touch with yourself.” She shrugged. “As for those names, yes, all four of
them stayed here.”


Adele frowned. “That’s what our records showed too. I’m
sorry to say, but all four of those names are of people who have gone missing.”


Ms. Schroeder blinked, her expression of disapproval fading
and transitioning for a moment to one of surprise, and then a flash of grief. “All
of them?” She sighed and crossed her arms again. A defensive posture. “Well, I
can assure you it’s not anything to do with my place. It is worth knowing the
sorts of people who come through here are free spirits. Perhaps there’s a
chance they simply are still living off-grid.”


Adele shook her head. “Most of those names are college
kids. Missing. Haven’t contacted their parents in months. It’s out of ordinary.
One of them, Catherine, has been missing for more than a year.”


Ms. Schroeder passed a hand through her hair, streaking
flour once more.


“Look,” said Adele, “you don’t remember them, do you?”


“Like I said, this is a family. But it’s a large one.
During summers, I have as many as two hundred tenants come through. During
winter, it’s a bit less, but not that much. Maybe a hundred. There are some
repeat customers, but not many. I’m sorry, but I can’t keep track of everyone.
It’s why I keep the registry. I have names and phone numbers. But that’s about
it.” 


Adele whistled softly. “That many clients?”


Ms. Schroeder shrugged. “What can I say, this place has a
bit of a reputation my sister and I have worked hard to build. A lot of the
people call it an oasis. Like I said, a launching pad.”


“For those who want to live this lifestyle. Got it.”


Adele glanced back toward the parked vehicles. One of them
was a normal sedan with tinted windows. The others, though, were larger. Vans,
one SUV. Also with tinted windows. The van had a sun sheath over the front
windshield. Small, magnetic curtains had been attached within the SUV windows.


“They live out of their cars?”


“When they go further into the forests, yes. RV living, off
the grid. There are many campgrounds in the area. Some of them stick to the
legal parks, but a lot will park in the forests and mountains, other places.”


Adele frowned. “Private property?”


Ms. Schroeder pursed her lips. “I don’t encourage it, but I
imagine so, yes. Like I said, my tenants are free-spirited sorts.”


Adele, though, shifted uncomfortably. She glanced over her
shoulder at the cars again.


More than three hundred clients a year, four missing. Not a
large number, and certainly not enough for there to be a pattern. From what
Robert had dug up, this hostel, the oasis, was very popular among the sorts
that came through. German students, some of them. Many international as well.
The place had over two hundred five-star reviews on the various websites it
advertised on.


Which meant that reputation, combined with the registry Ms.
Schroeder kept, would make this a poor place for the kidnapper’s hunting
grounds.


But RVs, camping in the mountains, private property. That
would be a better way to bait his hook. That would be when the kidnapper struck;
Adele could feel the certainty of this pulsing through her.


“If there’s nothing else, me and a couple of my tenants
were making food. Sun-dried tomato pasta. Organic. You’re welcome to try some.
If you’re willing to wait.”


Adele glanced at the furniture on the patio, but shook her
head. “Thank you, but no. If there’s anything else you can remember about those
names, please don’t hesitate to call. Here’s my business card.”


Ms. Schroeder accepted the small card and watched as Adele
turned, moving with John down the steps back to their waiting vehicle. As they
moved away, John began pestering her with questions, and slowly she filled him
in on what she’d learned. As they entered the car, with Ms. Schroeder still
standing in the doorway watching them, her hair frazzled and dusted with flour,
her eyes narrowed like a vulture, John said, “She gives me the creeps. I bet
you she did it. I think she’s the killer.”


“Shut up, John. It’s not her.”


John shrugged. “This place is weird. I bet you there’s some
sort of hidden basement nearby. A slaughter shed. I bet you she’s baking those
tenants into her pies.”


“I’m serious, shut up.” 


He raised his hands. “Sorry, just joking.”


Adele massaged her chin, thinking.


“What is it?” he said, glancing across the gearshift toward
her. His one arm was draped over the steering wheel, his other fumbling with
the keys, though his eyes were fixed on her as he tried to find the keyhole by
memory.


“There’s an entire community of backpackers that come
through these parts. This isn’t the only hostel in the area. It has a good
reputation, but there are others. Some with even more reviews. I’m going to
have Robert see if he can tie any of the other missing people to those places.”


“All right, so?”


“So, Catherine went missing almost two years ago. These
places have been operating for decades. What if this guy has been kidnapping
people for longer than we thought without getting caught? What if he’s been
doing this forever?”


John winced. “This is what you and Foucault were saying,
yes? This region—the Black Forest. People go missing?” 


Adele nodded slowly. “They’re not pretty stories. Mostly an
urban legend—at least, so I thought. But if he’s really been operating in this
area for that long, perhaps the stories are earned. Maybe the reputation is
true.”


“If the bastard has been operating for that long, well then,
he’s due to be nabbed.”


“Maybe. But it also means he’s gotten really good at it.
There’s nothing worse than a practiced psychopath. The sooner you catch them,
the less time they have to develop their craft, but if you catch them late,
they’ve already figured out all sorts of tricks and tactics to avoid
apprehension.”


“And do you think you have an idea of what he might be
doing to avoid us?”


Adele glanced through the window, toward the front of the
two-story house in the forest. The front door was closed now. The chalkboard
attached next to the door frame was illegible from this far.


“There are a lot of people who come here to backpack and
live in the mountains. To use RVs or makeshift campers. Some of them park on
legal grounds, but according to Ms. Schroeder, others just park in the
mountains, forests. Some of them find private property.”


John’s eyes narrowed. “You think that’s how he’s finding
his victims? Little lost lambs, running astray into a wolf’s lair?”


“It’s worth checking out. But I’m worried, John. Amanda is
the only person who’s escaped. There are no stories of some serial kidnapper in
the mountains, keeping people locked up. There are abductions, yes, and some
people are found again, dead. But the missing people, the ones who stayed
gone—of them, Amanda is the first to come back.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means there’s no telling how he’s gonna react. He might
strike again. Soon. I don’t think he’s going to like the idea of her escaping.
Someone as practiced at this, for who knows how long—he’s going to take it as a
personal insult. He’s going to react, and when people like this react, it never
ends well for innocent folk.”


Silence reigned for a moment in the car. John frowned, now
no longer looking at Adele, but staring through the front of the windshield at
the trees ahead and the small trail leading through the forest and down the
hill. “What a pleasant thought,” he said. “We better get going then.”


Adele didn’t reply; a glaze of fog formed from her breath
against the cold glass. They pulled away from the hostel and moved down the
hill, curving the forest path and heading back in the direction of the main
highway.











CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


 


The cold
forest seemed to fold in on itself around him as Diedrich moved through the
trees. The twenty-year-old had lost the rest of his search party. The orange
fabric of his safety jacket was displayed vibrantly against his black coat. He had
stopped to relieve himself among the trees and returned only to find he’d
headed in the wrong direction. In the distance, he could hear the sound of the
group he traveled with. He had the whistle around his neck, and his sleek
eyeglasses were in his hand as he rubbed the thin glaze of fog from them.


Embarrassing to be the leader of one of the groups, then
get lost. His friends Michael and Juergen would tease him for hours once he
returned. But that required he first find the rest of them. He shouldn’t have
gone so far for privacy. He thought it would’ve been an easy enough thing to
find his way back… but the woods were expansive.  


“Hello?” he called.


In the distance, he thought he heard a pause, then voices.


“Hello?!” he called again.


He glimpsed a flash of orange through the trees far above,
over a ridge. He remembered walking down a hill, moving behind the copse for
privacy. He felt a slight bolster of relief and began moving up the hill now,
but then came to a pause.


A small dirt road meandered up the hill as well, cutting
through a grove of thin saplings, as if they’d been planted recently. 


He frowned at the road, spotting tire tracks. Was he
heading the right way?


He could still hear the voices of the search party, and in
the distance, he even heard a whistle. The sound of barking. The others had
found something.


Diedrich felt a flash of excitement. Maybe it was their
group. He hoped they’d found it. Found what, though? He still wasn’t quite sure
what they were looking for. The instructions had been vague. Weapons, anything
out of the ordinary. Blood.


He shivered at this last one.


He didn’t remember this road, and certainly didn’t remember
the tire tracks. Diedrich sniffed. He hated cars. The vehicles had polluted the
planet for years now without anyone doing anything about it. Sometimes, when he
had to, he would hitch rides with his friends, but mostly he liked to bike
around.


Still, if there was a road, that meant there were people
nearby. Besides, the sounds of the voices seemed to be coming from this way…
through the trees. 


“Juergen!” he called. “Michael!”


No responses now. The voices had faded again. Now, he was
certain he was heading the wrong way.


He traveled hesitantly up the road, then paused at a
switchback, beneath some of the small, recently planted trees. He was about to
turn back when he spotted something. A short distance along the switchback,
along the road, hidden behind the trees, he spotted a blue van with its hood
up.


Diedrich frowned. At least he’d found the source of the
tire tracks. The van looked older, which meant it was a gas guzzler. Great.


He was in the middle of turning back again when he saw
someone fumbling around in the front of the car, moving beneath the hood.


The person was muttering to themselves, and shivering. They
weren’t wearing a jacket.


Diedrich’s frown deepened. In this weather, without a
jacket, frostbite could set on in minutes. It was far too cold to be broken
down on the side of the road in the woods.


He glanced at the whistle dangling from his chest, and the
orange vest. He glanced over his shoulder, trying to track the voices through
the trees. But then, as the man beneath the hood yelped, bumping his head
against the overhanging hood and emitting a cry of pain, Diedrich moved back up
the road, following the switchback and disappearing amidst the trees. He moved
closer to the blue van, hesitant.


“Guten tag?” he said.


The fellow by the car turned sharply, surprise written
across his face. He had to be in his late fifties, with silver hair and a
receding hairline. His eyes were wrinkled from smile lines, and something about
his face seemed warm, kind. Diedrich felt a sudden surge of relief.


There was no telling what kind of weirdos one might find in
a forest. He approached the stalled vehicle and the kind-looking stranger.


“Hello,” Diedrich said. “Are you all right?”


He glanced past the gray-haired man through the windshield.
He spotted a baby’s car seat in the back. The vehicle looked to be quite
well-maintained. At least there was that. Gas would kill the planet, but the
dispenser was pretty.


He wrinkled his nose, trying not to let his thoughts
display. “Can I help?” he said.


The man with the smiling eyes gestured with an ungloved
hand toward the front of the vehicle.


Diedrich leaned over, glancing in. He didn’t know much
about cars, but he wanted to pay the tribute of polite attention. The older man
crossed his arms and leaned over, muttering, “Thank you for stopping. But I’m
not sure what’s wrong. It’s just not starting.”


Diedrich leaned in closer, examining where the older man
was now pointing with a finger.


“Oh,” he said, surprised. “You see that wire, is that
supposed to be unhooked like that?”


The older man leaned in, murmuring in surprise. “Goodness,
I think you found it. No. That shouldn’t be like that.”


The older man hesitated for a second and then bent over
completely, his trembling fingers, affected by the cold, probing at the wire,
trying to adjust it.


Diedrich shifted, feeling the whistle sway across his
chest. He looked on in interest, watching as the fellow fumbled with the wiring
and clicked the thing back into place.


The last thing Diedrich heard was the man muttering
quietly, his hands in view, bent over under the hood, when there was a sudden
shuffling behind him, and an explosion of pain across the back of Diedrich’s
head, before he collapsed to the ground, unconscious.











CHAPTER TWELVE


 


 


The car grumbled, kicking up dust as it pulled into the
parking spot on the dirt road. The area was cordoned off with small flags
attached to a thin wire, no bigger than coat hangers, the green and red fabric
designating the parking spot for the campground in the forest.


Above them, stapled between two trees, a large, arcing
wooden sign with bright white letters read, “Double Hill Campground.”


“This is the place?” Adele said.


John turned off the engine and pushed open the door,
already stepping out into the campground. Over his shoulder, he said, “You said
you wanted a place that didn’t keep a registry. This place is cash only. They
don’t ask for names or IDs. I figure that fits the bill good enough.”


Adele exited the car; there was the click of locks and the
lights flashed.


“Good enough place to start,” she said.


John hesitated, leaning against the car. Then, in a
nonchalant way, he cleared his throat and said, “Where’s our vibrant,
delightful Beatrice Marshall? I miss her company and conversational prowess.” 


Adele tried not to roll her eyes. “Marshall bowed out last
minute. Said something came up at BKA.” As she spoke, though, some of her
annoyance at John failed. She scratched her chin and looked at him. “She hasn’t
shown up in a while. Think perhaps BKA is giving us the dodge?” 


John shrugged back. Beneath his breath, as they moved away
from the car, he muttered, “She can give me the dodge any time she wants.” 


Adele ignored her partner. She glanced around, spotting a
couple of the campsites past the wooden office near the sign. The office was
little more than a cabin, with two windows and no porch. Beyond it, she spotted
an RV and one trailer. Parked in two of the spots, there were the telltale
tinted windows of vans converted into mobile homes.


“Should we start with the office?” John said, nodding
toward the cabin.


“Actually,” Adele said, “I’d like to speak with the
tenants. Like you said, cash up front, no names or IDs. Not sure we want the
office to clam up and start telling their tenants to do the same.”


John nodded, swirling his finger in front of his face in a
small circular motion, and then pointed it at one of the RVs behind the main
cabin. “I choose you,” he said once his finger settled.


Together, the two agents walked across the dusty ground,
moving along the dirt trails and heading between the trees towards the
indicated RV.


As they approached, they passed a water spigot, around
which two civilians were chatting with empty water containers at their feet. A
young woman, perhaps in her late twenties, had the water running, the faucet
turned as she filled up one of her jugs.


The other, a young man about the same age, was waiting his
turn politely, listening as the woman was telling him something about a movie
she’d watched the previous night.


As Adele and John approached, though, the two campers
looked over and frowned. They took in Adele’s suit and John’s attire. They
looked them up and down and both fell silent, listening to the running sound of
water. 


As Adele
stood in the dust amid splotches of mud created by errant droplets from the
spigot, she felt like she had perched herself on shaky ground. To her surprise,
she found herself missing the concrete, the glass, the rigid structure of the
buildings back in Paris and San Francisco. The trees around her, the dust at
her feet, the haphazard campgrounds circling the old cabin, brought with them a
sense of uncertainty. A lack of roots. If anything, Adele thought this should
appeal to her. It was something John had once accused her of. He’d said she was
someone who didn’t like roots, who moved often. These folk and their RVs, with
their water containers and their casual conversations out beneath the open sky,
should have felt like birds of a feather. And yet Adele felt isolated, alone. A
strange sensation. She couldn’t trace it, and now wasn’t really the time. But
as she acknowledged the two campers by the water spigot, she couldn’t help but
feel that out here, in the woods, there was a lack of structure. A lack of
substance, of something beneath the surface, a vitality, a rigidity. The law,
where she worked, it served as a backbone for society. Here, on shaky, dusty
ground, her badge, her job, was a liability. A threat of authority. She could
sense the distrust emanating from these two, like heat from a furnace.


The woman’s water jug was overflowing. Streams of liquid
seeped past her hand and splattered on the ground, creating more mud.


The young man nudged her and muttered something. The woman
quickly looked down, blushed, and pulled her jug away, replacing it with a
second, smaller container,


The drumming sound of water in the bottom of the echoing
plastic stretched the silence between them, until the young man looked at John,
and said, “Can we help you, Officer?”


John raised an eyebrow to Adele.


“I’m sorry,” she said in German. “He doesn’t speak German.”


The young man’s eyebrows rose even higher. He shared a
knowing look with the girl next to him. If anything, if possible, their
postures became even more defensive. They seemed to lean closer together, or at
the very least further away from John and Adele.


“Is he American?” said the young man with a tone of scorn.


The young woman chuckled beneath her breath, but the sound
was drowned out by the tumbling water.


“No,” Adele said. “He’s French. Are you two German?”


The young man nodded once. The woman glanced at John again,
taking in his tall, handsome form, and seemed to like what she saw. She smiled
at John and then glanced bashfully toward the RV, and hesitated. A second woman
had appeared in the frame of the RV, glancing toward them. Adele turned her
attention back to the young woman still eyeing John.


“Might I have your name?”


Instantly, the woman frowned. She said, “I haven’t done
anything wrong.”


Adele held out her hands in a placating gesture. “I wasn’t
implying you had. Sorry. Let me start over. We’re here on missing persons case.
A girl, a few years younger than you two. We found her a couple nights ago,
wandering the highway. There’s a manhunt searching for who might’ve taken her.”


The young man frowned. “Taken her?”


Adele said, “Yes. She went missing five months ago. Spent
some time in this area, the Black Forest.”


Now the woman in the doorway of the RV was starting to
approach, a peculiar look on her face. She seemed caught somewhere between
curiosity and distrust. Her two friends were both glancing back at her, and
Adele caught the faintest shake of the head from the boy. This stopped the
second woman in her tracks for a moment, and she hesitated between two trees
leading from the campsite. But then she seemed to find her own will and pressed
on, approaching them.


Adele glanced back at the nearest campers. “Look, we don’t
mean any harm. We’re not here to cause trouble.”


“We paid for the campground,” the young man said quickly. “You
can ask the governor.” He nodded toward the cabin.


“The governor? Is that what you call the campgrounds
director?”


“His name is Mr. Rosenbaum,” said the girl, quickly. “He
knows we’re here. We paid.”


“I don’t doubt you,” Adele said. “Seriously, I’m here about
Amanda Johnson. There are a few other names I was wondering if you’d mind
telling me if you’ve heard of them.”


By now, the third woman was within earshot. She was still a
few paces away and was hovering, stepping in and out as if there were an
imaginary circle full of energy shocking her every time she drew too close.


John was staring at the girl, expectantly. Adele, though,
kept her gaze averted, allowing the girl to approach at her own speed.


“Amanda Johnson, Catherine Waters, Ross Ortega, and Yusuf
Yazici,” she said, rattling off the names of the four people who’d all gone
missing from Ms. Schroeder’s hostel. “We have a few others. Here, my partner
has a list.”


She gestured to John and he reached into his pocket and
unfolded the printed out piece of paper. They’d managed to compile more than
sixteen names who’d gone missing in the area who fit the age range in the last
three years. 


John extended the list.


The boy and girl gave it a cursory glance, but didn’t seem
to spend much time. They both shook their heads. “No idea,” the boy said.


“Do you mind taking a longer look?” Adele said. “Those
people are all still missing. There’s a chance we can find them. But we need
help.”


The boy crossed his arms, turning back toward the water
spigot and adjusting his own container beneath the faucet. The girl, though,
frowned, her face creasing in thought. A flutter of worry seemed to cross her
countenance, and she leaned in, reading the list closer this time.


As she did, though, she slowly shook her head. “I’m sorry,”
she said, “I don’t know them. We only started coming through here a few months
ago.”


“We?” said Adele. “This is your boyfriend?”


The young woman made a face. “No.”


The young man made an equally disgusted face.


Adele decided she wasn’t interested in deciphering this. “And
you’re sure you don’t know any of those names?”


The young man shrugged. “A lot of people come through these
areas. A lot. I know at least six of my own friends who have been here in the
last year. It’s a popular spot. Quite beautiful, isn’t it?”


He inhaled a bit, looking away from the faucet and glancing
at the trees. In that single breath, inhaling through his nose and leaning back
like a rooster who just crowed, he seemed to refresh himself, his chest puffing
out.


In that same instance, Adele felt a stab of frustration.


“You don’t know any of those names on that list. Not one?” she
said.


The girl leaned in again, politely compliant. The boy
rolled his eyes, but at a growl from John, he also glanced at the list. Again,
both of them shook their heads.


Adele sighed. It had been a long shot. She knew that in the
last three years, thousands of people had made their way through these forests.
Tens of thousands. Sixteen names was a long shot.


She decided to switch tack. “Around the area—you said you’ve
just been coming here for a few months; did you come here in the summer?”


The girl nodded. The boy didn’t say anything.


“And in that time, around the campgrounds, has there been
anyone strange? Especially someone older. Someone who came by, and made you
feel uncomfortable. Maybe asking inappropriate questions. Spent too much time
looking, just gave you a bad vibe?”


The boy muttered something beneath his breath and chuckled.
The girl flashed a smile toward him and muttered, “So rude.”


“What?” Adele said.


The girl shook her head. “Nothing, he was making a joke
about a friend of ours. But no, seriously it’s nothing.”


Adele’s frustration was mounting again, but before she
could express it, the third party now made her way completely from the RV and
was standing only two paces from the water pump. She cleared her throat and
said, “Excuse me.”


She spoke with an accent. Adele looked over. “Yes?”


The girl cleared her throat. Still with an accent, she
spoke in clipped German. “You’re asking about strange people around here?”


Adele nodded. “Yes, might I ask where you’re from?”


The girl’s brow crinkled a bit at the question, but
quietly, she said, still in German, “London. I’m here for winter break. But
that’s not important. There is a strange person around here.”


The boy glanced back at her and gave the faintest shake of
his head.


“They should know,” the Londoner said, frowning.


The male camper returned the frown.


The girl from London looked away from him and fixed her
gaze on Adele.


“Look, not everyone around here trusts cops. We don’t come
here to have more rules. We like the lifestyle. But sometimes there are others
who might ruin it for us. People who are predators.”


Adele was now staring directly at the girl. John seemed to
have picked up on Adele’s interest and was also following her gaze.


“So there’s someone like that around here? Someone who
makes you feel uncomfortable?”


The girl nodded adamantly. “Yes, I don’t know his name, but…”
She coughed and said quickly, “Some of the girls around here call him Stinkeye.”


Adele stared. “Stinkeye?”


The girl nodded. “It’s not very polite. Yes. But he spends
a little bit too long looking at us when he comes through. Makes some of us
uncomfortable. Akianne here,” she began, nodding toward the first girl by the
water pump. Before she could continue, though, the girl turned around,
scandalized, and snapped, “Shut up.”


But now Adele turned on Akianne as well. “Have you had an
experience with this Stinkeye?”


Akianne leaned against the water pump, watching the boy
fill his final jug. She frowned crossly at her friend again, but then looked at
Adele.


“Nothing serious. But a few nights ago, I was getting
something from the car, and he came up behind me.”


Adele stared. “Did he hurt you?”


She shook her head quickly, emphatically saying, “No,
nothing like that. But it was just weird. He started asking all sorts of
questions. About myself. Things he had no business knowing. Things about where
I lived. If I had a boyfriend.”


The second girl shuddered, visibly shivering where she
stood. The boy now had a frown on his face and was glaring at the mud. “All right,”
Adele said. “So this fellow you call Stinkeye came up and asked inappropriate
questions. What time was it?”


“After midnight,” said the girl. “Of course that’s what
made it stand out. For one, he’s got to be twice my age. And he’s strange-looking.”


“Akianne,” the second girl protested.


Akianne turned back and said, “What? It’s true. He looks
weird. You’re the one who called him Stinkeye.”


“No, I said that’s what others call him.”


“Look,” said Adele, “truly, I don’t care. It’s not
important what you call him. So he accosted you at midnight, asking you
questions. What did you do?”


With another long look at her friend, bordering on
frustration that she’d been forced to answer this line of questioning, Akianne
said, “It was hard to get away at first. He didn’t touch me, but he kept
moving, trying to keep up. Sometimes it felt like he was even blocking my path.
I got frustrated, I told him if he didn’t leave I’d scream. He backed off, but he
kept asking questions. I ignored him. Sometimes he comes through and just
stands over there.”


She nodded toward the wooden cabin. “He waits on the steps,
just staring, especially watching the girls. There’s a lot of people my age,
but some younger too. Like I said, he’s like forty and weird-looking. Strange.”


Adele nodded. “That is strange. And there are others in the
camp who’ve had similar experiences?”


Akianne nodded. “Quite a few. We don’t know everyone here,
but some of us get together for game nights, or for campfires. It’s a nice
place. But he makes it uncomfortable sometimes. He lives behind the cabin,
along a supply road. Leads up to an old oil well. I don’t think it works anymore.
Some of us used to go that way, but he chases people off. Says it’s his land.”


She snickered, and the boy rolled his eyes.


“What’s funny?” said Adele.


The other girl, who stood behind the water pump, said, “Stinkeye
isn’t exactly the sort to own anything. He looks like a hobo. He smells like
one too. It’s why he got the name. The owner of the place, Mr. Rosenbaum, doesn’t
like him either. When he sees him standing around ogling us, he chases him off.
But that’s not always enough to keep him gone. He always seems to find a way
back, like a rat.”


This time it was her friend’s turn to look at her,
scandalized. She shrugged sheepishly, but didn’t retract the words.


Adele nodded to each of the young campers in turn. “All right—Mr.
Rosenbaum—is he at the cabin right now?”


All of them shared a long look, and then, at once, said, “Yes.”


The boy said, “Mr. Rosenbaum is always there. He sometimes
rents out tents to some of the people that come through without RVs. Other
times he organizes game nights, volleyball, there’s a sandpit on the other side
of the campground. Most the time, though, he’s just here to make sure no one
skimps on payment.”


Adele nodded again and watched as the two college-age
campers hefted their water jugs back in the direction of their campsite. They
shot a couple of looks over toward John and Adele, and when they’d distanced
enough, they began muttering to each other beneath their breaths. The third
girl joined them and seemed to receive a silent berating from her friends.


Still, Adele turned and gestured at John.


“Locker room gossip?” John said, glancing at Adele.


“Maybe,” she said. “Some mountain man. Gave the girls in
the campsite the creepy crawlies. Apparently Mr. Rosenbaum, the owner, knows
about him.”


John nodded. Together, they approached the small,
single-story wooden cabin without a porch. John reached out, knocking on the
glass door.


The window rattled in its wooden fixture. A pause, then a
voice called, “You can open the door yourselves.”


John raised an eyebrow at Adele, who said, “He says open
the door.”


John grumbled, twisting the doorknob. 


“You should start taking German lessons,” Adele muttered. “At
this rate you’re more of a liability than anything.”


John snorted. “Liability my ass.” Then he pushed through
the door, stepping into the cabin.


It was a quaint space with well-lit portions of bright,
vibrant lamps, shaped like overturned rose petals, glinting orange throughout
the wooden structure. A soft pull rug covered half the room. But the floor
closest to the door was bare, and scuff marks led from the front door to the
front of the desk.


A beefy man with three chins was sitting behind the desk.
An open door behind him suggested it led to living quarters in the back. Adele
just barely glimpsed the edge of a TV and a couch.


Clearly, the cottage was larger than it first looked.


The man leaned back in his chair, his large belly
protruding past his hands, which were clasped over it. His eyes were fixed on a
small black-and-white TV screen, displaying a soccer match. Adele had never
been one for organized sports. She preferred swimming and running. But the man
seemed riveted. His eyes didn’t flick in their direction, his gaze glued to the
screen. One of his pudgy hands bunched around the front of his belly, and he
pounded himself, jiggling and screaming, “Come on, pass, pass, you idiot!”


Adele glanced at John and saw a note of recognition on his
face. For the first time, someone was speaking a language he understood. John
nodded, waiting patiently, as if respecting the solemnity of the moment and not
wanting to interrupt.


Adele rolled her eyes. “Excuse me, are you Mr. Rosenbaum?”


The man didn’t respond; he didn’t look over. A large hand,
though, pointed toward a plaque on his desk. It read Osman Rosenbaum.
Though, perhaps calling it a desk was a stretch. It was more like a partition,
or a sort of counter serving as a barrier between one side of the cottage and
the other.


On one end, she spotted a glass cabinet filled with keys.
On another, she spotted a rack with three metal shelves, each of them carrying
a small bag filled with what looked like tent poles. She spotted sleeping bags
and a small array of candy and trail mix, with the price tags displayed on a
shelf on top of the desk.


A couple of fishing rods dangled over the back portion of
the doorway, and a single red canoe, with a paddle attached to the wall,
covered the entire right side of the cabin, next to the racks of tents.


Mr. Rosenbaum let out a whooping curse and shook his fist
at the air, slamming his hand against the desk this time. “Dammit, fire him!
Ref—what the hell!”


Adele cleared her throat. “Excuse me, Mr. Rosenbaum, I’m
with Interpol. I’d like to ask you some questions.”


It was like she flipped a light switch. The owner of the
campground swiveled in his seat, staring, his eyes bugged. His eyes seemed
almost lidless, like a fish. They bulged in his head as he stared at them.


The TV, for the moment, was entirely forgotten. “Interpol?”
he said. “You can speak to my lawyer. I’m calling him now.” He reached for a
landline resting on the desk beneath the old, outdated TV. He began dialing,
but Adele quickly said, “I’m not here about your business.”


Mr. Rosenbaum’s large hand hovered over the phone; he
worked an eyebrow above a bulging eye. “What do you want?”


“I’m just here to ask about a, ah,” she cleared her throat,
“Stinkeye. At least, that’s what the campers called him.”


Mr. Rosenbaum’s hand moved, only a few inches though, still
hovering over the desk.


“He’s not welcome here; he’s never been welcome here.
Whatever he did, I’m not complicit. Been on the phone to the police about him
before, but you never do anything. This is your fault. I told you it was a long
time coming—”


Adele held up her hands. “He hasn’t done anything illegal.”


Mr. Rosenbaum’s hand inched a bit more away from the phone.
He leaned his arm against the table now, as if the effort of holding it aloft
exhausted him. “Then what in the hell are you here for?” he said.


“I just want to ask about this fellow, Stinkeye. Does he
have a real name? I don’t particularly want to keep calling him—”


“Heinrich,” said Mr. Rosenbaum. “He’s a hobo. A drifter.
Doesn’t really belong here, but I can’t seem to convince him of that. I called
the cops on him a few times. He spent a couple of nights in the drunk tank, but
always ends up back here. Whatever you think he did, he did it.” Mr. Rosenbaum
nodded, his three chins jiggling. “In fact, I’ll testify to it, whatever you
want. If he killed someone, he definitely did it. Rape, probably did it. Steal
something, he stole from me before, you know,” he said, quickly pointing a hand
at Adele, then John. “Took a couple of my tents. Also tried to steal my canoe.”


He pointed to the red canoe as if unsure if they could see
it displayed across the entire wall. 


Adele shifted. “You’re saying he murdered someone?”


Mr. Rosenbaum shrugged and said, “I’m just saying, whatever
you think he did, he probably did it. I’m not claiming any knowledge. I didn’t
have any part in it. Just remember that.”


Adele nodded, exhausted by the sheer energy from the large
man. “Yes, whatever he did, he did it. But you didn’t know about it, and had
nothing to do with it. Got you. Can I ask, does he own the land where he stays?
They said it’s behind your cabin, along the trail. Near an old oil well.”


Mr. Rosenbaum’s eyes narrowed. “He’s back there? Dammit. I
told him to get out of there a week ago. He said he would. I threatened him…”
He quickly trailed off and muttered, “I mean, I asked politely. Why, what did
he do?”


Adele just shook her head. “Nothing that I know of yet. I
just wanted to know if he owned the land. We have your permission to go speak
to him. I’m guessing you own it?”


Mr. Rosenbaum’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe… What happened on it?”


Adele bit her lip. “Look, I’m not here to get you in
trouble for anything. I just need to know if I have permission to go speak to
this guy. If you want him off your land, I can do that for you.”


Mr. Rosenbaum seemed caught, unsure if this was a trap. A
duplicitous mind, Adele had long learned, always searched for duplicity in others.
But at last, he shrugged his shoulders and said, “Fine. Yeah, go. Get him off
my land. Rough him up if you have to. I won’t tell.”


He turned and glanced back at the TV, glued to it again,
and seemingly once more indifferent to the agents in his office.


Adele sighed and passed a hand over her face.


This time, as she and John marched out of the office and
moved toward the dirt trail behind the house, circumventing the cabin, John
muttered, “I’m beginning to think that it is good I can’t understand. I didn’t
get a word of that, and yet, I wanted to punch him all the same.”


“Don’t forget, you’re on a short leash,” Adele said. “Please
don’t punch anyone.”


John shrugged. “If they need punching, I might have to. So
what are we doing now?”


Adele filled him in, detailing Stinkeye and the accusations
of the female campers.


“I caught a bit of that,” John said. “It didn’t seem like
the camp owner had much love for this fellow. He’s giving us permission to get
him?”


Adele nodded. “Yeah; didn’t seem to like the guy. Said he
tried to steal from him.”


One of John’s hands hovered over his holster. “Good,” he
said. “Let me take the lead.”


Like a kid leading the way to a candy store, John hurried,
his long strides outpacing Adele as he moved up the dirt road and toward a rusted
gate at the edge of the trail.


Adele exhaled deeply, her breath fogging in plumes, and she
followed after her partner.











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


When the
campers had said Stinkeye lived along the trail, up by an old oil well, Adele
hadn’t realized just how far into the campgrounds they’d meant.


As they walked along the open stretch of dusty road,
heading away from the main portion of the campground, toward the hills and
through the back woods, Adele was grateful to have the opportunity to stretch
her legs. She could feel her blood pressure elevating, and could feel the
rotation of her legs, the movement of her arms. She found a small smile
inserting itself across her face simply at the joy of movement.


Next to her, John didn’t seem particularly chuffed about
the whole deal. He had longer legs and was taller, but after about a mile, he
began complaining.


John wasn’t out of shape by any stretch, but the pace he’d
initially set to keep ahead of her was taxing him, whereas Adele, used to
exertion over long periods of time, began to take the lead again.


The two of them moved along the dirt road, beneath the
trees, heading deeper into the campgrounds. There were no light poles around
here, no telephone towers. Only trees and horizon. The sky itself was beginning
to darken, threatening evening. Adele breathed in the mountain air, once again
filled with competing senses. On one hand, she enjoyed the exercise, but on the
other, she was reminded how desolate these woods were. 


John grabbed the edge of a rusted gate, grunting with
exertion as he lifted the thing in its entirety and rotated it, spinning it on
ungreased hinges.


The gate protested with a loud creak. Adele read the sign
above the gate. Multiple languages read, “No trespassing.” 


“Guess he doesn’t want anyone back here,” John said. Then
he pointed. 


A rusted out bus sat up against an old red and blue pump
system, buried in the ground. The bus settled against a dirt hill, about two
hundred yards ahead. The old oil well had a spin dial in a glass display case
at the very front. The rest of it, though, was still; silent.


Adele flicked an eyebrow to John. “The bus has wheels,” she
said. “Think he drove it up here?”


John’s weapon was already in his hand. John and Adele moved
cautiously, quietly, as they drew within distance, keeping their voices low.
After a few steps, they stopped all sounds entirely. John and Adele stepped
forward, moving in a crouch.


The old, rusted bus looked like it had once been a school
bus, but was converted into living space. The windows were tinted, but one of
them had been smashed. A cardboard cutout had been placed over this window,
blocking out the elements. Spray-painted on the hood of the bus were the words “Stinkeye.
Weirdo.”


Adele pointed. John edged along the bus, his head ducked,
making sure he couldn’t be glimpsed through the windows. Adele followed close
behind, her own weapon now in her hand, reassuring in her grip. Her finger
hovered over the trigger, pressing against the guard, just in case. 


They move past the stationary, defunct oil well and moved
up toward the front of the bus.


John pressed his face against the glass quickly, like a
snake’s head darting forward. He peered into the bus, his gun at his side,
ready to whip up at a moment’s notice. He stared for second, and then his
shoulders seemed to relax.


He rotated around the front of the bus and looked through
the windshield.


“No one’s home,” he called.


Adele followed. She also peered through the front of the
windshield. As she stared through streaked glass, she spotted an old, worn pile
of cardboard, with some cloth and a couple of pillows in the back. The seats
had all been ripped out, by the looks of things, except for the driver’s side.
There was an old table that looked like it been recovered from junk wood.


Adele glanced up and down the aisle. No sign of anyone. She
glanced around the clearing and said, “Look there.”


John followed her gaze, and by a fire pit, circled with
rocks, he spotted a pile of fur and small bones. Agent Renee cleared his
throat, frowning. “He’s a hunter.”


Adele set her teeth. “Means he’s armed. I want to look
inside that bus.”


“Private property, isn’t it?”


Adele shook her head. “He’s trespassing. He has a gun, if
those bones are anything to go by. We’re allowed.” 


John shrugged. “I don’t know the laws here. You’re the one
who said I had to keep my nose clean.”


Adele rolled her eyes, but approached the window. There was
no door handle. She guessed there was probably some electrical hinge. Still,
one of the windows, the cardboard one, was big enough for her to fit through.


“I need you to give me a boost,” she said.


John followed her gaze, then chuckled. “My pleasure.”


Adele moved over to the window and reached up to push
through the cardboard. There was a quiet scraping sound of duct tape peeling
and then the cardboard cutout fell through. Adele wrinkled her nose, catching a
whiff of sweat and old clothes and sour odors from within.


But then, steeling herself, she gestured at John, waiting
for him to form a stirrup with his hands.


It was at that moment, as John crouched on a knee and Adele
placed her foot in the stirrup of his hands, that she heard a loud voice from
behind them shout, “You hoodlums! I told you, next time I’d put a bullet
through you!”


There was the sound of gunfire.


John whirled around quickly, but not so quickly that he
didn’t ease Adele’s foot to the ground first—careful for his partner’s safety.
In the same motion his gun leapt to his hands, snapping to attention. In a
crouch, he aimed and shouted, “Put it down or I’ll drop you. We’re not campers.
DGSI!”


Adele turned as well, shivering, adrenaline coursing
through her. She spotted a man with a dead animal draped in one hand. He had an
old rifle in the other, pointed at the sky, smoke whispering from the barrel.


His eyes narrowed, focusing on John’s gun. His rifle
twitched.


“Point that at us and it will be the last thing you do,”
John said. 


“John,” Adele muttered. “He can’t understand you.” 


John kept his eyes narrowed, gun raised. “He understands.
He might not know French, but he understands.” His gun didn’t move an inch. 


The man had wild hair, and, by the looks of him, he smelled
about the same as his bus. His clothes stuck to him in parts, suggesting sweat
and filth and grease.


One of his eyes seemed to rotate lazily in his skull, not
quite focusing where he was looking. The other, though, was fixed on John, his
eyebrows lowered in a frown.


He had stubble along his chin, and his teeth were
yellowish. He waved the dead rabbit, circling it, as if threatening to throw it
at them.


“Get out of here,” he said. “This is private property.”


John glanced at Adele. “What’s he saying?”


“He says it is private property.” Adele, in German, called
out, “Mr. Rosenbaum sent us. He said you’re not allowed here. We would like to
ask you some questions.”


The man hesitated, his gun still hovering. “Where are you
from again?” he asked. His gun inched even lower.


“Adele,” John said, serious as a grave, “tell him if that
gun aims at us, I will put a bullet between his eyes.”


Adele quickly relayed the information. The trespasser
glanced from John to Adele. His eyes narrowed again. “Interpol? What do you
want with me?”


Adele said, “Just lower the gun, and we can talk about it.”



For his part, John maintained his aim, his posture rigid,
his finger strained white against the trigger—but, true to his word, he didn’t
fire. The trespasser’s rifle still aimed skyward. 


The man took a moment to reach a decision. For a moment,
Adele thought it would be a deadly one. His gun hovered. The rabbit draped from
his hand. But then he seemed to see something in John’s gaze that he didn’t
quite like, and, with a groan, he extended his hands, bent at the waist, and
slowly placed his weapon and his dinner on the ground.


Before he even completed the motion, Adele was moving
quickly across the ground, John at her side. John was yelling, incoherent
sounds, controlling the suspect with noise alone. 


Adele was saying, “On the ground! Remain on the ground!”
Her handcuffs were already in her grip. She reached Heinrich and circled behind
him, ignoring his insults and dark muttering. And, with John’s help, she cuffed
him. John kicked the gun away, and the rabbit too, grunting in distaste.


Then, with Heinrich in cuffs, Adele dusted off his coat and
said, “Sorry for the hassle. Tell me if the cuffs are uncomfortable. And please
follow us.”


“Bugger off,” the man muttered in response. 


They led him away from his bus, his dead rabbit, and his
rifle.











CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


 


The
second time around in the Black Forest police station interrogation room, Adele
felt prickles across the back of her arms. Interviewing the trucker in the same
room had held an entirely different atmosphere. Now, tension thrummed on the
air. Across from her, Heinrich sat, his hands cuffed in front of him. He moved
his arms, and a quiet scrape of metal broke the silence.


Agent Renee had excused himself for this interview, and
Adele secretly thought he was tired of having to wait for the translation. Last
she’d seen him, he’d been chatting up one of the sergeants, a woman ten years
his senior, but who’d seemed to appreciate the attention and understood a
modicum of French. 


As Adele adjusted her sleeves and stared across the
interrogation table, she tried not to let her annoyance at John’s behavior
show. What did she care who he talked to? 


“Heinrich Gardner,” said Adele, “is that your name?”


She glanced at the folder in front of her, making a big
deal of flipping the manila cover, examining the contents and closing it again.
She held it open long enough that he could see his own photo, upside down.


“Best as I can remember,” he replied.


“I see here you had issues with trespassing before. Mind
telling me why that is?”


Heinrich moved his arms again, causing the handcuffs to
scrape across the metal table once more in a jarring fashion. Adele didn’t
allow her expression to betray her irritation at the noise.


“I move around a lot,” said the suspect. His wild, uncombed
hair seemed even more cartoonish beneath the bright lights of the interrogation
room. His grizzled, stubbled features were streaked with dirt, and Adele could
still detect the ripe, sour odor of unwashed clothes.


“I heard from other campers at the grounds that you
harassed some of the women, is that true?”


Heinrich’s hands twisted against each other at this point.
She heard a quiet tapping sound, and glanced down to notice his foot bumping
rapidly against the metal table leg.


He fidgeted and said, “There’s no crime against talking to
people, is there? If I looked like that agent you came with, it wouldn’t be
called harassing, it would be called flirting. Not my fault I don’t suit people’s
taste.” He flashed a smile, revealing a couple of missing teeth.


“There is no crime in talking to anyone,” said Adele. “Kidnapping,
though…” she said, trailing off. She let the word hang, scrutinizing his
expression.


“Wait, what?” Mr. Gardner stared at her. “Kidnapping? What
are you going on about?” His cheeks flushed, and a slight red tinge crept over
his face. “Was it Mr. Rosenbaum? That bastard has had it out for me forever!
Has he said I’ve been kidnapping? He’s a liar. In fact, I bet you he’s the one who’s
been kidnapping. Yes, actually, in fact, I’ve seen him kidnap people!”


Adele blinked, and her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “You’ve
seen Mr. Rosenbaum kidnap someone?”


Heinrich shrugged like a child caught in a lie. “I mean, if
he’s saying I am, then I’m saying he is.”


Adele sighed, massaging the bridge of her nose. Clearly,
there was no love lost between the campground owner and Stinkeye.


His lazy eye was drifting again, off to the right, but his
other fixed on her, firm, unyielding.


“And the complaints I’ve had of you talking with women?
Harassing them at midnight by their cars?”


Heinrich didn’t blink, and he didn’t look away. “It’s
lonely up in the mountains. Can you blame me for looking for some companionship?
I never forced anyone to do anything, and there’s no crime against talking, is
there?”


Adele shook her head. “I guess not. And Mr. Rosenbaum, you
say you’ve seen him involved in kidnappings?”


“I’m saying, whatever he’s accused me of, he probably did.”


“Thank you, very helpful. One other thing, does the name
Amanda Johnson mean anything to you?”


Again, she studied his expression, her eyes burrowing into
the side of his head. But if the name registered in any way, Heinrich Gardner
covered perfectly. He curled his lips in a sort of shrug, and shook his head
once. “Never heard of her. Sounds hot. If she’s looking for a friend, give her
my number.” He flashed another yellowish grin.


Adele breathed through her nose above tight lips.


“And how long have you been living in that bus?” 


Heinrich snorted. “Long as I can. Few months.” 


Adele raised an eyebrow. “Only a few months?” She thought
of when Amanda had gone missing. “And before that? Where were you then?” 


Heinrich smirked. “Four months ago? Probably spending some
time warming up the cots behind bars.” 


“You were in jail?” 


He shrugged. “Only a few weeks at a time.” 


“Do you know the dates?” 


Heinrich shook his head. “Wasn’t in much of a state to
remember anything.” 


Adele frowned, trying not to betray her thoughts. If
Heinrich was telling the truth, and he was in and out of jail around the time
of Amanda’s kidnapping, then he couldn’t be the guy. 


“Anything else you can tell me?” she asked, but it felt
like fishing without bait. 


Heinrich simply ignored her now. Adele sighed, muttered a
quiet thank-you, then got up to leave the table.


“When can I get out of here?” he called after her.


“That’s up to the police to decide,” Adele called back. “And,”
she turned, looking at him, “stop trespassing. Someone’s going to get hurt.”


The man hunched a bit, folding in on himself and staring at
his hands, muttering grumpily to himself. Adele turned and exited the interview
room, more deflated than when she’d entered.


Outside, John was waiting, a bag of chips in his hand. His
other hand held his phone, and he frowned.


“What?” she said.


He raised an eyebrow at her. “Interpol’s trying to get a
hold of you,” he said.


Adele cursed and fished her phone out. Two missed calls. “I
had it on silent for the interrogation.”


John nodded toward the one-way window. “Is that our guy?” 


Adele turned and examined Heinrich’s hunched form. He was
still muttering quietly to himself, picking at his fingernails and scraping the
handcuffs against the metal table as if somehow he found the grating sound
soothing.


“I don’t think so,” said Adele. “He’s skeezy, but I don’t
think he’s a killer. Says he has an alibi for the time when Amanda disappeared.
Jail time. We can check it out.” 


“Gut instinct?” 


“He’s not our guy,” said Adele. “You saw his bus, look at
the state of him. He can’t maintain himself; I don’t think there’s any way he
could conduct a sophisticated series of kidnappings, carrying out a strategy
and a plan for potentially years without getting caught. There are too many
eyes on him. He’s not exactly inconspicuous. The campers know him. The
campground owner knows and dislikes him. No, I don’t think he’s our guy.
Besides, if I had to bet on it—his alibi is going to check out.”


John nodded. “Checks out. Officers searched his bus home. Found
nothing, no evidence. Couple of dirty magazines and a bottle of hand lotion.”
John glanced through the glass and wrinkled his nose. “But nothing unusual.”


“So no leads,” she said.


“No leads,” he replied.


Both of them shared a disgruntled, quiet look. Then Adele
sighed, lifted her phone, and returned the call. The name read Ms. Jayne.


She stepped past John, moving into one of the break rooms,
which for the moment was empty. She stood against the back wall, waiting
patiently as her phone rang.


Then the camera connected, and she found the small image of
herself in the bottom right, and a full image of a gray-haired, bespectacled
lady. The woman on the screen seemed the opposite in every way to Heinrich
Gardner. Where he had been dirty and unkempt, Ms. Jayne was clean and well
maintained. She was a bit heavier than most field agents, but had intelligent,
searching eyes.


“Hello,” Adele said, clearing her throat, her tone injected
with the energy of someone communicating with their boss after a long day—a bit
too chipper, too eager; pure compensation. “Are you trying to contact me?” 


The image moved, but Adele couldn’t hear anything. Quickly,
she turned off silent and increased the volume. “Sorry, what was that?”


In crisp, clear tones that somehow communicated an air of
control, of certainty, Ms. Jayne said, “It’s good to see you again, Agent
Sharp. Apologies for not contacting you sooner. Do we have any leads on the
case in the Black Forest?”


Adele shook her head once. “I’m afraid not. I just got out
of an interview with a suspect. Doesn’t look like he’s our guy.”


The Interpol correspondent paused, and silence stretched
between them. For a moment, Adele wondered if perhaps she had lost connection.


But then Ms. Jayne spoke. “I see.”


Those words hung still in the air, and someone moved into
the break room, heading toward the coffee pot. Adele fixed them with such a
glare that the police officer raised an apologetic hand and moved quickly back
out of the break room, coffee left unattended.


“We’re working on it,” Adele said. “It’s only been a day,
give us some time.”


The correspondent nodded, a curt, short motion, as if she
couldn’t be bothered to wag her head like normal people.


“It’s worth noting, Agent Sharp, that word is circulating
in the agencies. The list of names that you came up with, people who have gone
missing in the area, has been passed from agency to agency. Part of Interpol’s
role is to keep all parties apprised of our operations.” She cleared her
throat. “At least, where prudent.”


Adele winced. She wasn’t sure what this meant, but waited
for Ms. Jayne to explain.


“Long story short, a lot of other agencies from victims’
home countries are wanting in on this. I’ve had calls from Switzerland, France,
Belgium, and England. America is starting to get involved, and I’ve received
calls from at least three different FBI field offices.”


Adele winced again.


“All that to say, I know you do excellent work. You’ve
proven that. But I’m going to need you to rise to the occasion on this one. We
can’t have everyone getting involved. Too many hands on deck. But the longer it
takes, the more difficult it will be to prevent them from hopping aboard.
Understand?”


Adele nodded, swallowing a lump in her throat. With each
dip of her head, she felt a mounting weight of pressure settle on her shoulders
like a thick blanket. 


Adele thought of her promise to the Johnsons—to Amanda’s
parents. She’d given her word. They were counting on her. She had to
solve this case. Nations away, the parents grieved; here on the ground, Adele
had to do the work. If she couldn’t solve this case… then perhaps she
couldn’t solve…


Solve what? 


A smothering sensation filled her, and she had to close her
eyes briefly, to stave off a sudden headache. When she opened them, she saw Ms.
Jayne unblinking, staring through her clear spectacles and waiting.


“We don’t have any leads yet,” Adele said, a rasp in her
throat. “But we can find one. We’ll solve this. We both know what happens when
too many people get involved. Especially across agencies.”


Ms. Jayne replied, “I believe you’re right. But either way,
you’re on a timer, Adele. I can only hold back the dogs from the other yards
for so long. It wouldn’t look good to Germany, or Interpol, for us to require
the help of these other agencies. One thing that I’ve learned coordinating is
that ten generals leading an army creates a disjointed battle.”


Adele nodded again. “We’ll solve it.”


“Soon.”


“Yes. Soon,” said Adele. Then she nodded once, in the same
way Ms. Jayne had at the start of the conversation, and, as if on cue, they
both hung up in unison, the images cutting out on the screen.


Bleeding… Bleeding… Always bleeding… Adele saw the movies play across her eyes—the images of her
mother. The wounds, the tortures. She thought of Amanda’s injuries. The
kidnapper kept his victims for a long time… Who knew how long? 


She shuddered, imagining what he might be doing to them.
Imagining the ways he might be enjoying his playthings. All the while laughing
at the incompetence of those tasked with putting an end to the pain. 











CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


Cold no
longer settled, but rather attacked. Adele could feel the blistering air
sifting through her clothing, creeping up her sleeves, down the collar of her
shirt, pressing against her cheekbones.


She winced against the gnawing cold, standing out by the
highway once more with John at her side. She watched as the groups of
volunteers gathered beyond the traffic cones. Orange vests were returned to the
coordinators. Dogs were shuffled back into vehicles, tempted with treats and
provided bowls of water. The small tents that had served as a launching point
were slowly torn down.


Adele heard the coordinator, the same officer from before,
calling out, “Search is done for the night; we’ll reconvene in the morning.
Thank you for your efforts!”


Illumination came from the headlights of the parked
vehicles and the few safety lights still lining the highway. Adele glanced up,
frowning. At least three of the seven lights within view were out. 


She shoved her hands deep in her jacket pockets, finding
her thin gloves were insufficient against the night’s frigid intent. 


John nudged Adele, and she followed his gaze.


A man with a walrus mustache and thick, muscular forearms
was stomping out of the forest, in front of a group of nine seemingly exhausted
and bedraggled rescue workers. Adele’s father seemed ready to go another ten
rounds, but everyone who’d been in his group looked on the verge of collapse.


Some of them actually draped themselves against the trees,
chugging from water bottles they’d carried at their belts.


Adele’s father ignored them, marched over to the table
where the jackets and whistles were being collected, returned his items, and
then marched right back toward the forest.


“Dad,” Adele called out, taking a few steps forward and
raising a hand to try to catch his attention. He seemed to ignore her, and she
called again, frowning, “Dad!” 


The Sergeant hesitated, glancing over in her direction.
Reluctantly, he left the forest edge and approached her, stepping onto the
highway that was cordoned off and surrounded by caution tape and orange traffic
cones.


An officer held out a hand, halting the Sergeant, and he
waited testily for Adele to hurry to the edge of the cones.


“Good to see you,” she said.


He grunted in response. His eyes flicked to John, who came
along as well. He glanced at the man, and his eyes narrowed, just slightly. 


“Well,” said Adele in English, “it’s been a while.”


“Look,” her father replied in German, glancing toward John
again. Adele knew the Sergeant was aware John couldn’t speak German. “Adele, I’m
sorry, I just don’t have the time.”


“Right,” she said, hesitantly, also in German. “Well, we’re
both hungry. I was wondering if you wanted to get a bite to eat with us.”


The Sergeant glanced between his daughter and her partner. He
raised an eyebrow high on his sun-stained forehead, then said, “Still with this
guy? Can’t fly a helicopter worth a damn from what I remember.” 


“What’s he saying?” John said in French.


Adele cleared her throat. “He says it’s nice to see you in
person again.”


John scratched his jaw. “Tell him to stop staring at me. If
he keeps glaring, I’m gonna knock that mustache off his face.”


Adele glared at John and rolled her eyes. “Really?”


“Tell him.”


Her father had been glancing distractedly off into the
forest. His French was rusty, but he’d picked up some while married to Elise.
It didn’t seem like he’d fully understood John, but his eyes narrowed
suspiciously and he glanced at his daughter. “What did he say?”


“He says it’s nice to meet you again,” she said.


John and her father both crossed their arms within a couple
of seconds of each other, staring over at Adele.


She sighed. “Look, can we switch to English, please?”


Her father muttered something about, “Can barely understand
him when he tries to speak English.”


John’s frown only deepened.


Adele studied her father. He was behaving strangely. At
least, stranger than usual. Aggression, defensiveness, irritation. All these
things were regular traits of his personality. But they rarely reared their
heads at the same time so seamlessly.


“Dad,” she said, “are you okay?”


Her father glanced at her, but before he could reply, a
sudden ruckus broke out from the volunteers further along the trail.


The three of them turned, staring up the highway.


“What do you mean?” one of the officers was asking, his
voice loud enough to be heard.


“Missing,” replied one of the young searchers, twisting at
his orange vest with trembling fingers. “He was with us, but then he just
disappeared. We looked for half an hour. Couldn’t find him. We thought he might
have come back.”


The officer shook his head.


“He’s not here?” said the searcher. “Dear God. Where is he?”


Adele frowned back at her father. “I don’t like the sound
of that.”


The Sergeant stroked his mustache. “Another kid missing.
Part of the search party.”


“Maybe he’s already gone home. Could’ve left the search
early. It was kind of grueling for a while there.”


But Adele’s father seemed distracted, glancing toward the
trees again. “I’m going back out there,” he said. “Thank you for the offer for
dinner, but I’ll take a rain check.” 


Adele shifted. “Back out there? It’s dark and freezing, Dad.
Let’s just pick up tomorrow morning.”


But the Sergeant shook his head firmly. He still wasn’t
wearing a proper jacket, but had retrieved a sweater, it seemed, from his car.


“Well, if you’re going to go…” She trailed off, allowing
the sentence to dangle. She glanced over toward the searchers and frowned. One
of their own had gone missing. Vaguely, images crossed her mind—images of
Amanda. Of the brutality, the pain she’d endured. She’d been tortured, abused.
Adele shivered, wondering at the treatment of the other victims. This new
fellow, now—this young searcher. Also missing. What would he be enduring? How
soon could she stop it?


“I’ll come with you,” she spoke, breaking her own train of
thought. “John could come pick us up at the end.”


But her father was shaking his head still. “No, I don’t
need a babysitter. I’ll be fine. Just another hour or two,” he said.


Again, Adele was struck by how strangely he seemed to be
behaving. There was a cadence to the way he spoke that suggested frustration.
Anger, even.


“You’re sure?” 


In answer, her father waved dismissively and then turned,
head down, shoulders hunched, marching determinedly back toward the forest.


“He’s an ass. But he’s a helluva stubborn ass,” said John.


“Stubborn ass,” said Adele. “Wonder where I’ve met one of
those before.” She rolled her eyes and turned past her partner, moving in the
direction of their parked car and leaving her surly father to search the forest
at night on his own. He was a police officer. He’d handled himself for years
before Adele had even been born. Still, she felt a niggling of worry as she
left. She could still hear the disturbing sounds from the volunteers,
protesting their missing companion. 


The timer was ticking… each passing second measured in
ounces of agony. Each moment a venture into the torturous ministrations of
Amanda’s kidnapper. She’d promised the Johnsons a conclusion. She’d promised.



The trees around her seemed darker. All of a sudden the
night around her, illuminated by safety lights and headlights, seemed
oppressive, and swelled with shadows.


 


***


 


The drive back to the airport motel passed in silence. The
whipping lights, flashing by on the highway, streaked shadows in strange shapes
across John’s muscled chest. Agent Renee remained quiet as well, but
occasionally would glance at Adele expectantly, as if waiting for something.


The third time this happened, she frowned at him. “What?”


“Nothing.”


“Good talk.”


She leaned her head against the glass again, staring at the
passing cars on the other side of the road.


“You think something is wrong with him?” said John.


“My dad?”


John nodded.


“Like you said, he’s a stubborn ass. But,” she trailed off
and winced. “I missed Christmas with him. Spent it with Robert.”


“Because of the snowstorm?”


Adele turned, looking at him. For some reason, she felt a
flush of relief. “Exactly, you understand.”


John nodded. “I’m sure he understands too.”


Adele gnawed her lip. “I don’t know what he understands. I
never have, probably never will. He just hasn’t seemed himself lately.”


John’s fingers drummed against the steering wheel, and he
peered through the windshield, tracking the highway back to their motel.


“I’m sure he’ll be fine.”


“Yeah, I hope so. Can’t say the same for us. Ms. Jayne says
we’re on a timer. Agencies from the countries of the missing persons are
wanting to get involved. If we can’t solve this soon, the case will probably be
taken from us. And you know how it is when people coordinate from all over.”


John winced. “They won’t solve anything at that point. Just
will keep getting in each other’s way, then hiding things from other agencies,
then won’t communicate out of spite. Seen it plenty.”


Adele nodded. “And all these other people, the ones Amanda
warned us about. We’ll never find them. John, we have to do better. They’re
counting on us.”


John’s fingers tapped even quicker against the steering
wheel, and through gritted teeth, he muttered, “I know.”











CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


 


Diedrich
woke in a chicken wire cage. His head throbbed, pulsing, flashes of white light
dancing across his vision. He winced against the invasion of pain, winced
against the curdling memories seeping back into his brain. And winced, an extra
measure, against the fear, now suggesting itself in cold prickles up his spine.


Beneath his head, he felt the rigid, coarse shape of a
pillow. Beneath his arm, the floor. Cold. Concrete.


Still wincing, and struggling against the sensation in his
head, he moved into a sitting position, doing his best to register his
surroundings.


Diedrich heard the sound of rushing water. Pipes. He
strained, blinking a few times and wincing once more from the effort of moving.
Pain blossomed across his skull. He reached up, and found his arms wouldn’t
move. He winced and glanced down. His hands were tied in front of him.


The metal mesh of the chicken wire cage surrounded him,
from floor to ceiling. 


Diedrich heard shuffling. He glanced sharply to the side,
and nearly blacked out again from the motion. Pain exploded across his eyes,
and his head thundered from the rapid movement.


He eased himself back into a forward-facing position,
blinking, allowing his head to recover, and then, slowly this time, glanced to
the side.


There were other cages in the room. Cages with people.


They were in a dark, damp basement, it seemed. No lights,
no windows. The walls were pure concrete, streaked with dust and molded stains.
The water pipes above moved through the room. Diedrich’s uncle had worked as a
plumber once upon a time, and so he knew they were likely below a house. Or, at
least, somewhere nearby. 


He glanced toward the other people in the cages. Many of
them dirt streaked and stained. He could smell shit in the air, and spotted a
bucket in the corner of each of the cages. He had his own bucket. 


And while his hands were bound, his feet were free.
Hesitantly, he got to his feet, easing into a standing position. The quiet
rushing of water could be heard again from the plumbing above.


“Hello?” he said, tentatively, his voice creaking. “Juergen?
Michael?”


Frightened eyes from grimy faces turned to look at him.
Everyone in the other cages surrounding the room had room to stand as well if
they had wanted to. But none of them were. They all leaned against the back of
their cage, their shoulders pressed to the wall, as if trying to keep as much
distance between themselves and the cage doors as possible. A simple latch held
the cage in place. Diedrich was pretty sure, if he tried, he could undo the
latch from within.


Fumbling, he reached his hands toward the cage door and
tried to poke a finger through.


The moment he did, someone said, in a weak voice, “Careful,
don’t.”


But then his flesh touched the metal of the gate, and a
pulse of vibrant pain shot through him. He was knocked back, his teeth jarred. 


“The doors are rigged,” said another voice in the dark.


Still wincing against the sudden shock, Diedrich now peered
around at the other cages, gasping, his chest heaving where he leaned against
the back mesh. His hand was numb, tingling.


In the other cages, he spotted two other boys, young men,
though it was hard to discern their ages from the grime and dust. He spotted
six girls also surrounding the basement, also trapped in cages.


Everyone had their hands bound. Besides the cages, and the
pipes above, the only items in the room were small, coarse pillows on the cold
hard ground, and a single, thin blanket next to the buckets.


“Where are we?” Diedrich said, softly.


Just then, he heard a creaking sound, and the others in the
room began whispering fiercely and pulling in on themselves, curling into
defensive positions.


Diedrich spotted the door opening at the top of the wooden
staircase. A thin shaft of orange light stretched into the room. Diedrich
spotted someone’s feet—booted feet, with a thin glaze of mud—reach the top
step. More creaking, and then the person began to descend the stairs, heading
into the basement one cautious step at a time.


Diedrich stared as the person appeared. An older man.
Gray-haired. Kind eyes. The same man he’d encountered on the side of the road.
But he was no longer smiling. Now, what Diedrich had taken for laugh lines
seemed more like a leer. In this strange, veiled light of the dark basement,
the man almost had plastic features. His skin was like candle wax, or like a
snake. As if his face itself were a mask.


The gray-haired man approached the cages, and he reached
out on the wall and flicked a breaker switch. There was a quiet buzz and then a
fading hum. The man called out, in a short, barking voice, “Roll call!”


Diedrich watched as hesitantly, the eight others crowded in
the basement, pushed their hands against the front of their gate now, pushing
open the small hinge lock and stepping into the dark room. They moved with
tentative, shuffling steps. Their shoulders were hunched, their bodies thin and
frail. Diedrich spotted cuts and bruises on everyone. Everyone seemed half
clothed. All their shoes were gone, socks too. No one wore gloves. They seemed
to have been intentionally given thin clothing, and, with a sudden realization,
he realized he was only in his undershirt and boxers.


He shivered at the thought of someone undressing him while
he was unconscious. He glanced at the others and saw the way they huddled
together for warmth.


He thought of running in the forest, half naked, without
shoes, without gloves. A slow dawning sense of horror settled on him as he
realized they were dressed in a way that prevented escape. 


“Roll call,” the man shouted. “Children, obey your father.”


One at a time, the prisoners in the basement lined up next
to each other, their bound hands jutting in front of them. Diedrich noticed
their wrists were so chafed they had scabbed, and he spotted infections on some
of the wrists. As if perhaps they been bound for weeks without reprieve, maybe
longer. 


His own wrists hurt and the rope was rough and brittle. One
at a time, though, the captives called out a number.


“One, present,” said a wiry, gaunt-faced boy, furthest from
Diedrich on the other side of the room.


“Two,” said a girl, “present.” Her shirt barely covered the
tops of her thighs, and her legs had scars up and down them—old wounds that had
healed.


One at a time, each of the people in the room called out
their number: three, four, five. Present!


At last, the person closest to Diedrich said, “Eight,
present!” It was a young Asian girl. She seemed to have the most dust and dirt
on her. She had the most scars, and a couple of the wounds she displayed seemed
fresh: a gash over her left eye and bruises along her cheek.


Silence fell over the room for a bit. Everyone waited, and
a few glanced toward Diedrich, expectant. 


“Roll call,” the gray-haired man said, testily.


Diedrich cleared his throat, and in a croaking, hesitant
voice, he ventured, “Nine? Present?”


This seemed to satisfy the gray-haired man. He nodded,
pleased, flashing a smile. In any other context, it would’ve been the warm look
of approval given from a father to a child. An expression so perfectly formed,
but equally out of place in the context of the basement.


After Diedrich spoke, a few of the others next to him
relaxed, tension easing—if only a little—from their postures. 


The gray-haired man spoke again, and this time, his eyes
fixed on Diedrich, unblinking. “Welcome to the family. Everyone, welcome your
brother.”


A practiced chorus arose from the assembled others. “Welcome
number nine!” they said.


The gray-haired man walked over to one of the boys and
tapped him on the chest. “Tell me one thing you like about your sister,” he
said, pointing at the girl next to him.


With deadened eyes, and an equally lifeless voice, the boy
said, “She is kind and nice, and I like her very much.”


The gray-haired man smiled. “Good job. And then he fished
something from his pocket and pushed it against the boy’s lips.


Diedrich glimpsed a flash of color. For a moment, he
thought the man was drugging the boy. But then, with an equally sickening
realization, he realized it was a small chocolate bonbon. The boy didn’t
protest, but allowed the bonbon into his mouth, chewed, and swallowed.


The man patted the boy on the cheek, then moved over to the
girl next to him. “Number four,” he said, “tell me one thing that you like
about me.”


He draped his fingers against the side of her cheek and
affectionately stroked a lock of her hair.


She shivered, but in an equally deadpan voice said, “I like
how generous you are. You’re nice. I like you.”


The gray-haired man shuddered at this, as if aroused, and
he reached into his pocket and pulled out another chocolate bonbon, pressing it
into the girl’s mouth. His finger circled her lips once, twice, then pulled
away. 


She also chewed and swallowed.


The gray-haired man turned, and with straight legs and
steps, marched in a small circle until he was facing Diedrich again. “Our
family loves each other,” he said, pointing a finger. “You want to belong, you’re
going to have to learn to love as well. There are rules. It’s important that
you’re obedient. Without obedience, there can be no family. Understand?”


Diedrich felt a flash of anger, but his hands were still
bound. There was something about the man’s posture and attitude that sent
warning signals off in his mind. So he simply nodded.


This seemed to annoy the gray-haired man. “Speak when you’re
spoken to,” he shouted. He stepped forward, and Diedrich flinched. Instead of
hitting Diedrich, though, the man slapped the Asian girl hard across the face.
The blow sent her tumbling back, and she crashed into a gated fence.


“I said, do you understand?” he repeated, yelling at
Diedrich.


“Yes,” Diedrich said in a shaky voice, his eyes on the
girl. He bent at a knee, trying to reach out to help her rise.


For a moment, he thought he would receive a blow too. But
instead, the gray-haired man said, “Look at that, your brother helped his
sister back to her feet. That’s what we call love. Really good job, number
nine.”


After Diedrich helped her to her feet, he turned and
flinched. The gray-haired man was right in front of him. His hand was extended,
and he had a small brown bonbon he was trying to press into Diedrich’s lips.


In that moment, a flash of anger filled him once more. This
man had him caged, kenneled in the basement. He was a psycho. Insane. Diedrich’s
fury rose in his chest. It was just an old man. 


A split second of a decision. A flicker of a look from the
girl closest to him. She mouthed something, but he couldn’t tell what. Then he
decided. 


Diedrich rushed forward, hard. He sent the old man tumbling
to the ground. Diedrich kicked him once, twice. Then he leapt over the fallen
form of the old man and raced toward the bottom of the stairs. His tied hands
still hung in front of him, but his feet were free. He hurried up the steps and
kicked open the door at the top.


He’d been expecting a house, or some sort of room. Instead,
he found himself at the bottom of a long shaft. For a moment, he didn’t quite
realize what he was looking at. It seemed like they were at the bottom of a
well. And the staircase was built into the side of the base of the well. A long
metal ladder stretched up from the base of the well to the top. He could just
barely glimpse light coming through from the moon above. But as he stared at
the ladder, horror filled him. He couldn’t climb it with his hands bound. As he
stood there, in his underwear and undershirt, the cold settled on him. His bare
feet scuffed against the ground, and he glanced toward the well. A second
later, he realized glass was scattered at the base of the ladder. Thick shards
of glass, glinting, threatening. His feet were bare. 


Desperately he search for another way out of the well, but
the sides were sheer, stony. It went up for nearly thirty feet. He couldn’t
climb the ladder. He tried to drop, to rub his hands roughly against the
stones. But there was no time.


He heard the thumping of footsteps on the creaking stairs
behind him. He spun around, desperate, trying to protect himself. He felt a
hard blow across the side of his face, and he felt someone grab his bound
wrists and drag him, pulling him.


He tried to protest, but then the person hit him across the
wound on the back of his head, and his skull exploded with pain.


With stars darting across his vision, he allowed himself to
be guided and dragged halfway down the stairs again, away from the ladder in
the well, away from any escape, back, and toward the basement.


“Fool,” the old man was whispering in his ear. “No
screaming, no shouting, no being rude to your siblings. Just some simple rules.
And yet you go and do something as fucking stupid as that.”


Diedrich was thrown to the ground, stumbling in the dirt.
He spun around, eyes wide, pleadings burbling to his lips, but he couldn’t form
a coherent sentence. The pain in his head, the cold, the fear were too much.


Diedrich had flashes and glimpses of the raging gray-haired
man above him, shouting, spittle flying. He saw the others, all eight of them,
step back, hunched, whimpering.


“We’re a family!” screamed the gray-haired man. “A family!
There are rules. Without discipline there is no compliance. Without authority,
there’s rebellion. With rebellion there is no home. Without a home, we have a
house—and a house is a burden which leads to abandonment! Don’t you understand
what I’m giving you!” He kicked Diedrich once, twice.


Diedrich just curled up, lying on the ground in front of
his cage. After a bit, the old man’s temper seemed to recede.


“No attempts at escape,” he said. “We don’t abandon the
family. The number one rule. And what do we do when someone breaks the rules?
Number three?”


There were now sobs in the room, some whimpering. Number
three, in a trembling, terrified voice, said, “Please, he didn’t know—”


“What do we do when the rules are broken, number three?” the
gray-haired man said, louder, cutting him off.


More whimpering, and then, “Punishment.”


“That’s right, punishment,” said the gray-haired man.


Diedrich blinked a few more times, some of the dark spots
clearing from his vision, the pain receding in his head. As his gaze settled
once more in the poorly lit illuminated room, he saw the psycho reach toward
his waist.


There was a soft scraping sound. Diedrich stared, stunned,
wide-eyed, as a thick bowie knife was pulled from a sheath at the man’s hip.
Diedrich hadn’t seen it at first, as the hem of the shirt had covered the
handle.


Now, though, the wickedly sharp blade appeared.


“Disobedience merits punishment,” said the man, wiggling
the knife toward Diedrich. He took a step forward.


Diedrich, in that moment, knew he was about to die. The day
had started so normally. He’d searched the forest, wanting to help. And now
this. It wasn’t right. 


The old, gray-haired man held the knife forward, stepped
closer to Diedrich, but then he grabbed the young Asian girl. He glared at
Diedrich and didn’t look away once. The girl was sobbing now, limp in his
hands, like a lamb before slaughter.


“Disobedience,” said the gray-haired man, “merits
punishment.”


And then he slit the girl’s neck and dumped her to the
ground, allowing blood to splatter at Diedrich’s feet and stain the dust.


Diedrich stared in horror, watching the girl’s hands
twitch. Once, twice, than fail. The blood spread out, staining Diedrich’s feet,
washing toward the cage that he’d been put in.


“Go to your rooms!” the man screamed.


The others quickly raced back into their chicken wire
cages. The gray-haired man dragged Diedrich into his and slammed the door, then
latched it. He moved over to the breaker on the wall and flipped it. There was
a quiet buzzing hum as electricity recharged the doors.


“I’m putting you on timeout,” he said. “I want you to think
about what you did.”


Then the old man took the stairs again with creaking steps,
closed the door at the top, locked it by the sound of things. Then was gone.


Diedrich stared at the corpse in front of his cage. He
stared at number eight. Not her real name. Once a person—a human. Now a husk.
Her lifeless eyes stared back, and the blood continued to spread, pooling over
the dust, creeping closer to the cage door. The sounds of the others crying,
whimpering, filled the basement.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


 


When he
failed, people died. A resolute, stony fact of life. The Sergeant knew this. He
moved through the woods, the flashlight beam tracing the detritus, skipping
from trunk to trunk, flashing through the woods. Deep. He’d gone deep. But the
Sergeant had a head for direction. He always kept a keychain compass with him
besides. GPS was for the younger generation—the Sergeant would do it the old
way. He shivered a bit, but suppressed the feeling; he was very good at
suppressing feelings. The Sergeant felt a weight, a whisper in the trees, and
he knew it was his fault.


Pine cones crunched beneath his booted feet, and twigs
scattered. Browning needles from the trees softened his footfalls every few
steps. And he moved, following the last grid pattern they’d left off with in
the search party.


He kept the flashlight swinging one way then the other. His
gloved hand gripped the yellow plastic handle.


Whispers in the trees. Whispers in the woods. Then again,
the same whispers could be found in his bedroom. Could be found in his car.
Could be found anywhere he went.


“Lord, preserve me,” he murmured. The Sergeant was not a
man given to swearing. He didn’t think highly of those who couldn’t contain
their language. But sometimes life deserved a resounding fuck you.


Whispers. Whispers, reminding him. He hadn’t solved Elise’s
murder. He hadn’t prevented it. 


It was getting even colder. He shivered, still moving
through the woods.


By now, it felt like he had traveled a kilometer, maybe
two, leaving the highway far behind. Adele had wanted to come with him, search
the deeper woods at his side. 


But that would have been more shame. A poignant reminder.
The whispers were louder when Adele was around. She was a better investigator.
He had known it. He hadn’t solved her mother’s death. She would never forgive
him for that, he was sure of it. She probably hated him for it. He hated
himself. He frowned, hand bunching. No, only weirdos hated themselves.
The Sergeant wasn’t a weirdo.


Whatever the case, he needed to solve this one. Elise’s
murderer had gotten away. But this kidnapper, this person preying on young folk,
would have to be caught. And the Sergeant was determined to see it through.


Resolute, shoulders set, he marched through the woods, like
a hound with a scent. Dogged, unrelenting, unyielding. The cold didn’t bother
him. Sleeplessness didn’t bother him. Elements didn’t bother him. Exertion didn’t
bother him. Passing time didn’t bother him. One step, two-step, look here, look
there. The Sergeant had never failed when it came to exertion.


He moved like a pit bull through the trees. Several
kilometers passed. And then he pulled up beneath a grove. More pine needles,
more leaves. Nothing. The same as the years spent looking for Elise’s killer.
Nothing.


Never anything. What was the point?


But the Sergeant just as quickly severed that line of
thought. It didn’t matter what he felt. Emotions were weakness. What mattered
was what he did.


He lowered his head and tracked for another kilometer,
checking behind every tree, every inch of dirt, two hours, three, four. By now,
night had long since passed, and darkness had encroached over the forest.
Perhaps it was ten PM. He didn’t know, didn’t care. He didn’t like looking at a
watch when he was on the hunt.


As he moved around the copse, over a small hillock, he
reached a portion of the forest that seemed thinner. The trees here were still
large, but a few were planted in a way that suggested uniformity,
intentionality.


He wrinkled his nose. These trees were young, small,
saplings. His eyes darted forward: a dirt trail. He took a few steps from the
trail and glanced up. Then stiffened, and flashed his light over what he’d
seen.


An orange glow was emanating from a small single-story
cabin between the trees.


“Hello there,” he murmured softly to himself.


The Sergeant moved up the trail, cautious, careful. He didn’t
have his service weapon with him. He’d been here on a volunteer basis and hadn’t
wanted to alarm the other searchers.


Now, though, he was starting to wish he’d brought it.


As he moved closer toward the small, single-story cabin, a
quiet chill crept over his shoulders. “And who might you be?” he murmured,
still speaking to himself.


In front of the cabin, there were all manner of small
plants and trees. It was like a nursery in the forest. Someone clearly spent a
lot of time gardening here.


Past the small trees, through the window, where there were
no curtains, he saw a woman about his age. She was moving, her motions like
dancing. Each of her steps seemingly an intentional foray toward vitality.


She reached into a cupboard and withdrew a colander, then
moved to a stove. She seemed to be listening to something, though, which the
Sergeant couldn’t hear. Her head tilted back, and she loosed laughter. He could
just faintly make out the final vestiges of the noise. A crystalline, lively
noise.


The Sergeant found himself staring through the window at
the woman, a small smile inserting itself beneath his curly mustache. He stood
there for a few moments, just watching as she danced around her small cabin,
moving things or setting things down.


Then he realized what he was doing and what it must look
like, ogling a woman through a window in a private home; he felt a flash of
embarrassment. He could feel his cheeks heating, and he muttered to himself, “Don’t
be a weirdo.”


He stalked up past the garden. As he glanced at the plants,
he supposed the woman likely had planted the array. She had a clear talent for
it. Small saplings were growing next to patches of flowers, and curling,
ornamental plants twisted up a path toward the front of the cabin. 


He reached the front door and gently tapped against the
frame. He heard faint voices from inside, more laughter. She was with someone.
Stunningly, this filled him with a sudden sense of embarrassment and despair.


Why should that bother him? A stranger in the middle of the
forest was no better or worse than two strangers. Well, perhaps in the
former, it would be more difficult for him to be overpowered without his
weapon. Still, he felt a flash of disappointment. 


He knocked a bit louder.


The voices stopped. Then he heard dainty, tapping
footsteps. The feet of a dancer.


The door swung open.


Warmth and orange light extended into the dark cold night
to greet him. A similarly warm smile radiated from the woman’s face. She was
even more beautiful up close. Not a single hair out of place. Auburn streaked
with the grays of wisdom. She was smiling at him, and there wasn’t a note of
fear. “Hello,” she said, gently. “Can I help you?”


The Sergeant was taken aback. For someone alone in the
woods, to be approached by a stranger, it would normally alarm or terrify most
people. The woman, though, didn’t seem scared at all.


“Hello,” said the Sergeant. He spoke quick, gruff, not
pausing for a response. “My name is Joseph Sharp. I’m part of a search force
looking through the forest. There have been some disappearances recently, and
we’re trying to find missing people. Do you have a moment to talk?”


The woman’s smile didn’t change one iota. She nodded and
stepped back, sweeping with a gallant hand into the cabin.


“Please,” she said, “you’re welcome, Joseph Sharp. My name
is Gretel Klose. Would you like some tea? I brew it myself.”


The Sergeant shook his head politely and dusted his feet
off. He stepped foot into the small, single-story cabin. 


It was as small as it had looked from the outside. There
was only one room separate from the main area. A bedroom, he guessed. Or
perhaps the bathroom.


“Thank you, Ms. Klose,” he said, clearing his throat. 


“Mrs.!” called out a voice from the kitchen section with a
laugh. 


The Sergeant turned to behold a smiling man waiting at a
large, handcrafted oak table. There were two plates on the table, and the smell
of pasta and tomato sauce coming from a small stove tucked in the far corner of
the cabin.


The glass window above the stove had fogged from heat, but
the smell sent the Sergeant’s stomach rumbling.


“Are you hungry, dear Joseph?” the woman asked.


The table was very large. Much larger than suited the
cabin, the Sergeant thought to himself. There were also a few seats around it,
all of them empty. He counted six chairs in total; only two of them had plates
in front of them.


“I’m sorry,” he said, nodding politely toward the man who
was also sitting. “How do you do?”


The man had gray hair, and eyes wrinkled with laugh lines.
“Hello,” the man said.


“Hello, I was just telling your, er friend?”


“Wife,” the man corrected, quickly, with a disarming smile.
He gestured at the Sergeant. “Come, sit.”


Again, he was struck at the lack of fear. They were just
inviting him into their home. It felt like a dream sequence. Why were they so
trusting?


This, strangely, aroused a sudden spurt of distrust in the
Sergeant. At the same time, it came with a flash of guilt. Warmth and
hospitality created distrust. Heavens, if his mother could see him now.


Eventually, the Sergeant explained himself again, explained
he was part of a search party and that he was a police officer. The Kloses
invited him to sit. Mr. Klose finished heating up the food, and then his wife
moved and served plates for all three of them.


“I grow the tomatoes myself. I hope you like it,” she said.



The Sergeant nodded politely. He wasn’t sure why he sat,
nor why he didn’t push the food away. Something about all of it seemed so…
inviting. He took a bite of the food, and could feel his stomach grumbling as
he did. He hadn’t realized just how hungry he was. Normally, the Sergeant wasn’t
one for rabbit food. Namely, anything without meat. But the pasta and the
tomato sauce was quite good. He said as much, thanking them.


He glanced around the small cabin, trying not to make a big
deal of it. There were still no curtains on the windows. Not even from the
inside. He spotted a bed next to a fireplace and decided that the single room
he’d spotted earlier likely led to the bathroom.


There were no photos on the walls, nor TVs that he could
see. He was starting to like these folks even more.


“As I was telling you,” he said, after another bite of the
spaghetti, “we’re out here searching. You haven’t seen anything suspicious,
have you?”


Mrs. Klose laughed a clear, tinkling sound. “Suspicious?
No. We’ve been here for a few years now. Haven’t seen anything like that.”


Her husband nodded in confirmation.


“A few years?” said the Sergeant. “Do you own the land?”


Mr. Klose said, “Yes. Certainly. Everything is legal. We
have the permit, and I have copies of the papers here. I keep some of them up
at the bank. If you’d like I could show you.”


The Sergeant quickly shook his head. “No, that’s not why I’m
here.”


“Well, to be honest with you,” said Mrs. Klose, reaching
out a hand and touching him gently on the back of his hand. The Sergeant felt a
shudder, and just as quickly suppressed it. The woman had kind eyes, and she
fixed them on him. “I’m very sorry to hear why you’re out here. We’re no
strangers to tragedy. We used to live in Berlin. Big city living. But our son,
well, he was killed at the time.”


The woman’s voice cracked, and she looked away, her hand
still pressed against the Sergeant’s.


The warmth from her fingertips warmed his own.


If Mr. Klose seemed jealous or upset by the proximity, he
didn’t show it. Instead, in a gentle voice, he said, “It’s all right, dear. It’s
all right.” He rubbed her shoulder and allowed her to continue.


“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice cracking, tears slipping
down her delicate cheek. “You don’t want to hear anything about our story.
Look, if we see anything, we’re happy to tell you. Any questions, we’ll answer.
Is there something you want to know?”


The Sergeant hesitated. Caught off guard again. The Kloses
just seemed like nice folks. “Look,” he said, “I’m sorry about your loss. Your
son was killed, you say?”


The woman nodded, grief emanating from the gesture.


“I’m no stranger to loss either,” said the Sergeant.


“Oh, you poor lamb,” Mrs. Klose exclaimed, now stroking his
hand with hers. “So sorry to hear that.”


“We couldn’t handle society after our loss,” said Mr.
Klose. “We decided to live off-grid. I bought this small parcel. We pulled a
modular cabin up here and set it on the mountainside. We grow our own food, we
have a septic tank and a cistern to collect rain and some groundwater. We even
have a well, though it’s not finished yet.”


The Sergeant nodded as he listened.


He glanced around the small cabin again, and through the
windows. He caught glimpses of the trees beyond.


To be living in the forest like this, he felt a small flash
of envy. But also respect. There were very few who were bold enough to cut
their roots. To replant.


“I saw the garden,” he said. “It’s very nice.”


Mrs. Klose patted him on the hand. “Thank you. We spend a
lot of time with it. Sometimes we have help. Others that live around these
parts.”


“Children sometimes,” said the gray-haired man, without
blinking. “Friends. Family. They come visit on occasion. They help with the
gardening once a month or so. They like the fresh air. But for the most part
they stay in the city.”


The woman smiled sadly. “One day… one day, we hope they’ll
come out here and move here permanently. But that takes time. It’s hard to
learn a new lifestyle.”


Both of them nodded knowingly at each other. And the
Sergeant couldn’t help but nod in agreement. He thought to withdrew his hand
from the table, where Mrs. Klose’s fingers still brushed his knuckles. But, to
his shame, he kept it there. “Well, whatever you do, and whoever helps—they
certainly do so with care. I didn’t see anything out of place. It’s a perfect
garden.”


“Everyone is very careful. It’s a small little rule we have
around here,” the woman said, smiling again. “I don’t really like it when
people break my plants. They’re friends of mine.” She gave a disarming chuckle,
and finally removed her hand from the back of the Sergeant’s.


It was like a spell was broken. The Sergeant suddenly felt
a flash of embarrassment. He cleared his throat and began to push away from the
table.


“I’m sorry. The food was great. But honestly, I should be
going. There’s more territory to cover. Keep an eye out. And, just be safe.
What you have here is very nice. Not everyone gets to find such joy in life.”


The Kloses bid him farewell, standing in the doorway as he
turned to leave.


It was only after he stepped past the final patch of the
garden that the door shut behind him. The Sergeant turned away from the cabin
and stalked back up the trail, along the forest. As he moved, he glanced
through a portion of the garden. He spotted a small, circular stone structure.
The well, it looked like. The husband had said it wasn’t functional.


The Sergeant paused, realizing he hadn’t asked for the
husband’s name.


He supposed that was just another small freedom they had.
No need for names, no need for society, no need for more rules and structures
and stress. Perhaps he should look into buying a piece of land. Maybe even
nearby?


He chuckled to himself and shook his head. Stupid idea. He
moved past the well, along the trail of small saplings, and back out toward the
main portion of forest to continue his search.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


 


Morning
brought a brief respite from the chill wind. Adele once more stood on the
highway near the crime scene. The traffic cones had been moved, and the caution
tape torn down. Every few minutes, a couple of cars would zip by, one way or
the other, a blur of motion against the backdrop of green and brown. The snow
from the previous day had melted. The ground was still frost, but a few beams
of sunlight, tolerated by the wisps of clouds, warmed the area, enough so Adele’s
breath didn’t fog where she stood by the trees.


She watched as the groups of volunteers placed their orange
jumpers back on. She watched as whistles were handed out once more, and dogs
strained at their leashes, excited to move through the woods again.


She listened to the coordinator on her black microphone,
her voice blaring from the car, calling out, “Leave any personal items you’re
worried about carrying in your cars. Lock the doors. Make sure not to leave the
group. Yesterday, we had one of our own disappear. People are still looking,
and we’re going to help. The main goal is the same. If you see anything
suspicious, anything out of the ordinary, blow your whistles. Officers will
come. Helicopters will be back this afternoon, and we will have lunch for those
who plan on staying through until evening.”


A few more instructions buzzed out in the air, echoing from
the crackling speakers of the squad car.


For her part, Adele moved toward the nearest group of
orange-vest-wearing searchers. She approached one of them, and said, “Excuse
me, hello.”


An older man, perhaps in his sixties, turned and gave Adele
a long look. He had a straight posture and clean-cut hair. She immediately
pegged him as someone who served either in the force or military.


“Excuse me, sir,” she said. “I think I recognize you; were
you with my father’s search group last night? Sergeant Sharp.” 


The man examined Adele and said, “Joseph?”


Adele blinked. “Joseph Sharp; yes. You know him?”


The man looked at her curiously. “Yes, he pointed you out
when you arrived. Good man. Stayed long after the rest of us left.”


Adele nodded. “Yes, he did. Do you have any idea where he
is? I haven’t seen him this morning.”


The straight-postured man adjusted his orange vest, and
Adele noticed the whistle was now dangling from his neck.


“Called in. He searched all night and only arrived back
home an hour ago.”


Adele did a brief calculation. Her father’s house was more
than an hour’s drive from here. Which meant if he searched all night, and only
arrived an hour ago, he’d stayed up until at least six AM in the woods and the
cold. She gave a sort of sympathetic shiver.


“He’s sleeping now,” said the military-looking man. “Best I
figure, he will be back here this evening. Joseph isn’t the sort to give up on
a hunt.”


Adele pressed her lips together. “No, I suppose not. Well,
okay, thank you.”


“My pleasure. Auf Wiedersehen.”


Adele turned, massaging the back of her head. As she
scanned the line of volunteers gathered along the trail in front of the
forest, she spotted a hand waving. It took a bit for her eyes to flick along
the search party, and then she realized it was John, gesturing rapidly at her,
his hand rotating in the air.


“What in the world,” she muttered. Adele hurried forward,
not quite jogging, but moving with long, rapid steps.


She reached John where he stood beneath the shelter of a
prickling fir. Two young searchers, college age, were both looking nervously at
him, and when Adele arrived, a flash of relief crossed their expressions.


Adele winced. “What’s up?”


John pointed at one of the searchers, a young man with a
wispy goatee.


“Tell her,” John said, in fragmented English. “Tell her
what you are talking to him about.”


The second guy was looking every which way except in John’s
direction. Clearly, the tall, scarred agent had unnerved him. 


To Adele’s surprise, the wispy-goateed fellow spoke in
English. An American accent. “Yeah, well, I was just saying to my friend,” he
spoke, hesitantly, fidgeting as he did, “yesterday, in the other group I was
with, a very angry man tried to shoot us.”


Adele blinked and glanced at John. He had a grin like he
had won the lottery, and flashed a thumbs up, wagging his head. “Exactly,” he
said. He gave a little shooing motion toward the wispy-goateed fellow. “Tell
her more. More.”


The man took a cautionary step away from John, put off by
his energy, and said, “Not really much more. He didn’t actually shoot us. Well,
I guess he didn’t actually try. He threatened to. He said we were trespassing
on his property. There were four of us.”


“Were you with them?” Adele said, nodding toward the second
one, who had maintained his silence up to this point.  


The quiet one spoke at last with a German accent, but
managed English all the same. “Yes. Two others with us were friends from school.
After…” He cleared his throat and swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he
shot an uneasy look toward the trees. “After that fellow disappeared… Diedrich…
We wanted to stick closer together. But we must have not paid attention—because
we accidentally wandered onto this man’s property. He threatened us, just like
he’s saying.” 


Adele returned her attention to the goatee. “So this fellow
threatened you for trespassing. He had a gun?”


The young man wagged his head up and down.


“You remember where it was?”


He nodded again. “We were in the east grid, but heading
toward Hinterzarten. We could see Lake Titsee,” he said. “We had already
reached the edge of the designated line of search patterns. We went a little
bit further, and that’s when I think we accidentally walked onto private
property near the Ravenna Gorge. He seemed to think we were backpackers. He
just got furious, I don’t even know. We tried to explain, but he was angry. My
German is not the best. The others I was with were too frightened to try to say
anything.”


“Having a gun waved at you can do that,” said Adele. “Thank
you for your time.”


“He did shoot in the air,” said the fellow, quickly. “Like
he didn’t shoot at us, but he did shoot in the air. I think he was trying to
scare us.”


John gave Adele a long, significant look. They thanked the
searchers once more, then together, they turned, moving along the trail.


“Had breakfast yet?” said Adele.


“I’m fine,” said John. “Think we should check it out?”


“Yeah. Nothing better to do. Is that what you’re wearing?”
She glanced at John, who had two sweaters on instead of a jacket. He’d pulled a
similar fashion statement back in the Alps.


“Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine. If the guy starts
shooting again, though, make sure to get to cover, fast.”


 


***


 


“East quadrant, that’s what the guy said, right?”


Adele wasn’t bothering to speak quietly now. They’d been
moving through the woods for nearly an hour, with nothing to show for it. They
hadn’t stumbled upon a house or cabin, but every few hundred feet, they did
find signs.


John’s footsteps crunched next to her, and his head was
tilted back. He still adopted the posture of someone on the verge of action.
Poised for an hour—Adele could barely fathom the concentration that required. 


“Look, another one,” John said, tilting his eyebrows.


Adele followed his gaze, and her eyes landed on a metal
sign nailed into a tree trunk.


“Says the same as the others,” she said. “No trespassing.
And see that one over there?” She nodded toward the second, higher sign. “Private
property”


John winced. “Well, maybe this is why the fellow thought
they were backpackers. Everything in German. He should post some in French too.”


“Why?”


John shrugged. “A lot of international people come through
these ways, yeah? They might not be able to read the signs. They probably
wander onto this fellow’s property, giving him a conniption in the meantime.”


Adele nodded, strolling along next to her partner. Her
hands dangled at her side. Vaguely, she thought of her father, wondering if he
was still sleeping or if he had an itch to get back out there again. He’d been
acting strange for weeks now. Was he still mad at her about Christmas? Was it
something else? She could never really tell with him. 


Troubled, as she strolled along, she also thought about the
notebook he’d given her. Maybe it had something to do with that. Her lead had
turned up cold. Someone had been switching notes. It still didn’t make
any sense. It wasn’t the postman. He was dead. According to the serial killer
Adele had caught back in France, her mother’s murderer was still alive.


“All right,” said John, “if this is private property, where
the hell is this guy?”


As he spoke, his voice interceding with the rustling trees,
Adele thought she heard movement. She frowned, spotting something slipping
through the underbrush not far off.


She began to turn slowly, but then felt hands against her
back, shoving hard.


“Get down!” John shouted.


A second later, she heard a blast of gunfire. A tree a few
paces above Adele exploded with splinters. There was another bark of gunfire,
and another tree, just a bit higher, lost a branch.


“DGSI!” Johnson shouted.


“Interpol!” Adele cried.


There was a hesitation, but then more gunfire. More
splinters and dust. John growled, low from where he’d tackled Adele, knocking
them behind a slow dip in the terrain.


He pointed at her, then made a gesture with his hands she
couldn’t understand. He rolled his eyes and then mimed it out, pointing at her
again, and then with a finger making a small semicircle, suggesting she should move
around.


She frowned at him and shook her head. He pointed at her
more insistently where they both lay low in the leaves. Adele could smell the
mold, the moss. Her nose filled with the odor of dirt.


John was already moving to the right, still crouched low,
his own weapon in his hand. He fired a couple of times in the air.


There was return fire. More splinters above. They were out
of sight for now, behind the incline of terrain, but if the hunter started to
circle, they would be like sitting ducks.


“Go,” John mouthed at her, his eyes alight, pulsing with
excitement. 


He moved quickly, every motion seeming a spring-loaded
piston. He ducked behind a tree and then moved further away from Adele, still
gesturing behind his back at her for her to move. He darted forward in a quiet
crouch toward the edge of the tree line, then turned and fired off a couple
shots of his own.


Adele heard an indiscernible shout of anger. And then
another gunshot. For her part, she kept low, but then, following John’s
pantomimes from before, she circled, moving quickly around the forest, allowing
the trees and the low terrain to disguise her movements.


John, spotting her, fired again, most likely to keep the
hunter distracted.


She picked up speed, her own weapon clutched in her right hand.
She moved through the trees, the detritus and twigs crackling beneath her.


John fired again, this time most likely to simply distract
the hunter from the sounds Adele was making. She still hadn’t spotted the
hunter. She circled, heard another shot. This one much closer. Not John.


She frowned, adrenaline pulsing through her, her body a
motor. She hurried along and then came to the edge of an outcrop. Rocky
terrain, with a small pool at the base, circled beneath three oversized trees.
More signs were stapled to these trees. More no trespassing. One of them
saying, “We don’t call the cops.” With a silhouette of a rifle under the
German words. 


There, on the top of the small hill, she spotted a figure
kneeling, a rifle in his hands. The figure was reloading the rifle, sliding
bullets in, and then readjusting his aim. He sighted down his weapon, one eye
open, tucking his tongue inside his cheek. Adele spotted movement in the
direction he was aiming.


She holstered her weapon, sprinted forward, and then, just as
he fired, she tackled him from behind, knocking them both to the ground. She
regained her feet first, rolling off the dust and dirt and springing up. 


She kicked his gun and it clattered away. Her own weapon
leapt back into her hands, and she pointed her pistol at the hunter’s face.


“Don’t move!” she shouted. “John?” she called out to the
air. “Are you okay?”


“Fine,” John replied. “Did you get him?”


“Yeah, help me cuff him.”


The hunter stared up at her, angry, wide-eyed. He muttered
a few choice insults, but Adele rotated him onto his stomach, her weapon still
pointing down. Then she reached behind his back, and, with the sound of
thumping footsteps, John joined her to help cuff the man.











CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


 


“You’re the property owner?” Adele said, then pursed her
lips. She stared at the hunter, her eyebrows bunched in a scowl.


They were now back at the outpost for the search party. Two
other police officers were in close vicinity and had been briefed on the
events. They had permitted Adele to stow the suspect in the back of one of
their SUVs.


For now, John leaned against the open door, one arm draped
over the window frame. Adele peered into the back seat where the property owner
was handcuffed. His weapon had already been confiscated and given to one of the
other officers.


The property owner was glaring at the front of the
windshield, every so often shooting an angry look toward Adele. He had a bruise
forming nicely on his cheek, and scrape marks along the visible portions of his
hands.


“You’re under arrest for firing on federals,” said Adele. “That’s
enough trouble as it is. I’d advise you cooperate. Were you also firing at a
search party yesterday?”


The property owner grunted, and said, “Like I told you, it’s
private property. There were signs. I didn’t know who you were.”


Adele shook her head. “We called out our departments,” she
said. “You kept firing.”


The man was average size and average weight. He had
exaggerated features, with an oversized nose and a wobbly chin. He looked, to
Adele, a bit like a librarian, with his glasses perched low on his nose.


The glare he kept fixing on her, though, reminded her more
of a wolf.


“All right, well,” said Adele, glancing at her phone, where
she’d pulled up the man’s address. “Again, Mr. Gunderson, I do have verification
the property was yours.”


She scanned her phone again, and found a couple of
complaints from backpackers that had been filed. But nothing had been followed
up on. Mr. Gunderson didn’t have a record.


“Trespassing is a crime,” he said. “I’m the victim here.”


Adele sighed, placing a hand on the cold steel of the frame
around the squad car. She glanced toward John, who raised an eyebrow at her.
She looked back at Mr. Gunderson. “Look, the orange vests you fired on, they
were part of a search party.”


“Like I said, I didn’t know. I’m used to backpackers and
trespassers using my property at their whim. There are signs. If they ignore them,
there’s consequences.”


“Yes, and if you shoot federal officers there are
consequences. Perhaps all of us could do with a little bit more patience. That
aside, I need to know where you were this last summer. Were you on the
property?”


He stared at her, an eyebrow raised. He fidgeted a bit in
the back of the squad car, rotating, his handcuffs rattling. “Why does that
matter?”


“You didn’t shoot at anyone else this summer?” 


He stared. “Is this a murder investigation? It is, isn’t
it?”


“No, actually, not yet at least. I just need to know where
you were this last summer.”


“As it is, I actually wasn’t here. This is my year-round
property, but during the summers I have a place in Italy.”


Adele stared. “Italy?”


Even John seem to understand this word in German, and
glanced at Adele again.


“Yes, I wasn’t here. In fact, for most of the summer I was
visiting different sommeliers on a wine tour. There are nearly two hundred
people who can vouch for me. I can give you ten names right now.”


As he spoke, his eyes narrowed in vicious delight, as if he
could tell his words were having an impact. 


Adele clicked her tongue. “All right. Ten names. You can
give them to that officer over there. Have a good day.”


The man protested as Adele turned in disgust, gesturing at
John. The man continued to call after her, but she ignored him, still
remembering the feeling of fear, pressed in the dirt and dust with hot
splinters of wood raining down on the back of her neck. 


She instructed the nearest officer to collect the
information Mr. Gunderson was offering, before moving off toward a quieter
portion of the trail, away from the squad cars and away from the vestiges of
search parties—who’d arrived late—still preparing to leave.


“Well?” John said. “I heard the word Italy. Honestly,” he
said, puffing his chest, “I’m picking up on the language.”


“You’ll be fluent in no time.”


“So, what did he say?”


“I don’t think he’s our guy.” Adele glanced back toward the
squad car door, watching the officer she’d talked to writing down Mr. Gunderson’s
statement. 


“Yeah?”


“He seemed pretty confident in his alibi. Said he was in
Italy during the summer.”


“Well, that would make it quite hard for him to kidnap
Amanda Johnson. She went missing five months ago.”


“Exactly. If he has an alibi for that, it will be
problematic. More importantly though, he doesn’t fit the MO. Remember that
hairline fracture? The one the doctor saw. That was from being hit from behind.
Right? Our kidnapper sneaks up from behind, clocks people. A sneaky bastard.
Mr. Gunderson, he’s a buffoon. Loud, angry, but he uses that gun. He’s not a
sneak. He prefers to take out people at a distance.”


“Honestly, I don’t think he was trying to shoot us. At
least not at first. The shots were too high. Mostly just warning shots.”


“Even more so, then. He doesn’t fit the MO. I don’t think
he’s knocking young folks unconscious and dragging them away. For another, we
don’t fit the bill. At least, you don’t. You’re old.”


John snorted. “Only a few years older than you,” he said.


Adele shrugged. “When has that ever stopped you from
anything?”


John smirked. “Well,” he said, “if it’s not him, then who?
You said we were on a timer. Starting to feel like that time is running out.”


Adele shook her head and stood beneath the quiet of the
trees, staring along the trail. She glanced toward the squad car, but then
looked away again. Disgust settled on her. There had to be something she was
missing. Something obvious.


She stood there for a few more moments with John at her
side, just allowing herself to think. But try as she might, she couldn’t see
the angle. She couldn’t figure it out.


She shook her head again and sighed once more. Just then, her
phone began to ring. She reached into her buzzing pocket and pulled out the
device. She pressed it to her ear. “Yes?” she huffed. 


A German voice replied, “Agent Sharp? Is this the Interpol
agent?”


“Yes, who is this?”


“I’m on duty at the precinct. I was told to call you. We
found a body.”


Adele blinked. “A body? Where?”


“I can text you the coordinates.” A pause, then Adele’s
phone buzzed once more. “Get it?” the voice said.


Adele glanced and nodded to herself. “Got it. Thanks.” She
clicked her phone and looked at John. She held his gaze for a moment. “They
found a body.”


He went still. “Related to our case?” 


“They seem to think so. Or they wouldn’t have called.”


John puffed a breath, his cheeks bulging then receding as
the air escaped his mouth. Then, cursing once, as if following some protocol,
he turned on his heel and began stalking back toward their parked car. 


Adele followed, her insides swirling with guilt,
frustration, anticipation. She pulled her phone out again, scanning the
coordinates, and flashed them to John as they got into their car, gunned the
engine, and, blinker on, moved back onto the highway.











CHAPTER TWENTY


 


 


The
forests faded to fields. 


Adele heard a quiet crunch of tires as they moved off road
and their vehicle whirred to a stop. Ahead, she saw the flashing lights of
patrol cars, and an officer sealing off the crime scene. A fresh scene. Caution
tape was still being dragged from one sawhorse to another.


Adele glanced around, frowning. “This is miles from the
Black Forest,” she murmured. This time, at least, it wasn’t in the middle of the
road. No traffic. No civilians. A grim air hung over the field.


Adele and John exited the car together and moved around the
hood, rejoining on the other side in lockstep. A body dropped—but far from the
forest. Intentionally far? Was it the same kidnapper? Now a killer, then… Adele
could feel bile in the back of her throat and swallowed, her fingertips tapping
a tattoo into her upper thigh as she moved. 


“Why so far?” she said.


“Maybe it’s not one of ours,” John replied quietly. 


Adele and John flashed their credentials and ducked beneath
the caution tape, moving toward the crime scene. Adele spotted a couple of BKA
agents, judging by the lettering on their fleeces, standing off, huddled in one
corner of the scene, muttering to each other. 


“Looks like we were beaten here,” she murmured.


“That timer is still ticking,” John replied, barely moving
his lips. “You think BKA is going to keep playing nice?”


Adele shook her head, but then stepped forward, her feet
pressed against terrain that seemed strange after so much time spent in a
forest. The field was barren as winter had inserted itself across the land. But
the body was visible, wedged against ridged and furrowed ground.


As she neared, she winced. A young girl, dark hair, her
neck slit.


“That’s Ha Eun Lee,” said John, grim. “Look,” he said. She
glanced down as he quickly scrolled through his phone.


“One of the sixteen names?” she asked.


He nodded, growling now. “I guess I know why they called
us.”


The two of them approached the young girl. Whoever had cut
her throat had done so ear to ear. Practiced. One didn’t cut so deeply, through
sinew and muscle and flesh, in a single stroke, if they hadn’t practiced.


A farmer? A butcher? Or… a slow chill settled on
Adele—perhaps a seasoned murderer. Another international student—another victim
far from family or friends. More phone calls would eventually be made. More
weeping on the other end. More expectation. 


But Adele didn’t need any more expectation. She’d given her
word to the Johnsons. She’d promised. This had to end. It had to end now.
Again, she shivered, considering the way the kidnapper—now killer—played with
his victims. Considering the way he tortured them, abused them. 


Adele had to close her eyes, staving off the sudden surge
of anxiety and urgency. Each second wasted was another broken bone. Each minute
dawdled was another laceration, another minute of agony. 


She shook her head, crouching in the field, her feet
strained against the ridged, frosted ground.


“Why is the body all the way out here?” she murmured.


John stooped next to her, hands on his knees.


She caught the BKA agents glancing toward them, frowning.
Agent Marshall wasn’t there—she’d chaperoned for a few hours on the first day,
but Adele was starting to wonder if perhaps even their babysitter had been
called away from helping them.


The timer was ticking. Other agencies were going to keep
getting involved. This was going to turn into a mess if she didn’t clean it up
soon. But already, they had a body. A murder.


“I guess our kidnapper is a killer after all,” Adele
murmured. 


“Wasn’t much doubt of that,” John said. He trailed off,
still flicking through his phone. Then his thumb paused, pressed against the
glass screen. His tone took on an edge. “Adele,” John said, his voice barely
louder than a whisper.


“Yes?” 


He swallowed. “Ha Eun, our friend here, she went missing
three years ago.”


Adele turned sharply, glancing at John. She turned back to
the corpse, her eyes flitting along the half-open eyes staring lifelessly at
the sky down to the bruises and cuts along her body. Ha Eun was also half naked
as the first girl had been. Only a thin layer for a T-shirt and boxers. 


Adele felt a spasm of rage pulse in her chest. Through
tight lips, she said, “She would have frozen if she tried to escape. You think
that’s what happened here?”


“All I can tell is she’s been through hell. Look at her
fingernails.”


Adele glanced and winced. Two of them had been ripped off
completely. One of the fingers, the pinkie, was missing a knuckle. Though it
seemed an old, healed wound. 


She looked away in disgust and got back to her feet,
shaking her head. Her eyes now scanned the ground, looking for a clue.
Anything.


Adele noticed something and her hand darted forward. A
piece of string. Blue. She hesitated, frowning, but then glanced toward the BKA
agents. She held up the single piece of thread and realized it was an exact
match for their uniforms.


She tossed it away in disgust, allowing it to drift on the
breeze.


“You think they’d be more careful with the crime scene,”
she muttered.


John, though, was still staring at his phone. He looked up,
his eyes burning. “Adele, did you hear me? Three years. She’s been in this
maniac’s grip for the last three years. She went missing, much
like Amanda. Backpacking with friends. Disappeared, not in the summer, but the
spring.”


Adele shook her head. “You don’t think it could be a
coincidence? Maybe it has nothing to do with Amanda?”


“Come on,” John grunted, shaking his head. “That’s stupid.
Of course it does. What are the odds?”


Adele shrugged. “She has some of the same bruisings,
beatings. She’s in a similar state of undress. That wasn’t something the news
picked up on. I mean… it’s probably our same guy. Which just means one
thing, if he’s been active for at least three years…”


She trailed off. John looked down at her, and said, “This
confirms it. He’s been active longer. We didn’t look at cases more than three
years old. But Ha Eun—what are the odds she’s his first victim?”


“There will be more missing people, then,” Adele said. “Not
all of them will tie to our kidnapper…” she swallowed, “killer. But some of
them might. We need to check the records further back.”


“Did you see her wrists?” John said, his voice a soft
growl.


Adele returned her attention, and winced. The girl’s small,
slender wrists had deep, painful rashes around them. “Bound with rope,” she
said. “He tortures them.”


“We’re going to have to check five years back.”


“Make it ten, to be safe,” Adele said.


They fell silent for a moment, and Adele felt a cold shiver
across her shoulders. 


“You think that’s possible?” John murmured. “Our killer has
been operating in the forests for a decade? With no one finding out?”


“I think anything’s possible. Just do it, all right, I’ll
help. But look, give me a second, I need to make a call.”


John muttered darkly to himself, standing in the middle of
the crime scene, ignoring the looks from the BKA agents.


Adele moved, stepping out of the crime scene once more, a
trembling hand rooting her phone from her pocket.


She walked stiff backed, straight postured, until she
reached their parked car. And then she started trembling all over. She wanted
to collapse. She stared at her phone, wondering who she would call.


Call someone—why had that seemed the thing to do? She wasn’t
a child—she couldn’t run to someone for help when things got tough. 


Still, she could feel tears threatening to spill from her
eyes. That girl had been tortured. For three years. Dropped dead in a field.
Why? Because Amanda had escaped. That’s what she had told the trucker. People
were going to be punished, because Amanda had survived.


Adele knew what that was like. People around her died.
People around her suffered. Her mother had died. Robert’s health was declining.
Her father’s head was who knew where. And yet Adele always survived. Like a rat
clinging to a piece of wood on a sinking ship.


They were accusing, harsh thoughts. Not valuable thoughts.
And yet, they hounded her. She stood there, trembling, shielded from view from
the others by the tinted windows of the car.


She wiped angrily at her face. “Come on, get it together,”
she muttered to herself.


She wasn’t helping anyone like this. Pity parties didn’t
help. She breathed, inhaling, holding it, then exhaling, trying to calm herself
through a breathing exercise.


She could feel Ms. Jayne, as if she were a god, staring
down, watching. The timer was ticking, grains of sand sluicing by. The Germans
were starting to be less helpful. She knew that eventually they would edge her
and John out. And then what? Then, too many hands on the case. Too many
bureaucracies. Too much red tape. Everyone would want to do it their way.
Everyone would try to interject. Everyone would want to handle their own cases,
and then start shielding information. The cynicism would set in. No agency
would cooperate. Eventually, the case would collapse. Adele had seen it many
times before. The more agencies that got involved, the less likely the case was
solved. People just didn’t get along that well.


But in this case, there were still others out there. Others
like Ha Eun. Others who could end up in a field, half naked and bloodied. Corpses.


She couldn’t allow it. This was her job. This was what she
had been placed on this earth to do. With a shaking hand, she lifted the phone,
staring at it. She flipped through the numbers, clicking contacts and throwing
her head back in a sigh. She spun through her contacts again, again.


There was no help. Nothing out there could solve it.


And yet, somehow, she found her finger hovering over her
father. Sometimes she changed the stored name to Dad, but other times,
back to The Sergeant. Today it was the latter. 


She clicked his number and started a video call. For a
moment, she thought to hang up. He needed to sleep after the last night. But
after the second ring, the phone vibrated.


Her father’s face appeared. He was sitting at a table.


“Dad?” she said.


He blinked a few times, his eyes bloodshot. His head hung
low, even in the frame of the video.


“Adele,” he said.


The Sergeant lowered something with his other hand, and
Adele realized he’d been eating two strips of bacon gripped in one hand
dripping with grease. 


“You’re awake?” she said.


“It’s nearly ten AM,” he said. “Course I’m awake.” Another
bite from the bacon. 


“I heard you were out all night last night,” she said.


“Yes, well, it didn’t pay off. I’ll be out there again in
an hour. Just gotta finish breakfast and then drive over.”


Adele swallowed. “All right,” she said. Her fingers
trembled for a moment, but she gripped the phone, staring at the screen,
wondering why she’d called to begin with. “Take care of yourself.”


He didn’t reply. Took another bite of the greasy strips of
meat.


“How did the search go?” she said.


“Like I said, nothing,” he replied, curtly. She wasn’t
sure, but she thought she heard a note of anger in his tone.


“Yeah,” she said, gently, “well, it was still very good of
you to try.”


He munched on another strip of bacon, folding it into his
mouth, then grunted, flecks of grease speckling the camera on his end. Angrily
he wiped at the screen with a finger, only smudging the streak of opaque
droplets. “Trying isn’t that useful.” He grunted. 


Adele could feel her own frustration mounting. Why did he
make it so difficult to be nice to him?


“You didn’t see anything? Meet anyone? Nothing out of the
ordinary?”


Her father shook his head dismissively, but then hesitated.


“What?” she said.


“Nothing, not really. I did meet a nice, pleasant, older
couple. About my age, maybe even older. They were just living off-grid. Have
their own farm and everything. Sustainable living. Honestly, got me thinking.”


“Right, so you met an older couple?”


“Yeah, it’s nothing. They’re very kind. Very nice. They
have nothing to do with it. But like I said, it got me thinking. I,” he
swallowed, “I’m thinking, maybe it might be smart for me to move out into the
woods or something. I’ve always liked hunting and fishing. I don’t know. Maybe
it’s time I sold the house.”


Adele stared. “What brought this on?” 


“You know what, forget about it. I’m just tired. How about
you? Did you find anything? What’s new with the case?”


Adele hesitated, glancing along the hood of her vehicle
toward the crime scene, then turning back, staring out across the empty fields
again.


“It’s not good,” she said. “We found a body. One of the
missing people. They’d been gone for three years,” she said. “She just turned
up now.”


Her father stared at her. “What do you mean she just turned
up now?”


“I mean, whoever this guy is, he’s a sick fuck.”


“Language!” 


“Yes. Well, he is. Had this girl locked up somewhere. Her
wrists bound. Rope burns. Scars upon scars. He’s had her tied up for years.
Tortured too. Just left her in the middle of the field, throat slit. She wasn’t
killed here. But he brought her here. I think he wanted us to find the body. He’s
taunting us.”


Her father’s face darkened on the other end of the line. “Another
one dead?”


“Another? She’s the first victim…” 


“Oh.” He cleared his throat and shook his head. “Yes, of
course.”


“Yeah, well, there’s nothing we can—”


“I search all night, find nothing, and then someone ends up
dead in the morning. Again. I fail, and they die. Every time.” His voice
warbled, and for a moment, it didn’t really feel like he was speaking to her,
more like he was speaking his own thoughts out loud. She saw, for a brief
instance, a glimpse into her father’s mind. And it troubled her. She could
sense rage, hurt, pain.


His voice was shaking now. “Adele, I’m going to have to
call you back. Have a good day.”


“Dad, it’s not—”


Before she could finish, her father hung up.


Adele stood trembling, cold, but also exhausted against her
car. She could hear quiet murmurs from the investigators in the crime scene
behind her. She could hear the swish of the wind across the open fields and the
frozen ground.


She could hear the strain in a memory of Ms. Jayne’s voice.
The other agencies were going to want to get involved soon. Ha Eun had been an
international student as well. Eventually, the bureaucracies would take over.
And it would be too late to help anyone. Failure ended in bodies. And so, for
Adele, failure couldn’t be an option.


It was too late for Ha Eun, but there were others still out
there. She thought, briefly, of the boy who’d gone missing searching yesterday.
There was still hope he had simply gone home, or was with a friend. But now,
Adele could feel the urgency of it. For three years Ha Eun had been tortured
and then killed. Who else was on the list? Sixteen names they’d found in the
last three years that fit the MO. College age, missing. Three years. Of those
sixteen, there were chances that many had gone missing for reasons unconnected
to this case. But there was someone out there. Someone hunting the vulnerable.
The same person who had taken Amanda Johnson five months ago. Taken Ha Eun
three years ago. And what if they’d been active for longer? How much longer? 


How many other names would they find? How many other
victims?











CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


 


John and
Adele fell silent, waiting for the loud rumbling engines to pass overhead. They
were once again at their airport motel.


John was no longer at the table, but preferred to lie back
on the couch, his long frame stretched out. His laptop was on his stomach, his
neck tilted, so he could read the files scrolling across the screen. Adele, for
her part, had a compiler running on her own computer. She’d already issued the
parameters. Extending the search not just within a three-year window, but five,
and then ten.  


She watched the list compile, various documents spinning
through, their titles flashing across the gray bar.


Eleven percent, the bar read. Soon, they would have a
broader list. Sixteen names in the last three years that fit the MO. Sixteen
possible victims of this psychopath. Ha Eun was off the list now. Amanda in a
hospital. Fourteen names, then, unaccounted for. Still missing. Some of them,
Adele had no doubt, had nothing to do with the case. Gone, perhaps never to be
heard from again. But others, she could feel it in her bones, were still out
there, alive. There was still hope for them.


Another jet engine flew overhead. At least, there was hope
as long as Adele could get herself in gear. She’d been swinging and missing the
last couple of days. No longer. She had to find something. Had to.


John grunted from the couch, and Adele looked over. “Find
something?” she said.


“Running the compiler,” John replied. “But I just got an
email. From BKA. Our lovely Ms. Beatrice Marshall.”


“Yeah? What about?”


Instead of answering, though, John tilted his head. “Where
is Agent Marshall? I’m starting to miss her.”


“Yeah,” said Adele. “I’m sure it’s for her vivid
personality.”


John smirked, a crocodile grin flashing past the length of
his body from where he lay on the couch. “You know me,” he said. “I’m all about
personality.”


Adele snorted in disgust. “Ms. Personality is probably following
orders to distance herself from us. It’s not like the Germans have been keeping
us in the loop on everything. Couldn’t help but notice we showed up at that
crime scene a couple hours after BKA had already been through. Remember those
threads from their uniforms contaminating the scene? They’d already stomped all
over the place.”


John frowned. “Well, then that might explain this too.”


“The email?” she said, following his gaze.


“Yeah. That doctor’s report; the full, official file on
Amanda Johnson. I just got it. But when I look at the date it was filed, and
the forwarding information, it looks like it was sent out nearly thirteen hours
ago.”


Adele actually rotated in her chair now, the wooden legs
creaking against the floor. “Thirteen hours?” she snapped, her temper surging. “That’s
half a day. They could’ve sent it to us yesterday. Are you sure you’re not
reading the email late?”


John shook his head. “No, it was sent to me five minutes
ago. Did you get it?”


Adele checked her phone, scrolling to her email. She
slammed her phone against her leg, looking up again. “I didn’t even get it at
all. Are you sure?”


“Yeah, five minutes ago. They didn’t even send it to you?”


Adele huffed a breath, her back to her laptop now. She
could feel the blood pumping in her ears, her own frustrations mounting. She
gritted her teeth and resisted the urge to throw her phone across the room. She
paused for a moment, breathing, but then, exhaling through her nose, she looked
at John from beneath hooded eyes. “They’re cutting us out of the loop is what
they’re doing. The Germans are getting priority. BKA is protecting their own at
this point. I think they can smell a storm coming.”


“Everyone’s going to get involved soon,” said John. “Sixteen
names, eight different countries. Bunch of international students. Imagine
eight agencies trying to coordinate. BKA can’t even coordinate with us, they’re
already leaving us out of the loop.”


Adele gripped the armrests of her chair, feeling her
knuckle strain.


For a moment, she felt like snapping the chair. Then she
felt like kicking over the table. A sudden flash of anger surged through her,
bright and hot. People were making it more difficult than it had to be. She had
a job to do, but how could she do it if the team wouldn’t even play ball?


She breathed, inhaling, then exhaling longer than she’d
inhaled. She tried to calm herself, focusing. She blinked a few times, and then,
easing out a sigh, trying to relax, she said, “What does the medical report
say?”


John shrugged a shoulder, the motion causing his laptop to
tilt off his belly. “Pretty much what the doctor told us in person. Only thing
I’m noticing is that you’re right about the MO. That blow that he saw on the
back of her head was hard enough to knock her unconscious. So, yeah, our killer
is a sneaky bastard.”


Adele leaned back, staring at the ceiling. “Tortures,
knocks out kids, strips them half naked, and keeps them locked up somewhere
where he can prey on them. Sneaky doesn’t do it justice.” 


John sighed and glanced back at his laptop. “Thirty-two
percent,” he said. “Let me get this straight. We’re looking for college-age
kids, mostly international, visiting the Black Forest area, who went and stayed
missing.”


“Yeah, same parameters as the three-year search.”


John shook his head. “You really think a ten-year search is
going to help?”


“Can’t hurt. Ha Eun had been missing for three years. If he’s
gone back that far, it’s possible he’s been working for longer.”


John narrowed his eyes. “Executive Foucault was right. This
one’s bad. I’m half worried to see what we find.”


Adele glanced back at her own laptop screen. The compiler
had reached forty-five percent.


“Look,” she said, “we’re going to have to tackle this from
another direction. The missing people are our only witnesses. Individuals,
backpackers, usually on their own out in the forests and woods. No one else is
going to have seen what happened.”


“What about that kid that went missing with the search
party? Has he come up yet?”


Adele shook her head. “Hasn’t technically been forty-eight
hours yet. Can’t call it official. But let’s consider him a missing person as
well.”


John grunted. “You don’t think the guy was unlucky enough
to stumble on our killer, do you?”


“At this point, the only victims have been female,” said
Adele. “So hopefully, he’s just lost somewhere, or went home without telling
anyone. Though,” she said, bitter, “if it turns out he hasn’t, we’ll be the
last ones notified.”


“Think we should talk with his friends? The ones who
reported him missing to the search parties?”


“Definitely worth a shot,” Adele said. “But, by the sound
of things, they didn’t see anything or hear anything. He went out to take a
leak, and then vanished.”


“I don’t like the sound of that,” said John.


“What’s your compiler at?” 


“Seventy-six percent. “Yours?”


“Eighty,” said Adele, with a slight clearing of her throat.
For a brief moment, her frustration faded to a mild flash of enjoyment at the
look of frustration on John’s face. 


“Interpol gets all the new toys,” he muttered. “Your
computer is just better.”


Adele winked at him and turned back in her chair, facing
the screen, watching the progress bar extend.


Now that her back was to John, she heard the sound of
another plane going by. “Is it really true,” she said, “Executive Foucault puts
people up in bad motels if they annoy him?” 


John snorted. “Best I can tell. Or else he just doesn’t
really like me.”


“I don’t think he likes anyone.”


She heard a smack, like John clicking his tongue. “Not
true. Sophie Paige. Executive Foucault has a soft spot for her.”


Adele shook her head but didn’t look back, her eyes glued
to her screen, glazed over, waiting for the progress bar to move. It was stuck
at ninety-five percent.


“Why do you think that is?” she said. “They’re not lovers,
I’m almost sure of that.”


“I think it has something to do with Sophie’s kids.”


At this, Adele frowned. “She adopted all five of them, from
what I remember,” said Adele. “There was some trouble with her husband. He was
a suspect, it all turned out okay in the end. But Paige tried to cover it up.
And I, well, I wasn’t aware at the time. I thought I was doing the right thing.
Evidence was missing.”


John didn’t say anything. Adele wasn’t sure how she felt
about turning in fellow agents. She knew it was important they stick together
and have each other’s backs. But she also knew it was important they didn’t
allow each other to get away with breaking the law.


Partnering with John was a constant area of growth for this
very reason. 


“Well,” said John, “Foucault went light on her. I remember
that; it was all the talk a few years ago. I remember Sophie had it out for you
for a while.”


Adele tapped the screen, willing the progress bar to move.
Distractedly, she said, “So you think Foucault has a soft spot for her because
of her kids? You don’t think one of them is his, do you?”


John grunted. “You mean like Sophie and Foucault had a one-night
stand, and she never told her husband?


Adele shook her head again, her shoulders slumped over her
computer, her eyes still glazed. “I’m telling you, I don’t think they were ever
lovers. It’s not like that.”


“Well, then, your guess is as good as mine. Hey—one
hundred!” 


A second later, Adele’s computer also dinged. Both of them
went deathly quiet, reading the results, their eyes scanning down the page.
Adele’s mouse hovered at the bottom, and she clicked to the next page.


She frowned. There was a third page. A fourth. A fifth…


“John, how many names did you get?” she said, her voice
urgent.


John didn’t reply. She turned back, looking at him. His
eyes were wide. He was no longer leaning back, but was sitting up in the couch.
The laptop was on his lap now, and he was staring, his eyes flicking from left
to right as he read the results.


“John, how many names?


He looked at her, swallowed. “College age, mostly
international, haven’t turned up, and missing in the last ten years,” he said,
trailing off. He swallowed. “Adele, I’ve got two hundred names.”


She stared at him, stunned. “Two hundred?”


He shook his head. “I can run it again, but what did you
get?”


She glanced over at her own screen, her eyes flicking to
the top number—small red numerals. She blinked. “Two hundred and twenty-six,”
she murmured. 


John frowned at her, then shook his head again and reread
his own results.  


Adele felt a cold shiver creeping up her spine. She thought
of Executive Foucault’s near premonition about the case. 


“Obviously, not all of these can be our killer,” said John.


“No,” said Adele, quickly. “That’s unlikely.”


John glanced. “How come you have more names than me?”


“Because,” said Adele, “I also added another feature to the
search.” Her voice was low, soft, probing in the cold gray room. 


“What parameter?”


“When we first looked, in the three-year period, we were
looking for a kidnapper.”


“All right, so what did you change?”


She looked at him, square in the eyes, and he finally
looked up from his own screen, meeting her gaze.


“He’s a killer. He murdered Ha Eun. I went back, for the
three years, the five years, and the ten, looking for the same parameters, but
also missing persons that had been found. Specifically, found dead.
Murdered.”


John swallowed. “Do I want to know how many?”


Adele’s eyes flipped through the files, clicking from one
to the next. Reading the brief report, scanning the items and the
circumstances.


“No shoes,” she murmured. “Half naked,” she muttered. “Bruises,
cuts.” She continued to move through the files, clicking through and muttering,
“Throat cut. Throat slit. Cut across the throat. Cut ear to ear. Throat wound.
No shoes. Rope marks. Rope burns. Rope abrasions.” She clicked from one file to
the next to the next to the next.


She looked over at John, and in a grim, somber tone, said, “Over
the last ten years, there have been twenty-six bodies found in the areas
surrounding the Black Forest. Some further out, many of them buried. Most of
them picked clean by animals before they were discovered. Some of them matching
our MO, others with gunshots. Others barely any remains dredged from rivers.
You’d have to be looking close—but… but there are connections. Not all of them.
But similarities enough. Three with rope marks. Another two with broken bones.
Others without shoes. None are the same in all circumstances—but the killer is
clever, we already knew that.”


“Twenty-six bodies?” John gaped. 


Adele shook her head. “Twenty-six bodies found.” She
emphasized the last word like a clanging gong.


“There are two hundred other names on this list, John,” she
said, her voice urgent. She felt prickles across the backs of her arms. “Twenty-six
dead. Found. Of those two hundred other names, how many more do you think weren’t
found, but are in a shallow grave somewhere out in the forest? Animal food.
Bugs, maggots feasting on them. Throats cut, bruises, half naked, no shoes… It’s
all there. Scattered throughout the victims—only snapshots of his real MO. Some
with burns, but clothed. Others with shoes, but no shirts. Others with broken
bones, but gunshots instead of stab wounds. He’s been practicing a bit at a
time for a decade, John. Enough to not have a full connection. The first
victim I can find is nine years ago. It’s possible he’s killed at least twenty-six
people. And that’s probably only half of it.”


John bristled. “You think he’s killed as many as fifty?”


“It’s possible. In fact, I think it’s likely.”


“You think the bastard has still got others? Still alive?”


Adele was still clicking through the files, nodding now.
She could feel herself leaning forward, the blood rushing to her face. She
could feel herself on the verge of something. But she couldn’t place exactly
what. She said, “Look, here’s one, went missing six months before he was found.
Back eight years ago. Another, missing a year after that. She was found two
years later. Here’s another, found three weeks later. Another, found two months
later. Another, half a year later.”


“So he keeps them, tortures them, and then kills them and
just dumps their bodies? What’s he doing? Why is he keeping so many at the same
time? It doesn’t make any sense.”


Adele leaned back in her chair, feeling the rigid wood of
the cheap motel furniture against her back. She could feel the cold dread
stretching across her. Twenty-six bodies. Two hundred missing. Perhaps only a fraction
attributed to this killer. She didn’t know. No one knew. But he’d been
operating for nearly a decade. Right under their noses, not a single person
raising the alarm. 


“If Amanda Johnson hadn’t escaped,” Adele said, “if she
hadn’t gotten away, none of this would’ve been found. He would’ve kept going.
Maybe for another decade. Another twenty-six bodies.”


John gave a low whistle. He was still watching her, but
then his eyes flipped back to the email. He frowned, and Adele saw his finger
slip, scrolling down. Then, his tone sharp, he said, “Adele.”


“What?” she responded to his tone.


John had shut his laptop hard, tossed it on the couch, and
was already on his feet, moving toward the door.


“John, what?”


He looked back at her, already pulling on his second
sweater. “The bottom of that medical report. The one sent thirteen hours ago
that we just got?”


Adele’s eyes flicked to the closed laptop and then back to
him. “Yeah?”


“Amanda Johnson is awake, she’s been for nearly half a day.”


John and Adele stared at each other across the small motel
room space. Above, a jet engine rumbled in the sky, echoing some of the fury
now rising in Adele’s stomach.


“Are you fucking kidding me?” she demanded, kicking out of
her chair and surging to her feet. 


John had an equally frustrated look, his eyebrows low over
his face, his teeth set in a growl. “Hurry,” he said. “I’ll drive.”











CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


 


 


Their
vehicle screeched half onto the curb in the emergency space outside the
hospital. John and Adele exited, hurrying toward the front doors. A nurse,
standing by the doors, drinking from a mug wafting with steam called out, “You
can’t park there!”


John grabbed his keys and tossed them to the man. “Park it
yourself!” he snapped.


Adele frowned, and half turned back to retrieve the keys
and park the car, but then she pushed aside her frustration and moved with
purposeful steps toward the hospital doors. John’s tactics might not be
traditional, but they were often effective. She marched to the doors, heading for
the beaming yellow light emanating out into the late afternoon. She and John
hurried into the lobby, ignored the nurse at the counter, and moved to the
elevator. Adele punched in the up arrow which would take them to the floor
where Amanda had been the last time they visited.


As the doors closed, she glimpsed the nurse through the
front window, holding John’s keys up and staring at them like they were a
severed limb. And then the elevator dinged and began to rise.


She felt her foot tapping against the carpeted floor of the
elevator. Her mind spun. Twenty-six dead. Perhaps more. The same MO. Same
victim type. Twenty-six dead. And Amanda was awake. They’d been informed a day late
that Amanda was awake.


“John, make the elevator go faster,” she said, growling to
herself.


“Wish I could,” he muttered. 


It felt like an eternity before the elevator stopped, the
doors dinging again. They opened on the third floor. One below the fourth—Amanda’s.



Adele bit her lip in frustration as a gurney was pushed in,
two nurses maneuvering it. They apologized politely, but then proceeded with
the business.


“Move,” John snapped. He pushed past one of the nurses, and
then Adele reluctantly followed. It took them a moment, but then they followed
signs to the stairwell. John pushed open the door, and together, they took the
steps three at a time, hurrying to the top and then pushing through the
stairwell onto the fourth floor.


Another nurse behind the admissions counter raised a hand. “Can
I help you?


But Adele ignored her. She hated the ICU. She hated
hospitals. The scent of cleaning fluids and sickly sweet chemicals wafted on
the air. She found she was breathing shallowly, as if worried she might inhale
too deeply and swallow a germ swirling about the place.


Still, she maneuvered with John. The nurse was half on the
phone now, eyeing them both, frowning.


“Interpol,” Adele called over her shoulder, and the nurse
hesitated, lowering the phone.


She strode directly toward the door where Amanda Johnson
had been kept. She spotted the same clipboard in its glass folder in front of
the door. The same opaque window, darkened. She spotted the many machines
inside with lights and beeping numbers.


And, by the door, she spotted two BKA agents, their arms
crossed, watching as John and Adele approached.


“Is she still awake?” Adele said, breathlessly, as she
pulled up in front of the agents.


Like a couple of snuffling hounds, one of the agents and
John both stared at each other, stepping close, then leaning their heads back,
their shoulders dipping forward. 


The movements didn’t seem so intentional, more like
subconscious gestures. And yet, Adele could feel them on the verge of
aggression. 


“Is Amanda awake?” she repeated, firmly.


The second agent in front of her shook her head. “Sorry,
but we’re done with interviews for the day. She needs some rest. She’s tired.”


“So she is awake? You’ve interviewed her?”


Through the glass door, Adele spotted the form of the
American girl struggling; there was a nurse trying to restrain her, and a
doctor next to her with a needle in his hand.


“What are they doing?” she demanded. “Hey, let me in,” she
said.


But the BKA agent held out a hand. “I’m sorry, Agent Sharp,
right? We were told you’d be coming by soon. Look, you can speak to her
tomorrow. She needs to rest. Doctor’s orders.”


Adele’s eyes narrowed. “But you’ve already spoken with her?
Is that right? You’ve had nearly twelve hours to talk with her. How many times
have you interviewed her? How long did it take you to decide you got what you
needed then finally let us know she was awake?”


Adele found, without even realizing, she was now jabbing
her finger against the other agent’s chest. The blonde-haired, blue-eyed woman
glanced down, frowning. “Please step back, and come back tomorrow. They’re
sedating her. She’s not cogent.”


John growled. The second, male agent crossed his arms and
glared at John.


“I’ll tell you what,” said Adele. “I’m going through, and
if you want, you can shoot me.”


She shoved past the woman, grabbed the door handle, and
pushed. The man, the second agent, tried to grab her wrist. It was a brief
flurry of motion. But John twisted the man’s hand behind his back and shoved
him, sending him stumbling to the ground.


The BKA agent spun around, cursing, his hand darting to his
hip. John stood over him, like a caveman, staring down, breathing heavily. “Don’t
even try,” he snarled in French. 


There was something in John’s eyes that scared Adele for
the brief moment she saw it. His chest heaved, his nostrils flared, his hands
stretched at his sides. “Stay down, don’t touch her,” he growled in French.


“You’re making a mistake,” the blonde agent said in German
to Adele, but Adele ignored her.


John couldn’t understand them, and they couldn’t understand
John, but the posture of aggression, the clenched fists, was telltale enough.
The woman gestured at her partner, who was still on the ground, trying to push
up, and gave the faintest shake of her head. She held up her hands, allowing Adele
entry into the room.


Adele pushed through, her anger still swirling her chest.
These idiots had delayed twelve hours. Twelve hours ago they could’ve talked to
Amanda. Twelve hours ago they could’ve figured out what was going on. The only
witness. The only one. Ha Eun had been killed in the night. Dumped hours ago.
They’d been invited late to that scene as well. What if they’d been allowed to
speak to Amanda first? What if BKA had actually done their job and filled in
Interpol? Perhaps Ha Eun would still be alive.


Adele couldn’t suppress the anger. So she allowed it to
swirl through her, sensing the emotion.


“Stop,” she snapped.


The nurse trying to restrain Amanda glanced up and frowned.
The doctor with the needle looked over. Both of them, both men, glanced toward
the BKA agents through the door.


“Look, you can’t be here,” said the doctor. Dr. Samuel. The
same man from before, the older fellow with graying hair. He flicked the needle
a couple of times and pushed on the thumb press. A small droplet of liquid
seeped out the top, pushing out any remaining air.


“Give me a second,” snapped Adele. “Can she talk?”


Amanda, though, was shaking, trying to pull at the IVs in
her arms and muttering in English. “Please, don’t make me. Get me out of here.
I can’t stay!”


Adele’s eyes snapped to the woman. “Amanda,” she said also
in English. “Ms. Johnson, can you understand me?”


“Please don’t hurt me! Please, number seven. Seven. Roll
call. I’m seven!”


Adele winced, still unsure. “Amanda?”


“Agent,” the doctor snapped, “I must insist, you’re causing
her distress. Leave!”


Adele ignored him again and stepped even closer to the bed.
She held out a hand as if calming an unruly animal. Her fingers hovered above
Amanda, but she didn’t touch her. Instead, she said, “It’s going to be okay. It’s
going to be fine. Amanda, can you hear me?”


The girl’s wide eyes fixed on Adele. The many scrapes and
bruises on her face stood out against her pale skin. She was trembling now, and
the IV bag next to her was dripping. Her fingers scrambled at the tape securing
the needle to her arm. The nurse, with gentle but firm fingers, tried to
wrestle the needle back into place.


“Look,” Amanda gasped, “you can’t. I’m number seven.
Please, I won’t break the sticks. Don’t break the garden. If you break the
garden they break your bones. These are rules. You have to understand. They’re
just rules. Roll call!”


“Agent,” the doctor said, sternly, “she’s not coherent. She’s
been questioned for hours. That’s the extent. She’s tired. She needs rest. You
could cause irreversible damage. Get out of here.”


Adele pointed a finger at the doctor. “Do what you have to
do!”


The doctor cursed her beneath his breath, but nodded to the
nurse, who held Amanda down again.


“She doesn’t like being restrained,” Adele said, quickly.


But the nurse ignored her. The more he pressed her, the
more Amanda fought and struggled, shouting out. “No, number seven. Please, don’t
hurt them. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t mean to step on the plant. I didn’t see
it. Please, no, we have to be let out. Not another month down here. Not another
month. We need to be let out. Just for some fresh air!”


“Let out? What do you mean?” Adele said quickly.


The doctor continued with his efforts to sedate his patient
but Amanda still struggled the more the nurse pressed on her.


“She doesn’t like being restrained. If you touch her,”
Adele said quickly, “she’ll keep fighting.” 


For the first time, the nurse hesitated. The doctor was
trying to find a way to push the needle into the IV bag. But the drip had been
ripped from Amanda’s arm.


“Hold her still,” the doctor commanded.


The nurse redoubled his efforts. He was large, strong.
Amanda was a small thing, weakened, starving by the looks of her. And yet, she
fought like a wild animal, trapped. She didn’t give in, and kicked and
screamed.


“You’re hurting her,” Adele said.


“Agent, get out of here!”


“Amanda,” Adele said, desperate. “What do you mean, a
month? Let out in a month?”


Amanda blinked, her eyes focused on Adele. She slurred her
words for a moment, and still struggled against the nurse’s restraining arms.
The needle pressed to her arm, but it was almost as if she didn’t feel it. Or
as if the pain of something so small and inconsequential as a needle didn’t
even register on her gauge. She stared at Adele. “Once a month, the children
are let out to play. Even the children sometimes need sunlight. Our hands were
still bound. Once a month. But if you step on the branches. If you break the
branches, they break your bones. Every family has punishments. Every family. I’m
just number seven.”


Adele could see the crazed light returning to Amanda’s
gaze, and she was continuing to kick and struggle.


At last, though, the doctor managed to insert the syringe
into her arm. He murmured quietly, softly, in consoling, gentle tones. “Girl,
it’s going to be okay. Amanda, Ms. Johnson, it’s going to be fine. Agent,
please, get out of here.”


“Amanda,” said Adele, “anything else you can tell me? Your
head. Someone hit you? You were hit when you were taken—yes? Months ago, when
you disappeared, someone hit you?”


Amanda’s gaze once again fixed on Adele. For a moment, the
dim light vanished, and she blinked, closing her eyes as if straining against a
headache. The doctor had pressed the syringe, emptying the contents into
Amanda.


The American girl was breathing heavily now, but her gasps
seemed to quiet, her chest stopped rising and falling so rapidly. The nurse
slowly released her. As he did, she seemed to relax even more.


She was now slurring her words. “Just number seven,” she
murmured. “Number seven.”


“Amanda?” Adele said, urgent. “Who hit you?”


Adele thought of Ha Eun, her throat slit. She thought of
the list of more than two hundred names. Potential victims. She thought of the
list of twenty-six names. Dead. There was still hope for the others. She didn’t
know how many of them had been taken by the killer. How many of them had their
own sad, traumatic story. But she did know, in this case, people’s lives were
on the line.


“Amanda, please, you’re strong. Stronger than I’ve ever
been. I need you to tell me, who hit you?”


“Can’t go out in the garden for a month. If you break her
plants, they’ll break your bones.”


Adele watched as Amanda’s eyes fluttered, then closed, and
then she lay still, a stain of sweat ringing her pillow like a halo. Her body
pressed into the cot, her thin, malnourished form trembling.


The nurse glared at Adele. He looked to the doctor and took
a step toward Adele, hand out as if to guide her out.


“Touch her, and you end up on the floor too,” John snapped
from the doorway.


The nurse backed off. The doctor stared at Adele, sweat
slicking his brow. The older man brushed himself off, the stethoscope now
around his neck, shifting back and forth.


“I hope you’re happy,” the doctor said. “You made that
nearly impossible.”


Adele frowned at him. “Why didn’t you tell me she was
awake? Why didn’t you send your report to me?”


The doctor shook his head. “I send it to the agents in
charge. Anyone else, they can send it to. I have patients to take care of.”


“Yeah? Well, that girl has been imprisoned for five months
against her will. Tortured. Maybe having that goon smother her isn’t the best
idea. Think of that?”


She turned before the doctor could reply and stomped away.
She spotted two other BKA agents at the top of the stairs, looking down the hall.


The blond agent by the door was gesturing at these new
arrivals. Backup. The one who John had knocked down was on his feet, glaring,
his hand on his belt.


“I need you to stay there,” he said, frowning at Adele. 


John pointed a finger at him, interpreting the man’s
posture, and in French snapped, “If you want some more, I can give you some
more!”


Adele held out a hand. “Fine. It’s fine,” she said. She
glared at the four BKA agents now closing in like wolves. “We’re leaving,” she
said.


“You can’t let them leave,” said the agent John had knocked
down. He was looking at the woman also standing by the door.


The blonde-haired, blue-eyed agent frowned. She stared at
Adele, then glanced through the door at Amanda. She cleared her throat. “You’re
leaving?” 


Adele held up her hands. “We’re out of here.”


“Let them go,” said the blue-eyed agent.


Adele couldn’t quite feel gratitude, but she did feel a
sense of relief. 


With John in tow, still shooting glances and growling
toward the agent he’d knocked down, they moved back toward the elevator. The
two other agents who’d arrived parted, allowing them through. Adele and John
stepped onto the elevator, and Adele hit the bottom floor.


In the quiet of the cabin, as they descended, Adele could
hear John breathing. A heavy, rustling sound. The breath of a man with
adrenaline pulsing through him. “Thank you,” she murmured.


“He shouldn’t have touched you,” said John. 


Adele wasn’t sure what to make of this. So she simply said,
“Thank you,” again.


John squared his shoulders and brushed his hair back. He
normally used gel, and a couple of strands were now dangling in front of his
face, out of place. He smoothed them back and looked at her, his straight nose
and strong jaw casting shadows across the rest of his face in the dim elevator
lights.


“Anything? She looked in a bad way.”


Adele nodded. “Kept going on about a garden. How they weren’t
allowed to break the plants, or they would break their bones. Not sure. But
remember the forest edge against the highway? How Amanda avoided the small
saplings?”


John nodded. 


“My guess is it was a learned behavior. Something about
this garden. She was very careful about small plants. She wouldn’t step on
them.”


“You really think their bones were broken?”


“They have definitely been tortured. In the cases of some
of those bodies that were found five years ago, four years ago, there were
broken bones. Amanda’s arm had a badly set break.”


John shook his head in disgust. He scratched at the scar
beneath his chin, and the elevator door dinged open. 


The two of them moved through the lobby. Adele spotted
hospital security standing at the counter, talking to one of the nurses. The
nurse waved a hand in their direction, and the security looked up.


“We were just leaving,” Adele called out.


They moved through the hospital doors. John retrieved his
keys from the nurse who was still drinking from his thermos. He frowned at
John, but Agent Renee said, “Thank you, buddy.” 


The nurse just watched, sipping soup, as John and Adele
returned to their vehicle. 


They got in the car without a word. There was the zipping
sound of seatbelts and then a click. Adele leaned back as John gunned the
engine and began moving away. “Where to?” he said.


Adele sighed heavily. “Amanda was barely coherent,” she
murmured. “But she was saying something. Kept going on about number seven. But
also… also,” Adele frowned, staring through the window, “she kept saying
something else…” 


“Saying what?”


Adele turned to John. “They.”


John glanced at her, and Adele quickly said, “Eyes on the
road.”


He swerved sharply, avoiding a car that was merging from
the hospital. Once they settled again, John said, “They? What do you mean?”


“She kept saying that. They. They let us in the
garden. They break bones.”


“The other victims?”


“No, it sounded like she was talking about the
perpetrators.”


“All right… And?”


“And,” Adele said, quietly, “I think there’s more than one
attacker. I don’t think our killer works alone.”


As she spoke these words, they rang true in her ear. The
two of them settled in silence in the car as lights from the street beyond the
hospital roundabout zipped by. They distanced from the hospital, and as they
moved from that oppressive place, Adele found herself thinking more clearly
again. But now she needed a solution.


Every investigation had a solution. She just wasn’t always
clever enough, diligent enough to find it. But this time, for Amanda’s sake,
for those twenty-six names, for those potential two hundred others, she had to.


“Look,” said John, “if we’re facing more than one killer,
who do we narrow it down to? Any suspects?”


Adele strained, sitting suddenly upright in her seat.


“What?” John asked. 


“That’s the mistake we’ve been making,” she said,
breathlessly. “Heinrich and his old rusted bus. A loner. That property owner
was also a loner. But what if we’re not looking for an individual? The road
checks, people keeping an eye on traffic—they’ve also been keeping an eye out
for individuals. But if we’re looking for multiple suspects…”


“Well,” John said, trailing off. “We do know they’ve been
operating for a while now. At least nine years.” 


“That means they’re older,” said Adele. “They have to be.
If we had known that, Heinrich couldn’t have even been on our list. He would
have been a teenager when the first victims started disappearing.”


“All right, so if they’re older, they probably live
somewhere nearby, yes?”


Adele sniffed. “Makes sense. Near the Black Forest area. Ha
Eun’s body was discovered in a field, miles away. Intentionally dumped where we
could find it. A mistake, though.”


“How so?” John’s face was illuminated by the traffic lights
above. Adele peered through the chilled glass as they moved along the streets
away from the hospital. “Because they wanted us to find her body. They showed
the body too far from the Black Forest. It confirms that they’re near the
forest. They wanted to redirect our search efforts—which means we were getting
close. Someone got close.”


“The search parties, you think? So we’re looking for an
older group of two or more killers in the Black Forest area within our search
radius.” John trailed off. “Who do we know?”


Adele tapped a finger against her teeth, her mouth half
unhinged, thoughts swirling through her mind.


And then it dawned on her. She swiveled toward John, and
her hand darted to her pocket, pressing against the rigid outline of her phone
through the fabric of her pants. “My dad stumbled upon a cabin when he was
searching the woods,” she said, quickly. “Said there was a couple there. A man
and woman. He talked about a farm, self-sustainable.” As she spoke, Adele’s
words came faster, spilling from her lips as her subconscious caught up with
her active thoughts. “Broken branches means broken bones…” Adele breathed, a
shiver along her arms. “Every child needs play time; I don’t really know what
that means, but I think the killers have been letting their victims out for
some yard time. Even maximum-security prisons give their prisoners yard time.”


“Yard time? I’m not following.”


“This cabin in the woods, it had plants, trees. My dad
mentioned it. If they’re an older couple, married, it might lull the young
backpackers into a false sense of security. Though,” Adele trailed off now,
frowning to herself. “My dad said he got a good impression. They offered him
food, and they were warm, hospitable.”


“Not exactly indicting characteristics.”


“No. But old, off grid, in the Black Forest area. In the
grid pattern of the search parties and, also, within a radius of where most of our
victims have gone missing. And they have a garden. A well-maintained garden. If
you break the plants they break your bones.”


“What?”


“Whoever this killer is, they’re very protective of these
plants. Maybe their own garden. We need to find out where that cabin is.”


“Well, call your dad.”


Adele gritted her teeth and fished her phone from her pocket.
She quickly cycled through her contacts, found the Sergeant, and pressed the
number.


The car was quiet for the next few moments, but Adele was
confronted only by a ring tone. She growled in frustration and tried again.


“Not answering?”


She shook her head. She tried again. No answer. She
muttered darkly to herself and tried a final time. No answer.


Her father hadn’t even set up a voicemail.


“Dammit,” she shouted, slamming her hand against the glove
compartment.


“Well,” John said, steadily, taking the unusual role as the
calm one in their duo, “you know your father. It’s your job to find people.
Where will he be? How can we get to him?”


Adele hesitated. 


“Might he be back at home?”


But Adele was shaking her head already. “No. No, that’s not
who he is. He’ll be on the search again.”


John glanced at the sky. “It’ll be evening soon, night is
coming.”


“That doesn’t matter to him. He’ll search at night if he
has to.”


“He’s a bloodhound, like you.”


Adele snorted. “We’re nothing like each other. You need to
get us back to that highway. He’ll be in one of those search parties. John,
hurry up. Go!”


The tires screeched. John didn’t need a second invitation
as he started swerving through traffic, rapidly leaving the hospital behind
them, heading up the road and moving back toward the highway, the first crime
scene, and the search parties combing the forest.











CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


 


 


For the
second time in the last half hour, John pulled the vehicle to a screeching
halt, half on the curb. Adele threw off her buckle, swung open the door, and
stepped out, muttering, “We’re going to have to work on your parking skills.”


John was already slamming the other door. The two of them
hurried to the coordinator of the search parties. Night had fallen, and already
Adele could see a trickle of volunteers in their orange vests moving back
toward the parked cars on the side of the highway.


“Hello,” Adele said, “excuse me. Is Joseph Sharp back yet?
Sergeant Joseph Sharp?”


The woman standing beneath the tent, behind a white folding
table, glanced over. Adele spotted a scattering of extra orange vests and a few
whistles. There was a flare as well.


The officer in charge cleared her throat and said, “Excuse
me?”


Adele flashed her credentials and then said, “Interpol.
Look, I’m his daughter. Is my father back? Joseph Sharp. He’s volunteering.”


The coordinator half glanced toward one of the squad cars,
where two other officers were standing, looking on with curiosity.


But then she sighed and pushed back a stray tuft of hair
behind her ear; she glanced down at the table and flipped a sheet of paper. The
staple in the top left moved, nearly falling out, suggesting this pile of
papers had seen good use in the last couple of days.


She flipped through what looked like a list of names, and
then settled on one. Adele noticed checkmarks next to some of the names.


The coordinator glanced, tapped a finger, and said, “Sergeant
Sharp isn’t back yet. He arrived late. He should still be out searching the western
grid. Near the base of Feldberg.”


Adele quickly nodded her thanks. She gestured at John, and
together they hurried toward the trees, stepping through the fringe and sidling
past a group of ten searchers moving with exhausted motions back toward the
waiting tent, already removing their vests with tired arms. 


“You think he’ll be out there much longer?” John said, from
next to her, as he hurried to keep up.


Adele was jogging, and John eventually had to break into a
jog as well. Pine needles crunched, and pine cones scattered. Her footfalls
fell softly against the vegetation.


The smell of the forest was dampened by the cold, and the
morning sunlight was long gone. Darkness stretched across the sky, threatening
the deeper heart of night. Already, the stray tinges of moonlight glimpsed
through low cloud cover and thick trees. The rigid bark from the trees cast
shadows in scattered patterns like the furrows of a child’s fingers dragged
through mud.


“He’ll be out all night if he has to,” Adele muttered.


“You’re sure? It might be smart just to wait for him back
there.”


Adele shook her head. She knew her father; she knew he’d
still be out searching again long after everyone returned. Her own thoughts
moved, cycling in tandem with the motion of her legs and the slow puff of
breath as she hurried through the woods. John was breathing heavily already
next to her. 


Adele spoke her thoughts, if only to air them aloud. “He
didn’t think there was anything off about them. That’s what he told me. He
barely even mentioned it, except I kept asking.” 


“Who?” 


“The old couple. He thought they were harmless.” 


“Well… maybe they are?” 


Adele just shook her head and picked up the pace,
scattering pine needles and fallen leaves with each footfall. 


John muttered a curse, but then caught up; the two of them
fell quiet, jogging, listening to the steady sound of their breathing, hurrying
along the forest path. Adele had to pace herself. She knew if she ran too fast,
John wouldn’t be able to keep up. But also, if she ran too slowly, night would
fall completely, bringing greater darkness. The two of them would be lost in
the woods.


“You have your flashlight?” she said.


John grunted between gasps for air. In an irritated voice
at the distraction, he said, “Grabbed it from the car.”


“Good.” She exhaled deeply, but steadily. “Western
quadrant, yeah?”


John, though, didn’t seem to have the air now to talk. And
instead veered off to the right just a bit, and then moved around a trail of
scattered leaves where it was clear search parties had already wandered. They
moved west, the two of them heading through the forest at a steady pace.


Adele hadn’t had her morning jog in a while, and now, as
the blood began pumping, she allowed her thoughts to wander. One of the reasons
she liked running so much was the opportunity it afforded her to think without
distraction. There was something about a physical task which forced the mind to
focus. It almost seemed to put it on a single rail, when normally her mind
would threaten to veer off in any direction it could.


As she jogged along next to John, she desperately thought
of the clues. She thought of what they had discovered. She thought of Amanda
Johnson. The way the young woman had stared wide-eyed, straining in the nurse’s
hands. 


She’d said every month they would get a chance to go
outside. Broken plants meant broken bones. Number seven… So much of it
didn’t make sense.


They.


She’d said they.


There was more than one killer. A certainty.


Twenty-six bodies in the last ten years. Found in different
states of decay. Most of them half clad, most of them without shoes. Most of
them with terrible injuries. Some of the ones in better condition had also
displayed rope burns across their wrists and ligature marks. 


Adele thought about it. Not just twenty-six names. Two
hundred missing. In the last decade, the number of people who had disappeared
in the area had gone unnoticed. Forgotten. Turned into a sort of urban legend,
a spooky story.


But for the very real families who had lost loved ones, not
just a story. A ghoulish reality.


Adele picked up the pace subconsciously, now hurrying
through the trees and starting to leave John behind. Not to be outdone, she
heard her partner put on an extra burst as well, gasping raggedly behind her,
but with equal determination, making up for his lack of endurance with sheer
willpower.


They jogged through the night, beneath the falling sky.


A while later, John finally broke silence. “Adele!” he
said, sharply. It seemed to take everything in him to utter those words. But he
flicked a hand, his flashlight now out, as night had fully inserted itself
across the skies.


Through the trees, Adele spotted movement. A light. Another
flashlight.


Adele’s eyebrow shot up and her feet pattered to a halt on
the man-made trail. She stared, eyes peering in the dark, then her voice probed
out. “Dad?” Adele called. “Sergeant Sharp!” 


The flickering light through the tree trunks paused. Then
turned off.


“It’s me, Adele,” she called.


The light turned back on.


She redirected, leading the charge, with John gasping
behind her. The two of them reached a gap in the trees and came across a small
creek meandering through the forest. There, to Adele’s relief, the Sergeant was
standing next to the same straight-backed, clean-cut man Adele had talked to
that morning.


The two of them had vests on and whistles dangling from their
necks. They both wore matching glares as they stared at Adele, and then their
eyes flicked to John. The two older men watched as the tall French agent
doubled over, hands now on his knees, gasping at the ground.


In between gasps, he cursed, but then found he had to gasp
even more for talking, and remained silent, one hand braced against the nearest
trunk.


Adele had to hand it to him. John was strong, quick. But he
was a sprinter. Meant for rapid action in short bursts. On longer runs, though,
if not for sheer willpower, he wouldn’t have kept up. 


The Sergeant was frowning at his daughter. A flicker of
surprise was quickly fading to worry lines. Her father had never been the sort
to let anyone know they’d caught him by surprise—not even by his own daughter
beneath moonlight in the woods. “What is it?” the Sergeant said simply. No Hello.
No What are you doing here? Just, What is it? 


“Are you all right?” she said, returning his stare. 


The Sergeant glanced at his friend then back to Adele. “We’re
searching. Had a couple more hours.”


“Okay,” Adele said. She swallowed. “Great, look—no easy way
to say this: but I need you to tell me where that cabin is.”


Her dad blinked. “Cabin?”


“The one with the elderly couple. The one you stumbled on
yesterday.” She trailed off, allowing the lilt of her voice to fill the
silence.


Her father’s frown deepened. “I told you, that wasn’t
anything. Just a nice couple living off the grid. They said they’d left the
city a few years ago.”


“Yeah, I think they were bullshitting you. I think it was a
story they made up just to get your sympathy. Where are they?”


Her dad stared at her. For a moment, she wasn’t sure what
was passing between them, but his eyes were like flint. His jaw set much in the
way John’s did when he was about to hit someone. Of course, she knew her father
would never strike her. And yet he seemed in a posture of aggression, though
she wasn’t sure exactly what she’d said to spark it. 


In a clipped, quiet tone, he said, “You think I’m wrong?”


“I don’t think you’re wrong. I think there might be
something going on that wasn’t obvious at first.”


His jaw was still clenched. Her words did nothing to settle
him. “You think I’m wrong,” he muttered. “You think I don’t know what I’m
doing. You really think that little of me?”


“Joseph,” said the other man, in a calming voice, “where
was this cabin?”


But the Sergeant ignored his friend. He stared at Adele. “I’m
telling you,” he said, stubbornly, “there is nothing going on there. If they
were up to anything, I would have seen it. I would have.” He said the second
part with severity, but this time, his anger seemed to be directed somewhere
else. His eyes flicked off to the trees, peering into the darkness, then back
to Adele. For a moment, the only sound came from John still gathering his
breath and finally finding some energy to utter a choice string of French curse
words.


“Look, Dad, I’m sure you would have. But it was late; maybe
the best clues are only out during the day.”


“It’s still late,” he growled. “I can’t believe,” his voice
began to rise in volume, “you’d come out here, hunt me down like I’m some sort
of—”


“Dad,” she cut him off before he got a head of steam. “I
just need you to tell me where that cabin is, please.”


The Sergeant flicked his gaze toward the trees. Again, as
if looking for a ghost, or something that no one else could see. His eyes were
sunken, and Adele realized he hadn’t slept in two days. His hands were at his
side, and one of them was curled, but slowly opened. 


“Dad, we found a body this morning. There are going to be
more bodies. I need to follow every lead. I’m desperate. You found that cabin.
No one else. You did. I’m asking for your help. I’m running out of time; there
are other people on the line.”


The silence reigned again, and even John stopped cursing to
listen.


“I don’t know exactly where it was,” he muttered—his cheeks
had reddened. And though the words he spoke seemed even, his tone seemed on the
verge of explosion. “It was late and dark. But I know which quadrant I was
searching. And I know which direction I was headed.” He jutted his chin out as
if challenging her. 


“That’s fine,” Adele said in relief. “Please, just tell me.”











CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


 


 


Night allowed little room for error. And yet the two agents
wandering though the labyrinth of vegetation found their going difficult. 


Adele felt the cold press in, the wind whistling and
buzzing past her ears. The trees all looked the same. The cold ground all
seemed identical. She’d lost the desire to speak, her lips having numbed. But
if she had wanted to, she would have asked John, Have we been here before? It
felt like they were going in circles, one clumsy step at a time. A flashlight
beam carving through the darkness like a sickle through wheat. 


Another step, and another. More darkness, more cold.
Exhaustion pressed in. 


Adele shivered and paused, leaning back, her head tilted,
her eyes glimpsing moonlight through the canopy. Then she felt a nudge. She
glanced over and spotted John’s flashlight had veered off. His hand was tapping
her shoulder and pointing. 


Through the trees. 


Something. 


A clearing? No… Something else… 


The darkness witnessed John and Adele—after a roundabout
journey moving through the forest, following her father’s instructions—arrive
at a small, dirt driveway, leading up a trail with saplings lining the road,
heading toward a wooden cabin with an orange light glowing out.


Adele swallowed, standing at the foot of the dirt road. Her
lips felt less numb all of a sudden. The cold seemed to recede. She took
another step toward John’s flashlight beam, toward the road. She nudged her
partner. “This has to be it,” she said.


John nodded. Adele pointed at the saplings. “Young trees.
Broken plants means broken bones.”


“I still don’t get what that means,” said John.


Adele swallowed. Her mouth felt dry all of a sudden. “I
think we’ll find out soon enough.”


“Should we call for backup? We don’t know how many of them
are in there.”


Adele shook her head. “Dad said he saw two. Besides, we
wasted hours finding my dad and then this cabin.” She glanced up toward the
sky, and then back at the trail, illuminated in the beam of John’s flashlight.
The bright yellow and white light competed with the orange glow from the cabin
for dominance.


Adele shook her head once and stepped onto the dirt trail.
The dirt crunched under foot as she moved up, heading for the cabin.


She spotted plants and neatly arranged vegetables in a
small garden. Whoever had spent time out here certainly liked order. Everything
had its place; most of the vegetables had small signs and support sticks for
vines, but, given the season, had nothing growing yet. Others, winter plants,
were neat, trimmed, pruned.


“Windows,” she said.


John’s weapon was already in his hand, and Adele’s hand was
at her hip.


“Remember,” he said, “this is a hunch. They might be Mr.
and Mrs. Santa Claus. They could be as nice as your dad says.”


“I’m not planning on shooting anyone. That’s your job.”


John’s eyes flitted across the orange windows. No curtains,
and Adele spotted faint shadows moving against log beams in the back of the
cabin.


“Not exactly private folk,” said John. “You’d think if they
were killers, they might invest in some tinted windows.”


Adele took the steps, and she reached the porch of the
single-story cabin. She raised her hand, glanced at John, and waited for him to
shift just out of view of the doorframe. If needed, it would give them a brief
second of surprise. 


For a moment, Adele half expected a shotgun to suddenly
appear through the window. When it didn’t happen, she rapped her knuckles
against the door.


Her mind was racing, her heart in her throat. Then again,
perhaps she was putting too much on this hunch. For all she knew, her father
was right. These were just nice folks living off-grid. They had a nice garden.


A few moments passed, then the door opened.


Two people waited inside. Both of them were older than her
father, gray-haired, both of them smiling. Adele was immediately confronted by
a warmth emanating from the house, and the smell of food on the stove.


“Another guest,” the woman exclaimed, beaming. “Welcome,
might I assume you’re law enforcement too?”


The man’s and the woman’s eyes flicked past Adele, spotting
John just out of frame in the doorway.


“Interpol,” Adele said. “Are you Mr. and Mrs. Klose?”


“That’s us,” the woman said, still beaming. “And who might
you be?” 


So friendly, so disarming. Something felt off. Adele’s eyes
narrowed. Instead of answering the question, she posed one of her own. “What do
you mean law enforcement too?” 


The man chuckled congenially. “Oh, nothing. We had another
friend stop by last night. You’re welcome to a meal as well, if that’s what you’re
after.”


He gave his wife a squeeze around the shoulders, and she
leaned in, kissing him on the cheek.


Adele felt a sudden surge of embarrassment. These weren’t
the evil, knife-wielding psychos she’d been expecting. Then again, when were
they ever? She kept her cool. “I’m sorry, but we’re involved in a missing
persons case. Would you mind if we look around the place?”


The man cleared his throat. “Did we do something, Officer?”



“Agent,” she said. “Agent Sharp. No—nothing. Just want to
check this place off the list. That’s not a problem, is it?” She frowned at the
couple, waiting expectantly. 


The husband and wife shared a look. 


“I can get a warrant if I have to,” Adele said, quietly.


But the man was already shaking his head. “No, don’t be
silly. Anything to help the protectors of society. Knock yourselves out, look
around the place.”


Adele nodded in gratitude, and John raised his eyebrows at
her; a look she didn’t return. 


They paused in the doorway. There wasn’t much of a house to
begin with. Her eyes scanned the floor, looking for a basement entrance or
trapdoor or some sort of stairwell. She only spotted a single room. A bed next
to a fireplace and an oversized table with too many chairs next to the kitchen.


The chairs gave her pause. “How many of you live here?” she
said.


The man chuckled. “Just the two of us. We like guests
though, so we’re optimists. We keep the chairs in case anyone comes through.”


“Right,” she said. “That’s a lot of chairs, even for an
optimist.”


The man’s smile didn’t shrink one watt. “Thank you,” he
said. “We’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything. Like I said, you’re
welcome to join us for dinner.” 


“I think I’m fine. You mind if I look in that room back
there?” Adele said.


“Help yourself,” the man called over his shoulder, already
moving with his wife toward the kitchen. They held hands as they moved, and the
woman sort of rocked and swayed as if dancing to some unheard music. She
giggled as her husband whispered something, and she kissed him again.


Again, John raised his eyebrows at Adele. But again she
ignored him. He might not be convinced, but Adele could smell something off.
The cooking in the kitchen wasn’t the only thing that stank. She moved toward
the door and gestured toward John.


“I’ll be around back,” he called out.


As he spoke, she glanced toward the couple. But his words
didn’t seem to arouse anything as far as worry. Adele reached the door and
turned the handle.


The
cabin felt quiet, and a prickle crept across the Adele’s spine as she turned
the door handle. The metal lever was cold beneath her hand, and she pushed open
the door, stepping into the room beyond.


The swell of expectation was met with an enterprise of
disappointment.


A bathroom.


She glanced around the small, contained room. A single
window, also with no curtains, revealed the backyard and the garage. Adele
spotted John moving toward a van parked in front of the makeshift garage.
Though, perhaps to call it a garage was generous. More like a shed made from
plywood.


The bathroom itself was cramped, with a standup shower,
sink, and toilet.


After a cursory glance, Adele left the room again,
dejected.


She stepped back out into the main portion of the cabin,
scanning the small area once more. Her eyes flitted from the bed to various
portions of the floor, scanning for a trapdoor, for anything that might descend
to a lower level.


She looked toward the kitchen again, watching as the older
couple dished out food for themselves and then set four plates at the table,
clearly expecting the agents to take them up on their offer of hospitality.


They were so at ease. Adele stared at them, frowning,
framed in the doorway of the bathroom.


It was as if they didn’t have a care in the world. And yet,
that struck her as unusual. Even if they had clean consciences, most folks were
wary of police. But, as she thought about it, she’s was certain that people
like this, who distanced themselves from society to go live off-grid, would
have an even bigger helping of dislike for law enforcement. And so why was her
presence disregarded? Why did they seemed disinterested in the two agents
searching their home?


Was it because they had nothing to hide? Or because they
were certain they hid it so well?


“I’ll be outside with my partner,” Adele said, marching
toward the cracked front door.


Mr. Klose waved in her direction, while his wife swayed
back and forth in that same dancing motion. 


Troubled, her stomach twisting, Adele moved back out into
the cool night, facing the dark forest. Now that she stood in the frame of the
door, before the open, glowing window, the shadows cast toward the woods seemed
longer. It was one thing to be moving from the dark toward the light, but
another to be standing in the light facing the dark. Things seemed clear from
here, and the trees were more detailed; she could make out the grooves in the
bark, the scattering of twigs, the various plants in the garden, and the young
saplings still pushing through the cold ground.


“Adele,” came a voice from around the side of the cabin.


Adele took the two steps down the patio and moved along the
edge of the house. She reached the back, where she had spotted John next to the
plywood shed.


“Anything in there?” Adele asked.


The tall agent had his head up against a window, peering
into the small shed. “Nothing,” he said. “Dirt floor, no ladders, no trapdoors.”


“So why did you call me?”


John turned and jerked a thumb toward the large blue van. “Look
in the backseat,” he said.


Adele approached the blue vehicle and peered through the
side window, frowning. There was a baby seat in the back.


“I didn’t see a child in that cabin,” John said.


Adele shook her head. “Me neither. Why do you think they
have that?”


John and Adele stood in the darkness, eyes on each other.


“Anything inside?” 


Adele shook her head again.


John cursed and wiped a hand through his hair. 


“Something is off about those folks,” said Adele. “My dad’s
right. They’re very warm, hospitable. Nice. Which makes no sense with two
federal agents snooping around their property. No one is that easygoing.”


John shrugged. “Most people don’t abscond to the woods.”


“Be that as it may, we’re a disturbance. An unexpected,
unwanted disturbance. And yet they’re inside, setting food for us. Either they’re
the kindest people I’ve ever met, or… they’ve rehearsed this before. They’ve
prepared for this sort of thing.”


John tapped a finger against the hood of the blue van, his
narrowed eyes darting back toward the cabin. He puffed a breath. “All right,
but right now all we’ve got to go on is they’re really nice, and they have a
baby seat without a baby. What does that mean?”


Adele waited, hoping the clues would click into place. She
stood still, and John allowed her silence. But as she waited, there was no
sudden sense of realization. No clue popping to the forefront of her mind.


She gritted her teeth. “I don’t know,” she said in nearly a
whisper. “I don’t know.”


“I think maybe we just leave, regroup. Maybe we can come
back in the morning, with other people to help us search.”


“It might be too late by then,” said Adele. “If they think
we’re getting close, they might make a move. If there are others… like Ha Eun…
like Amanda… they might kill them too, bury the evidence…”


The ominous words hung over the garden, and the sounds
within the cabin seemed to have faded.


Adele shook her head. “Nothing back here? Nothing besides
that baby seat?”


“Nothing.”


Adele growled and turned, and with John in tow, the two of
them marched back around the house.


They passed through the garden in the front yard, and Adele
hesitated, glancing toward the partially open door to the cabin. “Should we
tell them we’re leaving?” 


“Let them stew in it,” said John. “Your gut says something’s
off, and I trust your gut.”


For some reason, this filled Adele with a sudden surge of
warmth. She smiled at John, watching him, and for an unusual moment, he didn’t
have a sarcastic smile or twinkle in his eye. His face was illuminated by the
orange light from the cabin, but he watched her back, sincere, solemn. He
dipped his head once in a sort of acknowledging nod, then his tall form
continued down the path, away from the cabin now.


With another long look back at the cabin, her eyes scanning
the garden, then over to the shed just visible behind the main structure, Adele
also sighed and turned, moving away.


A dead end. Her promise to the Johnsons: broken. Her skills
as an investigator: failed. Her own mother’s case would never be solved now.
The missing searcher, the other missing persons—all in pain. All without help.
All lost. 


Adele moved down the path toward the road and stepped from
the dirt driveway, with John behind her, moving back into the forest. 











CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


 


 


As she passed the driveway and stepped through the trees, Adele’s
eyes flicked once last time toward the garden; up the hill, she noticed a hose
curled by the cabin, barely visible past a wooden fence post. The hose was
attached to a spigot beneath the wooden structure. Her gaze moved between a
couple of trees, and she spotted the stone structure of a well.


The gray stone surrounding the well, and the wooden roof
splayed above it, caught her attention for a moment.


She hesitated, strolling to a halt.


John, a few paces ahead, noticed her stop, and he turned
back. “What is it?”


“That hose,” she said.


John followed her gaze, both of them at the end of the dirt
trail, now both peering up toward the garden and the cabin. 


“Yeah? Probably for the garden.”


Adele nodded, slowly, her eyes narrowing. She felt a tingle
across her palms.


“John,” she said, slowly. “That hose is attached to the
house. If they have a water source, some creek or something leading to pipes
beneath the house itself…”


John just watched her, frowning in confusion.


“Then why do they also have an open well?” she said,
pointing.


John shook his head. “Come again?”


She felt a prickle on her palms spread to the backs of her
hands.


“John, they had faucets in the house, a sink, a toilet.
That hose is attached to the house. They have water pressure.”


“I don’t get it.”


“Why would they need a well?” she said, her voice rising,
the prickles now crossing her arms and trickling down her back. John was
responding to her, his own eyes slowly widening.


“Maybe,” he stammered, “maybe they just like having a
second source—”


“These minimalists? Out in the woods, in their single-story
cabin? That well isn’t even near the garden, John,” Adele said. “Look! Why
would they need a well? They have a hose, a faucet, a sink, a toilet, a shower…”



John blanched, and a shiver crossed his expression. “Christ,
Adele, you don’t think—”


Adele was already moving rapidly, turning back toward the
house, her gun in hand.


“Adele, hang on,” John said.


He had his phone out, jutting up toward the sky. “There’s
no signal,” he said quickly. “Adele, I can’t call backup, there’s no signal!”


“Forget it, quick.”


John fell into step, and they marched back through the line
of saplings, now both of them crouched, both of them with their guns drawn.


“They might just have a second well,” John said, quickly. “That
doesn’t mean anything.”


But Adele was shaking her head rapidly. “Too far from the
house, John. It’s too far. They have a sink in the back of the cabin. A toilet
in the back of the cabin. They’re getting water from somewhere else. Why
would these minimalists need a well? It doesn’t make sense.”


“What do you think that even means?”


“I think they have something else buried back there,” Adele
said, quickly.


“I’m still not getting a signal.”


Adele ignored this. Now, her weapon gripped tight in her
hand, she strode through the garden. Almost out of spite, she kicked some dust
and dirt over one of the plants. She marched up the porch steps. The door was
still ajar.


As she reached the door, though, it clicked shut. She heard
a bolt slide.


Adele gritted her teeth. She raised her hand and began
pounding on the door. “Open up,” she shouted. “Open up now!”


John was out of frame, away from the door, his own gun
drawn. His phone was now back in his pocket, as he had given up on trying to
call backup.


Adele’s whole body shivered, but her eyes were wide and
vibrant. The bloodhound scent had returned. It was directing her straight into
that cabin.


“Federal agents,” she said. “Open the door, now!”


John took a couple of steps, wound up, then kicked with a
mighty shove of his foot. The door made a splintering sound. John grunted, his
full form stretched to capacity. He wound up, took a running start, then kicked
again, a powerful blow.


The door splintered and flew off its top hinge, falling
askew and twisting at a tilted angle into the cabin.


“Watch out!” Adele shouted.


Mr. Klose no longer had the same smiling, warm expression.
Like a ghoul shedding its skin, he now had a snarl across his face. Lines in
deep wrinkles gouged around his eyes. He had a knife raised and was already
charging toward John, moving just around the side of the doorframe, as John
reeled back from his kick.


John’s gun raised, but the man darted to the side, placing
himself between Adele and John.


Adele fired.


Missed. The man lurched past her and threw himself at John,
the knife flashing. John rolled to the side, catching the man’s wrist and
knocking him to the ground.


But the older man was spry, and far quicker than his age
suggested. He lashed out with a foot and John toppled to the deck.


“Gretel!” the man shouted into the house. “My love—run!”


“Adele, get her,” John grunted, from where he was grappling
with the man with the knife.


Adele shot one look at her partner, tried to get a shot,
but it was too difficult, both of them rolling one way or the other.


The man was smaller than John, not nearly as muscular, but
he was fighting with the wild strength of an animal in a corner. Rabid grunting
noises emitted from his mouth, like a wounded beast.


Adele hesitated a moment longer, and John screamed, “Don’t
let that bitch get away!”


Adele propelled herself back into the cabin, darting past
the broken door. The cabin was empty. Adele stomped to a halt, standing in the
middle of the bare floorboards, her eyes wide, rapidly scanning the cabin. 


Over her shoulder she shouted, “John, she’s gone!”


More grunting, no response. John and the man were still
fighting for the knife. But John seemed to, for the moment, be getting the
upper hand. Adele turned back toward the door; she fired in the air, over the
two of them. “Stop!” she screamed.


But Mr. Klose seemed intent. He ignored her, still
snarling.


“Get her,” John gasped. “Get her, Adele!”


Adele whirled back around, scanning the cabin. She cursed
and sprinted toward the bathroom door. It was closed again. She twisted the
handle, but it wouldn’t budge.


She shouted at the door, “Open up, I’m coming in! Keep your
hands where I can see them!”


No response.


She backed up. “Get away from the door!” A pause, and then
she fired twice at the door handle.


There was a smashing sound, a crunch, and she tried the handle
again. The door swung open, the locking mechanism broken. No one in the
bathroom. The window was open.


Adele cursed and shouted, “She got out the back! John, are
you okay?”


“Get her, Adele,” her partner snarled. “I’ve got this.”


Anyone else, Adele wouldn’t have left. Anyone else, she
would’ve felt like she was abandoning her partner. But John was different. John
could take care of himself. She trusted John. And so, she moved through the
window, crawling, clambering through the wooden structure, her forearms
scraping against the splintered frame. She dropped out the other side, landing
in the soft dirt behind the house. Her eyes scanned the forest; no sign of
movement.


Then her gaze darted to the blue van. The front door was
open.


But no one was in the driver’s seat.


It looked like maybe Mrs. Klose had tried, or had forgotten
the keys. Adele couldn’t be sure. Then her eyes darted to the plywood shed. 


Gun raised, Adele hurried around the van, heading toward
the shed. “Show yourself,” she called. 


Adele glanced in the van as she moved by; the seats were
empty. She reached the shed and spotted the door. It looked locked, and as she
moved toward it, she hesitated.


“If you’re in there, come out with your hands up,” she
snapped. “Come out now!”


She fell silent for a moment, listening. Nothing. Then, a
quiet creak. Adele’s eyes narrowed. She pointed her gun at the shed door. And
then a flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye.


She heard a noise. Instinct told her to wheel around. Just
in time, she stumbled back, as a woodcutting ax slashed at her ankles from
beneath the car.


Adele howled and jerked back, raising her gun.


The woman scrambled out like some sort of spider, all signs
of her own smile, her dancing movements, replaced now by some undulating, devilish
twisting of her body as she scrambled from beneath the van. A shower of dust
fell over her, and the ax was still clutched tight in her bony fingers. “You
will not take my family!” she screamed. To Adele’s brief surprise, the woman
was sobbing, tears streaming down her face. “You can’t take my children!”


Adele’s gun raised. The ax lifted.


“Don’t!” Adele screamed.


The woman shouted, took a step forward. Two shots. One
missed. Wide, smashed the van window. The other, though, caught the woman in
the shoulder, spinning her like a top.


The woman emitted a grunt and then spun around, collapsing
to the ground. The ax fell from her hand. She howled at the sky, sobbing a
wretched, terrible scream.


“Shut up!” Adele said, kicking out and knocking the woman
over.


It took a moment, but she managed to restrain the older
woman, cuffing her hands behind her back, where she bled into the dust from her
shoulder.


She could hear more struggling, more sounds of shouting.
And then, a sudden silence.


Adele spun away from the woman and growled, “Stay there!”
Cuffed and shot, she doubted the woman had the energy to rise from where she
blubbered into the dirt. Adele sprinted back toward the cabin, running with
rapid footfalls.


“John?” she shouted. “John?”


She reached the cabin door, circling toward the patio. One
form crouched, gasping, on hands and knees, a dark silhouette framed against
the orange light from the cabin. A second lay, knife in his throat, gurgling
his last, blood pouring from fingertips. And then, quiet.


John looked at her, breathing heavy, his eyes wide. “He
didn’t give me a choice,” he said, wheezing. 


Adele looked at the older, gray-haired man. The knife
jutted from his neck.


She paused for a moment, swallowed, then her eyes narrowed.
“Good job,” she said. “Are you all right?”


“Fine.


“The children?” she said. “The victims. Come with me, we
need to check the well.”


“Did you get the bitch?”


“Bleeding, shot in the shoulder. She’s cuffed. She’s not
going anywhere.”


“All right, hurry.”


The two of them raced down the cabin steps again, moving
through the vegetable garden; this time, Adele intentionally stepped on the
plants and kicked over a couple of the potted vegetables.


As she moved toward the well, she gestured at John. Both of
them squinted into the darkness, and John’s hand sprang forward and he pointed.
“Look,” he snarled. “A ladder.”


Her voice quavering, Adele said, “I’ll go first. Take care.”


She descended, her hands shaking, gripping the cold metal
of the ladder, which led down to the base of the well.


Her whole body shivered as she moved. As she descended, her
feet scraped against the stones of the wall. She listened, but couldn’t hear
anything. She descended further and dropped onto the dusty ground. A crunching
sound—she realized someone had scattered glass across the base of the well.
With a snarl, she swept her booted foot, kicking the shards off to the side.
Not a well… a disguise.


She spotted a wooden door in the base of the well,
completely invisible from the top.


“John,” she called, her voice echoing up the stone tunnel. “They’re
down here. Get paramedics! Find a signal. We’re going to need help!”


John was still at the top of the well, but at this, she
heard the thudding sound of rapid footfalls as he hurried to follow the
directions.


Adele reached toward the wooden door, her fingers
trembling. Locked. Another gunshot, though, and she managed to kick the thing
open. It took a few more tries than John had, but finally the frame broke and
she pushed the remnants of the door aside to reveal a wooden staircase descending
into a dark cellar.


Trembling, assailed instantly by the smell of rot and human
waste, she moved into the darkness. A faint, orange glow from light bulbs
throughout the room illuminated many cages made of chicken wire.


And in the cages, people.


Dirty, bruised, covered in cuts and scrapes. She spotted a
thick bloodstain on the ground in the dirt near one of the cages.


A young man blinked out at her over the stain, and, in a
croaky voice, he said, “Who are you?” His voice trembled with fear.


“Interpol,” she said, still staring, stunned. For a moment,
she felt words had deserted her. But they needed words now. The eyes peering
out at her needed her words. So she summoned them with a cough and a swallow. “I’m
here to help, it’s going to be okay.” So paltry—so small, a bare offering of
assurance in the face of a grim reality. 


And yet, at her words, it was almost like a spell was
lifted. Sound suddenly emerged from all the cages. Mewling, crying, desperate
gasping sobs. Pleading.


Adele glanced at the young man who’d spoken first. “I’ll
get you out of there.”


“Wait,” he said. His voice was sharp enough that she
paused.


“What?”


“Electricity on the gates. You need to flip that switch,
see there.” He jerked his bound hands toward the wall. Adele nodded quickly and
hurried over. She flipped the indicated breaker, and the humming sound faded.


Then she hurried to the cages, unlatched them, and people
started tumbling out into the darkness, moving toward her, but in some cases
simply collapsing on the ground and rocking back and forth, sobbing.


Adele dropped next to a young woman, who was weeping into
her lap in a sitting position. Her hands were bound in front of her. Adele
shushed her quietly, stroking her hair.


The girl recoiled at the touch.


Adele quickly said, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m here to
help. It’s going to be okay. It’s all going to be okay.”


The girl kept rocking back and forth and sobbing. Adele
bent her knee next to her, one hand hovering, but not quite touching.


“Are you really here to help us?” the girl choked out
through tears.


Adele found a lump in her own throat. She felt a swirl of
emotions in her chest, a swirl of grief. But she also choked out, “Yes, I
promise.”


As Adele looked around, she spotted eight different
victims. But there were far more cages than that. Many of them empty.


A slow, quiet sensation of dread filled her. Late. She’d
come so late. So many lost… So many gone… A small sob came unbidden, tumbling
from her lips, and she tried to bite it off and swallow it back—but too late.
For a moment, in the dark, amidst the stench, surrounded by pain, she felt
lost. 


But then the young girl rocking back and forth leaned
against Adele. She touched her and didn’t recoil. She rested her head against
Adele’s arm, still sobbing. Her hands bound in front of her. Delicately, Adele
withdrew a utility knife from her belt and began to saw at the ropes.


The dread began to fade as the girl cried into her
shoulder. Adele could feel tears in her own eyes. She turned away from the
empty cages, her eyes on the living, breathing, beautiful creature in front of
her. Despite the gashes, the cuts, the dirt, the stains, she’d never seen
anything so marvelous. She inhaled a shaky breath which became steadier as the
girl continued to cry into her shoulder. 


“You’re going to be okay,” Adele murmured. Her voice felt
fragile at first, but then, as if treated with a backbone of iron, she said
again, “All of you are going to be okay.”











CHAPTER TWENTY SIX


 


 


Adele
listened to the rhythmic whine of the sirens above from where she sat buckled
sideways on the aluminum bench. The flashing red lights reflected off the
windshield and then off the glass of the hospital as the ambulance pulled
forward. There was a screech of tires. Then the paramedics emerged from the
vehicle and hurried to the rear.


Adele leaned back, keeping out of the way as the paramedics
grabbed the stretcher with the young girl. They didn’t even acknowledge Adele
as they lifted the survivor and carried her onto the sidewalk, and rushed,
wheeling the stretcher toward the sliding glass doors.


In the distance, Adele heard more ambulances coming closer.


Adele swallowed, her hands clutched tight in her lap. She
hadn’t been able to release her own hands the entire journey back to the
hospital. The same hospital where Amanda was recovering.


Every time Adele let go of her hands, they would start
trembling uncontrollably. And so she kept her grip tight, unyielding.


Now, though, the back doors of the ambulance were left wide
open, the sirens had been turned off, but the flashing lights still pulsed. 


As the paramedics passed through the hospital doors, Adele
watched as the young girl’s head seemed to lift for the faintest moment from
the stretcher. Her eyes were wide, a look of panic in her expression. Adele
quickly unbuckled and stepped out of the vehicle, looking toward the door. She
finally let go of her own trembling hands and gave a small fluttering wave.


The survivor on the stretcher spotted her, stared, and then
seemed to relax, leaning back down and lying on the stretcher as she was
carried through the hospital doors. The glass doors shut, sliding behind them.


A second ambulance came up quickly, following the path of
the first. More rapid movements, more slamming doors and another stretcher.
Adele spotted more ambulances following as well.


She turned away and moved toward the parking structure,
putting the hospital behind her. She had wanted to drive with the girl. She
didn’t even know the girl’s name. Didn’t recognize her from any of the missing
people they’d found. And yet, the girl had clung onto Adele, from the base of
the well, up the wooden stairs, and then to the pulley system rigged by the
paramedics to help the victims out of the well. When Adele had tried to
separate, the girl had started crying, and Adele had hurried back. The
paramedics had reluctantly allowed her to ride in the back of the ambulance
with her. Now, though, she was on her own. The doctors would take care of her.
They would have to.


Adele sighed, no longer looking back. She could hear more slamming
doors, more scurrying footsteps, more shouts of urgency.


But her job was done. It was someone else’s duty now.


This consoled her very little as she moved along the
sidewalk, heading for the parking structure where she had agreed to meet John.


As she walked in the chill air, moving away from the
hospital much to her relief, she felt the unsettling sense of the day
descending on her shoulders.


“Adele?”


She paused, glancing along the sidewalk, toward the edge of
the street beneath a single streetlight, bathed in the yellow flicker from the
illumination; she spotted a police vehicle.


In the front seat, she recognized the slouched, thick form
of the Sergeant. Joseph Sharp was peering out the window, one arm pressed
against the metal through the open glass.


“Adele,” he said again, “what happened?”


Adele frowned and approached the parked squad car. “How did
you know where to find me?” 


But then she approached and heard the chatter of the radio
extending from the cabin. “Oh,” she said. “Never mind.”


Her father had a troubled expression. Adele came to a halt
beneath the streetlight. The ambulances behind them flashed, and a couple of
them closed their doors as they drove away, making room for others.


“I was wrong,” said the Sergeant, his tone heavy.


Adele just watched him. “You did a fine job,” she said. “If
you hadn’t found that couple, who knows what would’ve happened.”


“I was wrong,” he repeated. “I thought the Kloses were
harmless. But I missed it.” He stared through the window, watching her.


“Dad,” Adele said, shakily, “don’t take this the wrong way.
But I’m not in the mood right now. We can talk in the morning.”


Her father didn’t even seem to register her words. He sat
in the squad car, a hunched form, his mustache drooping, as were his shoulders.


“I missed it,” he muttered. “But you figured it.” He looked
at her, his eyes vibrant with something akin to hope, but tinged with something
nearer to regret.


“I did what I could,” said Adele. “Eight of them recovered.
Some of them might not make it still.”


“That first one,” her father said. “The young girl who
escaped—Amanda?”


Adele’s voice cracked, to her surprise, but she cleared it
and said, “It looks like she will make a recovery. She should be fine, or at
least, on a path that could one day lead to fine.”


Her father shook his head again and muttered darkly to
himself.


“Dad, it’s cold. How about we talk in the morning.”


Her father was still glaring now, his eyes fixed on a crack
in the sidewalk. “I should’ve known that they were the killers,” he said. “But
I missed it; every time I miss it someone dies. Your mother,” he said, darkly, “I
missed those clues too.”


Adele felt a flutter of annoyance, but also one of
sympathy. “Dad, please, let’s not talk about this now. It’s not your fault. You
did a great job. You found that cabin when no one else did.”


But her father shook his head. “You don’t get it. If I’d
acted sooner, we would’ve caught them. That girl might not have died.” His
voice cracked. “She might’ve lived. Adele, don’t you get it?” he said,
desperately. Now tears streamed down his cheeks, his chin shaking. “She might’ve
lived! If I had been quicker, smarter, she might not be dead.”


He was now crying. Adele had never seen him like this
before. She felt uncomfortable, sympathetic, annoyed all at once.


“Dad, look, it’s fine. Eight—actually, nine with Amanda—are
alive. We did what we could.”


“I loved her, you know,” he said. “Not always. Not
perfectly. But I did. If I’d paid better attention, if I’d really known, she’d
be alive. But I couldn’t. I thought I could. I thought I could, but I couldn’t.
And then she died, and I knew I had to figure it out. I had to solve it.” He
shouted now, and Adele winced, ducking her head. A couple of the paramedics
were looking over, alarmed.


“Dad, quiet. It’s fine.”


But he didn’t seem to be talking to her. He was still
shouting, shaking his head wildly. Tears now streaming down his face. She had
never seen him cry like this before. In fact, she wasn’t sure she’d ever seen
him cry at all.


“But I missed it. I missed it. I thought I could do it. I
thought I could solve it. I thought I had to,” he exclaimed. And now he fixed
his burning glare on Adele. “And yet it was nothing. I couldn’t figure it out.
I missed that clue, the couple in the cabin, I missed it, the same way I missed
the point of those candies. I still don’t even know what it means.”


Adele stared at her father. Now, all her emotions receding
like the tide, settling in her stomach, and leaving behind a cold prickle. “Hang
on,” she said, “what candies?”


“Your mother mentioned that. Said something about one being
poisoned. At least she thought they might’ve been. I thought she was
hysterical. And then two days later, she was dead.”


Adele’s tone had a sharp edge to it. “Dad, what fucking
candies? I’ve read every report they have on Mom’s case. What fucking candies
are you talking about? There was nothing about candies in any of the reports.
Nothing in your notebook. What are you saying?”


Normally, when Adele came after him, or if anyone tried to
challenge him, his jaw would set, his shoulders would square, his hands would
bunch. He’d fight it out to the last. All the fight had left Joseph Sharp,
though, as he stared at his daughter through the open window of the squad car,
his chin trembling. “I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I thought I could figure it out.
I thought I could. She was my wife,” he shouted now. “Mine!”


“Dad, she divorced you. I don’t care. What candies? You
better not have withheld evidence.” A cold wind was pulsing along the back of
Adele’s neck. Her scalp prickled in the air and her eyes refused to blink,
fixed in horror on her father. 


Her dad swallowed. “It was nothing. So small. Nothing. She
said something about candies. Thought they were poisoned. I didn’t think
anything of it. It doesn’t make any sense anyway. It doesn’t.”


“Dad, that’s not for you to decide. That’s what the
investigators are for!” Adele was screaming now, indifferent to the paramedics
staring. A couple of them were moving toward the parked car.


“I’m sorry,” he kept repeating.


“I don’t care if you’re sorry. You hid evidence. Dad, look,
you can’t figure this out on your own. You proved that. You should’ve given it
to the people in charge of solving the case. You should have given it to me.
What is this about candies—tell me everything. Tell me right now.”


Her dad shook his head, stunned. “It’s nothing. I told you,
nothing.”


“Yeah, like that old couple was nothing. Nothing. Nothing
with eight people buried in the well behind their house. How about you let me
decide what’s nothing. Tell me right now. What is it?”


It seemed a strange thing to be up in arms over a silly
word like candies. And yet Adele could feel a hook in her navel, something
twisting deep in her stomach. Something telling her she was getting closer.
Something telling her that her father had concealed evidence. And hid it from
the officers. Hidden it from her. Her mother’s dead eyes stared out from the
darkness above the squad car, fixed on Adele, accusing. Accusing her, knowing
she could’ve solved it. But knowing the pieces of the puzzle had been hidden
from her. How could she solve anything if she couldn’t even trust the people
closest to her?


Flustered, horrible emotions swirled through her,
exacerbated by the sirens behind her, exacerbated by the images of the torture
dungeon they’d just raided. Exacerbated by her father’s refusal to admit that
maybe he didn’t always have the correct answer.


Adele couldn’t be like him. She couldn’t afford to be. She
always had to be right. There was no room for error. When she failed,
everything collapsed. The others, they had leeway. They were allowed to make
mistakes. Her father could make mistakes. But they simply had to trust her. It
was her job to solve it. Her job to figure it out. Her job to bring justice to
her mother. Her job to be perfect. 


“Dad,” she said in an exhausted, trembling voice. “Dad,”
she said, desperate, “please. What did you conceal from the investigation?”


“It was nothing.” He swallowed. “I told you, something so
small. Candies, something about candies. She thought they might’ve been poisoned
or something. Or that someone had tampered with them. I thought it was just
silliness. I still don’t even know—it doesn’t mean anything.”


Adele slumped beneath the traffic light, shaking her head.


“Adele, I’m sorry,” he said.


She looked at him, stared him straight in the eyes, then
turned and began to walk away.


“Adele, I’m sorry,” he called.


She continued to stomp up the road, ignoring his shouts,
moving toward the parking structure, fuming, eyes fixed on the gray building
ahead. She ignored him as her father continued to call after her, ignored when
he fell silent, and, without looking back once, she entered the parking
structure in search of John.


She found Agent Renee parked in the bottom level, his lanky
form extended past the driver’s seat, his legs dangling out onto the asphalt.


He had a drink in hand, and Adele surmised that while he
might not have enough German to track the investigation, he seemed to have
enough to purchase alcohol.


She tried to suppress the sudden force of criticism swirling
through her. But now, once more, she remembered why she hated professional
failures. Why she hated unprofessional behavior. Because it compromised her
ability to do her job.


“Get rid of that,” she snapped at John, waving a hand.


He glanced down at his container of what looked like
whiskey, then up at her. “No,” he said.


Adele stopped in front of the car and rounded on him, a
torrential force like a gale surging up in her. “Drop it; get rid of it. You’re
driving; stop drinking on the job.”


John stared at her. His brow began to wrinkle. He looked
her direct in the eyes, and then took a long swig. He gulped the container
until it was empty, and then smashed it against the back wall behind the car.


“You’re unbelievable,” she said, glaring at him. “You’re
already on notice. What’s wrong with you people? Why can’t you just do your
job!”


John sat on the edge of his car, but then he pushed off. He
took two steps toward Adele. He stared down at her, a full head and shoulders
taller, twice as broad.


“Are you okay?” he said softly.


Adele’s eyes narrowed. She looked at his muscled form, the
threatening posture. But then she realized he was reaching out an arm, gently
brushing the side of her elbow. “Are you all right?” he said.


“Dammit, John,” she snapped, a sob squeaking from her lips.


“Are you all right?” he said gently, his finger grazing her
arm.


“Dammit,” she said, and emotions welled up inside her. She
started to cry.


“Adele, it’s going to be okay,” he said, softly.


She could smell the whiskey on his breath, but his eyes
were soft. His posture gentle. He reached out, his hand pressed against her
elbow, and she leaned in closer, sobbing and muttering, “Dammit,” every couple
of seconds.


John pulled her in, and he held her tight, embracing her.
She could feel the warmth of his form against her. Her head pressed against his
chest. He was large, and seemed to envelop her in a protective sort of posture.
For a moment, she just cried, and could feel her tears seeping against his
shirt. He didn’t seem to mind, though. He didn’t recoil, didn’t react in anger.
Instead, he just kept muttering, “It’s going to be okay. It’s going to be fine,
my dear, dear American Princess.”


She cried for what felt like forever. 


In the parking structure, beneath the glaring safety lights
above, in front of the loaned vehicle, John held her, and she wept. 


And then, once she started calming, she pushed away, and he
released her.


He stepped back, arms limp at his sides, his eyes on her,
searching, earnest. “Is there anything I can do?”


She hiccupped once, twice, glanced toward the smashed
bottle against the wall. And said, “Let me drive back to the motel.”


He cracked a smile. “I think I can do that.” He moved
toward the passenger side, patting her on the shoulder as he did. As he passed,
Adele caught his arm, pulled him. She looked him in the eyes once, and then
leaned in, studying his lips. He breathed heavily, his face only inches from
hers.


“John,” she said, softly, the emotion still swirling in
her, but she suppressed it.


“Adele?” he asked.


“I like your scar,” she said.


He swallowed but didn’t reply. Then she leaned in, stepping
on her toes, and pressed to kiss him.


John didn’t react harshly, but he held her and gently
pushed her down; he kissed her on the forehead and gave her a quick hug. “You’re
in no state to make decisions right now,” he said.


And then he turned and got in the passenger seat of the
car. He shut the door and waited, watching her through the windshield.


Adele stared at him, stunned. “I’m in no shape?” she said,
calling through the window. “You just downed a bottle of whiskey!”


She opened the front door and got in the driver’s seat,
studying him, not upset, not frustrated, more curious.


“Maybe some other time,” he murmured, his voice gentle. “It’s
been a rough day.”


Adele shook her head. Then she placed the key in the
ignition and turned them. John had just drank a bottle, and yet he seemed the
more sober of the two. Somehow, even in that moment, with just the two of them,
he was still protecting her. The same way he had protected her back in the
hospital. The same way he had protected her in the cabin.


Somehow, in the car, just with John, she felt the faintest
of burdens lifted from her shoulders. She found she could breathe a bit easier.
Her thoughts traveled to her dad. “You think they’re going to recover?” she
said, softly as they pulled out of the parking garage.


“Those kids? Some of them, maybe.”


“I don’t just mean will they live,” Adele said. “Do you
think they’ll recover? Do you think you can go through something like that and
make it out on the other side alive?”


For the first time, John’s voice hardened. But his
frustration didn’t seem directed at Adele. He said, “I keep getting told it’s
possible. But if you ask me, no. If you go through something like that, there’s
no coming back.”


He scratched at the scar on the underside of his chin. For
a moment, Adele thought of the speakeasy hidden in the DGSI basement. She
thought of the photos on the wall of the military squadron. John’s friends.
Friends she’d never met. 


“I think you’re wrong,” Adele said, quietly. She picked at
the steering wheel as she drove. 


He sighed. “I hope you’re right.” 


Both of them drifted off into quiet silence, driving away
from the parking structure.


“Why do you think they did it?” John said, his voice still
soft.


Adele swallowed. “The kids said something… Some of them
weren’t lucid. A couple of them seemed to have been down there for years. But
one of them, that fellow who went missing at the search party, he’s still
there. Alive. Shaken but aware. By the sounds of things, the Kloses were trying
to build a family.”


John looked at Adele. “A family?”


“Yeah, I don’t know the full story. But what I picked up on
they had a kid of their own once, that baby seat. Kid died. Wife was unable to
have any more children. After that, some sort of accident. I don’t know. But
anyway, they moved out here ten years ago.”


“The woman give any more information up?”


Adele shook her head. “They’re still interviewing her. But
honestly, I don’t think I care.”


“You want to know how many people were killed?”


“It’s a lot,” said Adele. “But no, I don’t want to know.
The police can handle it. Some truths are best left undiscovered—at least for
me.”


They dwindled off again.


“So those two sick twists were kidnapping kids to make some
sort of weird family in the woods?”


Adele sighed. “Yeah. They would let their captives out once
a month just to wander the vicinity of the garden. But if they ever stepped on
any of the plants they were punished. It was all messed up, John. It’s just,”
Adele trailed off, “just pure evil.”


He sighed and leaned his head against the glass as Adele
drove them back to their motel.


More questions bubbled in Adele’s mind, but she couldn’t
bring herself to utter them. For now, silence felt appropriate. The quiet felt comforting.
John’s presence, as in the parking structure, as on the field, as in the
hospital, as every time they went into danger, muted some of the terror,
softened some of the pain, and protected her against some of her own anxiety
swirling in her chest. Perhaps it wasn’t all up to her. Maybe, maybe, there
were some people she could trust. Some people who were of some help.


 


***


 


It felt
nice to be back on the plane, nowhere to go but up and across.


John was snoring softly next to her, his head once again
pressed against the cool glass of the window. The small nozzle of air wafted
into the cabin from above. Adele fidgeted, tapping her fingers against the edge
of her armrest. The seat between her and John was empty and contained only her
laptop bag. Part of her wanted to check to see if anything had come in from
work, but another part of her was grateful for the quiet of the plane ride back
to Paris.


For a moment, she spun her phone beneath her fingers on the
upright tray. Perhaps she ought to call the Johnsons when they landed. She
smiled at the thought. The fear they’d felt would be assuaged at last. The
distance from their daughter would soon be over—they would be reunited. Not
everyone was so lucky. 


Adele felt her eyes turn suddenly wet. She could feel tears
threatening against her cheeks. She stared at the back of the seat, still
spinning her phone. 


No, perhaps she wouldn’t call the Johnsons. Perhaps, now,
it was best to give them time and space to recover and heal. Amanda’s fate had
been different from Elise’s. Her mother had suffered horribly to the point it
had perhaps been a mercy she hadn’t survived. 


But one thing was similar in the two cases. One thing that
Adele could cling to. 


The cases were investigated by the same agent. She’d solved
Amanda’s case… which meant, perhaps, she could solve her mother’s as well… 


Adele shifted, leaning back now and lifting her hand from
her phone. 


As John snored, her mind whirred. She wasn’t sure exactly
what had passed between them the previous night. She had been strained, angry.
The events of the day had left her drained. But most of her anger had been
directed at her father. He had concealed evidence. Not much. A tiny clue. And
yet, evidence all the same.


Adele stared at the back of the headrest in front of her.
Part of her felt in order to justify her level of frustration with her father,
she needed to make something of the clue. Candies. 


But what?


She watched as an airline attendant moved between the
seats, pushing a drinks trolley. Adele’s own plastic cup of ice sat, melting
and condensing on her folded tray table.


She had kicked off her shoes, which were tucked beneath the
seat in front of her. Her toes pressed through her socks against the rough
carpet of the airplane floor. She leaned back, closing her own eyes, thinking.


Candies. Something about candies.


Adele thought back to France. She thought back to her
childhood. Her mother had used to call her Cara. A pet name. Nothing much.


Candies.


It had to mean something. She thought the candy was
poisoned. Or someone had switched candies. It didn’t make sense.


Switched. Adele went
very still.


Candies. Switched. Funny? Someone was switching the
notes. Funny?


Candies. Switching. Funny?


Adele’s eyes widened.


Her mother’s favorite candies, Carambars. They would always
stop at the same shop on Adele’s walk home from school with her mother. They
would pick up the Carambars, unwrap them, and read the jokes written on the
notes inside. One of the fondest memories Adele possessed.


The candies were fine, but it was the jokes on the wrappers
that were most the enjoyment. Adele felt a slow trickle of realization settle
on her.


Someone was switching the notes. Candies. 


What if someone had been switching the wrappers of the Carambars?
Writing their own notes on the candies? What if someone had been stalking Adele’s
mother, and had used her pattern of buying those candy bars as a way to
communicate with her?


Adele gripped her tray now, her fingers pressing white
against the gray plastic. 


It wouldn’t have been the postman then. It couldn’t have
been. No, they picked the candies up from the small corner store.


A store Adele knew; it was still owned and operated by the
same older gentleman. She had visited the store just two weeks before for her
first groceries in the area. Not only had she gotten an apartment in their old
building, but some of the same habits had returned too. Her old school was
still nearby. The jogging trails her mother had used were nearby. And the small
corner grocery store that sold them the Carambars was nearby.


Adele stared at the back of the headrest, her pulse
quickening, her fingers clenched against her seat. Now, all sensation of peace,
gratitude at their moment suspended in the sky with nowhere to go and nothing
to do, receded, fading in the face of the inevitable weight between the start
of their journey and the inevitable landing.


They couldn’t land quick enough.











CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN


 


 


Back in Paris. Feet on the ground. She had lied to John
when he’d offered her a ride home. Somehow, she hadn’t wanted him with her for
this.


Her holster was on her hip, tucked beneath her jacket, her
gun unclipped. Easy to access. If she needed it, it would be there.


She strolled with purposeful steps, leaving the taxi behind
her, out front of her apartment. She paid extra for him to wait. She hadn’t
even gathered her luggage.


The taxi had seen her credentials, and she doubted the man
would steal any of her stuff. Besides, she needed to make a stop. She strolled
along the corner, down the sidewalk, moving past one bus stop, a second. A
newsstand, a glass display with different ads for the movies playing in the
theaters nearby.


But Adele ignored all of it, her eyes focused, her
movements quick. She hastened along the sidewalk, turned the corner. She
spotted the small grocery store at the very end of the section of sidewalk.
Beyond, through the glimpse of trees on the other edge of the park, she could
just see the first tower of the private school she’d gone to.


Elise had made sure her daughter had the best education
possible, despite the difficulty of their situation.


Her pace quickened, her eyes fixed on the grocery store.


Gobert’s. White
letters along a green awning drooped over the windows. Items were crowded on
the shelves inside. She had stopped here many times before. They always carried
Carambars.


Her pace quickened, and she moved toward the door. She knew
the grocery store owner. An older man. No wife, no kids. Not fair, and yet,
still, this was a consideration. Something that often cast suspicion in an
investigation. A pitiable thing, for someone’s loneliness to be turned against
them, but justice wasn’t known for its mercy.


And Adele didn’t care for it either right now. 


Jokes. Switched. Candies. Funny?


She moved to the door, steadied herself, and inhaled
deeply. She felt small all of a sudden, standing on her own on the sidewalk,
outside the small corner store. The windows glinted, some of them smudged. She
could see fingerprints at about waist high where a child had been admiring a
red bike in the window.


She pushed open Gobert’s front door. Moved in, the familiar
bell jangling above. Her spine prickled at the sound. She’d heard it so much
growing up. Memories came back. Most of them pleasant.


Now, though, that was all changing.


She came to a halt in front of the cash register. A woman
was checking out, a child at her side tugging at her, pointing to some of the
long sticks of candy in the jars on the front counter. The older man behind the
counter had a newsboy cap angled over his head, and he was winking at the kid,
nodding toward a couple of the licorice sticks.


The kid’s eyes widened behind his mother’s back. He took
one of the sticks, and the man held up a finger to his lips and winked. The kid
grinned and took another stick, shoving both of the pilfered candies into his
pocket behind his mother. The woman paid for her bread and milk, bid farewell,
and then turned. Something in Adele’s expression must’ve bothered her because
she paused, frowning. She moved her child to the other side, away from Adele,
sheltering him. With another couple of furtive glances toward Adele, she
clutched her bag of groceries and moved from the store, leaving. Another ring
of the small bell.


The older man looked across the counter at Adele. “Yes?” he
said. Then his expression brightened. “Ah—hello! I remember you. Just moved in,
right? Two weeks ago?”


He smiled genially. Adele was reminded of the older couple
back in the cabin. They had been all smiles too. 


“Those candies,” Adele said, slowly, “the Carambars…” She
pointed toward the offending product.


The man followed her finger and then nodded at the glass
mason jar. “Yes, would you like some? How many?”


She shook her head. “Why would you switch the notes?”


The man blinked, his smile diminishing a bit.


Adele stared, deadpan, unblinking. “You would switch the
notes. You changed them to meddle with my mother. You taunted her. Scared her.
And then you killed her.”


Now, his smile was completely gone. Mr. Gobert just looked
at her, stunned. He said, “Excuse me, mademoiselle, are you all right?”


“I really wish people would stop asking me that.” She
pointed a finger at him. “Elise Romei. Ten years ago. Murdered. She said
someone was switching the notes. On the candies. Someone was changing what was
written on the wrappers. I don’t even know what they said.”


Now Mr. Gobert looked like he’d seen a ghost. He stared at
Adele, and his jaw unhinged. “I knew I remembered you,” he said, in a sudden
spurt of realization. His eyes brightened.


“Do you know anything about it?” she demanded.


He hesitated, distracted, then quickly shook his head. “That
nonsense about killing someone? Yes. Of course I deny it. Don’t be silly. But
no, I remember you. You’re talking about your mother? Yes? You used to come in
here with her. I knew I recognized your name. Adele, right?”


Adele just watched him, her eyes narrowed. Her gaze flicked
across his face, along the glass counters, toward the cigarettes behind him,
the piles of candies in the jars in front.


Mr. Gobert adjusted his newsboy cap. He wasn’t smiling. He
wasn’t pretending. But he also didn’t look scared, and he didn’t look angry. If
anything, it looked like he was pitying her.


This hurt more than anything.


But then he said something that caused her stomach to
twist.


“I actually remember your mother complaining once about the
candies. I don’t remember exactly what. She seemed to think one of them had
been switched. I don’t know. I remember though, because it was such a strange
thing to say. Like what you’re saying now. You’re saying someone was switching
the jokes?”


Adele looked at him, shrewd, refusing to move an inch. A
vague flicker of recollection crossed her mind. Something about Mr. Gobert she
remembered from her childhood. He always stayed behind the counter… Once,
though, she remembered him coming out… But… but it had been strange. So long
ago—she couldn’t remember. She stared into his eyes, stared deep.


Mr. Gobert didn’t look away. Then, with a groan, he started
wheeling himself, moving around the counter. Adele felt herself go numb. Mr.
Gobert emerged from behind the counter through a small swinging wooden door. He
was in a wheelchair. She glanced down at one foot and quickly looked away. A
prosthetic. His foot was missing. 


Now she remembered. When she’d been younger, he’d often
walked around with a crutch. And when he didn’t, he remained behind the
counter. She remembered, as a teenager, once seeing him in his chair. Shame
coursed through her like hot sap—sticky, clinging to her bones and weighing her
down. 


Mr. Gobert eyed her, quiet. “I lost that thirty years ago.
Right before I started running this place. I didn’t have anything to do with
your mother’s murder, child. I’m very sorry. But I do remember what you’re
talking about. Something about those candy bars. Someone had switched the note,
she said. She showed me the note actually. I wouldn’t remember—except it was so
strange… especially after what happened to her.” He stopped suddenly and
swallowed, glancing away. 


Adele stared. “You don’t still have it, do you? The note?”


The man just shook his head. “I wouldn’t have kept it.
Sorry. I don’t remember it either… It was long ago.”


She glanced back down toward his prosthetic leg. He couldn’t
possibly have been the killer.


Adele felt an avalanche of disappointment drop on her
shoulders, starting as a stream of pebbles, but then rising to a churning
emptiness in the pit of her stomach. Another dead end… It wasn’t him. It… it
couldn’t be, could it? 


A fierceness took hold of her, though, and she clawed out
from the avalanche of despair, desperately seeking the light. 


She was right about the candies. Someone had used them to
upset Elise. Someone had switched the notes. Someone who’d worked in the store
with him? Someone else entirely? One of the stockers? Someone who supplied the
candies? 


“You have people that work here with you?” she said. “Anyone
who worked here ten years ago?”


He smiled and winced. “We’ve had quite a few employees.
Some family, others not. I have a list I’m sure I could compile. You’re law
enforcement, right?”


“Yes, I am.”


“Well, if you could come back with a warrant, I’ll happily
supply that. In the meantime, if you’d like some of those Carambars, they’re
yours. They’re not so popular anymore. Ten years ago, they were.” He smiled at
her, a soft, sad smile. Then he wheeled back behind the counter.


Before he turned around again, the bell dinged, and Adele
was gone.


Another swing and a miss. But her nose twitched. She
scratched at her chin. On the right track. Closer. She could feel herself
getting closer. With steady quickening steps, she moved back down the sidewalk
toward the waiting taxi outside her apartment. 











EPILOGUE


 


 


Adele stepped through the open doors of Robert’s mansion,
John’s arm looped through hers. He dressed up quite nicely, though she would
never tell him that.


Her own dress clung to her, delicate, yet comfortable. She
moved, feeling the cold weight of her sidearm hidden near some of the ruffles
at her hip. She supposed Robert would likely disapprove if he knew she was
carrying a weapon into his party. Then again, what he didn’t know couldn’t hurt
him.


As she moved into the mansion, with John at her arm, she
smiled softly.


“I hate these things,” John muttered next to her. He was
pulling at the tie dangling from his neck, and quickly undoing it.


Adele clucked her tongue. “Socializing is good for your
health.”


They moved on into the welcoming room. The two leather
chairs Adele was used to had been moved off to the side. The fireplace was
still burning, which brought a small smile to her lips. A few of the other
guests had already arrived and were moving through the room, picking up small
snacks or accepting drinks from some of the servers moving about.


Adele had never seen this many people in Robert’s house
before.


“Robert normally host parties like this?” John said.


Adele smiled and shook her head. “No.” The smile faded as
she said this though. “Actually, it’s very uncharacteristic of him.” She felt a
flash of suspicion. She thought of Robert, his coughing, his declining health.
Why was he throwing a party? 


She spotted someone she recognized, which jarred her from
her thoughts.


In one corner of the room, Executive Foucault, with his
hawkish gaze, his slicked back hair, was puffing on a cigarette he was
concealing with his body and blowing the smoke out of an open window next to
him. Agent Sophie Paige was standing next to him, talking quietly beneath her
breath to the Executive. He smiled at whatever she’d said and patted her on the
hand.


John pointed, nodding toward the two of them and wiggling
his eyebrows.


 Adele shielded her mouth with her shoulder and muttered, “Yeah,
I see. I’m still saying they’re not lovers.”


“I bet you a hundred euros,” John muttered back.


Agent Paige looked up, and Adele quickly moved to John, her
hand tugging at him and directing him toward the kitchen, away from their
coworkers. She could hear others entering the house behind them. She heard
Robert’s voice from the room next door, laughing. She spotted him talking to
another man. She didn’t recognize this man; he had silver sideburns and was
quite handsome. He had a hand out, touching Robert’s arm in a gentle sort of
way. Robert was telling a story, flashing a smile and revealing the two missing
teeth in the top corner of his mouth.


The man he was speaking to started laughing again, and
Robert joined in once more.


Adele smiled and said, “We’ll talk to him later. I don’t
want to distract him.”


John allowed himself to be guided away like a child at
church reluctantly being shoved into a pew. He moved with Adele through the
house. As they headed down the hall, he paused and said, “I remember this room.”


 He pulled Adele, this time redirecting her, and pushed
open a side door made of glass and aluminum with a protruding rectangular
handle. Adele allowed herself to be moved through the door, and the two of them
came to a halt.


They were assailed by the scent of chlorine. The door
clicked shut behind them.


The indoor swimming pool stretched before them. It was
shaped like a natural pond, with a faux oak, and some leaves extending from
trees overhead. Adele knew that half of the trees were plastic, but in the dark
it was beautiful. A slow misting machine was churning out a healthy fog which
hovered over the water. 


She spotted a couple in one corner, in the hot tub. Drinks
with colorful fruits wedged to the lids sat next to the tub. The couple were
making out.


“I remember this room,” John murmured. He glanced down at
her, a mischievous glint in his eye. “Fancy a swim?”


Adele chuckled. It had taken a lot of convincing to get
John to come with her. Even more convincing to have him show up in something
nicer than a T-shirt and jeans. Now, though, as she looked at him, she felt
half an inclination that perhaps she liked him better without the nice suit and
tie.


She had a brief flashback to what she’d seen, back in his
distillery. The scar, his muscled chest, the slope of his back.


She returned his mischievous smile, and through hooded eyes
watched him. “All right, I could do a swim. We need to talk to Robert at some
point in the evening.”


John waved away the protest, already pulling at his tie and
tossing it off to the side.


Adele chuckled softly and then began to move toward one of
the back rooms.


“Where are you going?” John called after her.


“Robert has swimsuits. I’ll be right back.”


“Ah,” John said, “you don’t need a swimsuit.”


Adele paused, considering the words.


As she did, and inhaled the scent of the fog, and listened
to the quiet chatter from the couple in the hot tub, and the gurgle of the
steam jets, her mind wandered. She thought of confronting Mr. Gobert, of his
wheelchair. She thought of her anger at her father. She started to understand
why he had hidden what he had. Collected the notes he did. Adele was at a party
with a handsome man. And yet, she still couldn’t shake the thoughts of her
mother’s case. It was an obsession, but something she knew she had to do. Her
father had just been doing the same. They weren’t really that different after
all. But Adele knew she was better.


Where her father had failed, she would succeed. 


“Come on,” John called out after her. She glanced back and
saw that he was now down to his underwear. He winked at her, then jumped into
the pool with a splash. She sighed, turned, and began to disrobe. “Fine,” she
called.


“The water is perfect, American Princess.”


Adele let out a small little laugh, and with that sound,
some of the worries, some of the thoughts, flitted away. They didn’t leave, but
they tucked themselves, curling up like cats sleeping by a fire, moving to the
back of her mind. For now, she was at a party. She was with John. Robert was
nearby. At least tonight, her worries could wait. 
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